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The year 2076 smells like antiseptic gauze and the lavender diffuser
that Dara set up in my room. It has the bitter aftertaste of pills:
probiotics and microphages and PPMOs. It feels like the itch of healing,
the ache that’s settled on my pubic bone. It has the sound of a new
name that’s fresh and yet familiar on my lips.

The future feels lighter than the past. I think I know why you chose
it over me, Mama.
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My bedroom has changed in the hundred-plus years that have passed
since I slept there as a child. The floorboards have been carpeted over,
torn up, replaced. The walls are thick with new layers of paint. The
windows have been upgraded, the closet expanded. The oak tree that
stood outside my window is gone, felled by a storm twenty years ago,
I’'m told. But the house still stands, and our family still lives here, with
all our attendant ghosts. You and I are haunting each other, I think.

I picture you standing in the kitchen downstairs, over a century ago.
I imagine that you’re staring out through the little window above the
sink, your eyes traveling down the path that leads from the back door
and splits at the creek; one trail leads to the pond, and the other leads
to the shelter and the anachronopede, with its rows of capsules and
blinking lights.

Maybe it’s the afternoon you left us. June 22, 1963: storm clouds
gathering in the west, the wind picking up, the air growing heavy with
the threat of rain. And you’re staring out the window, gazing across the
dewy fields at the forking path, trying to decide which way you’ll take.

My bedroom is just above the kitchen, and my window has that
same view, a little expanded: I can see clear down to the pond where
Dad and I used to sit on his weeks off from the oil fields. It’s spring, and
the cattails are only hip high. I can just make out the silhouette of a
great blue heron walking along among the reeds and rushes.

You and I, we’re twenty feet and more than a hundred years apart.
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You went into labor not knowing my name, which I know now is



unprecedented among our family: you knew Dad’s name before you laid
eyes on him, the time and date of my birth, the hospital where he
would drive you when you went into labor. But my name? My sex?
Conspicuously absent in Uncle Dante’s gilt-edged book where all these
happy details were recorded in advance.

Dad told me later that you thought I'd be a stillbirth. He didn’t know
about the record book, about the blank space where a name should go.
But he told me that nothing he said while you were pregnant could
convince you that I’d come into the world alive. You thought I’d slip out
of you strangled and blue, already decaying.

Instead, I started screaming before they pulled me all the way out.

Dad said that even when the nurse placed me in your arms, you
thought you were hallucinating. “I had to tell her, over and over:
Miriam, you’re not dreaming, our daughter is alive.”

I bit my lip when he told me that, locked the words “your son” out
of sight. I regret that now; maybe I could have explained myself to him.
I should have tried, at least.

You didn’t name me for nearly a week.
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Nineteen fifty-four tastes like Kellogg’s Rice Krispies in fresh milk,
delivered earlier that morning. It smells like wood smoke, cedar chips,
Dad’s Kamel cigarettes mixed with the perpetual smell of diesel in his
clothes. It feels like the worn velvet nap of the couch in our living room,
which I loved to run my fingers across.

I was four years old. I woke up in the middle of the night after a
loud crash of lightning. The branches of the oak tree outside my
window were thrashing in the wind and the rain.

I crept out of bed, dragging my blanket with me. I slipped out of the
door and into the hallway, heading for your and Dad’s bedroom. I
stopped when I heard voices coming from the parlor downstairs: I
recognized your sharp tones, but there was also a man’s voice, not Dad’s
baritone but something closer to a tenor.

The door creaked when I pushed it open, and the voices fell silent. I
paused, and then you yanked open the door.

The curlers in your hair had come undone, descending down toward
your shoulders. I watched one tumble out of your hair and onto the



floor like a stunned beetle. I only caught a glimpse of the man standing
in the corner; he had thin, hunched shoulders and dark hair, wet and
plastered to his skull. He was wearing one of Dad’s old robes, with the
initials monogrammed on the pocket. It was much too big for him.

You snatched me up, not very gently, and carried me up to the
bedroom you shared with Dad.

“Tom,” you hissed. You dropped me on the bed before Dad was fully
awake, and shook his shoulder. He sat up, blinking at me, and looked to
you for an explanation.

“There’s a visitor,” you said, voice strained.

Dad looked at the clock, pulling it closer to him to get a proper look.
“Now? Who is it?”

Your jaw was clenched, and so were your hands. “I'm handling it. I
just need you to watch—"

You said my name in a way I’d never heard it before, as if each
syllable were a hard, steel ball dropping from your lips. It frightened
me, and I started to cry. Silently, though, since I didn’t want you to
notice me. I didn’t want you to look at me with eyes like that.

You turned on your heel and left the room, clicking the door shut
behind you and locking it.

Dad patted me on the back, his wide hand nearly covering the
expanse of my skinny shoulders. “It’s all right, kid,” he said. “Nothing to
be scared of. Why don’t you lie down and I'll read you something,
huh?”

In the morning, there was no sign a visitor had been there at all. You
and Dad assured me that I must have dreamed the whole thing.

I know now that you were lying, of course. I think I knew it even
then.

I had two childhoods.

One happened between Dad’s ten-day hitches in the White County
oil fields. That childhood smells like his tobacco, wool coats, wet grass.
It sounds like the opening theme songs to all our favorite TV shows. It
tastes like the peanut-butter sandwiches that you’d pack for us on our
walks, which we’d eat down by the pond, the same one I can just barely
see from my window here. In the summer, we’d sit at the edge of the



water, dipping our toes into the mud. Sometimes, Dad told me stories,
or asked me to fill him in on the episodes of Gunsmoke and Science
Fiction Theatre he’d missed, and we’d chat while watching for birds. The
herons have always been my favorite. They moved so slow, it always
felt like a treat to spot one as it stepped cautiously through the shallow
water. Sometimes, we’d catch sight of one flying overhead, its wide
wings fighting against gravity.

And then there was the childhood with you, and with Dara, the
childhood that happened when Dad was away. I remember the first
morning I came downstairs and she was eating pancakes off of your
fancy china, the plates that were decorated with delicate paintings of
evening primrose.

“Hi there. I'm Dara,” she said.

When I looked at you, shy and unsure, you told me, “She’s a cousin.
She’ll be dropping in when your father is working. Just to keep us
company.”

Dara didn’t really look much like you, I thought; not the way that
Dad’s cousins and uncles all resembled one another. But I could see a
few similarities between the two of you; hazel eyes, long fingers, and
something I didn’t have the words to describe for a long time: a certain
discomfort, the sense that you held yourselves slightly apart from the
rest of us. It had made you a figure of gossip in town, though I didn’t
know that until high school, when the same was said of me.

“What should I call you?” Dara asked me.

You jumped in and told her to call me by my name, the one you’d
chosen for me, after the week of indecision following my birth. How can
I ever make you understand how much I disliked that name? It felt like
it belonged to a sister whom I was constantly being compared to, whose
legacy I could never fulfill or surpass or even forget. Dara must have
caught the face that I made, because later, when you were out in the
garden, she asked me, “Do you have another name? That you want me
to call you instead?”

When I shrugged, she said, “It doesn’t have to be a forever name.
Just one for the day. You can pick a new one tomorrow, if you like. You
can introduce yourself differently every time you see me.”

And so every morning when I woke up and saw Dara sitting at the
table, I gave her a different name: Doc, Buck, George, Charlie. Names



that my heroes had, from television and comics and the matinees in
town. They weren’t my name, but they were better than the one I had. I
liked the way they sounded, the shape of them rolling around my
mouth.

You just looked on, lips pursed in a frown, and told Dara you wished
she’d quit indulging my silly little games.

The two of you sat around our kitchen table and—if I was quiet and
didn’t draw any attention to myself—talked in a strange code about
jumps and fastenings and capsules, dropping names of people I never
knew. More of your cousins, I figured.

You told our neighbors that all of your family was spread out, and
disinclined to make the long trip to visit. When Dara took me in, she
made up a tale about a long-lost cousin whose parents had kicked him
out for being trans. Funny, the way the truth seeps into lies.
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I went to see Uncle Dante in 1927. I wanted to see what he had in that
book of his about me, and about you and Dara.

Nineteen twenty-seven tastes like the chicken broth and brown bread
he fed me after I showed up at his door. It smells like the musty blanket
he hung around my shoulders, like kerosene lamps and wood smoke. It
sounds like the scratchy records he played on his phonograph: Duke
Ellington and Al Jolson, the Gershwin brothers and Gene Austin.

“Your mother dropped by back in 24,” he said, settling down in an
armchair in front of the fireplace. It was the same fireplace that had
been in our parlor, though Dad had sealed off the chimney in 1958,
saying it let in too many drafts. “She was very adamant that your name
be written down in the records. She seemed ... upset.” He let the last
word hang on its own, lonely, obviously understated.

“That’s not my name,” I told him. “It’s the one she gave me, but it
was never mine.”

I had to explain to him then—he’d been to the future, and so it
didn’t seem so far-fetched, my transition. I simplified it for him, of
course: didn’t go into the transdermal hormonal implants and
mastectomy, the paperwork Dara and I forged, the phalloplasty I'd
scheduled a century and a half in the future. I skipped the introduction
to gender theory, Susan Stryker, Stone Butch Blues, all the things that



Dara gave me to read when I asked if there were books about people
like me.

“My aunt Lucia was of a similar disposition,” he told me. “Once her
last child was grown, she gave up on dresses entirely. Wore a suit to
church for her last twelve years, which gave her a reputation for
eccentricity.”

I clamped my mouth shut and nodded along, still feeling ill and
shaky from the jump. The smell of Uncle Dante’s cigar burned in my
nostrils. I wished we could have had the conversation outside, on the
porch; the parlor seemed too familiar, too laden with the ghost of your
presence.

“What should I put instead?” he asked, pulling his book down from
the mantle: the ancient gilt-edged journal where he recorded our
family’s births, marriages, and deaths, as they were reported to him.

“It’s blank when I'm born,” I told him. He paused in the act of
sharpening his pencil—he knew better than to write the future in ink.
“Just erase it. Tear the whole page out and rewrite it if you need to.”

He sat back in his chair and combed his fingers through his beard.
“That’s ... unprecedented,” he said. Again, that pause, the heaviness of
the word choice.

“Not anymore,” I said.
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Nineteen sixty-three feels like a menstrual cramp, like the ache in my
legs as my bones stretched, like the twinges in my nipples as my breasts
developed. It smells like Secret roll-on deodorant and the menthol
cigarettes you took up smoking. It tastes like the peach cobbler I burned
in Home Ec class, which the teacher forced me to eat. It sounds like
Sam Cooke’s album Night Beat, which Dara, during one of her visits, told
me to buy.

And it looks like you, jumpier than I'd ever seen you, so twitchy that
even Dad commented on it before he left for his hitch in the oil fields.

“Will you be all right?” he asked after dinner.

I was listening from the kitchen doorway to the two of you talk. I'd
come in to ask Dad if he was going to watch Gunsmoke, which would be
starting in a few minutes, with me, and caught the two of you with your
heads together by the sink.



You leaned forward, bracing your hands on the edge of the sink,
looking for all the world as if you couldn’t hold yourself up, as if gravity
was working just a little bit harder on you than it was on everyone else.
I wondered for a second if you were going to tell him about Dara. I'd
grown up keeping her a secret with you, though the omission had begun
to weigh heavier on me. I loved Dad, and I loved Dara; being unable to
reconcile the two of them seemed trickier each passing week.

Instead you said nothing. You relaxed your shoulders, and you
smiled for him, and kissed his cheek. You said the two of us would be
fine, not to worry about his girls.

And the very next day, you pulled me out of bed and showed me our
family’s time machine, in the old tornado shelter with the lock I’d never
been able to pick.

oS o+ S
w w w

I know more about the machine now, after talking with Uncle Dante,
reading the records that he kept. About the mysterious man, Moses
Stone, who built it in 1905, when Grandma Emmeline’s parents leased
out a parcel of land. He called it the anachronopede, which probably
sounded marvelous in 1905, but even Uncle Dante was rolling his eyes
at the name twenty years later. I know that Stone took Emmeline on
trips to the future when she was seventeen, and then abandoned her
after a few years, and nobody’s been able to find him since then. I know
that the machine is keyed to something in Emmeline’s matrilineal DNA,
some recessive gene.

I wonder if that man, Stone, built the anachronopede as an
experiment. An experiment needs parameters, right? So build a machine
that only certain people in one family can use. We can’t go back before
1905, when the machine was completed, and we can’t go past August 3,
2321. What happens that day? The only way to find out is to go as far
forward as possible, and then wait. Maroon yourself in time. Exile
yourself as far forward as you can, where none of us can reach you.

I know you were lonely, waiting for me to grow up so you could
travel again. You were exiled when you married Dad in 1947, in that
feverish period just after the war. It must have been so romantic at first:
I've seen the letters he wrote during the years he courted you. And
you’d grown up seeing his name written next to yours, and the date that



you’d marry him. When did you start feeling trapped, I wonder? You
were caught in a weird net of fate and love and the future and the past.
You loved Dad, but your love kept you hostage. You loved me, but you
knew that someday, I'd transform myself into someone you didn’t
recognize.

oS o+ S
w w w

At first, when you took me underground to see the anachronopede, I
thought you and Dad had built a fallout shelter. But there were no beds
or boxes of canned food. And built into the rocky wall were rows of
doors that looked like the one on our icebox. Round lightbulbs lay just
above the doors, nearly all of them red, though one or two were slowly
blinking between orange and yellow.

Nearly all the doors were shut, except for two, near the end, which
hung ajar.

“Those two capsules are for us, you and me,” you said. “Nobody else
can use them.”

I stared at them. “What are they for?”

I’'d heard you and Dara speak in code for nearly all of my life, jumps
and capsules and fastenings. I’d imagined all sorts of things. Aliens and
spaceships and doorways to another dimension, all the sort of things I'd
seen Truman Bradley introduce on Science Fiction Theatre.

“Traveling,” you said.

“In time or in space?”

You seemed surprised. I'm not sure why. Dad collected pulp
magazines, and you’d given me books by H. G. Wells and Jules Verne
for Christmas in years past. The Justice League had gone into the future.
I'd seen The Fly last year during a half-price matinee. You know how it
was back then: such things weren’t considered impossible, so much as
inevitable. The future was a country we all wanted so badly to visit.

“In time,” you said.

I immediately started peppering you with questions: How far into the
future had you gone? When were you born? Had you met dinosaurs?
Had you met King Arthur? What about jet packs? Was Dara from the
future?

You held a hand to your mouth, watching as I danced around the
small cavern, firing off questions like bullets being sprayed from a



tommy gun.

“Maybe you are too young,” you said, staring at the two empty
capsules in the wall.

“I’'m not!” I insisted. “Can’t we go somewhere? Just a—just a quick
jump?”

I added in the last part because I wanted you to know I’d been
listening, when you and Dara had talked in code at the kitchen table. I'd
been waiting for you to include me in the conversation.

“Tomorrow,” you decided. “We’ll leave tomorrow.”
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The first thing I learned about time travel was that you couldn’t eat
anything before you did it. And you could only take a few sips of water:
no juice or milk. The second thing I learned was that it was the most
painful thing in the world, at least for me.

“Your grandmother Emmeline called it the fastening,” you told me.
“She said it felt like being a button squeezed through a too-narrow slit
in a piece of fabric. It affects everyone differently.”

“How’s it affect you?”

You twisted your wedding ring around on your finger. “I haven’t
done it since before you were born.”

You made me go to the bathroom twice before we walked back on
that path, taking the fork that led to the shelter where the capsules
were. The grass was still wet with dew, and there was a chill in the air.
Up above, thin, wispy clouds were scratched onto the sky, but out west,
I could see dark clouds gathering. There’d be storms later.

But what did I care about later? I was going into a time machine.

I asked you, “Where are we going?”

You replied, “To visit Dara. Just a quick trip.”

There was something cold in your voice. I recognized the tone: the
same you used when trying to talk me into wearing the new dress you’d
bought me for church, or telling me to stop tearing through the house
and play quietly for once.

In the shelter, you helped me undress, though it made me feel hotly
embarrassed and strange to be naked in front of you again. I'd grown
wary of my own body in the last few months, at how it was changing:
I’d been dismayed by the way my nipples had grown tender, at the fatty



flesh that had budded beneath them. It seemed like a betrayal.

I hunched my shoulders and covered my privates, though you barely
glanced at my naked skin. You helped me lie down in the capsule,
showed me how to pull the round mask over the bottom half of my
face, attach the clip that went over my index finger. Finally, you lifted
one of my arms up and wrapped a black cuff around the crook of my
elbow. I noticed, watching you, that you had bitten all of your nails
down to the quick, that the edges were jagged and tender looking.

“You program your destination date in here, you see?” You tapped a
square of black glass on the ceiling of the capsule, and it lit up at the
touch. Your fingers flew across the screen, typing directly onto it,
rearranging colored orbs that seemed to attach themselves to your finger
as soon as you touched them.

“You’ll learn how to do this on your own eventually,” you said. The
screen, accepting whatever you’d done to it, blinked out and went black
again.

I breathed through my mask, which covered my nose and face. A
whisper of air blew against my skin, a rubbery, stale, lemony scent.

“Don’t be scared,” you said. “I’ll be there when you wake up. I'm
sending myself back a little earlier, so I’ll be there to help you out of the
capsule.”

You kissed me on the forehead and shut the door. I was left alone in
the dark as the walls around me started to hum.

Calling it the fastening does it a disservice. It’s much more painful
than that. Granny Emmeline is far tougher than I’ll ever be if she
thought it was just like forcing a button into place.

For me, it felt like being crushed in a vice that was lined with broken
glass and nails. I understood, afterward, why you had forbidden me
from eating or drinking for twenty-four hours. I would have vomited in
the mask, shat myself inside the capsule. I came back to myself in the
dark, wild with terror and the phantom remains of that awful pain.

The door opened. The light needled into my eyes, and I screamed,
trying to cover them. The various cuffs and wires attached to my arms
tugged my hands back down, which made me panic even more.

Hands reached in and pushed me down, and eventually, I registered
your voice in my ear, though not what you were saying. I stopped
flailing long enough for all the straps and cuffs to be undone, and then I



was lifted out of the capsule. You held me in your arms, rocking and
soothing me, rubbing my back as I cried hysterically onto your shoulder.

I was insensible for a few minutes. When my sobs died away to
hiccups, I realized that we weren’t alone in the shelter. Dara was with
us as well, and she had thrown a blanket over my shoulders.

“Jesus, Miriam,” she said, over and over. “What the hell were you
thinking?”

I found out later that I was the youngest person in my family to ever
make a jump. Traditionally, they made their first jumps on their
seventeenth birthday. I was nearly five years shy of that.

You smoothed back a lock of my hair, and I saw that all your
fingernails had lost their ragged edge. Instead, they were rounded and
smooth, topped with little crescents of white.

oS o+ S
w w w

Uncle Dante told me that it wasn’t unusual for two members of the
family to be lovers, especially if there were generational gaps between
them. It helped to avoid romantic entanglements with people who were
bound to linear lives, at least until they were ready to settle down for a
number of years, raising children. Pregnancy didn’t mix well with time
travel. It was odder to do what you did: settle down with someone who
was, as Dara liked to put it, stuck in the slow lane of linear time.

Dara told me about the two of you, eventually; that you’d been
lovers before you met Dad, before you settled down with him in 1947.
And that when she started visiting us in 1955, she wasn’t sleeping alone
in the guest bedroom.

I’'m not sure if I was madder at her or you at the time, though I've
since forgiven her. Why wouldn’t I? You’ve left both of us, and it’s a big
thing, to have that in common.
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Nineteen eighty-one is colored silver, beige, bright orange, deep brown.
It feels like the afghan blanket Dara kept on my bed while I recovered
from my first jump, some kind of cheap fake wool. It tastes like chicken
soup and weak tea with honey and lime Jell-O.

And for a few days, at least, 1981 felt like a low-grade headache
that never went away, muscle spasms that I couldn’t always control, dry



mouth, difficulty swallowing. It smelled like a lingering olfactory
hallucination of frying onions. It sounded like a ringing in the ears.

“So you’re the unnamed baby, huh?” Dara said that first morning
when I woke up. She was reading a book, and set it down next to her on
the couch.

I was disoriented: you and Dara had placed me in the southeast
bedroom, the same one I slept in all through childhood. (The same one
I’'m recovering in right now.) I'm not sure if you thought it would
comfort me, to wake up to familiar surroundings. It was profoundly
strange, to be in my own bedroom but have it be so different: the
striped wallpaper replaced with avocado green paint; a loveseat with
floral upholstery where my dresser had been; all my posters of Buck
Rogers and Superman replaced with framed prints of unfamiliar
artwork.

“Dara?” I said. She seemed different, colder. Her hair was shorter
than the last time I'd seen her, and she wore a pair of thick-framed
glasses.

She cocked her head. “That’d be me. Nice to meet you.”

I blinked at her, still disoriented and foggy. “We met before,” I said.

She raised her eyebrows, like she couldn’t believe I was so dumb.
“Not by my timeline.”

Right. Time travel.

You rushed in then. You must have heard us talking. You crouched
down next to me and stroked the hair back from my face.

“How are you feeling?” you asked.

I looked down at your fingernails, and saw again that they were
smooth, no jagged edges, and a hint of white at the edges. Dara told me
later that you’d arrived two days before me, just so you two could have
a few days alone together. After all, you’d only left her for 1947 a few
days before. The two of you had a lot to talk about.

“All right, I guess,” I told you.
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It felt like the worst family vacation for those first few days. Dara was
distant with me and downright cold to you. I wanted to ask what had
happened, but I thought that I’d get the cold shoulder if I did. I caught
snippets of the arguments you had with Dara; always whispered in



doorways, or downstairs in the kitchen, the words too faint for me to
make out.

It got a little better once I was back on my feet, and able to walk
around and explore. I was astonished by everything; the walnut trees on
our property that I had known as saplings now towered over me. Dara’s
television was twice the size of ours, in color, and had over a dozen
stations. Dara’s car seemed tiny, and shaped like a snake’s head, instead
of having the generous curves and lines of the cars I knew.

I think it charmed Dara out of her anger a bit, to see me so
appreciative of all these futuristic wonders—which were all relics of the
past for her—and the conversations between the three of us got a little
bit easier. Dara told me more about where she’d come from—the late
twenty-first century—and why she was in this time—studying with
some poet that I’d never heard of. She showed me the woman’s poetry,
and though I couldn’t make much of it out at the time, one line from
one poem has always stuck with me. “I did not recognize the shape of
my own name.”

I pondered that, lying awake in my bedroom—the once and future
bedroom that I'm writing this from now, that I slept in then, that I
awoke in when I was a young child, frightened by a storm. The rest of
that poem made little sense to me, a series of images that were threaded
together by a string of line breaks.

But I know about names, and hearing the one that’s been given to
you, and not recognizing it. I was trying to stammer this out to Dara one
night, after she’d read that poem to me. And she asked, plain as could
be, “What would you rather be called instead?”

I thought about how I used to introduce myself after the heroes of
the TV shows my father and I watched: Doc and George and Charlie. It
had been a silly game, sure, but there’d been something more serious
underneath it. I'd recognized something in the shape of those names,
something I wanted for myself.

“I dunno. A boy’s name,” I said. “Like George in The Famous Five.”

“Well, why do you want to be called by a boy’s name?” Dara asked
gently.

In the corner, where you’d been playing solitaire, you paused while
laying down a card. Dara noticed too, and we both looked over at you. I
cringed, wondering what you were about to say; you hated that I didn’t



like my name, took it as a personal insult somehow.
But you said nothing, just resumed playing, slapping the cards down
a little more heavily than before.
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I forgive you for drugging me to take me back to 1963. I know I
screamed at you after we arrived and the drugs wore off, but I was also
a little relieved. It was a sneaking sort of relief, and didn’t do much to
counterbalance the feelings of betrayal and rage, but I know I would
have panicked the second you shoved me into one of those capsules.

You’d taken me to the future, after all. I'd seen the relative wonders
of 1981: VHS tapes, the Flash Gordon movie, the Columbia space
shuttle. I would have forgiven you so much for that tiny glimpse.

I don’t forgive you for leaving me, though. I don’t forgive you for the
morning after, when I woke up in my old familiar bedroom and padded
downstairs for a bowl of cereal, and found, instead, a note that bore two
words in your handwriting: I’'m sorry.

The note rested atop the gilt-edged book that Grandma Emmeline
had started as a diary, and that Uncle Dante had turned into both a
record and a set of instructions for future generations: the names, birth
dates, and the locations for all the traveling members of our family; who
lived in the house and when; and sometimes, how and when a person
died. The book stays with the house; you must have kept it hidden in
the attic.

I flipped through it until I found your name: Miriam Guthrie (née
Stone): born November 21, 1977, Harrisburg, IL. Next to it, you
penciled in the following.

Jumped forward to June 22, 2321 CE, and will die in exile beyond reach
of the anachronopede.

Two small words could never encompass everything you have to
apologize for.
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I wonder if you ever looked up Dad’s obituary. I wonder if you were
even able to, if the record for one small man’s death even lasts that
long.

When you left, you took my father’s future with you. Did you realize



that? He was stuck in the slow lane of linear time, and to Dad, the
future he’d dreamed of must have receded into the distance, something
he’d never be able to reach.

He lost his job in the fall of 1966, as the White County oil wells ran
dry, and hanged himself in the garage six months later. Dara cut him
down and called the ambulance; her visits became more regular after
you left us, and she must have known the day he would die.

(I can’t bring myself to ask her: Couldn’t she have arrived twenty
minutes earlier and stopped him entirely? I don’t want to know her
answer.)

In that obituary, I'm first in the list of those who survived him, and
it’s the last time I used the name you gave me. During the funeral, I
nodded, received the hugs and handshakes from Dad’s cousins and
friends, bowed my head when the priest instructed, prayed hard for his
soul. When it was done, I walked alone to the pond where the two of us
had sat together, watching birds and talking about the plots of silly
television shows. I tried to remember everything that I could about him,
tried to preserve his ghost against the vagaries of time: the smell of
Kamel cigarettes and diesel on his clothes; the red-blond stubble that
dotted his jaw; the way his eyes brightened when they landed on you.

I wished so hard that you were there with me. I wanted so much to
cry on your shoulder, to sob as hard and hysterically as I had when you
took me to 1981. And I wanted to be able to slap you, to hit you, to
push you in the water and hold you beneath the surface. I could have
killed you that day, Mama.

When I was finished, Dara took me back to the house. We cleaned it
as best we could for the next family member who would live here: there
always has to be a member of the Stone family here, to take care of the
shelter, the anachronopede, and the travelers that come through.

Then she took me away, to 2073, the home she’d made more than a
century away from you.
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Today was the first day I was able to leave the house, to take cautious,
wobbling steps to the outside world. Everything is still tender and
bruised, though my body is healing faster than I ever thought possible.
It feels strange to walk with a weight between my legs; I walk



differently, with a wider stride, even though I'm still limping.

Dara and I walked down to the pond today. The frogs all hushed at
our approach, but the blackbirds set up a racket. And off in the distance,
a heron lifted a cautious foot and placed it down again. We watched it
step carefully through the water, hesitantly. Its beak darted into the
water and came back up with a wriggling fish, which it flipped into its
mouth. I suppose it was satisfied with that, because it crouched down,
spread its wings, and then jumped into the air, enormous wings fighting
against gravity until it rose over the trees.

Three days before my surgery, I went back to you. The pain of it is
always the same, like I'm being torn apart and placed back together with
clumsy, inexpert fingers, but by now I’ve gotten used to it. I wanted you
to see me as the man I’ve always known I am, that I slowly became. And
I wanted to see if I could forgive you; if I could look at you and see
anything besides my father’s slow decay, my own broken and betrayed
heart.

I knocked at the door, dizzy, ears ringing, shivering, soaked from the
storm that was so much worse than I remembered. I was lucky that you
or Dara had left a blanket in the shelter, so I didn’t have to walk up to
the front door naked; my flat, scarred chest at odds with my wide hips,
the thatch of pubic hair with no flesh protruding from it. I’d been on
hormones for a year, and this second puberty reminded me so much of
my first one, with you in 1963: the acne and the awkwardness, the slow
reveal of my future self.

You answered the door with your hair in curlers, just as I
remembered, and fetched me one of Dad’s old robes. I fingered the
monogramming at the breast pocket, and I wished, so hard, that I could
walk upstairs and see him.

“What the hell,” you said. “I thought the whole family knew these
years were off-limits while I’'m linear.”

You didn’t quite recognize me, and you tilted your head. “Have we
met before?”

I looked you in the eyes, and my voice cracked when I told you I
was your son.

Your hand went to your mouth. “I’ll have a son?” you asked.

And I told you the truth: “You have one already.”

And your hand went to your gut, as if you would be sick. You shook



your head, so hard that your curlers started coming loose. That’s when
the door creaked open, just a crack. You flew over there and yanked it
all the way open, snatching the child there up in your arms. I barely
caught a glimpse of my own face looking back at me as you carried my
child self up the stairs.

I left before I could introduce myself to you: my name is Heron,
Mama. I haven’t forgiven you yet, but maybe someday, I will. And when
I do, I will travel back one last time, to that night you left me and Dad
for the future. I'll tell you that your apology has finally been accepted,
and will give you my blessing to live in exile, marooned in a future
beyond all reach.



Copyright © 2015 by Nino Cipri
Art copyright © 2015 by Richie Pope



SETH
DICKINSON

PLEASE
UNDO
THIS HURT



Please Undo
This Hurt

SETH DICKINSON

illustration by

WESLEY ALLSBROOK

TOR-COM =



Begin Reading
Table of Contents

About the Author

Copyright Page

Thank you for buying this
Tom Doherty Associates ebook.

To receive special offers, bonus content,

and info on new releases and other great reads,
sign up for our newsletters.

Or visit us online at
us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup

For email updates on the author, click here.


http://us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup?utm_source=ebook&amp;utm_medium=adcard&amp;utm_term=ebookreaders&amp;utm_content=sethdickinson_newslettersignup_macdotcom&amp;utm_campaign=9780765384553
http://us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup?utm_source=ebook&amp;utm_medium=adcard&amp;utm_term=ebookreaders&amp;utm_content=sethdickinson_newslettersignup_macdotcom&amp;utm_campaign=9780765384553
http://us.macmillan.com/authoralerts?authorName=sethdickinson&amp;authorRefId=110762420&amp;utm_source=ebook&amp;utm_medium=adcard&amp;utm_term=ebookreaders&amp;utm_content=sethdickinson_authoralertsignup_macdotcom&amp;utm_campaign=9780765384553

“A coyote got my cat,” Nico says.

It took me four beers and three shots to open him up. All night he’s
been talking about the breakup, what’s-her-name Yelena I think, and all
night I've known there’s something else on him, but I didn’t know
know—

“Fuck, man.” I catch at his elbow. He’s wearing leather, supple,
slick—he’s always mock-hurt when I can’t tell his good jackets from his
great ones. “Mandrill?” A better friend wouldn’t have to ask, but I'm
drunk, and not so good a friend. “Your cat back home?”

“Poor Mandrill,” Nico says, completely forlorn. “Ah, shit, Dominga. I
shouldn’t have left him.”

He only goes to the Lighthouse on empty Sundays, when we can
hide in the booths ringed around the halogen beacon. I expect sad nights
here. But, man, his cat ...

Nico puts his head on my shoulder and makes a broken noise into
the side of my neck. I rub his elbow and marvel in a selfish way at how
much I care, how full of hurt I am, even after this awful week of dead
bikers and domestics and empty space where fucking Jacob used to be.
It’s the drink, of course, and tomorrow if we see each other (we won’t)
it'll all be awkward, stilted, an unspoken agreement to forget this
moment.

But right now I care.

In a moment he’ll pull himself up, make a joke, buy a round. I know
he will, since Nico and I only speak in bars and only when things feel
like dogshit. We’ve got nothing in common—I ride ambulances around
Queens, call my mom in Laredo every week, shouting Spanish into an
old flip phone with a busted speaker. He makes smartphone games in a
FiDi studio, imports leather jackets, and serially thinks his way out of
perfectly good relationships. But all that difference warms me up
sometimes, because (forgive me here, I am drunk) what’s the world
worth if you can’t put two strangers together and get them to care? A
friendship shouldn’t need anything else.



He doesn’t pull himself up and he doesn’t make a joke.

The lighthouse beam sweeps over us, over the netting around our
booth, over Nico’s cramped shoulders and gawky height curled up
against me. The light draws grid shadows on his leathered back, as if
we’re in an ambulance together, monitors tracing the thready rhythm of
Nico’s life. We sit together in the blue fog as the light passes on across
empty tables carved with half-finished names.

“I’'m really sorry.” He finally pulls away, stiff, frowning. “I'm such a
drag tonight. How are things after Jacob?”

I cluck in concern, just like my mom. I have to borrow the sound
from her because I want to scream every time I think about fucking
Jacob and fucking I'm not ready for your life. “We’re talking about you.”

He grins a fake grin but he’s so good at it I'm still a little charmed.
“We’ve been talking about me forever.”

“You broke up with your girlfriend and lost your cat. You’re having a
bad week. As a medical professional I insist I buy you another round.”
Paramedics drink, and lie sometimes. He dumped Yelena out of the
blue, ‘to give her a chance at someone better.” The opposite of what
Jacob had done to me. “And we’re going to talk.”

“No.” He looks away. I follow his eyes, tracing the lighthouse beam
across the room, where the circle of tables ruptures, broken by some
necessity of cleaning or fire code: as if a snake had come up out of the
light, slithered through the table mandala, and written something with
its passage. “No, I'm done.”

And the way he says that hits me, hits me low, because I recognize
it. I have a stupid compassion that does me no good. I am desperate to
help the people in my ambulance, the survivors. I can hold them
together but I can’t answer the plea I always see in their eyes: Please,
God, please, mother of mercy, just let this never have happened. Make it
undone. Let me have a world where things like this never come to pass.

“Nico,” I say, “do you feel like you want to hurt yourself?”

He looks at me and the Lighthouse’s sound system glitches for an
instant, harsh and negative, as if we’re listening to the inverse music
that fills the space between the song and the meaningless static beneath.

My heart trips, thumps, like the ambulance alarm’s just gone off.

“I don’t want to hurt anyone,” he says, eyes round and honest. “I
don’t want to get on Twitter and read about all the atrocities I'm



complicit in. I don’t want to trick wonderful women into spending a few
months figuring out what a shithead I really am. I don’t want to raise
little cats to be coyote food. I don’t even want to worry about whether
I’'m dragging my friends down. I just want to undo all the harm I've ever
done.”

Make it undone.

In my job I see these awful things—this image always come to me: a
cyclist’s skull burst like watermelon beneath the wheels of a truck he
didn’t see. I used to feel like I made a difference in my job. But that was
a long time ago.

So I hold to this: As long as I can care about other people, I'm not in
burnout. Emotional detachment is a cardinal symptom, you see.

“Did you ever see It’s a Wonderful Life?” I'm trying to lighten the
mood. I've only read the Wikipedia page.

“Yeah.” Oops. “But I thought it kind of missed the point. What if—”
He makes an excited gesture, pointing to an idea. But his eyes are still
fixed on the mirror surface of the table, and when he sees himself his
jaw works. “What if his angel said, Oh, you’ve done more harm than
good; but we all do, that’s life, those are the rules, there’s just more hurt to
go around. Why couldn’t he, I forget his name, it doesn’t matter, why
couldn’t he say, well, just redact me. Remove the fact of my birth. I'm a
good guy, I don’t want to do anyone any harm, so I'm going to opt out.
Do you think that’s possible? Not a suicide, that’s selfish, it hurts
people. But a really selfless way out?”

I don’t know what to say to that. It’s stupid, but he’s smart, and he
says it so hard.

He grins up at me, full-lipped, beautiful. The lighthouse beacon
comes around again and lights up his silhouette and puts his face in
shadow except his small white teeth. “I mean, come on. If I weren’t
here—wouldn’t you be having a good night?”

“You’re wishing you’d never known me, you realize. You’re shitting
all over me.”

“Dominga Roldan! My knight.” There he goes, closing up again,
putting on the armor of charm. He likes that Roldan is so much like
Roland. It’s the first thing he ever told me. “Please. You're the suffering
hero at this table. Let’s talk about you.”

I surrender. I start talking about fucking Jacob.



But I resolve right then that I'll save Nico, convince him that it’s
worth it to go on, worth it to have ever been.
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I believe in good people. Even though Nico has what we call “resting
asshole face” and a job that requires him to trick people into giving him
thousands of dollars (he designs the systems that keep people playing
smartphone games, especially the parts that keep them spending) I still
think he’s a good man. He cares, way down.

I believe you can feel that. The world’s a cold place and it’ll break
your heart. You’ve got to trust in the possibility of good.

I dream of gardening far south and west, home in Laredo.
Inexplicably, fucking Jacob is there. He smiles at me, big bear face a
little stubbled. I want to yell at him: don’t grow a beard! You have a
great chin! But we’re busy gardening, rooting around in galvanized tubs
full of okra and zucchini and purple hull peas. Hot peppers, since the
sweet breeds won’t take. The autumn light down here isn’t so thin as in
New York. I am bare-handed, turning up the soil around the roots, grit
up under my fingers and in the web of my hands. I am making life.

But down in the zucchini roots I find a knot of maggots, balled up
squirming like they’ve wormed a portal up from maggot hell and come
pouring out blind and silent. And I think: I am only growing homes for
maggots. Everything is this way. In the end we are only making more
homes, better homes, for maggots.

Jacob smiles at me and says, like he did: “I'm just not ready for your
life. It’s too hard. Too many people get hurt.”

I wake up groaning, hangover clotted in my sinuses. Staring up at the
vent above my mattress I realize there’s no heat. It’s broken again.

The cold is sharp, though. Sterile. It makes me go. I get to the
hospital on time and Mary’s waiting for me, smiling, my favorite partner
armed with coffee and danishes and an egg sandwich from the
enigmatic food truck only she can find. For my hangover, of course.
Mary, bless her, knows my schedule.

Later that day we save a man’s life.

He swam out into the river to die. We're first on the scene and I am
stupid, so stupid: I jump in to save him. The water’s late-autumn cold,
the kind of chill I am afraid will get into my marrow and crystallize



there, so that later in life, curled up in the summer sun with a lover, I'll
feel a pang and know that a bead of ice came out of my bone and stuck
in my heart. I used to get that kind of chest pain growing up, see. I
thought they were ice crystals that formed when we went to see ex-Dad
in Colorado, where the world felt high and thin, everything offered up
on an altar to the truth behind the indifferent cloth of stars.

I’'m thinking all this as I haul the drowning man back in. I feel so
cold and so aware. My mind goes everywhere. Goes to Jacob, of course.

Offered up on an altar. We used to play a sex game like that, Jacob
and I. You know, a sexy sacrifice—isn’t that the alchemy of sex games?
You take something appalling and you make it part of your appetites.
Jesus, I used to think it was cute, and now describing it I'm furiously
embarrassed. Jacob was into all kinds of nerd shit. For him I think the
fantasy was always kind of Greco-Roman, Andromeda on the rocks, but
I always wondered if he dared imagine me as some kind of Aztec
princess, which would be too complicatedly racist for him to suggest.
He’s dating a white girl now. It doesn’t bother me but Mom just won’t
let it go. She’s sharp about it, too: she has a theory that Jacob feels he’s
now Certified Decent, having passed his qualifying exam, and now he’ll
go on to be a regular shithead.

And Mary’s pulling me up onto the pier, and I'm pulling the suicide.

He nearly dies in the ambulance. We swaddle him in heat packs and
blankets and Mary, too, swaddles him, smiling and flirting, it’s okay,
what a day for a swim, does he know that in extreme situations rescuers
are advised to provide skin-to-skin contact?

See, Mary’s saying, see, it’s not so bad here, not so cold. You’ll meet
good people. You’ll go on.

Huddled in my own blankets I meet the swimmer’s warm brown eyes
and just then the ambulance slams across a pothole. He fibrillates.
Alarms shriek. I see him start to go, receding, calm, warm, surrounded
by people trying to save him, and I think that if he went now, before his
family found out, before he had to go back to whatever drove him into
the river, it’d be best.

Oh, God, the hurt can’t be undone. It’d be best.

His eyes open. They peel back like membranes. I see a thin screen,
thinner than Colorado sky, and in the vast space behind it something
white and soft and eyeless wheels on an eternal wind.



His heart quits. He goes into asystole.

“Come on,” Mary hisses, working on him. “Come on. You can’t do
this to me. Dominga, let’s get some epi going—come on, don’t go.”

I think that’s the hook that pulls him in. He cares. He doesn’t want to
hurt her. Like Nico, he can’t stand to do harm. By that hook or by the
CPR and the epinephrine we bring him back. Afterward I sit outside in
the cold, the bitter dry cold, and I can feel it: the heat going out of me,
the world leaking up through the sky and out into the void where
something ancient waits, a hypothermic phantasm, a cold fever dream,
the most real thing I've ever seen.

I flail around for something human to hold and remember, then, how
worried I am about Nico.
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Don’t judge me too harshly. This is my next move: I invite Nico to game
night with Jacob and his new girlfriend Elise. Nico is a game designer,
right? It fits. I promised Jacob we’d still be friends. Everything fits.

It’s not about any kind of payback.

Jacob loves this idea. He suggests a café/bar nerd money trap called
Glass Needle. I turn up with Nico (Cool jacket, I say, and he grins back
at me from under his mirrored aviators, saying, You really can’t tell!) and
we all shake hands and say Hi, hi, wow, it’s so great, under a backlit
ceiling of frosted glass etched with the shapes of growing things.

“Isn’t that cool?” Jacob beams at me. “They do that with
hydrofluorosilicic acid.” He’s growing too: working on a beard and a
gut, completing the deadly Santa array. Elise looks like she probably
does yoga. She arranges the game with assured competence. I wonder
how many times Jacob practiced saying hydrofluorosilicic, and what their
sex is like.

Nico tongues a square of gum. “That’s really impressive,” he says.

The games engage him. I guess the games engage me too: Jacob will
listen to anything Nico says, since Jacob cares about everything and
Nico pretends he doesn’t. “I love board games,” Jacob explains.

“I love rules,” Nico replies, and this is true: Nico thinks everything is
a game to be played, history, evolution, even dating, even friendship.
Everything has a winning strategy. He’ll describe this cynicism to
anyone, since he thinks it’s sexy. If you know him you can see how



deeply it bothers him.

It’s Sunday again. I worked eighteen hours yesterday. I'm exhausted,
I can’t stop thinking about the swimmer flatline. Jacob looks at me with
the selfless worry permitted to the ex who did the dumping.

If I weren’t here, 1 think, wouldn’t you be having a good night?

The game baffles me. Elise assembles a zoo of cardboard tokens,
decks of tiny cards, dice, character sheets, Jacob chattering all the
while: “These are for the other worlds you’ll visit. These are spells you
can learn, though of course they’ll drive you mad. This card means
you’re the town sheriff—that one means you eat free at the diner—”

Elise pats him on the hand. “I think they can learn as they go.”

We’re supposed to patrol a town where the world has gotten thin and
wounded. If we don’t heal those wounds, something will come through,
a dreadful thing with a name like the Treader In Dust or whatever.
Nico’s really good at the game. He flirts with me outrageously, which
earns a Dbeautifully troubled Jacob-face, a face of perturbed
enlightenment: really, this shouldn’t be bothering me! So I flirt back at
Nico. Why not? He’s the one getting a kick out of meeting my ex and
out-charming him, out-dressing him, talking over him while he sits there
and takes it. And wouldn’t Mary flirt, to comfort him? To remind poor
forlorn Nico that the world’s not so cold?

Only Nico doesn’t seem so forlorn, and when I look at Jacob, there’s
Elise touching shoulders with him, which makes every memory of Jacob
hurt. As if she’s claimed him not just now but retroactively too.

Even Elise, who’s played it a hundred times, can’t manage this damn
game. The rules seem uncertain, as if different parts of the rule book
contradict each other. Jacob and Nico argue over exactly how the
monsters decide to hunt us, precisely when the Magic Shop closes up,
where the yawning portals lead. Oh, Nico—this must be so satisfyingly
you: You are beating Jacob’s game, you’re better than his rules. Even
Elise won’t argue with Nico, preferring, she says, to focus on the
emergent narrative.

It all leaves me outside.

I drink to spiteful excess and move my little character around in
sullen ineffective ways. Jacob’s eyes are full of stupid understanding. I
look at him and try to beam my thoughts: I hate this. This makes me
sick. I wish I’d never met you. I wish I could burn up all the good times



we had, just to spare myself this awful night.

That’s what I thought when he left. That it hadn’t been worth it.

“Can we switch sides,” Nico asks, “and obtain dreadful secrets from
the Great Old One?”

“You could try.” Elise loves this. She grins at Nico and I savor
Jacob’s reaction. “But your only hope is that It will devour your soul
first, so you don’t have to experience the terrible majesty of Its coming.”

And Nico grins at me. “What an awful world. You’re fucked the
moment you’re born.” Making a joke out of his drunken despair, out of
dead Mandrill and his own hurt. Of course he doesn’t take it seriously.
Of course he was just drunk.

I am everyone’s sucker.

“I think you can do that with an expansion set,” Jacob adds
helpfully. “Switch sides, I mean.”

“Let’s play with it next time,” Nico says. Elise bounces happily.
There probably will be a next time, won’t there? The three of them will
be friends.

“I feel sick,” I say, “it’s just—something I saw on shift. It’s getting to
me.”

Then I go. They can’t argue with that. They all work in offices.

Nico texts me: Holy shit we lost. Alien god woke up to consume the
world. We went mad with rapture and horror when it spoke hidden
secrets of the universal design although I did shoot it with a tommy
gun. Game is fucking broken. It was amazing thank you.

I text back: cool

What I want to say is: you asshole, I hope you’re happy, I hope
you’re glad you’re right, I hope you’re glad you won. I believe in good
people, you know, but I used to think Jacob was a good person, and
look where that got me; I just wanted to cheer you up and look where
that got me. I pull people from the river, I drag them dying out of their
houses, I see their spinal fluid running into the gutters and look where
all that gets me—

Jesus, this world, this world. I feel so heartsick. I cannot even retch.

And I dream of that awful board, piled with tokens moving each
other by their own secret rules. A game of alien powers but those
powers escape the game to move among us. They roam the world
cow-eyed and compassionate and offer hands with fingers like



fishhooks. We live in a paddock, a fattening pen, and we cannot leave it,
because when we try to go the hooks say, Think of who you’ll hurt.
So much hurt to try to heal. And the healing hurts too much.

oS o+ S
w w w

The hangover sings an afterimage song. Like the drunkenness was
ripped out of me and it left a negative space, the opposite of
contentment. It vibrates in my bones.

I get up, brushing at an itch on my back, and drink straight from the
bathroom faucet. When I come back to my mattress it’s speckled,
speckled white. Something’s dripping on it from the air vent—oh, oh,
they’re maggots, slim white maggots. My air vent is dripping maggots.
They’re all over the covers, white and searching.

I call my landlord. I pin plastic sheeting up over the vent. I clean my
bedroom twice, once for the maggots, once again after I throw up. Then
I go to work.

Everything I touch feels infested. Inhabited.

Mary’s got an egg sandwich for me but she looks like shit, weary,
dry-skinned, her face flaking. “Hi,” she says. “I'm sorry, I have the
worst migraine.”

“Oh, hon. Take it easy.” The headaches started when she
transitioned, an estrogen thing. She’s quiet about them, and strong. I'm
happy she tells me.

“Hey, you too. Which, uh—actually.” She gives me the sandwich
and makes a brave face, like she’s afraid that someone’s going to snap at
someone, like she doesn’t want to snap first. “I signed you up for a
stress screening. They want you in the little conference room in half an
hour.”

I’'m not angry. I just feel dirty and rotten and useless: now I’'m even
letting Mary down. “Oh,” I say. “Jesus, I'm sorry. I didn’t realize I'd ...
was it the epi? Was I too slow on the epi last week?”

“You didn’t do anything wrong.” She rubs her temples. “I'm just
worried about you.”

I want to give her a hug and thank her for caring but she’s so
obviously in pain. And the thought of the maggots keeps me away.

They’re waiting for me in the narrow conference room: a man in a
baggy blue suit, a woman in surgical scrubs with an inexplicable black



stain like tar. “Dominga Roldan?” she says.

“That’s me.”

The man shakes my hand enthusiastically. “We just wanted to chat.
See how you were. After your rescue swim.”

The woman beckons: sit. “Think of this as a chance to relax.”

“We’re worried about you, Dominga,” the man says. I can’t get over
how badly his suit fits. “I remember some days in the force I felt like
the world didn’t give a fuck about us. Just made me want to give up.
You ever feel that way?”

I want to say what Nico would say: actually, sir, that’s not the
problem at all, the problem is caring too much, caring so much you can’t
ask for help because everyone else is already in so much pain.

Nico wouldn’t say that, though. He’d find a really clever way to not
say it.

“Sure,” I say. “But that’s the job.”

“Did you know the victim?” the woman asks. The man winces at her
bluntness. I blink at her and she purses her lips and tilts her head, to
Yes, I know how it sounds, but please.say: “The suicide you rescued. Did
you know him?”

“No.” Of course not. What?

The man opens his mouth and she cuts him off. “But did you feel
that you did, at any point? After he coded, maybe?”

I stare at her. My hangover turns my stomach and drums on the
inside of my skull. It’s not that I don’t get it: it’s that I feel I do, that
something has been gestating in the last few days, in the missing
connections between unrelated events.

The man sighs and unlatches his briefcase. I just can’t shake the
sense that his suit used to fit, not so long ago. “Let her be,” he says.
“Dominga, I just gotta tell you, I admire the hell out of people like you.
Me, I think the only good in this world is the good we bring to it. Good
people, people like you, you make this place worth living in.”

“So we need to take care of people like you.” The woman in scrubs
has a funny accent—not quite Boston, still definitely a Masshole.
“Burnout’s very common. You know the stages?”

“Sure.” First exhaustion, then shame, then callous cynicism. Then
collapse. But I'm not there yet, I’'m not past cynicism. I still want to help.

The man lifts a tiny glass cylinder from his briefcase, a cylinder full



of a green fleshy mass—a caterpillar, a fat warty caterpillar, pickled in
cloudy fluid and starting to peel apart. He looks at me apologetically, as
if this is an awkward necessity, just his morning caterpillar in brine.

“Sometimes this job becomes overwhelming.” The woman’s
completely unmoved by the caterpillar. Her eyes have a kind of
look-away quality, like those awful xenon headlights assholes use,
unsafe to meet head-on. “Sometimes you need to stop taking on
responsibilities and look after yourself. It’s very important that you have
resources to draw on.”

Baggy Suit holds his cylinder gingerly, a thumb on one end and two
fingers on the other, and stares at it. Is there writing on it? The woman
says, “Do you have a safe space at home? Somewhere to relax?”

“Well—no, I guess not, there’s a bug problem...”

The woman frowns in sympathy but her eyes don’t frown, God, not at
all—they smile. I don’t know why. The man rolls his dead caterpillar
tube and suddenly I grasp that the writing’s on the inside, facing the
dead bug.

“You’ve got to take care of yourself.” He sounds petulant; he looks at
the woman in scrubs with quiet resentment. “We need good people out
there. Fighting the good fight.”

“But if you feel you can’t go on ... If you’re absolutely overwhelmed,
and you can’t see a way forward...” The woman leans across the table to
take my hands. She’s colder than the river where the man went to die.
“I want to give you a number, okay? A place you can call for help.”

She reads it off to me and I get hammered with déja vu: I know it
already, I'm sure. Or maybe that’s not quite right, I don’t know it
exactly. It’s just that it feels like it fits inside me, as if a space has been
hollowed out for it, made ready to contain its charge.

“Please take care of yourself,” the man tells me, on the way out. “If
you don’t, the world will just eat you up.” And he lifts the caterpillar in
salute.

I leave work early. I desperately don’t want to go home, where the
maggots will be puddled in the plastic up on my ceiling, writhing,
eyeless, bulging, probably eating each other.

Mary walks me out. “You going to take any time off? See anybody?”

“I just saw Jacob and Elise yesterday.”

“How was that?”



“A really bad decision.” I shake my head and that, too, is a bad
decision. “How’s the migraine?”

“I’'m okay. I’ll live.” It strikes me that when Mary says that, I believe
it—and maybe she sees me frown, follows my thoughts, because she
asks, “What about Nico? Are you still seeing him?”

“Yeah. Sort of.”

“And?” Her impish well-did-you? grin.

“I'm worried about him.” And furious, too, but if I said that I’d have
to explain, and then Mary would be concerned about me, and I'd feel
guilty because surely Mary has real problems, bigger problems than
mine. “He’s really depressed.”

“Oh. That’s all you need. Look—” She stops me just short of the
doors. “Dominga, you're a great partner. I hope I didn’t step on your
toes today. But I really want you to get some room, okay? Do something
for yourself.”

I give her a long, long hug, and I forget about the maggots, just for
the length of it.

There’s a skywriter above the hospital, buzzing around in sharp
curves. The sky’s clean and blue and infinite, dizzyingly deep. Evening
sun glints on the plane so it looks like a sliver poking up through God’s
skin.

I watch it draw signs in falling red vapor and when the wind shears
them apart I think of the Lighthouse, where the circle of tables was
ruptured by the passage of an illusory force.

I want to act. I want to help. I want to ease someone’s pain. I don’t
want to do something for myself, because —

You’re only burnt out once you stop wanting to help.

I call Nico. “Hey,” he says. “Didn’t expect to hear from you so soon.”

“Want to get a drink?” I say, and then, my throat raw, my tongue
acid, a hangover trick, words squirming out of me with wet expanding
pressure, “I learned something you should know. A place to go, if you
need help. If that’s what you want. If the world really is too much.”

Sometimes you say a thing and then you realize it’s true.

He laughs. “I can’t believe you’re making fun of me about that.
You're such an asshole. Do you want to go to Kosmos?”
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“So,” Nico says, “are we dating?”

Kosmos used to be a warehouse. Now the ceiling is an electric star
field, a map of alien constellations. We sit together directly beneath a
pair of twin red stars.

“Oh,” 1 say, startled. “I was worried. After yesterday, I mean, I
just...” Was furious, was hurt, didn’t know why: because you were
having fun, because I wasn’t, because I thought you needed help,
because you pretended you didn’t. One of those. All of them.

Maybe he doesn’t like what he sees in my eyes. He gets up. “Be right
back.” The house music samples someone talking about the expansion of
the universe. Nico touches my shoulder on the way to the bathroom and
I watch him recede, savoring the fading charge of his hand, thinking
about space carrying us apart, and how safe that would be.

I have a choice to offer him. Maybe we’ll leave together.

Nico comes back with drinks — wine, of all things, as if we’re
celebrating. “I thought that game was charmingly optimistic, you know.”

“Jacob’s game?” He’s been tagging me in Facebook pictures of the
stupid thing. I should block Jacob, so it’d stop hurting, which is why I
don’t.

“Right. I was reading about it.”

The wine’s dry and sweet. It tastes like tomorrow’s hangover, like
coming awake on a strange couch under a ceiling with no maggots. I
take three swallows. “I thought it was about unknowable gods and the
futility of all human life.”

“Sure.” That stupid cocky grin of his hits hard because I know what’s
behind it. “But in the game there’s something out there, something
bigger than us. Which—I mean, compared to what we’ve got, at least it’s
interesting.” He points to the electric universe above us, all its empty
dazzling artifice. “How’s work?”

“I'm taking a break. Don’t worry about it.” I have a plan here, a
purpose. I am an agent, although which meaning of that word fits I don’t
know. “Why’d you really dump Yelena?”

“I told you.” He resorts to the wine, to buy himself a moment.
“Really, I was honest. I thought she could do a lot better than me. I
wanted her to be happy.”

“But what about you? She made you happy.”

“Yeah, yeah, she did. But I don’t want to be the kind of person



who—" He stops here and takes another slow drink. “I don’t want to be
someone like Jacob.”

“Jacob’s very happy,” I say, which is his point, of course.

“And look how he left you.”

“What if I thought you made me happy?” Somewhere, somehow,
Mary’s cheering me on: that gets me through the sentence. “Would this
be a date? Or are we both too ... tired?”

Tired of doing hurt, and tired of taking it. Tired of the great
cartographic project. Isn’t it a little like cartography? Meeting lovely
people, mapping them, racing to find their hurts before they can find
yours—getting use from them, squeezing them dry, and then striking
first, unilaterally and with awful effect, because the alternative is
waiting for them to do the same to you. These are the rules, you didn’t
make them, they’re not your fault. So you might as well play to win.

Nico looks at me with dark guarded eyes. I would bet my life here,
at last, that he’s wearing one of his good jackets.

“Dominga,” he says, and makes a little motion like he’s going to take
my hand, but can’t quite commit, “Dominga, I'm sorry, but ... God, I
must sound like such an asshole, but I meant what I said. I'm done
hurting people.”

And I know exactly what he’s saying. I remember it, I feel it—it’s like
when you get drunk with a guy and everything’s just magical, you feel
connected, you feel okay. But you know, even then, even in that
moment, that tomorrow you will regret this: that the hole you opened
up to him will admit the cold, or the knife. There will be a text from
him, or the absence of a text, or—worse, much worse—the sight of him
with someone new, months later, after the breakup, the sight of him
doing that secret thing he does to say, I'm thinking of you, except it’s not
secret any more, and it’s not you he’s thinking of now.

And you just want to be done. You want a warmer world.

So here it is: my purpose, my plan. “Nico, what if I could give you a
way out?”

He sets down his wine glass and turns it by the stem. It makes a
faint, high shriek against the blackened steel tabletop, and he winces,
and says, “What do you mean?”

“Just imagine a hypothetical. Imagine you're right about
everything—the universe is a hard place. To live you have to risk a lot



of hurt.” You’re going to wonder how I came up with the rest of this,
and all I can offer is fatigue, terror, maggots in my air vents, the
memory of broken skulls on sidewalks: a kind of stress psychosis. Or the
other explanation, of course. “Imagine that our last chance to be really
good is revoked at the instant of our conception.”

He follows along with good humor and a kind of adorable narcissism
that I'm so engaged with his cosmic bullshit and (under it all) an
awakening sense that something’s off, askew. “Okay...”

The twin red suns multiply our shadows around us. I drift a little
ways above myself on the wine, and it makes it easier to go on, to
imagine or transmit this: “What if something out there knew a secret—"

A secret! Such a secret, a secret you might hear in the wind that
passes between the libraries of jade teeth that wait in an empty city
burnt stark by a high blue star that never leaves the zenith, a secret that
tumbles down on you like a fall of maggots from a white place behind
everything, where a pale immensity circles on the silent wind.

”"What if there were a way out? Like a phone number you could call,
a person you could talk to, kind of a hotline, and you’d say, oh, I'm a
smart, depressed, compassionate person, I'm tired of the great lie that
it’s possible to do more good than harm, I'm tired of my Twitter feed
telling me the world’s basically a car full of kindergartners crumpling up
in a trash compactor. I don’t want to be complicit any more. I want out.
Not suicide, no, that’d just hurt people. I want something better. And
they’d say, sure, man, we have your mercy here, we can do that. We
can make it so you never were.”

He looks at me with an expression of the most terrible unguarded
longing. He tries to cover it up, he tries to go flirty or sarcastic, but he
can’t.

I take my phone out, my embarrassing old flip phone, and put it on
the table between us. I don’t have to use the contacts to remember. The
number keys make soft chiming noises as I type the secret in.

“So,” I say, “my question is: who goes first?”

Something deep beneath me exalts, as if this is what it wants: and I
cannot say if that thing is separate from me.

He reaches for the phone. “Not you, I hope,” he says, with a really
brave play-smile: he knows this is all a game, an exercise of imagination.
He knows it’s real. “The world needs people like you, Dominga. So what



am I going to get? Is it a sex line?”

“If you go first,” I say, “do you think that’d change the world enough
that I wouldn’t want to go second?”

I have this stupid compassion in me, and it cries out for the hurts of
others. Nico’s face, just then—God, have you ever known this kind of
beauty? This desperate, awful hope that the answer was yes, that he
might, by his absence, save me?

His finger hovers a little way above the call button.

“I think you’d have to go first,” he says. He puts his head back, all
the way back, as if to blow smoke: but I think he’s looking up at the
facsimile stars. “That’d be important.”

“Why?”

“Because,” he says, all husky nonchalance, “if you weren’t here, I

would absolutely go; whereas if I weren’t here, I don’t know if you’d go.
And if this method were real, this, uh, operation of mercy, then the
universe is lost, the whole operation’s fucked, and it’s vital that you get
out.”
His finger keeps station a perilous few millimeters from the call. I
watch this space breathlessly. “Tell me why,” I say, to keep him talking,
and then I realize: oh, Nico, you’d think this out, wouldn’t you? You’d
consider the new rules. You’d understand the design. And I'm afraid
that what he’ll say will be right —

He lays it out there: “Well, who’d use it?”

“Good people,” I say. That’s how burnout operates. You burn out
because you care. “Compassionate people.”

“That’s right.” He gets a little melancholy here, a little singsong, in a
way that feels like the rhythm of my stranger thoughts. I wonder if he’s
had an uncanny couple days too, and whether I’ll ever get a chance to
ask him. “The universe sucks, man, but it sucks a lot more if you care, if
you feel the hurt around you. So if there were a way out—a certain kind
of people would use it, right? And those people would go extinct.”

Oh. Right.

There might have been a billion good people, ten billion, a hundred,
before us: and one by one they chose to go, to be unmade, a trickle at
first, just the kindest, the ones most given to shoulder their neighbors’
burdens and ask nothing in exchange—but the world would get harder
for the loss of each of them, and there’d be more reason then, more hurt



to go around, so the rattle would become an avalanche.

And we’d be left. The dregs. Little selfish people and their children.

The stars above change, the false constellations reconfiguring. Nico
sighs up at them. “You think that’s why the sky’s empty?”

“Of—aliens, you mean?” What a curious brain.

“Yeah. They were too good. They ran into bad people, bad
situations, and they didn’t want to compromise themselves. So they
opted out.”

“Maybe someone’s hunting good people.” If this thing were real,
well, wouldn’t it be a perfect weapon, a perfect instrument in
something’s special plan? Bait and trap all at once.

“Maybe. One way or another—well, we should go, right?” He comes
back from the cosmic distance. His finger hasn’t moved. He grins his
stupid cocky camouflage grin because the alternative is ghoulish and he
says, “I think I make a pretty compelling case.”

Everything cold and always getting colder because the warmth puts
itself out.

“Maybe.” Maybe. He’s very clever. “But I'm not going first.”

Nico puts his finger down (and I feel the cold, up out of my bones,
sharp in my heart) but he’s just pinning the corner of the phone so he
can spin it around. “Jacob definitely wouldn’t make the call,” he says,
teasing, a really harsh kind of tease, but it’s about me, about how I hurt,
which feels good.

“Neither would Mary,” I say, which is, all in all, my
counterargument, my stanchion, my sole refuge. If something’s out to
conquer us, well, the conquest isn’t done. Something good remains.
Mary’s still here. She hasn’t gone yet—whether you take all this as a
thought experiment or not.

“Who’s Mary?” He raises a skeptical eyebrow: you have friends?

“Stick around,” I say, “and I’ll tell you.”

Right then I get one more glimpse past the armor: he’s frustrated,
he’s glad, he’s all knotted up, because I won’t go first, and whatever
going first means, he doesn’t want to leave me to go second. He
wouldn’t have to care anymore, of course. But he still cares. That’s how
compassion works.

If I had a purpose here, well, I suppose it’s done.

“You’re taking a break from work?” He closes the phone and pushes



it back to me. “What’s up with that? Can I help?”

When I go to take the phone he makes a little gesture, like he wants
to take my hand, and I make a little gesture like I want him to—and
between the two of us, well, we manage.

oS o+ S
w w w

I still have the number, of course. Maybe you worry that it works.
Maybe you’re afraid I'll use it, or that Nico will, when things go bad.
Things do so often go bad.

You won’t know if I use it, of course, because then I'll never have
told you this story, and you’ll never have read it. But that’s a comfort,
isn’t it? That’s enough.

The story’s still here. We go on.
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In July of 1915, in Hardin County, Ohio, the normally reliable breeze of
the plains that through eons could be counted on for at least a modicum
of relief during the most dire of summer days—a wave in the wheat, a
whisper in the cornfield—without warning up and died. The relentless
blue skies and humidity were merciless; the dream-white clouds,
palatial and unmoving. Over ninety degrees every day, often over a
hundred, no hint of rain. Fear of crop failure turned like a worm in the
heart. Farm folk sweated and burned at their labor, and at night took to
either the bible or the bottle or both. Some children were sent to the
evaporating creek to try to catch memories of coolness; some to the
distant windbreaks, those thickets of trees, like oases in the vastness of
cornfields, to play Desert Island and loll in the shade until the sun went
down. More than one mother fainted from the heat of a stove. Nights
were better for being dark but offered no relief from the sodden stillness
that made sleep so hard to achieve.

On the hottest of the days in that long spell, sometime just before
noon, when the sun was at its cruelest, fourteen-year-old Emmett
Wallace mounted his bike and, leaving the barnyard, headed out on the
dirt road that ran all the way to Threadwell or Mount Victory,
depending on which direction you chose. He pedaled slowly west,
toward the former, passing between fields of drooping wheat. Turkey
vultures circled, casting their shadows on him, and the long straight
path he traveled dissolved at a distance into a rippling mirage.

The bike wasn’t new, but it was new to him, his first, and the joy of
powering himself along, the speed of it, hadn’t yet become old hat. It
had been a birthday gift from his father not but five days earlier. Bought
used, it was a Hercules; a rash of rust across its fading red paint,
splintered wooden rims, an unpadded shoehorn of a seat with a
saddlebag behind it. There was a small oil lantern with a glass door
attached to the handlebars, but the burner was missing.

Nothing was said, but the boy knew the bike had come to him as
reparation for an incident that happened in spring. It was after a day of



ploughing, dusk coming on, and father and son stood in the barnyard,
unhitching the horses. They’d worked for days, from one end of their
land to the other. Emmett sensed that he was, for the first time, more an
asset in the fields than a distraction and felt a closeness to his father
that had been missing in recent months. In that instant it came to him to
try to explain just why he needed his cup of tea before bed. The old
man had deemed the practice a vain pretension and ordered his wife not
to continue it.

Emmett’s mother disagreed. “You’re not the one who has to get up in
the middle of the night and calm the boy down,” she said. His father
grumbled but knew his place, and she kept on brewing the herbal drink,
filling the steel tea ball with thyme from the kitchen garden. It was a
remedy for nightmares brought over from the old country.

“I get the terrors otherwise,” Emmett explained.

His father stopped and turned to stare at him.

“My skull gets jammed to cracking with demons. Fire. Blood. People
crying.” He shook his head as he spoke, hoping to better convey his
dread.

With a sudden lunge, his father clipped him across the side of the
face with the back of his hand. Emmett went down into the dirt, dizzy,
his lip bleeding.

“No more of that crazy talk. It’s time you grow up,” said his father,
leading the horses away toward the barn.

The bike was the boy’s sign that even though his father had been
silent as a gravestone on the subject, he was sorry for what he’d done.
That was enough for Emmett, that and the bike, which was finally a
means of getting out into the world, beyond the limits of walking. The
last book he’d borrowed from the little library Mr. Peasi, the barber,
kept in the corner of his shop in Threadwell was Washington Irving’s
Tales of The Alhambra. In daylight Emmett was also a wanderer in both
mind and body, a naturalist of the creek bed, a decoder of clouds. While
the sun shone, he longed for the world to reveal its mysteries, but at
night, without the tea, he’d wake screaming in the clutches of those
mysteries within.

The night terrors started the year Emmett was five. For years
following, his parents often wondered what had ignited them. They
couldn’t remember a single remarkable event from that time, traumatic



or otherwise. The demons bloomed in a scream one night in the middle
of January. It was brutally cold even with both the stove and fireplace
roaring. Emmett lay between his parents on a makeshift bed of
comforters close to the fire. His sudden bellow, a croaking cry from
somewhere deep within, made the blizzard outside seem something out
of summer. The boy was never able to give any substantial details about
what dreams had plagued him.

Happy to be free of school for the summer and free of his chores for
the day, he rode along at a good clip, barely noticing the heat. Pastor
Holst’s wife passed in her white Studebaker, smiled at the boy in his
overalls, no shirt or shoes, and hit the horn, but Emmett was so
preoccupied, he barely thought to wave until she disappeared ahead in
a cloud of dust. He’d been picturing the Addison place, abandoned since
five summers earlier—a farmhouse and out buildings left just as they
were, beds made, belongings still in the dressers and closets. The family
had fallen on hard times and had left to live with Mrs. Addison’s folks in
Indiana. Mr. was supposed to return for some of their things, but once
they were gone, they never came back. Emmett’s father would say, “I
understand Mr. Addison liked his whiskey.”

A mile from home, he came to the drive of the abandoned farm,
stopped pedaling, and turned to look around. There wasn’t a soul in
sight. The air, of course, was still, and the sunburned weedy jumble that
was the front lawn of the place was alive with the buzz of insects
overheating. Other than that, the day was silent, not even a dog barking
in the distance. He rode down the drive and into the open barn where
he dismounted and leaned the bike against the low wall of an empty
horse stall.

Last he’d been to the Addisons’ two weeks earlier, the mysteries of
the main house were plumbed—a broken mirror, which made him
wonder if it had been the beginning of their bad luck, women’s
undergarments in a dresser drawer turned to lace by the swarm of white
moths that flew out when he opened it. The place had smelled of
mildew and mice, and he decided not to disturb it again, but to
investigate the outer buildings, the various sheds, the silo, the icehouse.
In his daydream, he opened the door to the last, and there, still
unmelted, were shimmering blocks of frozen freshwater cut from
Ziegler’s pond, east of Mount Victory, back during the winter he was



nine. “Eternal ice,” he said to himself as he walked across the burned
brown field.

He headed for the icehouse which sat beneath a giant white oak. On
the way, he noticed a well that lay right on the border of the barnyard
and the growing fields—a turret of limestone blocks, a wooden support
each at north and south to hold the windlass, but the windlass and rope
and bucket were missing.

Emmett leaned over the turret’s opening and peered down into the
cylinder of shadow. He called hello to hear the echo and tossed a stone
in to listen for a splash. No splash sounded but he could hear the stone
hitting rock at the bottom and from the sound, the bottom didn’t seem
all that deep. He backed away from the edge a little and moved a few
degrees to the side. The sun directly overhead shone down into the
dark, revealing something that made Emmett squint. He stared for a
long while and then pushed off the edge of the limestone and ran back
to his bike.

He raced down the dirt road, a wake of dust trailing, feeling sick
with both excitement and fear. When he was back in the yard of his own
home, he jumped off the bike and let it fall in the dirt. “Pa,” he yelled.
His father called to him, “In the barn.” The old man, his shirt drenched,
his hat in hand, was sitting on a milking stool, back against the
workbench.

Emmett stopped before him and leaned over to catch his breath.

“Well?” said his father.

“Pa, there’s a dead person in the well at the Addisons’ place.” In the
instant he’d spoken, he suddenly realized how much trouble he’d be in
for having been over there.

His father sat forward and put the hat on. “What were you doing at
the Addisons’?”

The boy was silent. Finally he said, “Exploring.”

The man shook his head in disappointment. “A dead person?”

“At the bottom of the well.”

“You sure the well is dry and you weren’t seeing your reflection?” he
said and stood up.

“I threw a rock in, there was no splash, and I saw a skull looking up
at me.”



Dusk gathered in the barnyard of the Addison place and had filled the
well to the brim with shadow. Emmett’s father said to him, “There
better be something down there.” Fritz Dibble, a Threadwell Fire
Department volunteer, lowered a glowing lantern on a rope into the
murky depths. Chief of Police Benton, smoking a roll-up cigarette, hat
cocked back, followed the path of light in its descent. He wiped his arm
across his forehead and said, “Whew. It’s hotter than the widow Alston
out here.” Dibble smiled, but Emmett’s father didn’t. Emmett said, “I’'m
pretty sure I saw a skull,” and the chief said, “We’ll see about that.”

Just as the boy had predicted, the skull was slowly revealed. The
attached skeleton still wore tattered clothing. Emmett felt his father’s
hand lightly touch him on the top of the head. “The lantern?” asked
Dibble. The chief said, “Leave it down there,” and then called over his
shoulder to his young officer, “Johnson, let’s get you ready.” A new
rope was used for Johnson, tied around the tops of his legs and then
crisscrossed behind him so that he would sit upright in his descent.
When he and the chief thought his rigging was secure, he crawled up
onto the edge of the well. Emmett’s father sent the boy to the
buckboard to fetch their horse, Shadrak. A harness was placed on the
animal. “We could use the Model T, but I think the horse’ll be gentler,”
said Benton.

“Just make sure that limestone edge don’t cut my rope,” said
Johnson, who took off his hat and handed it to Dibble. Once his rope
was attached to the metal rings of the horse’s harness, he lowered his
legs over the side and sat on the edge of the well. Emmett’s father took
the horse by the reins and moved Shadrak forward till the rope
connecting Johnson to the animal was taut. “Okay, here we go,”
the chief. Johnson leaned forward and inched off the edge of the well.
Emmett looked over the side as the horse stepped backward and the
officer sank one jerky increment at a time into the orange lantern glow.

“Smells like death,” Johnson called up, and the voice echoed.

“Send him down the hook,” said the chief and Dibble set another
line over the side tied to the end of a rusty hand scythe he’d found in
the Addison barn. “Coming down to your right,” Dibble called to
Johnson. By then the officer was nearing the bottom of the well. He
picked up the lantern by its rope and held it nearer the skeleton. “About
a half ton of mouse shit down here,” came the echo. Then they heard
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him gagging. “I think I know who this is,” Johnson yelled.

“Who?” asked the chief.

“Jimmy Tooth.”

Benton nodded, and after a vacant moment, said, “That actually
makes sense,” in a voice too low for Johnson to hear. He yelled, “You
got him hooked?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, Mr. Wallace,” said the chief. “Bring him up.”

Emmett’s father took the horse by the reins and started forward,
again one labored step at a time.

“Jimmy Tooth,” said Dibble. “If that’s him, he’s been down there for
about three years.”

“That’s about right,” said Benton.

“Do you think he was drunk and fell in?”

Emmett looked away from the well opening and realized it was
twilight. He saw the moon coming up out across the fallow field and
had a memory of Jimmy Tooth—a handsome young man with dark
eyes, a wave of dark hair, and always a vague grin. He’d heard his
mother describe Jimmy as “simple.” Tooth worked as an assistant to
Avery Cross, the blacksmith, and lived in the back of the shop.
Whenever Emmett had been there with his father, he’d never noticed
Jimmy say a word that wasn’t a repetition of what Cross had just told
him. Once every few months, he would spend his pay on a bottle of Old
Overholt and rampage through the town, openly leering at women and
screaming nonsense.

“Why you say it’s Jimmy?” asked the chief.

“The skeleton’s wearing the same religious medallion Jimmy used to
wear,” said Johnson. “Every time we arrested him, and I'd have to
remove his belt and belongings, I’d have to take it from around his neck.
I remember what it looks like. Saint Benedict.”

“Jimmy was a good kid, but a bad drunk,” added Dibble.

Emmett’s father joined the men at the well and said, “Cross told me
Jimmy said that one day he’d take off to Kenton and become a
conductor on the railroad to Chicago. When he vanished, that’s where
we thought he’d gone.”

“Threadwell didn’t exactly miss him,” said the chief.

Night fell, and the empty sockets of the skull peered above the rim



of the well.

“Whew, what a stink,” said Dibble.

The three men on the rope gave it a long pull to get the corpse to
clear the opening, and though it did, falling in a clatter on the ground
next to the well, the left leg hit the limestone turret the wrong way and
kicked up into the air. It came down right on its heel, and the bony foot
cracked off and fell back into the pit.

“Chief,” said Johnson, “I ain’t going back in after that foot. You want
it, you’re going to have to go down there.”

Benton laughed. “In that case it stays where it is.”

Emmett’s father retrieved the lantern from the well and held it up
high. The chief stood over the corpse. “Looks like someone knocked
Jimmy Tooth’s teeth out,” he said, pointing with the toe of his boot at
the one incisor that remained on the upper jaw. “That’s irony.”

“He could have lost them in the fall,” said Johnson. “Or maybe they
came out while he lay there rotting. The mice could have took them.”

“Did you notice the crack in the back of the skull?” asked Benton.

“Head could have got bashed in the fall,” said Johnson.

“I heard you can see the stars during the day from the bottom of a
well,” said Dibble.

Chief Benton took the feet and Johnson took the shoulders, and they
hoisted the remains into the air. Blue flannel shreds, once a shirt, hung
down, and the medallion clattered within the rib cage. The jeans, but for
small holes, were still intact, the belt fastened around the hip and pelvic
bones. Emmett followed them to Dibble’s truck, wondering what had
happened to the shoes and socks.

“I want a raise,” said Johnson, and he and the chief laughed as they
loaded the corpse onto the flatbed.

It was past ten when they entered, by the back door, the oven that
was their home. Emmett began to sweat the instant they stepped into
the kitchen. His father said, “Christ,” in a mournful sigh. They moved
through the house into the parlor, lit by a single candle. All of the
windows were open and the beetles and moths outside bounced and
fluttered against the screens. Emmett’s mother, dressed in her white
cotton shift, lay back in the cushioned chair, mouth open, arms folded,
feet up on the hassock, lightly snoring. Her hair was down, draping over
her shoulders, and a fly circled her head. On her lap, folded in half,



were a few pages of last week’s newspaper.

The boy took a step toward her, but his father grabbed him by the
shoulder and said, “It’s a gift to fall asleep in this weather. Don’t wake
her.”

Emmett stared at the unmoving flame of the candle on the table next
to her and forced himself not to mention his tea. His father’s hand
stayed on his shoulder till the boy turned around and headed for his
room.

“Goodnight, son,” said a voice in the dark.

Emmett stripped to his underwear and got into bed. He used the
corner of the cover to wipe his forehead and neck before pushing it into
a pile at his feet. There was no cool side to the pillow, just one less
warm. He lay down in the dark on his back, and before he’d settled his
head, he was thinking of Jimmy Tooth. Bits of gristle on the ribs, mouse
turds dotting the blood-smeared shreds of blue shirt, cavern openings
where the eyes belonged, pencil-sharp fingertips, and that rattling
medal. Without the thyme tea, he knew his dreams were sure to be full
of demons. He breathed deeply as his mother had taught him when he’d
wake screaming from one of the nightmares. “Think logical,” she’d
repeat, “think logical,” and so he tried to.

It didn’t make sense that the blacksmith’s assistant would be drunk
and all the way out at the Addison place when he lived near the center
of town. It was a couple miles or more. And with drink in him, he’d be
less likely to stray from Main Street where Emmett knew Jimmy liked to
spout lewd sayings and songs in the presence of ladies. Emmett traveled
in his mind from farm to farm and house to house throughout town,
thinking of each neighbor and what his or her chances were of having
committed murder. This had the same effect as counting sheep, and
before he was half through the Threadwell of his imagination he fell
into a sweat-drenched sleep.

The demons that hunted him in dreams were shadows with teeth. At
times they surrounded him, but he never got a clear look at one, only
aspects of their silhouettes—a horn, a wing, a mane, a darting serpent
tongue. As insubstantial as they seemed, he felt every bite and scratch,
every kick and head butt. He was on his bike, pedaling hard, but the
road had turned from packed dirt to deep sand. They swept down out of
the sky crying like roosters for dawn and snatched him up into the



night. For the first time in weeks, he felt the wind in his face. The next
he knew, they were flying over the Addison place beneath the stars.
They cleared the barn and, not slowing in the descent, they plunged into
the well with Emmett in tow. The pitch-black hole had lost its bottom,
and he knew he was headed for that distant place Pastor Holst referred
to as perdition.

He woke thrashing and screaming. Before he opened his eyes, he felt
a pair of arms around him instead of the clutches of the demons, and he
heard, “Shhhhh.” With that assurance, he caught his breath and stopped
writhing. A moment later, he opened his eyes, and though he expected
it to be his mother next to him in the bed in the dark, he slowly came to
realize it was his father. “It’s all right, I'm here.”

A moment later, candlelight seeped into the room and a globe of it
encircled his mother as she entered, her white shift glowing. As she
spoke, she wiped the sleep out of her eyes, “I hate to start the stove up
but I guess I should brew him a cup of thyme.”

“No,” said his father. “I’ll stay with him. Go on to bed.”

Emmett watched, in his mother’s expression, her weighing of his
words. She lifted her hand holding the candle and wiped the sweat from
her brow with the back of her wrist. Finally, she nodded. “It’d be better
not to light the stove.” She turned and left, darkness reclaiming the
room. The boy wanted to reach for her, but he didn’t. Instead his father
placed an open hand on his chest and gently pushed him back onto the
pillow. “Lay still,” came the voice. “I'll be here.” Emmett closed his
eyes. Once sleep rose up around him like water, and once he felt
himself on the verge of falling into it. With both instances, he reached
for his father and both times he was there.

The demons didn’t slip into his ears again till dawn, but when they
did, Emmett came screeching out of sleep from the pressure in his head.
His heart pounded, and he gasped for breath. With the faint light
seeping in the windows, he saw that his father had gone off to bed and
left him. Even after waking and regaining composure, his head still spun
with the circular motion, thinking, and torment of his phantasms. A
memory of Jimmy Tooth in skeletal form farming three hundred burning
acres in hell kept flickering behind his eyes. Instead of wheat, his crop
was flames, and at harvest, he took them to market to sell to the devil.

He got out of bed and slipped on his overalls. Tiptoeing through the



kitchen, he avoided the spots where the floorboards squealed. Quietly
opening the back door, he stepped out into the early light. It was so
humid, he felt as if he was at the bottom of the pond. Nothing moved.
The birds were too hot to sing and the creepers must have turned to
dust. He made his way to the kitchen garden, knelt down and grabbed a
handful of thyme, and tore it out by the roots. Part of the jumble was
still green but part had burned in the glare of the sun. He brought it to
his mouth, but then heard his father and mother up in the house.
Emmett took off and ran around behind the barn. With his back to the
wall, listening to the noise of his mother heading out to the well pump
to fetch coffee water, he stared into the field, waiting for her to be done.

At the boundary where the rows of corn met the yard there was a
disturbance in the air. It wasn’t a breeze as the corn stood stock-still. At
first he thought it was some large insect, hovering—a moon moth late in
fleeing the sun. But no, the very air seemed to pucker there and grow a
vertical seam. When two bony hands clawed through the fabric of the
air, Emmett shoved the handful of thyme from the kitchen garden into
his mouth and chewed, his teeth sparking off grains of dirt, the green
peppery taste of the herb mixing with his saliva.

Sharp skeleton fingers pried an opening through which the boy saw
fire and heard distant voices crying for mercy. The corpse of Jimmy
Tooth stepped through that hole into the day, left foot missing, still
dressed in the shreds of shirt and jeans. It moved toward Emmett
unevenly from foot to tibia end and back, lurching forward with clear
intent. The boy chewed faster as it approached and faster still. After two
more steps, the grim skeleton evaporated, leaving no sign that it had
come for him. He sighed and when he did he noticed the corn ripple
slightly in a breeze.
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He wore a starched white shirt and a tie, his short hair pushed up and
stuck in place with Bear Wax. The ride from home in the
buckboard—his mother and father up front and him in the back
watching the wake of dust trail behind them—was glorious. The early
evening fields swayed with the motion of the newborn wind and
brought him smells of the creek, wildflowers, and honeysuckle. The tiny
Chorus frogs had found their old rhythmic thrum and two saw-whet



owls perched in the dead tree next to the bridge that crossed a shallow
gully just before town.

The church seemed stuffy in comparison with the coolness of the
evening outside. The coffin, made of simple pine, rested on a pair of
sawhorses draped with a red cloth and flanked at head and foot by tall
candle stands each holding three lit tapers. It was a closed casket, of
course. Mrs. Williams, the local carpenter, who’d taken on the business
when her husband had passed away, could be overheard to say she’d
worked on the box half through the night. As a special touch in honor of
Jimmy, she’d chiseled out the likeness of a locomotive on the lid. “Well,
he can finally be a conductor,” Avery Cross said and smiled. Mrs.
Williams patted the blacksmith on the shoulder. Mayor Fense was
present and Chief Benton, Officer Johnson, Mr. Dibble, and all the
neighbors, men and women and girls and boys. Mothers and wives
brought food and once the pastor had said his piece for the unfortunate
young man, the mourners would convene at tables on the lawn and feast
in the miraculous breeze.

As Emmett looked around the church, he noticed no one was crying,
and no one was standing near the coffin. There were pockets of people
milling in the aisles and sitting side by side in the pews, but the
conversations looked so casual and offhand that it was obvious they
were discussing the weather. Miss Billie Maufin, the schoolteacher, said
to Emmett’s parents that the windless weeks reminded her of a poem
wherein a ship was becalmed upon the sea. ““The Ancient Mariner,’”
said his father, and Miss Maufin nodded. “Like a painted ship upon a
painted ocean,” she said. “That’s what we were.”

Mayor Fense, holding his bowler under his arm and frequently
stroking his beard, told anyone who would listen to him about his
theory of where the wind had gone. In his no-hurry drawl, he said,
“Down in Kentucky, on July the seventh they had a biblical windstorm
that flattened buildings, killed dozens, and tossed the trains from the
tracks in Cincinnati. They said they never saw the like of it. But don’t
you know, that’s where our wind went to. It got used up in that storm
and we had to wait some weeks for another crop.”

“Poor Jimmy Tooth,” said Mr. Peasi, the barber. “Last I cut his
hair—he had strong hair—he told me that he was soon gonna run off
and get married to a secret sweetheart. Daft, but a likeable fellow



nonetheless.”

“I recall him being gentle with the horses,” said the pastor.

When all the gossiping and talk of the wind diminished into silence,
Pastor Holst put on his hat—a broad-brimmed affair with a black satin
handkerchief stitched to the front of the inner brim so that the material
hung down, covering his face to midchin. He’d taken to wearing it for
funerals, baptisms, and marriages, after having read a story about a
preacher who wore one in a book he got from the barber’s library. When
wearing it, he assumed a stiff posture and intoned his words in a voice
from the distant past. “Ridiculous,” whispered Emmett’s mother.

“Jimmy Tooth, you were one of us,” said Holst, the satin lifting
slightly with every word. “We thank you for sharing your days with us.
We thank you for your hard work at the anvil. We forgive your
indiscretions and offer prayers to carry you to your just reward.” The
pastor stepped away from the coffin, and his wife stepped forward. She
carried a basket at her side. With her free hand, she reached into the
basket and brought out a fistful of dried thyme to place in a small pile at
the head of the coffin. This she did three times so there was a sizeable
mound of the green powder. “Go forth in peace,” she said, as she
always did at wakes. The words and the ritual had been passed down
from the grandmothers of grandmothers. The herb that brought peace in
sleep also offered courage in death.

There was an amen from the pastor that echoed through the church
and a feeble response. Then the doors were thrown open and the
neighbors of Threadwell filed out. Emmett was slow to get up, thinking
about, as Holst had put it, Jimmy Tooth’s just reward—a fire farm in
hell. “Em,” his mother called to him from the center aisle, and he
looked up. She waved her hand for him to follow and he did. With the
doors open before them, the wind swept in and down the aisles of the
church to snuff the candles.

There were three long tables set with white tablecloths and napkins
held down against the breeze by utensils and plates. These along with
eighteen long benches were set up on the lawn of the church. The sun
was going down, and the pastor’s wife was lighting candles in glass
globes. Kids were running in circles on the dry lawns. The trees at the
boundary of the churchyard shook their leaves in the wind. People
chose seats along the three tables, and the potato salad, chicken,



coleslaw, and biscuits were passed. Chief Benton leaned against the
giant wooden cross in the center of the lawn, smoking a cigarette, and
Dr. Summerhill smoked his pipe. Emmett told his mother he was going
to go run with the other kids for a few minutes and she said, “Fine.” He
left her side and bolted across the lawn where kids from his school were
chasing lightning bugs. On his way toward them, though, he was
stopped cold. His body registered it before he was even sure what had
frightened him. There, sitting at the end of the third long table, the one
farthest from the church door, was Jimmy Tooth, not a ghost but his
gnawed skeleton as it had been dragged from the well. Mr. Dibble sat
next to the corpse but didn’t seem to notice it was there. Across from
the specter sat Miss Billie Maufin. She buttered a biscuit and smiled and
listened to Mr. Peasi, who was next to Dibble.

Emmett dropped to his knees on the dry grass. He was already
trembling and was having trouble catching his breath. He watched,
trying to croak out the word help, as Jimmy Tooth’s skull swiveled
around, taking in the crowd. Thinking that if he averted his eyes, he
wouldn’t be seen, the boy turned his face to the ground. The realization
came to him then that no one else could see the skeleton in jeans and
blue tatters. He looked back to check if his nightmare had vanished. At
that moment, Tooth’s empty eye sockets seemed to take him in. The
skeleton stood awkwardly up from the table, holding on with one bony
hand and righting its imbalance. Once the figure was stable, it started in
Emmett’s direction, limping along on foot and tibia stub.

Suddenly at his side was a girl from school, Gretel Lawler, who
sometimes sat quietly next to him and read, as he did, on the bench
beneath the oak during recess. “Are you all right, Emmett?” she said.

He looked up into her face, stunned with fear. At any other time he’d
not have minded her being so close, but it was almost as if he was afraid
that she’d see the reflection of Jimmy Tooth in his eyes.

“I’ll get your ma,” said Gretel.

Emmett shook his head. “I'm fine,” he managed. He felt her hand on
his shoulder and he looked up at her. She was smiling down at him, and
her green eyes and dimples and freckles diverted his fear for an instant.
He was about to say thanks, when from behind her sweet face, Jimmy
Tooth’s skull descended into view and his jaw squealed open. A burst of
adrenaline went off in the boy’s chest like a half stick of dynamite, and



he scrabbled up off the grass and ran, his heart pounding, a ringing in
his ears.

The gathering shadows of twilight covered his retreat and everyone
was preoccupied with the dinner and conversation. Emmett didn’t look
back to see if the corpse was following him. Opening the oak door of the
church, he slipped inside and let it swing shut behind him. Someone
had relit one of the tapers in the candelabra at the foot of the coffin and
that meager flame was the sole light he had to navigate his way to the
altar.

When he reached the coffin, he heard the church door open behind
him. He didn’t turn but reached up onto the top of the pine box and
with his right hand swept the top half of the pile of dried thyme to the
edge of the planks. Cupping his left hand he caught the dark green
powder, and then brought it directly to his mouth. He chewed on it like
he was chewing on dust. It stuck in his dry throat and he momentarily
choked. Thyme sprayed out onto the altar at his feet. Still he didn’t
turn, but swept the remainder off the coffin. Swallowing hard with little
spit, he poured the second handful into his mouth and resumed
chewing.

He sat down on the altar step to catch his breath as he worked the
second load of thyme down his throat. And now he looked to see if
Jimmy Tooth was coming up the aisle for him. Instead he saw, standing
a few paces behind him, a figure in black without a face, wearing a
broad-brimmed hat.

“What are you doing?” asked Pastor Holst in his most austere voice.

Emmett stammered, thyme spewing from his mouth. He eventually
managed to get out that he needed the herb to keep the demons away
from him.

“I see,” said Holst, removing his hat. He squatted down next to the
boy and told him, “You’re safe now. We’ll keep this to ourselves.” As it
turned out, everyone in Threadwell knew by the end of that week.
When at the close of July, after having been spotted raiding the kitchen
gardens and herb gardens of neighboring farms by dark of night, Emmett
was found one morning in his underwear, lying filthy and unconscious
in the garden of the widow Alston. His cheek was puffed out like a
pouch to hold the cud of thyme he chewed even in sleep. In his left
hand his fingers clutched another shock of the green, ripped out by its



roots. It was the widow herself who first used the words thyme fiend,
but the name caught on and it spread like fire through the community.
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The harvest was blighted by the heat of July, a full quarter of the crop
gone brown and desiccated. A day in late October after the last yield
was taken, Threadwell and the surrounding area were inundated with a
plague of ash-colored moths that appeared by the millions overnight. A
day later they vanished, but not before Pastor Holst could use them
from the pulpit in reference to the burning city of Gomorrah. He’d taken
to wearing the hat and black handkerchief now also for Sunday mass,
and he bellowed that sin was afoot. “Strange customs have been
allowed to flourish,” he said, turning his face in the direction of Emmett
and his mother and father in the third row of pews.

“Strange customs my eye,” said Emmett’s mother as they rode in the
buckboard back to the farm. “Like him wearing that fool hat and mask.”
Emmett’s father nodded and that’s all that was said on the journey. The
boy sat in the back of the rig, staring off across the fields where the
leaves of the windbreaks had gone yellow and orange. He hadn’t had a
full night’s sleep for three days. The insomnia came with his realization
that there was no more thyme in Threadwell. He’d decimated every
garden, even snuck into the church the nights of two wakes and
consumed every grain of dust that made up the ritual piles atop the
coffins. There’d be no relief till spring. Emmett shifted his gaze from the
distant trees to the bony remains of Jimmy Tooth, sitting across from
him in the back of the buckboard.

The phantasm had not come to harm Emmett but to follow him, and
when the last of the herb had been swallowed and its effects dissipated,
that’s what it did. It appeared first in his room, in the dark, standing at
the window in the moonlight peering out across the fields. The boy was
too terrified to scream and lay trembling. Occasionally, Jimmy would
turn his skull, that stringy patch of hair barely hanging on, and move his
bottom jaw up and down as if talking. No words came forth, only a
subtle squeaking noise of the dry joint. Although the eye sockets were
hollow, the corpse had a way of staring, and more than once seemed to
focus those portals on Emmett. Even after the birds sang, the rooster
crowed, and sunlight filled the room, Jimmy Tooth remained, sitting at



the end of the bed while Emmett got dressed for school.

After only a week, his mother and father noticed his feeble condition
—weary and yet fidgeting with nerves, a pale complexion, a drawn
expression. They ambushed him in the barn one afternoon when he was
stowing his bike after school. His mother was sitting on an overturned
bale of hay, his father on the workbench. They had a chair ready for
him. Jimmy sat up above in the hayloft, his foot and stump dangling
above Mrs. Wallace’s head. The boy took the seat they pointed to and
looked up. The bone architecture was lit by the beams of sunlight
slipping through tiny holes in the roof. His arms were raised, and he
was wiggling the sharp white fingers of both hands.

“Emmett, you’re not well,” said his father.

“Do the children torment you at school?” his mother asked.

Emmett nodded. “The whole town thinks I’'m touched.”

“What can we do?” asked his father.

“It’s the thyme,” said his mother. “You need it, don’t you?”

“I need it,” he said. “Without it I see something bad all day and
night.”

“Well, I put an order in at Stamp’s Grocery for a five pound satchel
of it, dried. Should be here in a couple days,” said his father.

The boy got up and went to his mother and hugged her, then his
father who patted him lightly on the top of the head.

“Now,” said his mother, “do you want to stop going to school?
Maybe for a while?”

“You could help me here,” said his father.

“No,” he said. “I want to go.”

On the day the satchel of thyme arrived, Emmett and his father and
Jimmy Tooth sat at the kitchen table. Mr. Wallace instructed on how to
roll a respectable cigarette. It took the destruction of a half dozen rolling
papers and a scattering of thyme before the boy caught on. When he
finally had before him a tightly rolled bone of uniform width, his father
handed him a box of matches. Emmett lit one, brought it to the end of
the cigarette, and inhaled the way he’d seen Chief Benton do.

“Easy,” said his father and the boy exploded with a choking cough.

When Emmett was done gasping and wiping his eyes, he noticed
Jimmy Tooth was gone. Just that second, his mother had come in from
the parlor and pulled back the chair the skeleton had been in.



“I hope you two aren’t engaging in strange customs,” she said.

Emmett took another drag, and laughed along with his father.

“At night you’ll have the tea,” said his mother.

Thyme as smoke still had the same dark green taste and subtle bite.
The boy could feel it wafting in lazy cyclones through his mind, and
after three drags and three long exhalations of the gray-green mist, he
felt the tension leaving the muscles of his neck and back. He blew a
smoke ring, and as he watched it float out over the table, where his
father poked a finger through the widening circle, it came to him that
his parents must think him insane or simple or both. Their insipid smiles
became clear to him. Were they trying to help him or help themselves in
the eyes of the community? It was all too much to decipher. Jimmy
Tooth was gone and the rest he’d worry about later.

A cup of tea at bedtime took care of the visitations through the night.
One roll-up before school and one after kept the day revenant free. On a
rare occasion, the doses of thyme wouldn’t quite overlap and Emmett
would catch sight of Jimmy, approaching across the barnyard or sitting
cramped in the corner of the outhouse, watching the boy with a hollow
stare as he shit. These sudden relapses were startling, but once they
happened, Emmett gained control of himself, knowing there was plenty
of thyme left in the satchel.

The protocol worked smoothly into November. He was doing better
in school, getting sleep and feeling good. The ruckus over “the thyme
fiend” died down and no longer were people shouting at him or saying
mean things. Their hot disdain had cooled into a general agreement that
he was to be avoided. That change was good enough for Emmett. He
didn’t mind going his own way.

The break from Jimmy Tooth gave him time to get back to reading,
and he finished Irving’s Tales of the Alhambra. The next day he brought
the book to school and afterward to the barbershop to return it and see
if he could borrow another. When he entered the shop from the side
door, he noticed that Peasi had a customer in the chair. The barber
looked over and saw Emmett standing there holding the book. The
scissors stopped snipping and with one hand Peasi ran a comb through
the customer’s hair. With the other, he motioned for the boy to stand
where he was and then put his finger to his lips. Emmett nodded.

A few moments later the barber was applying a hot towel to the



customer’s face. Once that was securely in place, he turned to Emmett
and motioned for him to come forward. He nodded toward the
bookshelf and again brought his finger to his lips. The boy understood
and paced softly on the sides of his shoes. Even with the precaution, he
hit a creaking plank right behind the barber’s chair. The customer’s
voice sounded, “Someone come in?” Emmett knew immediately it was
Chief Benton.

“No, no,” said Peasi. “Just the floorboards. They creak and pop all
day and night. This place is like an old bum with arthritis.”

“That makes two of us,” said Benton.

Emmett placed his book on the shelf, and, not wanting to get the
barber in trouble for being nice to him, just grabbed the first book to
hand. He waved as he crept cautiously back toward the door. Peasi
wasn’t watching but was busy with his lather cup and brush. Once out
in the lot next to his bike, Emmett quickly looked at the title—Off on a
Comet by Jules Verne. He stowed the novel in his bike bag, mounted up,
and headed down the alley for the street. When he came clear of the
buildings, he looked across Main at the door of the Handsome Man
Tavern and knew he’d taken too long to get home from school.

There was Jimmy Tooth, standing, facing the plate glass window,
showing no reflection. The corpse gave an awkward half turn, and
Emmett heard the medallion bounce from across the street. Jimmy
focused that cavernous gaze from over his shoulder. He lifted a thin
white arm and waved to Emmett as if to follow. The shreds of blue shirt
rippled with the motion, and he did it again, twice. Emmett took off
down Main for the dirt road that led out toward the farms.

A half hour later, he was sitting in the hayloft, smoking a thyme
roll-up and paging through the Verne book. He’d have loved to start
reading it, but something bothered him about his encounter with Jimmy
Tooth. The specter hadn’t followed him as he fled home for his cure. He
wasn’t waiting in the barnyard, slouched against the white oak, wiggling
his sharp fingers at the sun. He was nowhere. As Emmett smoked the
rest of the cigarette, he pictured the figure waving for him to follow. In
that arm motion and that hollow gaze there was a purpose.
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There was still snow on the ground the following week when he left



school and rode into town instead of going home. A freezing wind
shrieked across the fields and made pedaling difficult. There weren’t
many people out, but those there were, Pastor Holst and Mr. Dibble,
both in turn crossed to the other side of the street when they saw him
riding toward them. Emmett noticed that the pastor had taken to
wearing the hat and veil all the time now, stumbling along partially
blind, grazing the poles of the gas lamps and keeping his right arm
extended.

Emmett rode his bike to the edge of town where it bordered on a
tract of woods. There was a bench there, down an embankment, by the
edge of Wildcat Creek. It was out of the wind. He watched across the
frozen creek, scattered with leaves, trying to catch the moment when
the influence of that morning’s thyme smoke would finally pass. He felt
no change. Leaning back, he closed his eyes, sighed, and conjured a
recollection of a moment he spent with Gretel Lawler after school the
day before. He always stayed in the schoolhouse and waited for the
other kids to clear out before going to his bike. When they were gone,
he slipped out, and she was there, next to her bike, which was next to
his, waiting for him.

Her hair was in a single long braid, and her red winter hat framed
her face, set off her green eyes. Emmett noticed that her freckles had
faded, and instead her cheeks were dotted with glitter from the day’s
Christmas project. “Emmett Wallace, we should go for a bike ride some
day after school,” she said.

He stopped walking, numb with surprise. Finally, he said, “Don’t you
know I'm the thyme fiend?” He forced a laugh, but it came too quiet
and flat.

Gretel laughed. “What’s the sin?” she said. “It’s like eating grass. My
old man drinks Overholt till he’s blind drunk and nobody bats a lash.”

“When?” asked Emmett.

“You say,” she said.

“Next Wednesday.”

She laughed again. “Why Wednesday?”

“That’s what came to me.”

She reached out and touched his shoulder, and Emmett came awake
with that touch to see Jimmy Tooth standing over him, quickly
withdrawing his hand. The boy gasped and reared back, pressing



himself into the bench. He was startled and confused as to whether the
touch he felt on his shoulder was merely the one from the daydream or
if the specter could now make contact. Sunset was coming on. The
corpse turned and motioned for the boy to follow across the frozen
creek.

His parents would be wondering where he was. He’d miss dinner. He
was frightened, but he leaped up, leaving his bike, and hobbled down
the bank, slid across the ice, into the woods beyond. Jimmy Tooth was
waiting for him in a small clearing. When Emmett caught up, the
skeleton reached out as if to shake hands. The boy was stunned for a
moment and then backed up a step. Jimmy held his posture, waiting,
skull cocked to the side like a marionette at rest. A minute passed in
silence, and then Emmett stepped forward. His hand passed through its
skeletal partner. It wasn’t merely thin air, though; he felt something like
a mild turbulence when his fingers failed to grasp Jimmy’s.

In that instant, the two of them turned to salt and were whisked up
into the sky in an insane whirlwind. They were moving fast through the
dark, and how Emmett knew he’d been turned to salt, he didn’t know.
He saw the lights of the town below and in the distance the last line of
pink on the horizon. Then they descended and were standing in the
dark, again by the creek, but somewhere different from where they’d
started.

“What was that?” asked the boy, working to regain his balance.

Jimmy put a finger to his bottom jaw to signal silence and led the
way.

They came out of the woods on the opposite side of town in the field
behind the church. Off to the left was a stand of half a dozen horse
chestnuts, and from within their cover, Emmett spotted a lighted
window. Jimmy headed directly for it and the boy had to run to catch
up. In under the barren branches of the trees, drawing closer to the glow
of the window, they slowed and crept to avoid breaking sticks
underfoot. Each took a side and peered in—a skull in the bottom left
pane and Emmett Wallace in the bottom right.

In lantern light, Mrs. Holst sat with her back to them at a vanity with
a large oval mirror. Emmett could see the reflection of her face in the
glass as she brushed her hair. She never appeared in public with it
down, and he couldn’t believe how much of it there actually was. He



wondered how she stowed it on her head. She had remained kind even
after the town and particularly the pastor had turned against him. There
had been more than one occasion when he’d gone to the back door of
the very house he now hid beside, and if her husband was out, she’d
give him two pocketfuls of thyme from the supply they kept for wakes.
He had a crush on her smile and the way she drove the white
Studebaker, speeding along once out of town.

A heartbeat later, Jimmy Tooth was inside the room, and Emmett
leaned dazed against the house. He watched as the skeleton slowly
walked up behind the pastor’s wife. She was brushing on the left,
holding the hair back away from her ear and neck. Jimmy descended
with grace, turned his skull head toward her cheek, and gave her a
quick kiss. Before her brush rose to the top of her head again, he was up
and away, walking back toward the window. Just as the corpse stepped
through the wall of the house, Emmett again caught a glimpse of her
reflection and noticed that where Jimmy had kissed her, she now bore a
black spider of a scar.

So intense was his focus on the mark that he didn’t notice at first the
figure in a black hat and handkerchief mask enter the room. Jimmy
obviously did, though. He grabbed Emmett by the wrist and pulled him
back. “How?” Emmett wondered, feeling the hard bony grip on his arm.
In the next moment, the pastor was at the window, peering out through
the dark scrim and glass into the dark. He lifted off his hat to see better,
and that’s when the boy and skeleton again turned to salt and were
whisked upward into the sky.

When they coalesced this time, they were standing in front of an
ancient structure that Emmett, even at night, was able to identify. It was
the old Threadwell icehouse, the one that had been on the farmland
that the town was eventually built on. It happened to sit behind the
Williams place, a hundred or so yards behind the carpentry shop. His
father had brought him back to see it one time when they’d been to visit
Mrs. Williams about building a dresser for Emmett’s mother. Mr.
Wallace had explained that there was an outer and an inner wall,
separated by about a foot all around, and that space was filled with
sawdust for insulation. As old as the icehouse was—built in 1887—and
as hard worn, it was still intact. The big door was on its hinges, the
walls stood save for splintering and wormholes, and there were no



windows, so no glass to be broken.

Jimmy Tooth pointed to the door and motioned for Emmett to open
it and go inside. The boy looked at him, and thinking about how the
specter had physically seized him before, he was skeptical. Tooth put
his palms together in the sign of prayer and then pointed to the door
again, as if begging. After seeing the mark he’d left on Mrs. Holst’s
cheek, Emmett wanted nothing but to be home, a roll-up in the corner of
his lips, paging through Jules Verne. He’d thought he wanted to know
what it all meant, but that was forgotten. Jimmy clasped his hands with
a click in front of him again, and a voice came out of the night from up
by the back of the carpentry shop.

“Who is that over there?” it called.

Emmett knew it was Mrs. Williams.

“Get away from there.” It sounded as if she was getting closer.

The skull gazed directly at the boy, and in its empty sockets,
something strange was happening. Emmett saw the colors of sunset deep
inside Jimmy’s head. Then he felt a cold wind, the one everyone had
wished for in July, rushing around him. Mrs. Williams bellowed,
“Emmett Wallace, is that you?”

“Run now,” whispered Jimmy.

The boy moved his legs, up and down, up and down, and looked
across the fields to the sunset. Jimmy’s diminishing whisper was still on
the wind. A moment later, Emmett came to the realization that he was
riding his bike on the dirt path homeward from town and the sun was
still an hour from setting. He’d not missed dinner. In fact, he would
hardly be later than usual. The entire episode seemed a dream, and yet
he was certain it had all really happened.

His conviction was borne out at Sunday mass when Mrs. Holst
appeared, bearing the mark on her face. He was certain that no one else
was seeing it as no one else seemed disturbed and it was perfectly
disturbing—a black center with thin black cracks radiating away from it.
He was sure it had grown larger. Still, he wondered why it was that he
had to be there to witness Jimmy Tooth kiss the pastor’s wife. And how
did it involve the old icehouse? His mind wandered for a moment and
he remembered that the day he’d discovered Jimmy, he was heading for
the icehouse on the Addison property. His vision of eternal ice came
back to him, but none of it led anywhere and it turned to salt on the



wind.

After mass let out, the parishioners stood on the church lawn in
small clusters, catching up on news and gossip. Emmett stood off by
himself near the buckboard while his parents passed the time with the
widow Alston. Studying the scene from afar, he closely followed the
actions of Mrs. Holst. She had knelt on the cold ground to put her arms
around the youngest Fenwick girl. “She’s going to die,” he said to
himself. “That’s what the mark is.” He watched as she rose, her
beaming smile nearly a distraction from the horror on her cheek. “No,”
he whispered. “Someone’s going to kill her.”

Emmett thought frantically about how he could warn her, but his
concentration was broken by a voice close by. He looked up and saw
Mrs. Williams standing a few yards off. She was dressed in a blue, man’s
roll collar coat, beneath the hem of which showed the striped design of
her dress. Her long frizzy hair undulated in the wind. She was wide in
the shoulders and slim at the waist, and her eyes crinkled down to mere
slits when she spoke.

“You know something, don’t you, Thyme Fiend?”

Emmett was caught off guard. He stared at the ground and said,
“Yes, ma’am.”

“I know you know something,” she said and then walked off to join
the others.

He spent the ride home in the buckboard and the better part of the
afternoon trying to figure out what she thought he knew.
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On Wednesday, he left for school prepared for the afternoon, with a
thyme roll-up and a box of wooden matches in his pocket. The smoke
he’d had after breakfast took him through the school day and after,
when he met Gretel Lawler by the bike rack. They made for town,
pedaling through the golden last light of the afternoon, heads down
against a fierce wind. There was a light dusting of snow on the frozen
dirt road, and their bikes skidded here and there, which they pretended
was hilarious. He led her to the bench in the woods at the edge of town,
next to the creek, and proceeded to tell her everything.

Every few minutes out of the forty-five it took him to tell her pretty
much the whole strange saga of his doings with Jimmy Tooth, he asked



her a question. “You following this?” “You scared?” “You think I'm
crazy?” To all of these, she answered by shaking her head. He could tell
she was getting it, and better yet, could picture it, by the gleam in her
eyes. The relief of being able to share all of his fear and confusion
nearly brought tears. She didn’t laugh or act stupid about it. She
listened so intently, at one point he wondered if she was crazy.

When he finished speaking, relating to her his flight above the town
with Jimmy Tooth and the peeping tom visits to the pastor’s wife and
Mrs. Williams, there was a brief silence before she said, “So you must
be wanting to go see what’s in that old icehouse.”

“That’s what I want to do,” he said.

“Okay.”

In his plans for Gretel Lawler, he never imagined it would be so
easy.

They left the bikes and headed across the creek into the woods. The
carpentry shop wasn’t far at all from that end of town. They could circle
around behind it through the trees, cross the creek again, and come out
in ten minutes a few feet from the icehouse. He led the way, bent
slightly and whispering because they were on a secret mission. “That
pastor is mighty strange, eh?” she said. “My pa says they’ll be sending
him off to the loony bin before long.”

“You think he could have killed Jimmy Tooth and thrown his body
in the Addisons’ well?”

“I can’t see it,” she said. “He seems kind of useless, like it would be
too much for him. Best he can do is put on that handkerchief hat.”

“I know what you mean,” said Emmett.

“Mrs. Williams, though,” said Gretel, “why’s she so worried about
what you know?”

“She always seemed nice to me, but when she said what she said to
me out on the church lawn, it gave me a shiver. I got the feeling she
could be as mean as she wanted.”

“What about the spider kiss the skeleton gave Mrs. Holst?” asked
Gretel.

“I have a feeling somebody is gonna kill her.”

“Like Jimmy Tooth knows the future? Or like Jimmy Tooth put a
curse on her?” she asked.

Emmett had no answer and shook his head. They got down on their



hands and knees and crawled to the edge of the treeline. From where
they squatted, behind the bole of a long-ago fallen oak, they could see
the icehouse, clear as day, no more than twenty-five yards into the open
field behind the carpentry shop. From up in the shop they heard the
sound of a hammer pounding cut nails. Emmett turned to Gretel and
looked at her. He couldn’t believe he had a friend after not having one
since July. She smiled at him, and he said, “Let’s go.”

They crouched as they made their way to the structure, using it to
block any view of them from the carpentry shop. When they stood
against its western wall, Emmett inched forward and looked around the
corner to see if Mrs. Williams was in sight. Eventually he waved over
his shoulder for Gretel to follow him. He got his hand on the door and
pulled back, expecting it to be locked. Instead it swept open with little
more than a grumble from the hinges. They slipped inside, and he said
for her to hold it open just a sliver so he could see. There was an old oil
lantern hanging from a hook just inside the door. He reached into his
pocket and took out the box of wooden matches. There was still oil in
the rusted old lamp and the wick was damp with it. He removed its
glass globe, thumbnail lit a match, and brought light to the shadows.
The sight of the flame reminded him he hadn’t smoked his afternoon
roll-up yet.

The inside of the place, lined with cedar wood, was much smaller
that the outside. The walls were in the shape of an octagon. They were
standing on a huge trapdoor, and Gretel said, “They must keep the ice
down there.” With the exception of a couple of wooden shelves lining
each wall, and the remainder of the floor not covered by the hatch being
poured concrete, there was nothing much to see.

“Looks like Jimmy Tooth sent you on a wild-goose chase,” said
Gretel.

“Maybe he meant we have to go down there,” he said, pointing to
the trapdoor. He leaned over and tried the handle. It didn’t budge and
he tried it with two hands. Gretel walked over when he was done and
gave it a tug.

“Well,” he said, and they stood there close together in silence for a
long while.

“Hey, what’s that in the corner?”

He lifted the lantern off the hook and followed her. She knelt next to



the wall opposite the door they’d come in. Emmett tried to see what she
was looking at over her shoulder. She slowly turned toward him, her
palm up and her brow furrowed.

“Is that chips of ice?” he asked and brought the lantern closer to her
hand.

“No, teeth.”

A moment passed and then Emmett said, “You gotta know what I'm
thinking.”

Gretel nodded. “Jimmy Tooth’s teeth.”

“The rest must have got cleaned up but they missed these.”

“T'll bet.”

She handed him the three teeth, each cracked off at the root, and he
stowed them deep in his pocket.

“Let’s get out,” he said, and with that, the icehouse door slammed
shut and they heard a key turning in its lock.

“Wait!” he yelled. “We’re in here.”

“Hey,” called Gretel, whose voice was higher and louder than his.

In the silence that followed, as if from a great distance, they heard a
woman’s voice. At first they couldn’t make out what she was saying, but
slowly her words came clear. “You’ve gobbled your last thyme patch,
Emmett Wallace.”

“Please,” he yelled back. “We won’t tell anyone.”

“Is she going to bash our teeth out with a hammer?” asked Gretel.

The friends stood perfectly still, taking shallow breaths in order to
better hear their captor. Emmett was sure it was Mrs. Williams. Even in
her muffled voice he could detect that chilling thread of nastiness. The
time passed, but they were afraid to move. When after a long while,
they heard nothing, they went to work on the door by which they’d
entered, kicking it and ramming their shoulders into it. It didn’t move an
inch.

“If she comes in with her hammer, we’ll both rush her at the same
time,” said Gretel.

Emmett swallowed hard and agreed, unsure if he’d be able to.

They wore themselves out pounding and screaming and eventually
slumped down together onto the trapdoor at the center of the
eight-sided room. She put her arm around him, put her head on his
shoulder, and neither of them spoke. The oil lamp flickered now and



then, and Emmett wondered how much longer it would be before they
were swamped by total darkness.

An hour later, they heard knocking noises from outside. Emmett
crawled forward to the door and put his ear to the thin slit between its
bottom and the floor. He barely heard Mrs. Williams’s voice. “We’ll be
done with this little peckerwood,” she said. Then another voice
answered her. “A blight of a child,” said a man.

“What about Miss Angel Cake?”

“I fixed the brakes and I'm sending her on an errand to Mount
Victory,” he said.

“More kerosene around the base,’
sawdust’ll go up in a blink.”

Emmett felt a hand on his shoulder. “What’s she doing?” whispered
Gretel.

“The pastor is with her,” said Emmett, moving back away from the
door as the smell of kerosene sifted in beneath it. He didn’t have the
heart to tell her the rest.

A few minutes later, the cedar room grew hotter, smoke issuing in
from beneath the door and between the wall slats.

“I want to go home,” cried Gretel. She screamed for help and lunged
at the door, pounding and kicking. Emmett was paralyzed with fear,
unable to move off the concrete. That’s when the lamp went out and
they heard the crackling of the fire all around them. She found him in
the dark, and they put their arms around each other. They were
gasping. Their hearts were pounding.

Just as the flames began poking through the inner wall, bringing
back the light and casting jittery shadows, there was a loud bang. The
trapdoor flew open and slammed back on the concrete only inches from
them. Jimmy Tooth slowly ascended from the ice hold below. His skull
and ribs glowed in the firelight, and the tattered shirt smoldered where
embers had landed. Emmett saw him emerge through the smoke, that
near-toothless open mouth either screaming or laughing. There were
tiny fires burning in the hollows of his eyes. With sharp, cold hands, the
phantasm grabbed both the boy and girl by the wrists, and they were
off.

Emmett felt himself dropping, felt the heat increasing. He finally
mustered the courage to open one eye. They were drifting down
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through the darkness, into a vast cavern. Everywhere, stretching out to
the horizon of the cave as big as Ohio, there were fields of fire, the
flames growing individually in rows like corn. Their orange stalks, their
sharp white tips bowed and rippled in a strong sweltering breeze.
Directly below there was a clearing of black rock where the boy spotted
Jimmy Tooth’s farmhouse as he’d seen it in his daydream.

There was an instant of forgetting and then Gretel and Emmett were
standing beside Jimmy Tooth at the edge of the field of fire. The
skeleton was sweeping his arm out to indicate his infernal crop. “I got a
thousand acres of torment here,” he said, speaking in the voice of the
Jimmy Emmett remembered from life. Words came forth from the
empty skull in a weak echo. “For every acre’s worth I bring to Satan, he
reduces my own anguish a half a dust mote’s worth.”

The boy had the sense that they’d been on a tour of the farm for a
while before he’d come to. “Are we dead?” he asked.

“You ain’t dead,” said Jimmy.

“What about me?” asked Gretel.

“You’re neither dead nor alive. We’ve gotta see.”

She asked, “What do you mean?” but the skeleton turned away and
walked back toward the red barn. On the way they passed a massive
creature with six legs and the scaly head of a dragon, chewing flame
like hay out of a bale that wriggled with bright intensity.

“My trusty plough horse, Sacload,” said Jimmy. “You could pet him
if you like.” Emmett and Gretel declined. They moved on a few more
yards across the adamantine surface before the skeleton announced,
“And lookee here. I got a well.” A stone well like the one at the
Addisons’ appeared before them where there’d been none a second
before. “Maybe someday I’ll find myself at the bottom of it,” he said.
His jaw opened wide and laughter, like a trumpet, issued forth.

“Why are we here?” asked Emmett.

“You kids make yourselves at home for a spell. I've got some
pressing business up in the house.”

“Wait,” said Gretel, more than a hint of desperation in her voice, but
before the word fully sounded, Jimmy had vanished. She began crying
and the only thing preventing Emmett from doing the same was his fear.
He drew close to her and said, “Come on. I'm going to tell him to take
us back home.” He put his arm around her and moved her slowly



toward the house. He looked up at their destination—a gray, three-story
structure, listing forward, with broken windows and a round cupola on
either side of the patchy roof. Green mist curled from the chimney and
reminded Emmett of thyme smoke.

On their way to the house, they passed the sagging old barn, and just
as they drew even with the entrance, a man walked out of it. He was
middle-aged, bald on top but with a full red beard reaching to the center
of his chest. He was dressed in a work shirt and jeans and pair of farm
boots. Emmett thought he recognized him from town. “Hey, mister,” he
said. “How do we get back to Threadwell.” The figure paid no attention
to him and kept heading for the house. “Scuze me, sir,” said Gretel. She
shrugged off Emmett’s arm and ran to catch up with the adult. “Can you
help us?” she yelled to him.

The fellow just kept moving forward, not even turning his head to
acknowledge their presence. “He doesn’t see you,” said Emmett. Gretel
stopped following and watched as the man climbed the back steps to the
house, opened the door, and went inside. When that door latched shut
again, there came a low roar from out across the fields. Both she and
Emmett turned around to see what was happening. At first it was
unclear if anything in the strange setting was different, save for the fact
that the wind had picked up considerably.

In an instant, it grew stronger yet, and there was a howling that
echoed throughout the enormous cavern in which the farmland lay. It
was Gretel who noticed it first. She pointed to the boundary of the field
and shouted over the noise, “It’s moving toward us.” Emmett focused
and realized that the crop of flames had grown higher, become more
violent in its crackling and waving, and was rolling toward them now
like an ocean wave. Gretel moved first, running back to grab Emmett’s
hand and pull him in the direction of the house. Her touch woke him
from his stupor and they ran.

By the time they made it to the steps, the back of the barn was on
fire. They got through the door and slammed it behind them. For all the
din of the blaze outside, it was silent in the kitchen, the only sound the
slow ticking of a clock on the wall with chains and pinecone weights.
Each second sounded like a drip of water. The room was lit by the light
of the fire outside slipping in through two windows. The dance of the
flames as they consumed the barn cast wild shadows on the walls.



“Jimmy Tooth!” Emmett yelled. He and Gretel left the kitchen, ran
down a dark hallway, and stepped into a parlor. “We want to go home,”
he was about to call out, but the phrase never made it past his lips. The
man they’d seen exit the barn was on his knees, his fingers on Jimmy
Tooth’s wrists, trying to pry the grip from around his neck. His face was
blue, his eyes popping, and foam and drool dripped from his lips.
Jimmy’s eyes widened and the empty mouth was a grimace of exertion.

The gurgling noise coming up out of the victim filled the room, and
his body jerked and writhed with its last pulses of life. When the figure
eventually went limp, Jimmy released his grip and the corpse fell to the
floor with a thud. Emmett just then realized that the house was on fire
around them, flames coming up through the floorboards, piercing the
lathing of the walls. Jimmy turned toward the children, arms
outstretched. The skull snarled viciously. He lunged for them.

Emmett felt a hand grasp his ankle and he came to, cocooned in heat
and thick smoke. He felt himself being dragged and a moment later a
pair of hands under his arms lifted him up. “I’ve got him,” yelled a
voice. Emmett’s eyes opened, the lids fluttered, and he caught a glimpse
of Officer Johnson before dropping into darkness again. The next thing,
sunlight. He opened his eyes and found himself lying on a cot in the
police station.
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Benton made him drink a cup of black coffee. Emmett sat, wrapped in a
blanket, across the desk from the chief, who smoked a roll-up.

“Your folks’ll be here soon to get you. I told them to let you stay
here for the night. Doc Summerhill looked you over and gave you the
okay.”

Emmett nodded.

The lawman took a last toke on his butt and then stubbed it out. He
sat back in his chair and said, “Your dad showed up here last evening
and said you hadn’t come home. He had the wagon and was looking for
you. Me and Officer Johnson weren’t doing anything so we took the
Model T out and helped search. We just happened to be passing the
carpentry shop and saw the flames out back. We carried water from the
creek, maybe two dozen times. And I'm too old to be hauling water.
You're a lucky cuss. Johnson heard you screaming in there or we’d have



let it just turn to cinders, which in the long run it mostly did anyway.
Now, suppose you tell me why we had to pull you free of that burning
icehouse last night.”

“Gretel,” said Emmett. “Is she okay?”

“Gretel who?” asked Benton.

“Lawler.”

“When we put the fire out, all we found was you.”

“She was with me.”

“Maybe she slipped out. The back wall had collapsed by the time we
got there. You’re lucky you’re not barbecue, son. Where’s this girl live?”

“Gretel Lawler. She lives out on the Chowdry Road.”

The chief leaned forward, lifted a pencil from the desk, and made a
note. “Okay, now, what were you up to?”

Emmett sat for quite a while, willing to talk, but not knowing where
to begin. There was almost too much to tell. Every time he picked a
launching point, he thought of some other thread that needed tending if
he was to get it all right. His mind was still bleary from the smoke, but
while he sat and thought, he drank the coffee and that cleared things a
bit with every sip. Benton rocked slightly in his chair, the spring beneath
him quietly squealing, and seemed to study something on the ceiling.

Finally, Emmett said, “It started back when I found Jimmy Tooth in
the bottom of the Addisons’ old well.”

“Good lord,” said the chief.

It was late morning by the time the boy stopped talking.

Benton shook his head, and said, “That’s one hell of a tale, Mr.
Wallace. Jimmy Tooth come back from the dead to get justice? Ha. I
like it, but it’s lunatic. You’re saying that Mrs. Williams killed Jimmy
Tooth and because she knew you knew something, she trapped you in
the icehouse and tried to cook you? And that’s not even the most absurd
part.”

“Jimmy wanted justice,” said Emmett, “but I think to also confess. It
never struck me to wonder why Jimmy Tooth had a farm in hell. He
wanted me to know that he choked a man to death.”

“Oh, right,” said Benton. “Who?”

“I’ve seen him before, but I can’t place him. A man with a red beard
down to here.” He moved the side of his hand across his chest. “Bald
head.”



Benton squinted and leaned on the desk. He smiled with only the left
side of his mouth. “You know who you’re describing?” he asked.

Emmett shook his head.

“Mr. Williams.”

“Oh, that’s right. I barely remember him.”

“That’s interesting,” said the chief. “You know, when he died, I don’t
remember being called to the carpentry shop. I can’t remember if the
doctor took a look at him. I just heard he had a heart attack and then
there was a wake. Mrs. Williams made his coffin and chose a closed lid.
We knew her so well, and she was in such grief no one asked any
questions.”

“I think she got Jimmy to kill her husband, and then she killed
Jimmy. Oh, and I almost forgot, the pastor was part of it. He was
outside the icehouse and helped her make the fire.”

“The pastor too?” said Benton.

“He did something to the brakes on his wife’s car. He’s gonna kill
her. Jimmy put the spider kiss on her.”

“All right, calm down now. This is getting crazier by the second.”

“I can prove it,” said Emmett. “Or at least part of it.” He stood up
and reached into the pocket of his jeans. His hand came out in a fist.
Leaning over the desk, he opened his fingers, and three little nuggets
dropped onto Benton’s calendar. “I found those on the floor of the
icehouse. Jimmy Tooth’s teeth. I bet they’d match up to where they
were busted out of his jaw.”

“She killed him in the icehouse?” asked Benton.

“With a hammer, I think.”

“I’ll need these for evidence.”

“Okay.”

“All very interesting,” said the chief. “Now Mrs. Williams could have
pressed charges. She claims you burned down her icehouse. Mr. Dibble
did find a charred box of wooden matches among the debris. Anyway,
this woman you are claiming beat a man to death with a hammer is
willing to forgive your trespass and mischief and let you go scot-free.
She says she understands your insane condition.”

“She’s in romance with the pastor, and he’s guilty so he wears the
hat,” Emmett blurted out.

“In romance?” Benton laughed. “That’s a neat little theory, but it’s



time for you to stop thinking, son. I want you to go home with your
parents and stay there. I want you not to go near the carpentry shop or
Mrs. Williams anymore. In fact, you can stay out of school till after
Christmas too. I'll tell Miss Maufin I told you to. You need some rest,
my friend. Peace and quiet and try to think of something other than
walking skeletons and farms in hell.”

Two days later, the news spread through Threadwell that Mrs. Holst,
the pastor’s wife, was killed in a tragic car accident on the way back
from Mount Victory. She came around the curve by the Vesper Woods,
lost control, and smashed into an ancient horse chestnut tree. She was
flung through the windshield and the broken glass ripped her face off.
The pastor was distraught, but still he presided over her wake.

The town gathered at the church to pay their last respects to the
poor woman. She had been a great favorite of nearly everyone in the
community. Even Emmett attended with his parents. Neighbors, having
heard of the icehouse incident, gave him a wide berth and dirty looks.
Even his parents kept a few feet between themselves and him. Before
leaving for the wake his father had wanted him to smoke a thyme
roll-up, but he refused, saying he didn’t need it anymore. The church
was packed, and he sat in a separate pew, his parents in the next one
over. He paid no attention to the words that rhythmically puffed out the
handkerchief of the pastor, but scanned the crowd. Sitting in the back
row of pews he spied Gretel Lawler, dressed in white and carrying a
hymnal. When no one but Emmett was looking she winked at him, and
he smiled, relieved to know she had somehow escaped the icehouse and
run for it. He was amazed by her. The only other person to look
Emmett’s way was Chief Benton, and he stared at the boy all through
the pastor’s eulogy.

Emmett went through his days in Threadwell an outcast, shunned by
everyone, ignored by his parents. He felt like a ghost in his own home.
They gave him his dinner separately and rarely asked him to do a chore.
His mother still did his wash and swept out his room now and then, but
conversations were never more than a sentence. He stopped going to
school and instead roamed the countryside on his bike, which still stood
next to the bench by the creek when he went to recover it weeks after
the icehouse night. Mr. Peasi still let him borrow books from the
barbershop, and so he read when he wasn’t out exploring. His only real



joy was the nights he snuck out and met Gretel Lawler at the top of
Chowdry Road. From there, they rode their bicycles everywhere while
Threadwell slept.

On the night of the day in early July when Chief Benton ordered the
exhumation of Jimmy Tooth’s body and matched the three teeth to their
homes on the jaw, Emmett sat with Gretel in the moonlight on the bank
of Wildcat Creek where it wound through the cemetery beyond the
church. It was after midnight and a beautiful breeze blew across the
fields. They leaned together and she kissed him. His hand, resting on
the ground, gripped the grass, and when they pulled apart, he’d
squeezed his fist so hard he pulled a clump of it up. “Do you love me?”
she asked. He smelled the aroma of wild thyme and realized that’s what
he clutched in his fingers. The sound of water passing over stones, the
light on Gretel’s face, the scent of the herb, dark green and peppery,
intoxicated him. “Yes,” he said, and then ripped a swatch of thyme off
the clump and put it to his mouth. She grabbed his wrist. “Don’t,” she
said. He never did again, and from then on, she was always with him.
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The goddesses came to him three, when he was already thinking about
numbers. One had her hair high-crowned with peacock’s feathers woven
together, and her mouth sardonic. One had hair the color of a yellow
sun above the noontide sea, foam-fine, her eyes sideways smiling. And
the last was tapping a war beat upon the helmet under her arm,
one-two, one-two-three, one-two.

He didn’t see them at first, lost in sandglass musings, and polygons
begetting polygons, and infinite sums. In one-to-one correspondences
and sheep counted by knots upon cords. An abacus, resting on his knee,
dreamed of binary numbers and quantum superpositions; harmless
enough, in this slant of time. It wasn’t so much that Paris was a
mathematician. Rather, it was that Ilion was a creation of curvatures
and angles and differential seductions, and he was the city’s lover.

Then the first visitor said, quietly but not gently, “Paris,” and he
looked up.

Paris set his stylus aside, trailing smudged thumbprints and a candle-
scatter of photons. “I must remember to get drunk more often,” he said
quizzically, “if the results are always this agreeable.”

The first goddess gave him a smile like leaves curling under frost.
“What a pity for you,” Hera said. “You’d like this much better if it were
about pressing wine from your fancies.”

“Where are my manners?” he said, although he had already figured
out that if having one god in your life was iffy luck, three was worse. “I
doubt anything I could offer would be worthy of your palates, but
maybe the novelty of mortal refreshments would suffice? I still have
liquor of boustrophedon laments around here somewhere.”

“Oh, what’s the harm,” Aphrodite said. Her voice was sweet as
ashes, and Paris kept his face carefully polite despite the heat stirring in
him. Futile, of course, especially the way she was looking at him with
that knowing quirk of the lips. “A glass?”

“No, I want this done,” Hera said. “Indulge yourself later, if you
want.”



Athena spoke for the first time. “I have to agree,” she said gravely.

“Then—?” Paris said. “You can’t be here because you’re looking for
my charming company. At least, I can’t imagine that charming company
is difficult for you to find.”

“Hasn’t your father ever warned you about being glib?” Hera said.

He only smiled, on the grounds that opening his mouth would just
irritate her. Hera was high on his list of people not to irritate.

It was then that Hera produced the apple. Its brightness was such
that everything around it looked dimmer, duller, drained of succulence.
“What a prize,” she said softly, bitterly. “No one wants the damn thing,
except being uncrowned by its light is even worse. Someone has to
claim it.”

“Choose by random number generator?” Paris said, because someone
had to.

“As if anything is truly random in the stories we write for ourselves,”
Athena said. Because of the apple, even her voice was gray, not the
clear gray of a sky forever breaking dawnward, but the gray of bitter
smoke.

Uninvited, Aphrodite took up the abacus, sank down onto Paris’s
bed, and stretched out a leg. Her ankle was narcissus-white, neat, the
arch of her foot as perfect as poems scribbled into sand and given to the
tides. She shook the abacus like a sistrum. The rhythms were both
profane and profound, and he could not escape them; his heartbeat
wound in and around the beats. Then she put it down and he could
think again. Her sideways eyes did not change the whole time.

“Why me?” Paris asked, the next obvious question. Or maybe the
first one, who knew.

“Because there’s a siege through the threads of time,” Athena said,
“and you are knotted into it. Not that you’re the only one, but that’s not
yours to know, not yet.”

Paris looked yearningly at the abacus, but it had no answer for him.
“I am under no illusions that Ilion will stand forever,” he said. “Still, I
had hoped it would last a little longer.”

“If that’s your wish,” Hera said, “choose accordingly.”

“Indeed,” Athena murmured.

Aphrodite said nothing, only continued to smile with her sideways
eyes, and Paris went hot and cold, fearing that the puzzle had no



solution.
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A few words need to be said about the apple at this point.

It had no fragrance of fruit, or even flowers, or worm-rot. It smelled
of diesel hearts and drudgery and overcrowded colonies; of battery acid
gone bad and bromides and foundered courtships. Intoxicating, yes, but
in the way of verses etched unwanted upon the spirit’s cracked
windows. The smell was so pervasive that, once the apple showed up in
the room, it was hard to imagine life without it. Not inaccurate, really.

The apple was not precisely the color of gold. Rather, it looked like
bottle glass worn smoothly clouded, and if you examined it closely you
could see the honey-haze of insincere endearments inside-out and
upside-down and anamorphically distorted shining on the wrong side of
the skin, waiting for you to bite in and drink them in, juice of disasters
dribbling down your chin. Paris didn’t have to take the bite to know
how the apple tasted.

Paris could have awarded the apple to Hera. (For the fairest, it
proclaimed, as though partial ordering was possible.) A lifetime’s
empire, and the riches to go with it. A prince, he was no stranger to the
latter, even if (especially in time of war) there was no such thing as too
much wealth. But he knew that it was one thing to scythe down the
world with your shadow, and another to build ships, schools, roads; to
gird your conquests with the integument of infrastructure. Even if the
queen of the gods felled nations for him, conquest was never the hard
part. As his mother often said, a hundred dynasties guttered out every
day, from fire or famine or financial collapse.

He could have done the obvious and given it to Aphrodite, either
because he ached for some phantasm of heart’s yearning, or because he
wanted to warm himself with a moment’s kindling of appreciation in
those sea-shadowed eyes. But that’s an older story by far than this one.

That left Athena, gray-eyed, giver of wisdom. Athena, who leaned
down to whisper in his ear that there were mysteries even greater than
the ones he jousted with. Books of sand; tessellations of dart and kite,
never-repeating; superpositions of sines in a siren’s song
ever-descending.

And here was where Paris did something even the farsighted warrior



goddess didn’t predict. He refused her too.
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After the goddesses left, the room was full of shadows athwart each
other, and mosaics unraveling into fissures, and sculptures scavenged
from ruined starships. Paris saw none of them. Instead, he only had eyes
for the apple. They had left it with him; they knew his decision, and
they had no reason to believe that he would renege on it.

The apple did not burn his hands. It did, however, leave a prickling
residue, which he could not see but which clung to his skin. He hoped
the effect was temporary.

Ilion, nine-walled Ilion, spindled Ilion with its robed defenses.
Outside and inside, the city-fort shone black, girded with lights of
pearling white and whirling gold. He walked through its halls now,
listening to the way his footsteps were swallowed by expanses of
silence, toward its heart of honeyed metal and striated crystal. As he
traversed the involute path toward Ilion’s center, the apple whispered to
him of radioactive decay and recursive deaths, of treaties bitcrushed
into false promises.

No one said this was going to be easy, Paris told himself ironically, and
avoided looking at his blurred reflection in the sheening walls, the way
his shadow stretched out before him as though yearning toward the
dissolution past a singularity’s boundary.

At last he came to Ilion’s heart. The doors were open to him; they
always were. He paused, adjusting to the velvet air, the sweetness of
the warm light.

“Paris,” Ilion said. He sat with his feet crossed at the ankles, on a
staircase that led down to nowhere but a terminus of gravitational
escapades. Today he was a dark youth, clear-eyed, with curls that
always fell just so. Two days ago he had been a tawny girl with long
lashes and small, neat hands, the fingernails trimmed slightly too long
for comfort. (Paris had the scratches down his back to prove it.)

Paris hesitated. The usual embrace would be awkward with the
apple in hand, and setting the thing down struck him as unsafe, as
though it would tumble between the chinks of atoms and disperse into a
particle-cloud of impossibilities. “I have a gift for you,” he said, except
his throat closed on gift.



“An ungift, you mean,” Ilion said. His voice was light, teasing,
accented precisely the way that Paris’s was.

“Don’t,” Paris said. “Don’t make this a joke.”

“I wasn’t going to,” Ilion said, but the crookedness of his mouth
suggested otherwise. Unhurriedly, he rose and ascended step by step,
barefoot, crossing to clasp Paris’s upper arms. “So tell me, what
possessed you to bring this particular treasure here, instead of letting
someone else have nightmares over it?”

No one had ever accused Ilion of having a small ego. Paris supposed
that if he were as old, with an accompanying habit of kaleidoscope
beauty, he’d be conceited, too. More conceited than he currently was,
anyway. “Because it’s for the fairest,” Paris said. He met Ilion’s eyes.
“And, frankly, because if anyone has a chance of keeping the wretched
thing contained, it’s the oldest and greatest of fortresses.”

“Flatterer,” Ilion said, smiling. “Do you never listen to your brother
when he goes on about strategy? Only an idiot picks a fight when they
could avoid it instead.”

“You are walls upon walls,” Paris said. “It’s you or no one.”

“Give it here,” Ilion said after a moment’s pause.

Paris didn’t want to let go of the apple, despite its whispers. He felt
it clinging to his skin. Clenching his jaw, he dropped it into Ilion’s
outstretched hand.

For a moment, nothing. Then the city was lit by the apple’s light, as
though it was a lantern of condensed evenings. Everything was painted
over with the jitter-tint of unease, from the factories where cyborgs
labored with their insect arms to the academies with their contests of
wit and strength, from the flower-engraved gun mounts to the gardens
where fruits breathed of kindly intoxications.

“It’s not without its charm,” said Ilion, who had odd ideas about
aesthetics. “Have you talked to your parents?”

“I didn’t exactly have the time for lengthy consultations,” Paris said.
“And besides, all their protestations don’t mean anything if you’re not
agreeable.”

“Too bad you’re too old to be flagellated,” Ilion said, but he was
smirking, and for a moment a silhouette-flicker of scourges twined
around his ankles.

Paris resisted the urge to roll his eyes.



Ilion cocked his head. “I can hear the war fleets drumming their way
through the black reaches even now,” he said. “Will you love me when
all that’s left is a helter-skelter of molten girdings and lightless alloys?
And the occasional effervescing vapor of toxic gas?”

“At that point I’ll be dead too,” Paris said, unsympathetic.

“It’s a bit late to get you to think this through,” Ilion said dryly.
“Well, I suppose it was high time we enjoyed a challenge.”

With that, he tossed the apple up in the air, high, high, until it was a
glimmer-mote of malicious amber. Paris’s heart nearly stopped. Then it
plummeted to land with a smack in Ilion’s hand. He brought it up to his
mouth and bit into it. Paris almost gagged at the sudden sweetness of
the apple’s stench, the overwhelming pall of juice that evaporated as
soon as it was released from the apple’s pale flesh.

“You’re crazy,” Paris said.

“No crazier than you are,” Ilion retorted. “I'm merely reifying the
situation.”

Ilion ate the entire apple, core and all, or perhaps, more likely, it had
never had any core except a mist of recriminations. Paris was willing to
bet that its seeds were everywhere, and always had been.

“Come here,” Ilion said, barely loud enough for Paris to hear him
over the taut silence. His lips curved, asymmetrical; his eyes were
shadowlit with desire.

Paris was not known for moderation or good sense, but he said, “I
don’t think this is the time—"

Ilion grasped his shoulders and dragged him closer. He was
sometimes taller and sometimes shorter. Right now Paris couldn’t tell,
drunk as he was on the apple perfume on Ilion’s breath. The kiss lasted
a long time. I am never going to surface, he thought at one point, before
giving himself over to the taste of candied massacres.

“There,” Ilion said, releasing Paris so suddenly he stumbled
backwards and only just caught himself against a column crowned with
translucent leaves. “I wanted to give you an appetizer of what we’re
about to go through.” There was the merest undercurrent of pity in his
voice. “You could have made a pretty face the focus of all the troubles
coming for us, I suppose, but the end result is the same.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Paris said, lying. Shades
stood around the two of them, a veil of suffocating possibilities. “I must



take my leave of you. My parents are not going to be in a forgiving
mood.”

“Since when have you ever cared about their opinion?”

“I'm sure they’re going to be asking themselves the same thing,”
Paris said, and left.
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Paris didn’t make it to the hall of halls before his sister intercepted him.

The passages of metal brightened with pattern-mazes of snaking
circuitry, pulsing in on-off foreboding. “Paris,” Cassandra said in
encrypted flashes. The effect was not unlike taking a scalpel through the
retina. “Tell them the truth.”

There was no point in hiding anything from her if she knew this
much already. “I'm going to,” Paris said, a little wearily. The
unfortunate problem with Cassandra’s binary existence was that, for all
the things she saw, her version of reality never seemed entirely
compatible with the one that everyone else experienced.

“Tell them it’s about a woman,” Cassandra said. “She’ll be the death
of us, Paris.”

“I’'m not going to endanger us for some new lover,” Paris said with
the patience of long practice. “I have Ilion. Unless Ilion is the woman
you mean.”

“Not Ilion,” Cassandra said. “The one who has your heart.”

He reached out and pressed his hand against the wall. The light had
no heat, although he fancied the warmth of kinship passed between
them anyway. “Sister-sweet,” he said, “there’s love and there’s love,
and I would never betray us that way. I glimpsed what Aphrodite
offered, and she was beautiful the way a stellar furnace is beautiful, but
please think better of me than that.”

Cassandra said nothing.

“Cassandra.”

“Well,” she said, “I suppose it is not as if she, too, didn’t have her
choices.”

“I have no idea what you mean by that. Please, Cassandra.”

The lights unsnaked, and he was left alone in the hall. Telling the
rest of his family came easily, compared to that. Dutifully, he reported
Cassandra’s misgivings as well, but no one else knew what she was



getting at, either.
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They saw the ships coming from a long way off.

Every evening Paris looked through Ilion’s unoccluded eyes at the
fleets setting out for the fortress. “I am the fruit of fruits now,” Ilion had
said the other day, their lips smiling, “and they’ve come to pluck me.”

Paris had been lying in Ilion’s arms. “You sound so pleased,” he
muttered.

“Shouldn’t T be?” Ilion said reasonably. “I have my pride too. Let
them shatter themselves against my walls. Or, more prosaically, against
high-velocity kinetic projectiles.”

“Hector likes to say you can’t win a war on the defensive.”

“Hector is as loyal to me in his way as you are in yours,” Ilion said,
pleased as a cat. “He’ll be happy to fight when I require it.”

“He’s more ship than human, these days. I hear him singing when
he’s out there. The hot sweep of flight. One of these days he won’t come
back.”

Ilion prodded him uncomfortably close to his groin. “Now you’re
being unfair,” they said. “He comes home each time, punctually as you
please.”

“Fine,” Paris said. “Fine.” There was nothing to argue: Hector did, in
fact, come back punctually every time.

Time passed like vapor, or foam, or yearning dust. And the ships:
during that time the ships gathered in great fleets. Some of them were
the same color as the night, silhouettes as predatory as silence. Some of
them were gaudy-bright, phoenix-bronzed. Some burned as they flew.
Ships that had once been moons, digested and regurgitated into their
present form by choral nanites. Ships that named each gun after a
different genocide. Ships crewed by the dead, their expertise distilled
into decision trees of astonishing agility.

All of them were coming for Ilion.

Discord. War of wars.

A few ways the war transpired:
In one version of the story, Ilion took on the garments of nine-tailed



fox spirits, robing itself in their keen eyes and their curling riddles. Vast
armies, with sun chariots and fire arrows and star spears, rode across
forever shores of smoke and scratchless glass, never reaching their goal;
rode in random walks across maps that changed each time they took a
reckoning. Their generals conferred among themselves. Chief among
them was a woman old in battle but young in the ways of cities. Her
counsel, to the others’ dismay, was to withdraw instead of wandering
across the mire of their own impatience. After many days of argument
they finally agreed. All that time Ilion whispered into her visions,
wearing the face of her own ambitions.

In the meantime, Ilion of the many shapes, Ilion of the nine-veiled
walls, was overtaken by a procession of numerate factions. Every plant
in the spinward gardens hung with fruit whose flesh had the texture of
cooked eyes. The Nines went about in fox-masks, and a civil war ensued
between those who poured libations to prime numbers upon silicate
altars and those who poured libations to composite numbers. Paris
parted ways with his family in the early days, withdrawing behind the
fortress’s occlusions to design improved defenses. He studied Zhuge
Liang and Vauban and Mardi bin Ali al-Tarsusi, he steeped his dreams in
the properties of degenerate matter, and for all his care he was caught
half-drowsing in Ilion’s arms when at last bird-cloaked insurgents
caused the fortress to fold in on itself like crushed paper.

The generals waited, and waited, and waited, and at last their chief
sacrificed her face to the sky and sea and liminal shore. Concealed by a
helmet from which three eyes stared lidlessly, she went before her
lieutenants and told them the time had come to sack the city-fortress.
Even now Ilion’s fame had not waned. Songs of its treasures, of its metal
heart and petal beauty, were still chanted in the sky courts and hell
chasms and the surfeit of night roads.

By the time they arrived, they were much diminished in number, but
great in glory. Ilion itself welcomed its new rulers. “We are the same,” it
said to the chief, and smiled at her with her own face. She realized then
how she had been tricked, but it was too late. Her generals were only
too content to become part of the prize they had sought so long.

This victory was not without its price. Ilion’s people took up the
obeisances and rituals of their new masters, and even the numerate
factions fell into disarray.



In another version of the war, Ilion descended upon an immense
artificial world of ocean, concealing itself in its depths like a belated
pearl-irritant. Braids of kelp became her hair, and during the festivals of
war preparation, she decorated herself with the whorled dances of
transparent eels and algal blooms.

Fleets upon fleets came to orbit the world of ocean, intending to boil
away the waters layer by layer. Instead, they were subsumed by the sea
reverie. Spherical dreadnoughts condensed into whale shapes. Flights of
missiles became voracious finned schools, themselves consumed by
carriers that sprouted anemone banners. It was not long before the
invaders had joined Ilion’s ecology of untided longings.

Ilion’s children learned the undulant languages, applied themselves
to the study of fluid dynamics, and wrote disparaging treatises that,
misconstrued in realities slightly aslant their own, birthed legends of
sunken civilizations.

In yet another, Ilion, like a great maw, began digesting the beings
sentient and non-sentient who dwelt within it. As it did so, it encrusted
itself with minerals and mirrors, an armor of prolix crystallography. The
voices of its victims thundered through the space-time membrane,
threnody absolute. Every guidestar that knew Ilion’s name was
unmoored from the firmament and crushed into singularity specks. Of
Ilion itself, nothing remained but a vast jeweled simulacrum of apple-
plague.

We could go on in this manner, but these examples suffice to
demonstrate Ilion’s inability to escape the apple’s nature.
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It was the tenth year of the siege (the hundredth, the billionth). Paris
leaned back in Ilion’s arms and listened to the shield beat and the spear
chant, the unsound of missiles and catapulted projectiles hurtling
through the black depths. “I can’t imagine what it would be like to sleep
in a time of peace anymore,” he remarked.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Ilion said. “You’re adaptable.” He shifted his
leg, and the gown he wore slipped sideways to reveal a tanned expanse
of thigh. Ilion’s clothing was a matter of opinion. Every time Paris
thought he had eased all of it off, he found another coy fold of tunic, or
tassels covering an ankle. There was no such thing as a completely



naked city. You could dig and you could dig, you could walk the walls
under the night’s unkind eyes; nevertheless, farther down you’d always
find some furrowed bone, some scratched potsherd, some hexadecimal
couplet stamped on plastic.

“Do you ever wonder what they’re up to, out there?” Paris said.

“You mean besides throwing glorified space rocks at us?”

Paris snorted. “They must live and love and die, the same as we do,”
he said, moved by an unaccustomed swell of sentimentality. “They must
have children of circuitry or flesh or cunning brass. And some of them
must be as sick of this whole conflict as we are.”

Ilion tapped impatiently on the couch. The walls shivered black, then
red-gold-pale with the burstlights of the bombardment, the light of local
stars glinting off the barding of massed ships. “Yes,” Ilion said, “they’re
so sick of it that they’re going home.”

“They must want something concrete out of all this.”

“Glory,” Ilion said. “Vengeance, spite, security, the sheer
unadulterated expression of aggression. None of these, I will note, is
concrete.”

“You could vomit up that damn apple. I wish—" Paris bit his tongue.

Ilion refrained from an entirely redundant I told you so. This was, at
least, an improvement over the first nine years.

“I am going to fall asleep here,” Paris said. “And I’'m going to dream
of enjoying silence, and waters unblemished by ships, and eating
nothing to do with fruit—no sauces, no preserves, no fresh chilled
slices, nothing—for the rest of my life.”

Ilion threaded his fingers through Paris’s hair, untangling a lock. It
almost didn’t hurt. “Sleep, then,” he said in a voice sweet as water. “It
won’t be much longer.”

Paris meant to ask what he meant by that, but his eyelids drooped,
and sleep descended upon him. Whether he had the dreams he had
wished for, he never remembered.
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Late in the last year, some but not all of the enemy fleets withdrew.
Hector and the defense fleets were on high alert for weeks afterward,
patrolling Ilium behind the cover of its flanged force-screens. Paris
edited out his need for sleep, as much as he longed for the escape, and



oversaw the city’s artillery defenses. Far-archer, Ilion’s guns said of him,
mostly with affection, where he could hear them. (They called him
other things behind his back, in the way of soldiers and commanders
everywhere.)

“I don’t trust it,” Paris said to Ilion as he stared over the
pattern-maps and their mystifying gaps. He almost knocked over a tall
glass of wine.

Ilion deftly caught the glass. “You need to quit pruning your need for
sleep,” she said. “If it’s regenerating this fast, you need the rest more
than we need you awake obsessing over the invaders’ whimsies.”

“You’re taking this too lightly.”

Ilion fixed him with an interested stare. “Excuse me,” she said,
“somebody is forgetting who’s responsible for coordinating all the
systems around here. Even when I'm busy feeding you grapes because
you’ve forgotten to show up for dinner again.”

Paris gave it up. He didn’t like the fact that none of their intelligence
had anticipated this development. They had spent long hours tracing
through what they knew of the invaders’ councils—depressingly little,
in spite of their studies of signal traffic, and repeated attempts to crack
the encryption—in an attempt to decipher its significance. So far they
had a lot of speculation and little evidence to back up any of the going
hypotheses.

“Stop that,” Ilion said.

Paris realized he had been tapping his foot in a querulous one-two,
one-two-three, one-two rhythm. “Sorry,” he said, mostly sincerely.

“Look,” Ilion said, leaning over him. She was tall now, even allowing
for the fact that he was slouched in his chair. “If there’s a pattern in
there, any shred of meaning or menace, I'll find it. The young are
so”—she smoothed his hair back and kissed the side of his
brow—*“impatient. We will prevail.”

“Other than the kiss,” Paris said, unimpressed, “you’re starting to
sound like my brother. You’re more succinct, though.”

Ilion laughed. “He does like his rallying speeches, doesn’t he? It’s a
harmless foible, as these things go.” Her hands trailed lower, began
massaging the knots in Paris’s neck. The calluses on her fingers were
oddly soothing.

“I would feel so much better if you showed any sign of concern,”



Paris said.

“No, you wouldn’t,” she returned, and he couldn’t refute her. But
she smiled at him, dangerously. In the light-dark of her eyes he saw the
enormous edifices of calculation, systems and subsystems dedicated to
analyzing the anomaly in the enemy’s behavior.

As it turned out, he shouldn’t have been reassured after all—not
because she wasn’t devoted to the problem, but because she was.
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Everyone in Ilion with a shred of understanding of strategic analysis
dedicated a certain amount of their cognitive allocation to the problem
of the vanished ships and whether they had, say, gone for
reinforcements, or were skulking around doing something even worse,
whatever that might be. (The sole exception was Cassandra; even Ilion
gave up on coaxing her into joining the effort.) As a result, the enemy
general’s mimetic attack, inscribed in the notation of negative space,
penetrated the city-fort’s every level, from Ilion’s highest heuristics to
the sub-sentient routines that ran the simplest defense grids. And at the
appointed time, all of Ilion’s gates flowered open at once.

Even Paris, with his interest in matters mathematical, had been
acculturated by the long siege to think of attack in terms of triremes and
trebuchets, mass drivers and missiles. When he woke (having fallen
asleep, without meaning to, while looking up a theorem concerning
network topology), it took him a muddled hour to figure out what was
going on.

By then it was too late.

Paris didn’t recognize the conquering general until she deigned to visit
him. He was the last, although he would never know that. She
dispensed of the rest of the royal family by fire and sword and bullet, by
her annihilating brilliance.

“So you’re the cause of all this trouble,” the general said. She was
made of articulated metal, shining in the gray light of the prison. Each
time she moved, she made a metal-scrape whisper of bells.

Her voice was familiar and unfamiliar. Nevertheless, he was certain
he had never heard it before. His bonds of gravity-weave at least



permitted him to raise his head enough to look her in the eye.

The face, now—he knew that face. Once, through a scatter-veil of
possibilities, he had seen it, golden-fair and blessed by goddesses three,
beautiful in the way of bone and bullets and polished coins.

“I am Helen,” the general said, “and you’ve wasted ten years of
everyone’s lives by sparking off a general war. Congratulations.”

Paris laughed painfully, contemplating her. “Damn,” he said. “The
fairest isn’t a goddess after all, or a city, even. It’s a general with a slide
rule for a heart. That’s a compliment, by the way.”

“You idiot,” Helen said. “You know as well as I do that the gods
eavesdrop on everything. I can’t spare you now.”

“Sometimes it’s worth it just to say the truth as you see it,” Paris
said.

“It’s over,” she said. “Your city will be dismantled into its constituent
quarks, and no more people will have to die for its sake. Until the next
fruit’s sprouting, anyway; there’s always some gardener of human
dissent. But that’s a problem for the next general.”

“I should have chosen you,” Paris said. In that moment he fell in
love the way you fell into a singularity, a moment spun into forever
lingering.

Helen’s masked face held no expression except Paris’s own, faintly
reflected. “Still an idiot,” she said, and this time there was real pity in
her voice. “I know your story. Do you think you were the only one
offered a choice?”

He had no answer for her. Even so, when she brought the gun up to
his head, he did not close his eyes. His last thought was that Ilion had
never had a chance.
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They were healing the world, they figured, even though they lived in
Texas.

You know the story. In the town where they’d both grown up, they
could look across the river to Mexico. Both of them had seen cheapo
Catholic candles lit in the bedrooms of people they’d worked on, and
both of them had been called miracle workers.

Back in the beginning, Lorna Grant and Vix Beller were small time.
They worked El Paso to Houston and down the Gulf Coast, him mostly
on women and her mostly on men. For a while, they changed people’s
hearts and fixed people’s minds. Then, because this was how things
went in Texas, things got broken again.

This was after the government collapsed but before God and the law
got forgotten. Lorna and Vix were both practitioners of the oldest
profession, and found easy employment. Their techniques dated from
the time of Christ, but roadside religions found them to be sinners.

By the time they finally met, late in 29, Vix Beller’d been chased by
a mob with pitchforks, and forced to steal a car to put miles between
himself and the town whose women he’d waked into wanting. Lorna
Grant had been thrown into the back of a pickup truck with a bunch of
lost girls destined for the border, but she’d stabbed the driver when he
gave her water, took the wheel, and drove them all to a halfway house
where she used some of her healing powers to make them whole.

Lorna’d been fucking like her cunt was a relic since she was sixteen.
Vix had spent years doing the same thing, his cock like the True Cross,
and the day they met, as the story goes, Lorna was walking out of some
old boy’s front door, carrying the sorrow of a wife that wouldn’t, and
Vix was walking out a door across the street, dragging a sack of a forty-
three-year-old lady schoolteacher’s rage at climbing the Leaning Tower
of Pisa on a once-in-a-lifetime grand tour and feeling high lonesome the
whole way up.

Lorna and Vix took one look at each other’s burdens, and then,
without discussion, Lorna poured Vix’s out on the front lawn of the old



boy, and Vix poured Lorna’s on the potted plants of the teacher. Within
a couple of minutes, the old boy and the schoolteacher, both relieved of
their troubles, opened their front doors, and stepped out into the sun,
glancing shyly, longingly at one another.

For their part, Lorna and Vix took a stroll down the street to put
distance between themselves and the scene of their healing.

“Want to drink some hot chocolate with me?” Lorna asked Vix,
giving him the once-over. He was carrying a lot of his own pain, which
he didn’t notice, because he was too busy carrying the anger of every
woman he’d ever worked into a miracle. She thought there might be
room for her to maneuver.

“I wouldn’t say no. Want to go to a motel with me?” Vix asked
Lorna, mapping the fury she glittered with. Her whole body was
covered in things she didn’t see, given her own burden of every
miracle-ized man’s blues. Her rage made him feel certain, along with the
thought that he’d cure her of something of which she couldn’t cure
herself.

“I wouldn’t say no to that, either,” said Lorna.

He strutted a little, and so did she. They both knew they were good
at what they did.

Turned out, though, that once they drank that hot chocolate and got
to that motel, they made love for ten hours, got starry-eyed, and merged
burdens. Some people say they got married shortly thereafter by a
justice of the peace they’d cured of his miseries, and other people say
they didn’t believe in marriage but did wear love tokens they’d had
installed under their skin like shrapnel. Whatever the truth of it was, the
two of them together were something to reckon with.

After that, everybody knew that Lorna and Vix came as a set. They
got spotted at diner counters time to time, drinking coffee, tea, and
lemonade, eating sandwiches just like regular folks, but Vix and Lorna
weren’t regular.

It was a myth, as Lorna and Vix already knew, that everyone who
sorrowed longed specifically and only for joy. Many people wanted
darker medicine. Prohibition of alcohol had created a countrywide
yearning for other forms of depressant—though no one referred to
alcohol as such—and by the time Lorna and Vix met, ten years into
Temperance, everything to do with high and low had become illegal.



People were supposed to be living in the middle, but nobody liked the
middle. New cures for pain were being distilled in basements and
bathtubs.

In secret dens in Manhattan, high rollers mixed powdered
powerlessness with seltzer and drank it with a twist. In New Orleans,
the drink that had formerly been bourbon punch got drizzled with
barrel-aged despair, and backroom saloons poured it by the ladle-full.
Most people cut rage into lines and snorted it, all to feel a little of the
old days, the vigor and foolish giddiness that came just before a bar
fight. There was glory in the knowledge that the price of wrath would
be only a broken nose, not a broken country. A few people craved a
mixture of different kinds of emotional disaster shaken up into a slurry,
and that cost more.

Soon after they met, Vix and Lorna realized there was a sweet
market in fenced emotion, and though they’d never done this before,
they started dealing along with their healing. The miracle makers had an
easy supply of raw materials for what half the country craved. They had
particular access to desperate love, which was cut with rage and sorrow,
and for which people paid extra. Desperate love could be shot into a
vein.

Despite the shift in their business, Lorna and Vix still thought of
themselves as mainly healers. They were taking pain away from people,
after all, never mind that they were transporting it across state lines and
selling it. On the way from a stopover to visit family in Florida, they
drained the pain and rage from the hearts of ten or twenty normal
people: a traveling saleswoman trying to get over losing her samples, a
farmworker with a lost dog, a woman with a little son who looked too
much like his daddy. Vix and Lorna sat naked on a motel-room bed and
bagged that agony and fury up. They had big plans. They’d sell it in
New York City, or maybe in Chicago. They got onto the Gulf Coast
Highway, their Chevy loaded down with a few hundred grand in
emotions.

A bullhorn popped out the window of a state patrol car outside
Gulfport, Mississippi, and lights flashed in the rearview. Lorna pulled
over.

“Whatcha got in that there?” said the trooper, and Lorna looked up
at him and blinked.



“Somebody’s child custody battle,” she said. “And an eighth of
alcoholic spouse.”

“Looks like contraband, bagged up like that. What else you selling,
gal like you? How about a freebie and I let you pass?”

Vix sat up from the backseat where he’d been napping.

The patrolman’s pain ended up in a burlap sack, and Lorna hit the
gas. Shortly thereafter, her face appeared on the TV news, all red
lipstick and yesterday’s mascara, because the trooper had been entirely
made of pain and rage, and when they took it from him, there was only
skin left, not even bones.

“Most folk’s souls,” said Lorna Grant on the newsreel that got
around, “are made of hurt.”

“And if they’re not made of hurt,” said Vix Beller, “they’re made of
mad. Most folks don’t got much else making them human.”

“We’re providing a public service,” said Lorna, and then swiveled her
hips for the camera of the cub reporter who’d happened upon the
notorious two relieving a train conductor of the pain of the abusive
brothers who’d put a snake in his bed back in Kansas, and a female
passenger of the confusing memory of the one-off kiss she’d gotten from
a beautiful stranger one night in New Orleans. “And we’re not stealing.
This is pay, fair and square, for services rendered. That officer threw his
hurt at us. We took it from him. It’s no crime.”

Vix let the reporter take their picture, Vix with his eyebrow raised,
his biceps bulging out of his undershirt, and Lorna nestled there beneath
his shoulder, looking at the camera too, a cigarette hanging out of her
pout, her dress candy-striped and clingy. They drove off, Lorna in the
passenger seat drinking pineapple juice with a straw, Vix pushing the
speedometer faster than was legal, through torrential rainstorms and
blinding sun.

After that, they’d sometimes cross into a new state and find a whole
town pooling resources to buy a few hours of healing, a pile of pain
already waiting for them, but by ’34, the available sorrow and rage in
America had begun to ebb, the market controlled by Lorna and Vix. That
was when things went south.

Vix and Lorna started to leave on occasion with more than just pain,
anger, and desperate love. Sometimes, they took happiness, too. Vix fell
into the bed of a woman wanting to be rid of a childhood crime, and



found himself departing with her college graduation day. Lorna made
off with the coffee, cigarettes, and first love of a trumpet player who’d
only wanted to forget the sadness of an instrument stolen on a train.
They both staggered out of those bedrooms, wondering what they’d
done, knowing that even though they’d had been given freely, memories
like those were nothing that should’ve changed hands. They heard too
many whispers, felt too many heartbeats. Pain and rage had dimmed the
feelings of much of the country for years, and it was wearing off. Now
the people who asked Vix and Lorna for healing sometimes didn’t want
anything more than a kiss from someone just like every other someone.
People called for miracles, when all they really needed was a hand to
hold.

There was a sheriff in Texas who developed a yearning for them
both. His name was Sheriff Hank Yarley, and he was about to be retired.
He was thin as an old razor and wore his medals shiny, and he formed
himself a posse of gun-toting men, some of whom had had run-ins with
the doings of Vix in particular. Deprived of wives, the men of the posse
wandered around Texas like drained oilfields, all sputter and no spout.
Their former wives looked pretty as prayer dust and lit grocery-store
candles in their bedrooms, the face of sex-mad Saint Vix painted right
there on each label for everyone to see.

Sheriff Hank Yarley’s own wife had gone on the run, driving her
mother’s car clean across Louisiana to see if she could get her gaze on
Vix Beller, and when she came back, she was no longer in love with the
sheriff. Yarley wanted to repossess her love and fury (in her, they were
one thing) and feed it back into her mouth by the spoonful, but it was
with all the rest of the stolen emotions, in the trunk of one of Vix and
Lorna’s stolen cars. He aimed to get it back.

He pulled strings, and Vix Beller and Lorna Grant got declared Public
Enemies, with a cash bounty of ten thousand dollars dead or alive.
They’d been small-time celebrities before, but now they were fully
famous. Every newspaper south of the Mississippi showed their portrait
under the headline CoLp-Broobep HEearers. Their pretty faces decorated
post office walls.

They were in the process of forming a gang back then, and they’d
attracted a few boys and girls, but nobody could kiss like Vix, and
nobody could caress like Lorna. When Yarley began his pursuit, they



dropped their extras off somewhere near the shipyards in Port Arthur
and kept right on going. The gang wannabees resented it, but what
could they do? They were out of anger and out of woe. Vix and Lorna
had taken it all.

Lorna and Vix were turned away from Oklahoma, Arkansas, and New
Mexico, but the locals warned them in Louisiana, where the trade in
emotions ran high. A shipment of cold rage they’d brokered from
Colorado got loaded into a steamboat out of New Orleans and shipped
through the Gulf. There was room reserved on the boat for Lorna and
Vix, but with that bounty on their heads, they had to get out of town
quick and missed their chance at disappearing into international waters.
Half their load of blues went missing in Lubbock, and it got cut with
who knew what. Both of them wondered, but they had no time to check
it out, and so off it went, black-marketing itself into the mouths of
people they’d never met.

They holed up in an old house in the Texas panhandle, but they
were compromised by locals suspicious of their activities. Folks came
walking down the road, drawn to them like rats to pipers, and after a
few hours, the two of them bagged up the final remnants of North
Texas’s pain and anger and stowed it in the storm cellar.

When Sheriff Hank Yarley and his posse came down the drive, their
line of cars bucking over the ruts in the dirt road, Vix and Lorna were
heading out the back, driving across a field. By the time Hank Yarley
took a fruitless run into a corn maze, his rifle flailing, his shoes full of
dried-up kernels, their taillights were the only thing keeping him
vertical. He shot a few times at the red lamps, swearing.

Back at the safe house, he found his posse scooping at a stash of
sorrow with silver spoons from the kitchen. All of them looked up at
him and pretended they were seeking their specific wifely sorrows, as
opposed to getting high on the stolen sadness of strangers.

“That’s evidence you’re eating,” Sheriff Yarley said, ignoring the way
the sorrow drifted on the air, trying not to inhale more than he could
help. The two criminals had sucked the South dry and left blankness in
their wake. Every town had addicts now and new problems created by
lost love, it seemed to Yarley. Houston was full of people shooting rifles
out their car windows and swearing that if only they had Vix and Lorna,
they’d behave themselves. Up at the other end of the state, there were



misery-mongers making profit on third-hand sadness sold from the duo’s
scrapings and then cut with sand and cigarette ashes.

Lorna and Vix didn’t love the people they healed, and that was the
part Yarley resented most of all. They loved only each other. Someone
out in Hollywood was already making a movie about them, and in it,
Sheriff Yarley had heard, there was a scripted moment in which he was
personally mocked for being unable to lay down the law on the two
unabiders.

One of the deputies looked up, his eyes glazed with tears.

“This here’s some good, good shit, boss,” he said.

Beside him, another deputy savored a spoonful of shame, licking it
up like sorghum.

“Be careful of that,” Yarley said. “I heard a boy out in San Antonio
came upon some of this last batch of sad, and whatever they’d cut it
with made his legs go limp. Lorna and Vix sent some shit to a dance hall
in Lubbock. People out that way drag their feet now.”

Yarley made a phone call, and then another, looking at the map.

Out on the highway a few hours later, Vix and Lorna sped through
the night, the backseat full of sacks of small misdemeanors, the secrets
of teary-eyed preachers and of ladies in torn slips, the church-hatted
whispers of the elderly. Lorna was wearing sunglasses in the dark, and
Vix stroked her thigh, pushing her dress up past her garter.

“You know I love you, gal,” said Vix.

“Love you too, boy,” said Lorna.

“What are we going to do?” said Vix. “Looks like they’ve postered up
the Midwest with our faces and places.”

“We could go to Mexico,” said Lorna. “Or Canada. We could hit
Niagara Falls? Or get ourselves smuggled onto a ship and take it to
South America? We could head out west, see if we could make it to
California?”

Behind them, there were headlights. A mass of them, as many as
there were stars. Looked like all of Texas had hit the highway, following
Lorna and Vix as they tried to flee. There were intermittent gunshots.

“I’'m about ready to hang it up, Vix,” said Lorna. “I’'ve been working
since I was sixteen. Sometimes I feel bad about the work I’ve been
doing. It ain’t all of it right.”

“You and me both, kid,” said Vix. “I'm getting tired of all this God.



Maybe we’re messing with the fate of the forlorn. Maybe nobody oughta
pray to people like us.”

Lorna squeezed his fingers.

“I ever tell you about the time I brought a boy back from the dead?”
she said.

“You know you didn’t,” Vix said, and smiled at her. “You know
everything you ever told me and everything I ever told you. I've got you
memorized, but you still have some secrets.”

“Bet you do too. This was a few years before I met you. I came upon
him right after he hung himself up. I cut that boy down and kissed him
on the mouth, and there he was, resurrected. I took his sadness from
him, and he gasped his way back into the land of the living. I’ve still got
his batch of blues in my purse, and time to time, I catch my finger on
them.”

“I know the ones,” said Vix. “Those are the sads shaped like a
pocketknife.”

She nodded.

“Couple years later, that boy was dead again, this time in the car
with the engine on, his soul filled with tired instead of sad, and so I
kissed him and took that away, too. He opened his eyes and saw me
looking at him, and said, ‘Honey, just let me go. There ain’t no good
place for me on this whole Earth, and I done my time.’ That’s the boy I
married, twice risen, thrice dead. It turns out that people have to go
their own way. I buried him in our backyard under a shade tree.”

Vix gave her a look that said everything he’d ever loved about her,
and she looked back at him, her eyes full.

Lorna held his hand hard. “I wouldn’t mind settling down
somewhere pretty. Seashore. I wouldn’t mind stopping this healing
business.” She looked at him. “But I never did take your pain away.”

“I never took your anger,” said Vix. “Figure you had uses for it. I like
the ocean too. Town with nobody. Clapboards and a porch. Hot
chocolate, me and you, some torches lighting the path down to the
beach. We could get a dog and a hammock. Listen to a record player
late at night.”

“We could count the stars,” said Lorna. “Maybe write a book.”

“Sometimes, we’d sit and look out at the waves, and just do nothing
at all,” Vix said, and kissed her fingers.



“Do people like us ever retire?” asked Lorna. She was twenty-eight
and in her healing prime. It’d gotten so when she walked down a street,
everyone turned to look, and automatically gave her every dark emotion
they’d been carrying. Vix was the same. Two weeks before, he’d been
followed down a main street by a couple dozen women, all of whom
later resented him. At a post office in the panhandle, he stood next to
his own face on a most wanted poster and let a bunch of people take his
photograph. Lorna’s dress had gotten torn off in a crowd, and now
people sold the scraps for souvenirs, all snipping little threads from little
threads. Lorna had a new dress, but she still felt bad about the whole
thing.

“We can retire if we want to,” Vix said. “Change our names and stop
being Public Enemies. They can’t put us in jail. Can’t have a jail without
sorrow and anger. Whole thing would fall down.”

“They could kill us,” said Lorna, and snorted. “That sheriff.”

There was a bullet hole in their back left tire, and they could hear it
hissing out air. Headlights were approaching from all directions. They
were the tent of the revival. They were miracle makers in the middle of
a field. They were healer dealers, and they were tired.

“Or we could kill him,” said Vix. “What’ve we got in the backseat,
Lorn?”

Vix’s eyes were on the rearview.

“About a kilo of that straight shit from El Paso. I don’t know what
was going on there last week, but everything they wanted to be healed
of is bagged up. They wanted to forget it ever happened. I threw it in
just in case. Thought we might mix it half and half with the sad from
Juarez, sell it like that.”

Vix pulled the car over, and Lorna looked at him.

“Strong stuff,” he said. “Good to know. Open that sack.”

Behind their car, Sheriff Hank Yarley crept around in a ditch, belly
flat to the ground, rifle strapped to his back, bowie knife in his teeth.
The headlights of the mob approached the two most wanted. He’d
called out all the cops and righteous volunteers from the border, and
they converged on Lorna and Vix, stars in their eyes, bounty in their
hearts.

Lorna’s long arms lifted the sack onto the roof of the car and she
ducked, and that was when Yarley started shooting.



The sack was intact for a moment and then it was perforated.

White dust spun out into the night and into all the parked cars. Men
and women were aiming rifles and pistols, aiming darts and clubs and
arrows, aiming cameras and holding lanterns, and all of them inhaled.

On his belly, Sheriff Hank Yarley took a deep and accidental breath,
and what he breathed was pure, desperate love, cut with nothing. It was
burning, scalding, lost and found. Once he took one breath, he had to
take another and another, and in a moment, all the people in the mob
were choking on it, upending on it, overdosing on it, because too much
love was like too much anything.

The seizure of love went through all of Texas, rattling the ground
and making strangers fall hard into each other’s arms. This was love that
took the South and drenched it, and up over the land, a storm of heat
and heart took the dirt off the desert. People died of love, writhing on
kitchen floors and kissing in traffic, and other people just caught a whiff
of it and lived the rest of their lives looking for more. For ten years
after, the people in Texas were different than they’d been. The borders
opened wide and the river was full of folks from both sides being
baptized with tongue. You know the story. You remember those years
when everyone forgot who they’d been hating. You remember the
drugstores full of nothing but lipsticks and soda pop. The world’s past
that now, though. That time’s long over.

People say that Lorna and Vix stood up from the scene of that last
great crime, grimy and gleaming. People say that when they came out of
that car, there were fifty bullet holes in the doors and windows, but that
Lorna Grant and Vix Beller walked away unscathed. Maybe they went to
the seashore. Maybe they went to South America. Maybe they’re dead
now, or maybe they’re old folks healing people’s cats, dogs, and
parakeets in some faraway city. Sheriff Yarley went on to start a
charismatic church, exposed to the great light of some gods of El Paso,
and full to the brim with strangers’ love. The others in his posse went
wandering around America, preaching peace and pretty-pretty, carrying
scraps of Lorna’s striped dress and Vix’s vest.

In a glass case in Austin you can see the preserved remains of Lorna’s
little finger, shot off by Sheriff Yarley when she put the desperate love
up on the roof. It’s lit up under cover for tourists to see, but the rest of
the two most wanted are long gone.



Here in Texas, sorrow and fury are back in the bodies of men and
women. Some nights, we hear our neighbors moaning and country music
on the radio, and some nights we go out walking late, looking to be
healed of every hurt, looking for a hand-painted sign that says, COME
ON SINNER.

Some nights, all we want is the neon promise of a motel, a hot bed,
and some hands to hold us under the covers, and some nights, looking
for that much, we keep driving and driving in the dark.
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And if you’re a boy with a wide imagination who hikes the beach at
Capitola for miles on winter days, hikes until the promontory marking
home is a speck you can hide behind your outstretched hand, then
you’ll continue hearing a voice in the green and white surf and in the
hectoring cries of the gulls. You’ll hear it coming up behind you, miles
behind, as you retrace your crumbling footsteps along the frost-packed
sand, and you’ll hear it coming down from the eucalyptus as you tread
the lane toward home, toward the Ol’ Barn Itself, where shaggy branches
sway above the boulders and crushed shells in the ramshackle yards. It
calls out Ho, Ballou when the wind is just right and the surf is distant
and pounding on the beachhead—Ho, Ballou; Ho, Ballou—until the voice
is lost in the wind whistling through the tie-down fence.

Home has a formal name, painted on the black iron post beside the
drive, stamped in the many books left by a previous owner—The House
of 31 Sparrow Lane—but with you and Mom it is always the O’ Barn
Itself. Every time she drives you home from Beach Market, with you
jostling with the jostling grocery bags in the back, she announces over
her shoulder, “Back to the Ol Barn Itself, Ballou.” The name is your own
invention, uttered when you first set eyes on the house.

Its style is eccentric, like many of the properties in your small beach
town. The real estate lady had called it Georgian, but additions were
made in varying styles, and the uneven profile of the house marks an
owner’s changing whims, the best of which is your bedroom under the
roof. It has a peaked ceiling and old dark wood like something from a
Spanish galleon, and you reach it by climbing a brass spiral staircase
from off the kitchen, a dizzying climb up and up with the smell of pine
and the wood painted blue overhead, like a summer sky.

You're ten years and two days old, tired from your walk, chill from
the breeze that presages night. You’re hungry, but not hungry enough to
bother Mom. You kneel in the crabgrass beside the porch, Windbreaker
zipped to your chin, hunching over your motley armies of Centurions,
Saracens, Knights, and plastic army soldiers, along with a few die-cast
tanks and a red tyrannosaurus. Under your hectoring eye the
thirty-some odd pieces become three thousand, and the yard the size of



the coast. Sand flies buzz the battlefield. Under your hand a Saracen’s
jutting black beard pronounces doom upon the Enemy, led by a
Centurion with his bright red plume. You shift them, watching the epic
cycle of clamor and bloodletting, green plastic soldiers falling under the
sword, Saracens toppling in a spray of machine-gun fire. Your white
knuckles dig trenches in the sand. Then the surf rises to a roar, wild in
the eucalyptus, and a shadow swarms toward you with a great crunch
and rattle.

You stand up, heart beating in your throat.

A towering truck glares up the drive, dragging a deep rumble
beneath. It spreads its shadow over the gravel and the eucalyptus, and
over you. The engine growls, drawing frazzled breaths through the
grille, then cuts out.

Visitors are rare. For days on end it’s only the mailman with his bag
over his shoulder and his ponytail. Sometimes it’s only the far
neighbor’s tomcat, brown and white with a clipped ear where a gull got
it. Sometimes it’s only birds. Sparrow Ln. reads the sign at the end of the
road, though you’ve never seen a sparrow, only shearwaters and gulls.
And once, a pelican had dropped startled out of low fog onto the
crabgrass, flapping its wings and clacking open its pot-bellied beak. It
had lingered, dazed a bit by the yard, giving you time to run into the
kitchen for the Wonder Bread then advance in slow sliding steps toward
it whispering, Hey there, hey, and toss wads of bread into its open gullet
before it clapped shut and the pelican rustled its wings and sailed up
and away.

Sometimes it’s only the ghosts of birds, rising out of the salty night
air.

You advance cautiously.

WIN EBAGO proclaims the rusted letters on the truck’s grille. You
wonder if someone really won it, and what type of vehicle an Ebago is,
then let yourself recognize the name. You feel the heat from the grille
and study the battered Oregon license plate. The windshield betrays
nothing beyond its glare, nor does any further sound come from it, other
than a tic-tic from the engine. You retreat to your armies near the porch,
watching the door in the side of the vehicle, waiting.

Words were once painted there, you realize. YOU 10, it tells you, in
faded blue.



“Bally?” Mom says through the open window above you, and you
can picture her stretching on the couch. “What’ve you got your hands
on?”
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When you first saw the island outside of a comic book it was faint with
fog that dampened the air and made the hard, glassy waves look like
horses charging toward shore. In comic books the island is always
jagged, and the Doctor’s laboratory rises from its center like a lighthouse
made of steel. But this island is pale like the fog and the laboratory thin
as glass. In the fog it comes and goes. From inside—the inside you first
reached from the cubbyhole off your bedroom—the laboratory is white
and full of tall windows. “Time is tide,” the Doctor told you, that first
time, steepling his deathly white fingers beneath his beard. “Time is tide
and the beating of a heart, Ballou. And if you were to wade into that
tide and swim away, swim in any direction—since any direction would
be away from my laboratory, and my island—then you’d be moving into
your past, into your days before, when you were at other schools, when
you had other playmates, and when you and your mother were
happier.” You stood at the window, looking first at him then out across
the shimmering water to the shore, hoping to catch sight of home. “And
a tide pool ... Well, Bally, time in a tide pool is time stopped.”

Saying this he reached into the mouth of the glass jar, lifting out a
damp red bloom.
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You 10. The words on the side of the mobile home, in faded blue.

You stand with your arms out, your Swabbies stiff at the
bell-bottoms from salty spray, damp at the knees from kneeling in the
crabgrass. You feel as you do when standing in the surf and it retreats
back to sea, the land threatening to go with it.

Faint, through the window behind you: “Ballou?”

You picture Mom on the couch, a towel across her forehead,
listening to The 20,000 Dollar Pyramid or Name That Tune. Since losing
her job two weeks ago, she’s always listened to TV rather than watched
it, with the image all snowy and sometimes rolling up like an eye into its
head.



In front of you, the side door of the Winnebago pops open. Cowboy
boots are the first thing you notice, then gangly denim trousers and a
rumpled white shirt. The intruder hooks his thumbs onto his belt. His
face is like the Marlboro Man’s, and his squint is somewhat like
McCloud’s, though he’s younger and has a mangy beard. His shirt is red
plaid, like one of the tablecloths at Doodles on the freeway, with
buttons like the inside of an abalone shell. His gold belt buckle says W.

“Well, hey there. You might just be a kid named Ballou.”

You nod, uncertain.

“Don’t suppose you remember me.” He extends his hand. A large
gold ring sits on the thumb.

You step back, once, twice.

“Lila in there?” He’s looking up at the house as he says this, then out
at the eucalyptus and the garage and back, devouring the place. He
reaches out with his other hand and, like a magician, conjures a cowboy
hat. He sweeps it down toward your head but you sprint through the
gravel, scattering the soldiers.

“Hey, Lila! He’s an itchy kid!”

You race up the porch stairs, into the hall, ready to slam shut the
door. “Mom!”

In the living room, she’s throwing back the purple quilt, sitting up,
raising her too-pale face to the shuddering light. “What are you doin’,
Bally?” After rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she looks pretty once
more.

“Lila?”

You turn. He’s crossing the porch, hat in one hand, the other hooked
on his belt. His boots resound like drums.

Mom blinks and mouths something that might be the answer to the
question on the TV. Then: “Wilson, that you?”

Wilson. The name echoes strangely.

He’s in the doorway. “You get my letter, Lila?” When she says
nothing he adds, “Was in your neck of the woods, thought I'd stop by,
say hi.”

“Stop by in what?”

“A mobile palace, a bit beat-up.”

“You swindle somebody, Wilson? Or somebody swindle you?”

But he’s looking at you. “You heard of me, kid? Uncle Wilson?”



Uneasy, you shake your head. You see something, a shadow, like a
huge spider, or a crab, scuttling across the gravel behind him.

“Bally? You okay?”

You know immediately, even without having seen it. Something had
been hanging onto the bottom of the Winnebago and had dropped down.

“Bally, are you okay? Answer me.”

“Yeah.”

“You startled him. All that noise.”

Wilson sets his hat on the little table beside the door. “My apologies.
It’s nice to see you, Lil’.”

“It’s just 'm not feeling too well today,
“Wilson, you should’ve called.”

“Last time I saw you, you weren’t feeling well.”

“Wilson.”

“Swallowed something.”

“Come in, if you’re coming in.”

You want to shout, No! and hurtle yourself at the door. But you’re
torn with looking out at the empty gravel as he swings it shut behind
him.

”

Mom says listlessly.
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You can’t remember Uncle Wilson because Uncle Wilson is dead. Or
anyway, that’s what Mom said more than once. He was killed in Dem
Bien Phu in ‘72 by Charlie, and there’s a singsong pleasure in the name
of that faraway battlefield, one that you often re-enact with armies in
the front yard. Dem Bien Phu is a palace with great huge walls in a
jungle, and archers shooting through narrow slits in the stone, hailing
death upon the green American army soldiers. Charlie, though, will
always be Charlie and the Great Glass Elevator for you.

Mom doesn’t hug Wilson, and doesn’t offer him a drink, though more
than once he pats a silver flask in his pocket. By this time of night, even
when she had a job and wouldn’t return home ‘til six, she’d be listening
to The Joker’s Wild and you’d fix ravioli and continue with your
homeschool, and you’d sit with her until nine, when you were allowed
to go to your bedroom in the attic. (You may retire to your chamber,
Master Ballou, she’d say, and gently kiss your forehead.) There you’d
watch Adam-12 on the little black-and-white television, or crawl into



your fort under the eaves and read your books, Henry Treece and
Eleanor Cameron, lately.

“Ballou, we got to take your ma out to eat. Where’s the best place to
eat in this town?”

You would’ve said Herfys but you see the opportunity to get a real
meal, maybe steak and eggs. “Faradays on Main Street.”

“Yeah? You mean that blue and white fancy palace? What about it,
Lila? Faradays,” he says, and laughs.

She wipes the fog from her eyes, but it just comes back again. “Let’s
go to Doodles by the exit. I don’t want to rip a hole in your wallet.”

You know she really wants to go to Doodles because Clarissa works
there, and she wants Clarissa to see him.
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Wilson drives Mom’s rusty green Dodge Dart.

She changed into her flowery blouse as well as a pink scarf. She
smells of perfume, which only makes you realize how long it’s been
since she smelled of perfume. Wilson tries to place his arm around her,
simply by turning to talk to you in the back seat. She moves over, leans
her head against the window.

You wanted to ride in the Winnebago, feel the thrum of it, see it
nosing into Doodles’ small parking lot, until you remember the thing
that had dropped down from under.

“Hey, Ballou.” His eyes find you in the rearview. “You miss Austin?”

“He misses his friends, and the school there, don’t you, Bally?” Mom
looks back. “But he loves the beach. He can walk for miles.”

“Beachcomber,” says Wilson, and you sit back further in the seat so
he can’t find you with his eyes.

You want to mention the islands but you don’t. You don’t want
Wilson sticking around more than tonight, and if you mention the
islands he might just decide to stay. Or he might roam up and down the
coast following them, or trying to. After all, his house has wheels.

Doodles is an old Sambo’s redone with a different paint job and no
paintings of the little black boy in the jungle. Mom sometimes calls it
Dumbo’s. The waitress is Clarissa, Mom’s only friend. “Is this who I
think it is?” Clarissa says when you sit down.

“Clarie, meet Wilson.”



Clarissa wrinkles her nose like she smells Mom’s perfume. “I've
heard some.” She smiles the smile of a waitress at all of you, but she
and Mom share a glance.

“I think I heard of you, too,” says Wilson.

“Hi, B. How are you, kiddo? You want your bacon cheeseburger?”

A bearded man at the counter catches your eye.

“Bally?”

“Sure,” you say, and look again.

You excuse yourself and go to the bathroom, saying you have to
wash your hands. On the way you try to look again, but the man at the
counter turns away. At the sink you wash your hands and dry them
three times to get the grit of sand from between your fingers then wash
them again. When you fumble in your pocket you find one of your
Centurions. You bring it out and set it on the edge of the sink, then
crouch to see it straight-on. You shut one eye and move in closer, so
that it becomes as big as Ragnar the Robot Slayer.

“You don’t think he haunts the hallways,” Mom is saying softly, when
she thinks you’re still in the bathroom.

“Sixty-eight. Been quiet since then,” Wilson mutters before he sees
you. Then his face lights up with a false smile. “What grade are you in,
Ballou?”

“He’s in fifth. Or he will be, when we enroll him.”

As you sit down, they look at one another in a way you can’t figure
out. “Were you shot?” you ask. “At Dem Bien Phu?”

Wilson smiles and pets his cowboy hat, which sits like a straw cat on
the table between the two of you. He sets down his fork on his empty
plate and leans low over the tablecloth. “I went under, Ballou.”

You look to Mom but she’s stirring her ice water with her straw.

“What do you mean?”

The moment stretches out, accompanied by the tinny muzak. Mom
doesn’t need to look at Wilson to be looking at him.

“Like Valhalla,” he says, straightening. “You know about Valhalla,
Ballou?”

You nod. “It’s in the clouds where Odin lives. And in the thirteenth
eon Odin and Ragnarok had a big war and they built robots that got so
powerful they escaped down to Earth. Odin made Ragnar the Robot
Slayer and sent him down, only the Slayer has forgotten who he really



is and thinks the Doctor’s the head of the evil army.” You set down your
fork. You hadn’t meant to say so much.

Wilson’s smile crinkles the corner of his eyes. “Hey, Lila, we got
ourselves a road scholar here.”

Mom pokes at her food, mouth down-turned.

When Clarissa arrives with Wilson’s juicy steak and a bottle of Heinz
57 ketchup, he says, “Now I'm mighty fixed on devouring some
animals.” He winks at her.

“Some of those animals are my friends,” Clarissa mutters.

Since he’s busy eating, Wilson doesn’t talk anymore and you turn to
your burger. Mom brings up the subject of how Wilson paid for the
mobile home and where he’d gotten it. You’re gulping down the burger,
juicy and delicious with thick bacon that crackles against the roof of
your mouth, all smoky and salty. “And where are you going tomorrow?”
she asks.

“Every day a different place.” He grins. “Maybe to the movies. What
about it, Ballou? You want to go to the movies tomorrow?”

But Mom says, “We have one theater, Wilson. They’re showing The
Betsy. You want to see The Betsy with Mr. Laurence Olivier?” Her tone
says he wouldn’t want to.

“I was thinking of the drive-in along Pelican Bay. That still there?”

Recalling a scrap of newspaper on the beach and the ad on the page,
you jump in and say to Mom, “Yeah! They’re showing The Island of Dr.
Moreau!” You begin to add that it stars Logan from Logan’s Run and the
Admiral from Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea, but Mom cuts you off.

“Bally! You’re spewing ketchup!”

You wipe your mouth and try to appear sedate, brimming with table
manners. “I wanted to see it in Austin last year but we moved away.”

Clarissa drops the check onto the table. “Anything else, you two?”
She looks Wilson up and down.

“Thank you, Clarissa, it sure was delicious.” Mom tries to pick up the
slip but Wilson gets it.

He winks over his fork. “Hey, Scout, you want some chocolate ice
cream? Three ice creams, what about, Lil’?”

Mom rubs between her eyes. “You going to make Clarissa rewrite
this bill?”

“Chocolate with chocolate syrup drizzled on top, okay? Double dose



for the kid.”

“None for me. Wilson, when did you get so well-to-do?”

Clarissa smiles and strolls to the counter.

“Here and there and everywhere. And tomorrow, we’ll drive up to
Pelican Bay.”

“And Dr. Moreau. Right, Mom?”

She sighs. “If you’re polite to everyone and do your chores without
complaining. Then it’s Dr. Moreau, Bally. If Wilson can get us there.
Bally?”

You sit back, assured that the bearded man at the counter isn’t the
Doctor.

oS o+ S
w w w

On the way home Mom asks Wilson to stop at Beach Market for
cigarettes and a bottle of Empirin. He offers to go in and declines her
five dollar bill. “Want to come with me, champ?”

You do.

You feel older, somehow, walking into the buzzing bright store with
Wilson towering beside you. You point out where the aspirin is, and the
cigarettes, but Wilson says he wants to shop on his own and leaves you
at the comic book rack, where you look for any Archies or Star Treks,
then at the last minute you spy the new Ragnar the Robot Slayer. You
snatch it up. The cover shows Ragnar in a rowboat fighting giant
blood-red robots. The Doctor’s island looms in the background, smoke
rising against a setting sun.

Wilson chuckles. He juggles the six-pack of Coors and the box of
True 100s into the crook of his elbow and takes it up. “You know what
this is, Ballou?” He grins, and the crinkles at the corners of his eyes
have never been deeper. “It’s junk for the mind.”

“Can I get it, Uncle Wilson?” You feel for a moment that you’ve sold
something to him you can never get back, simply by calling him Uncle.

“Buy it later,” he says, and replaces it in the rack. You nod,
disappointed, and walk to the checkout feeling the sting. Maybe Wilson
senses this and that’s why he says, “Here.” He plucks up a stick of Bubs
Daddy apple gum from the jar on the checkout counter and drops it
down with the beer and cigarettes. It’ll do, you guess, and at the same
time you’re wondering if he’ll really take you and Mom to see the movie



the next day.

“Your mom say anything about me, Ballou? Other than I died in
‘Nam?”

You shake your head.

Just as you’re approaching the Dodge Dart from behind he pulls the
Ragnar the Robot Slayer from under his jacket and shoves it into your
hands.

“Hey, tough!” The pleasure of that cover, the promise of what waits
inside, is enough to drive away any shame.

“Tuck it in your coat,” he says, removing the bottle of Empirin from
his coat pocket and tossing it into the bag. “Don’t say anything to your

”

ma.
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“When one has an adversary,” the Doctor told you on your third visit to
his laboratory high above the sea, “one rarely gets the adversary that
one deserves, or desires.” He stands against cloudy jars lined up on the
counter. His white coat, crisp as though cut and assembled with paper
and scissors, is no paler than his face and hands. “My robot minions are
mindless. They roam the sea around my island with orders to destroy
any intruders. For them the act is as simple, and as empty, as flipping a
light switch.” Here he pauses to do just that, the lamplight revealing
further jars in which float the shadows of shearwaters and birds ever
smaller and darker.

You wear your C-3PO pajamas with booties, still warm from the
blankets.

“With Ragnar I am almost deliriously well-matched. I loathe him, I
admire him, I pity him, I will destroy him.” Here, a wistful sigh, as he
uncaps one of the jars. An instant later the tang of chemicals tickles your
nostrils. “Yet when I’'m away from this laboratory and my island, when
I've left my single-minded pursuits behind here, I always find myself
asking, are there not others I hold in lesser esteem? Others I would wish
my adversaries instead?” He crouches, so that his black beard with its
fine strands contrasts vividly against the deathly white of his skin. “Tell
me, Ballou. Your nosebleeds. Have they’ve stopped, now that the ghost
is gone?”



When you get home Wilson strides to the Winnebago and unhooks the
garden hose from the side.

While he coils it, you crouch, pretending that you see something on
the gravel, but you’re really looking at the underside. Whatever dropped
down isn’t there. You look around the porch and the rock garden.

Mom wearily ruffles your hair. “Why don’t you go play upstairs?”

“You got some good stuff to read, I bet.” Wilson winks.

You feel the comic book under your coat, against your stomach. You
hold it tighter with your pocketed hands. But you’re remembering the
thing dropping to the ground. “Can I stay outside?”

“It’s late for that, Bally.”

“Just in the yard.”

“It’s cold.”

You zip the Windbreaker up to your chin. It makes her smile, and
you’re happy to see her look so beautiful.

“Okay. In by nine.”

You avoid looking at Wilson and retreat to the yard; they shut the
door behind them. As you take out the comic book you feel the breeze
on your face and hands. Re-zipping the coat, you wonder if it was wise
to stay out here rather than go to your room.

You gaze up at the house, which looks like a painting in the fog.
With the comic book under your arm, you take out the long stick of
Bubs Daddy, nudge the gum through the end, and bite off a good
mouthful of the sweet-and-sour apple gum with its powdery dusting.
The combination of sweetness and sourness makes your mouth water,
and you’re chewing enthusiastically and swallowing. You bend the rest
of the stick in half and shove it back in your pocket. The fog carries the
salty tang of the sea, and just about is the sea, on nights like this, rolling
like a tide up the cliffs and through the ramshackle yards.

Ho, Ballou, says the surf. Ho, Ballou.

You walk around the mobile home, pausing to look under, peering
out at the yard. WIN EBAGO says the grille, and you feel that great rush
of movement as it chased up the drive. Now it seems as solid as the
house, and as permanent.

At the back a ladder goes to the roof. You can’t help but think of the
Doctor’s tower and the ladder that Ragnar had once climbed. Up top
you’d find the flat wide surface under moonlight with the sea all



around.

It’s his home, you think, staring up. And it’ll roll off and away. You
remember Mom and Wilson looking at one another and their look
leaving you out. Crouching slowly, you look once more at shadows
which are solid and unmoving.

Whatever it was, the thing dropped down and left for the grounds or
the house.

You crinkle your nose at the scent of plasticky, stagnant water from
the water tank. Straightening, you resume looking, listening.

Ho, Ballou. Ho, Ballou.

The side door to the garage is partway open. You walk toward it,
certain it had been closed that afternoon. Sand dollars and seashells
glued to the frame seem to float, faintly glowing in fog. When you pull
the door open all the way, it creaks like something out of a Halloween
sound effects LP.

Inside, the darkness is clotted and fuzzy, becoming varied tones of
deep gray the longer you stare. Everything hesitating, as if you’ve
walked in just after the sawhorses and stacks of wood and boxes were
dancing like in a Disney film, and now they’ve stopped. For a moment,
you cease chewing your gum. The cord for the bare light bulb is farther
in, to the left. You take another step. Near your foot is a battered bucket
full of sand dollars and mussel shells you brought back from the beach
and haven’t cleaned up. Beyond the bucket is the big brass pot taller
than you that Mom calls a samovar. Next to that are rattan chairs where
mice had made a home the previous summer, untii Mom and Clarissa
set traps.

Everything stands still. And not at all like they were dancing, you
decide. Rather that they’re all hunched up, like the tomcat that hissed
at you when you ventured into the neighbor’s distant yard.

Then you hear a brittle scuffle, ahead of you, left to right against the
wall.

As your chest goes cold you remember the shape somewhat like a
spider’s, somewhat like a crab’s.

But this is something larger than either, brushing against the brick,
accompanied by the slither of heavy chain on the concrete.

The hairs stand up on your arms

The previous summer, in the similar darkness of the crawl space, you



had heard the same sound, and now here’s the snuffling that went with
it, alive, behind the disused planking.

While searching for whatever had dropped from the Winnebago,
you’ve found instead the old ghost, the one that was driven off. Wilson,
by his arrival, somehow broke the barrier that kept it out.

You're rooted to the spot, frozen in place, heart pounding against
your jaw. And the ghost is moving now like it’s decided you’ve left,
brushing against planks which slowly teeter as it trudges along the wall,
and into the open.

The glow of embers are the ghost pig’s eyes, and the scent of burning
flesh its aura.

A moment too late, you feel the warm blood coursing down your left
nostril. You lift your hand to your nose and tip back your head. As you
stagger the blood spreads across the webbing of your first finger and
thumb. You taste copper in the back of your throat. You shove your way
through the open door, unable to look down to see if something’s
climbing your jeans. You swallow and feel the blood drying on your
hand and upper lip.

Outside, you assure yourself nothing followed you and close the
door, then retreat to the gravel. You crouch down, fingers pressed
against your nose. You tell yourself to calm down, just like the
counselor in Austin taught you. You press hard, fingers trembling, eyes
fixed on the garage door, and wait until you’re sure the pressure has
stopped the blood, and even then you wait a bit longer, letting up
slightly with your tired hand and waiting for the blood to reappear as it
so often did.

But apart from the coppery taste that infuses the gum in your mouth,
the bleeding has stopped.

The door is still shut. You wait, and listen, and begin doubting what
you saw. Or trying to.

You don’t want Mom or Wilson seeing you bloodied, so you find the
spigot for the hose. You spit out the gum, turn the water on just barely,
then lift the end from where Wilson coiled it, wait for the water to
gurgle out and run it over your hand and rub your hand across the dried
blood on your nose. Just as quietly, you return the hose and shut off the
spigot.

You retrieve the comic book from where you dropped it.



Above, at the window, fingernails tap the glass. Not like they’re
trying to summon you, more like they didn’t mean to. It’s Mom’s hand.
Through the window and the box fan’s grille, you see her hand, then
Wilson’s shaggy head. You boost yourself up on the foundation block,
carefully, and peer in. Mom is on the couch, her head on the pillow, her
arm crooked, and Wilson—Wilson kneels down on the carpet beside the
couch, his back to you. You go cold, all the way down to your toes. He’s
like a prince slipping a ring on the princess’s finger. You move a little to
the right and see Mom’s eyes squeezed shut. Then Wilson moves away.
He rises up tall as the Doctor or taller, and Mom brings her arm closer to
her side.

Her fingers clench.
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You force yourself to walk around the mobile home three times.

You think about the Robot Slayer and Dem Bien Phu then Wilson
saying I went under.

You check the garage door once more. It’s still shut. Not that that
ever stopped the ghost from moving from the crawl space to the kitchen
to the backyard; the backyard most of all, where you’d glimpse it on a
moonlit night turning over and over in the crabgrass.

When finally you step into the house—into blazing heat and a pall of
cigarette smoke—Mom is nowhere to be seen. Wilson crouches next to
the TV fiddling with the antenna, and Alice is yelling at Mel with the
snow getting so bad you can barely see them. A green mug sits on the
coffee table beside his flask. The mug says Stepping Out.

“Your mom’s asleep. Don’t wake her.” He jiggles the antenna. Finally
he lurches up and goes to the kitchen while you survey the couch and
drop the creased comic book onto the cushion. He returns with tinfoil.
For the next five minutes, while you think about Mom and her clenching
hand, and the ghost pig that had once been a living pig chained up in
the backyard, Wilson applies tin foil experimentally around the
antenna’s base and up the left antenna. The picture comes and goes,
until finally Alice is back, and you can see Flo sneering at Mel and she
says, “Kiss my grits.”

Wilson steps away, arms held out like he’s done a miracle. He looks
at you but you say nothing.



“You tell Lila I did that,” he says quietly, ruffling your hair as he
steps past. “Okay?” He fetches a beer from the fridge then sinks down
onto the sofa, getting the blue-and-red macramé all messed up.

“It’s better now, isn’t it?” He cracks open the beer and tosses the pull
tab toward the dusty mop bucket.

“Yeah.”

“You like living here, Ballou?”

You say nothing, hoping that everything can be caught up in the TV’s
small, clear image. Wilson burps under his breath. With his free hand he
reaches for something on the other side of his chair. He comes up
lugging one of your and your mom’s favorite books, Mysteries of the
Pacific Coast. When you had first found it in the cubbyhole off the
kitchen, you’d both spent days paging through it after dinner, the book
on her lap and you snug against her shoulder, peering at weird
pen-and-ink drawings of the early coast, of the first dwellings in
Capitola.

“That’s not yours.” You're startled you’d said it.

So is Wilson, though the beer blunts his reaction. “I ain’t taking it,
Ballou.” He grins, opening the cover. “Jeesh, man. You like the pictures,
I bet.”

You want to leap up, grab the book, and hide with it.

“Funky town, Capitola.” He starts riffling through the pages. “You
ever have any weird dreams, Ballou?”

Your shoulders stiffen.

“Ever see anything wild, huh? Scout?”

He won'’t stop asking, you know. He’s not like the Doctor. But you
don’t want to tell him the truth. “The ghost is gone,” you lie.

When Wilson looks over at you with that cowboy squint, you find
yourself adding, “Mom got a woman who drove it off.”

“Lil’ mentioned something at dinner.”

You remember the fiery coals of the pig’s eyes and the reek of its
charred flesh.

Wilson uncaps his flask and pours some whiskey into the green mug.

Steppin’ Out.

He returns to the book, turning the pages with one hand, head tilted
like he’s listening to the pig, too. You both listen. Wilson drinks deeply
from the mug.



You watch the end of Alice, the part where everything’s back to
normal and they have a few more insults. When the music comes on,
Wilson says, “Hey, you like that funny book?”

You barely nod.

“That was a Happy Birthday. I missed it, didn’t I? Two days late.
You're ten now, right?”

“Yeah.”

Wilson sets the book beside him. “And that gum. That was a Happy
Birthday, too.”

After a pause he rises on creaking knees, approaches the TV and
switches the channel, then walks into the kitchen. You consider racing
over to the book, hiding it. Instead, Columbo starts up, already in
progress. The picture is clearer than you’ve seen in a long time, though
you resolve never to mention it to Wilson. He returns with most of a
six-pack for him and a Pepsi for you. You watch the TV with the sound
turned way down. Wilson tosses his pull tabs toward the mop bucket,
missing all but the first one.

He chuckles quietly whenever Columbo scratches his head and says
to the murderer he has one more question.
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Troubled, you climb the spiral stairs, at first no faster than any night as
you leave the kitchen behind, around and up, around and up; past the
second floor salon with its upright piano and old-time pictures, pausing
to flip the switch on the rail—lighting your room above—then
continuing to climb around and up toward a blue ceiling bright as a blue
sky. The green shag rug is level with your eyes, a forest for your
soldiers, smelling of socks. Then you’re above it and the room smells
more of the vanilla scent of paper and the wads of Bazooka Joe in the
garbage can. The odd corners and the sloping roof that had so enchanted
you your first time up here say hello; walls now decorated with your Six
Million Dollar Man and Wonder Woman posters, your bed with its C-3PO
covers and the wooden chest of drawers and the bookcase and the blue
beanbag chair. From the bookcase, Centurions and Saracens hail you in
their formations, in front of sand dollars and starfish. You feel your
uneasiness lift, briefly, seeing them and your Matthew Looneys, Beetle
Baileys ,and Knowledge Through Colors.



Beside the bookcase sit three big-mouthed jars as tall as your knee;
jars Mom hadn’t let you touch until she’d washed them and washed
them again. Now they’re filled with your beach rocks.

You remember what you clutch in your hand. Ragnar in his rowboat;
the island looming in the background, on fire.

It’s never looked so much like itself before.

Bold yellow letters across the bottom of the page read, “The Death of
the Island Doctor!” You should be thrilled, but you think once more of
Mom, and of Wilson.

An old GE fan sits on your desk. You switch it on and it starts its
radar sweep of the room.

Though you can’t hear him, you know Wilson is snoring on the
couch, just as you left him. He’s here for the night and he brought
something—somethings—with him. And he’s welcomed back the ghost
of the pig you’d driven out last year.

When you first heard the story—Once upon a time, Ballou, a pig lived
in the backyard chained like a pet—you thought the idea of its ghost was
more funny than scary, dragging its chain after itself like a ghost out of
A Christmas Carol, until you listened to Clarissa’s stories of the agonies
that ended its life, and continued. When one night you heard its chain
clinking on the gravel and you saw it for yourself beneath the
eucalyptus—a dim black shape rolling from belly to spine—you began to
fear it. Its eyes had flickered like embers, remote and unaware of you.

Again, you find your uneasiness lifting, this time by the comic book
you hold in your hands and by Wilson’s promise to take you to The
Island of Dr. Moreau in Pelican Bay. Your turn to the peculiar corner and
the low door you had found that first day. Mom swears she still can’t
see it till it’s opened. But you can never unsee it.

Laying the comic book on the bed, you approach the door, kicking
some toys out of the way. You drop to your knees.

As you crawl through the gateway your curls brush the low wood,
the confines reeking pleasantly of varnished wood and old paper.

o+ o+ S
w w w

You named it your fort the first time you saw it. That first day, Mom
called it a hidey-hole and didn’t let you go in.
Instead, she and Clarissa had pondered it from the outside for at



least ten minutes before Clarissa cautiously crawled in. Even after it was
cleaned out Mom was hesitant to allow you in here alone, but you
forget that now. It’s your favorite spot in the house, not scary at all. The
entrance is just your size, and after the entrance the ceiling opens up
and the space with its angled walls reminds you of a fun house mirror,
with light from the small window and a bare lightbulb for when it’s
night, like now.

The walls are solid, but one is of dark teak, in five planks that don’t
match the rest. If you press your nose against it you can smell the wood
and something else—acrid, sharp. If you press your ear against it the
entire house becomes a sounding board, delivering up voices vague as
baby birds, as well as gnomic footsteps, and the glassy whir of water
running through the pipes.

The crates smell of pine. Mom found them for you at one of the swap
meets on the beach. The top carton is mostly Mad and Cracked and
Robot Slayers, but right now you’re interested in the crate below it, so
you set the first aside then rummage through the second, through Star
Treks and Dr. Spectres until you reach a vein of Classic Comics Illustrated
and, eventually, The Island of Dr. Moreau.

You lie down on your side, propped on your elbow. You turn the
pages until you reach a view of the island.

Time is tide. Time is tide.

You remember the eight windows of the laboratory and how the
doctor had invited you to look out the glass.

Time is tide and the beating of a heart. And a tide pool ... Well, Bally,
time in a tide pool is time stopped.

But Dr. Moreau doesn’t look like the Doctor much, even though his
laboratory now and then looks like the Doctor’s, and his island, too, at
least in the first few pages. You care less about Moreau than the beast
men, who might be ghosts if they were in Capitola. Pigs and boars
especially. Flipping the pages you find them laid out on tables and caged
behind glass walls, and you think of the pig chained in the backyard;
the pig which Clarissa once told you had been called Doc Trips.

You remember the slither of its chain and its snuffling against the
brick wall. And now it’s back. Your stomach goes cold. It’s back because
Wilson somehow broke the barrier and brought something with him.
Dropping down from under his Winnebago.



You hear something behind you and drop the comic book. You
glance over your shoulder at the entrance, toward the crooked door;
toward your bedroom and the wash of lamplight on dark wood; stare
even when you want to blink, and the light wavers with tears, and you
continue staring at the doorway and the wavering light, willing yourself
not to blink.

Them the light from the bedroom blinks, just once.

And comes that familiar smell: a firecracker held to the nose.

This while the whir of the GE fan goes flat just for a moment, as
something passes in front of the blades. And the floorboards creak.

You blink.

You crawl back to the door and the edge of your bedroom, squinting
against the lamplight.

The Robot Slayer looms at the window in his red-and-blue Velcro
suit. “Those aren’t California plates, Ballou.” He rubs his jaw with a
hand no smaller than the honey-glazed ham in the fridge.
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“When did he show up?” Ragnar’s voice, deep and dark, resonates
against the glass.

“This afternoon.”

“That vehicle once had writing on the side. True You 100s. But it’s
not much different than the armored transport from Sea City One.”

Your soldiers, sand dollars, and starfish seem brighter, and the room
incrementally smaller, and you, larger. “Mom said he died in Dem Bien
Phu.”

The Robot Slayer rubs his jaw; the sound is that of sandpaper on
coarse wood. “I was at Dem Bien Phu. I spent thirty-five issues fighting
in ‘Nam, Ballou, and I didn’t see your Uncle Wilson there.”

“He gave Mom a shot.”

Ragnar turns to you. His eyes are gray, almost luminescent. “Good,
Ballou. That’s good you realize it.” A moment later, he turns back to the
window. “It’s possible the truck is stolen. From what I’ve heard of this
fellow Wilson’s M.O., that wouldn’t be too far-fetched. I’'d imagine he
has a rap sheet as long as my arm.”

“The ghost,” you say, “the pig’s ghost. It’s back.”

Again, the sound of sandpaper on coarse wood. “Remember when I



drove it out, I said it might return?”

“Mom says Madame Coutzie drove it out.” You remember the old
lady’s wild hair stringed with beads and the pounding of her drums.
“She promised it wouldn’t come back.”

“My method was the stronger one, Ballou, derived from an East
Indian shaman whose life and soul I had the pleasure of saving. But
even that method was not infallible.”

“He brought something with him. I saw it drop down to the gravel.”
You shut your eyes, squeeze them tight. “I didn’t run.”

When you open them, the room is empty.
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You lie in bed for a long time before sleep, listening to the house.
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And when you look again, the room has changed. Your posters are gone
and the shape of the room itself is somehow different. Or the moonlight
has changed it. When you sit up you find no Centurions and Saracens,
no sand dollars or starfish, no bookcase or big-mouthed jars containing
your beach rocks. Everything is gone, except for the fan.

You throw back the covers and sit up, swinging out your legs.

No, no, no, says the fan, shaking its head as you rise and walk past,
feeling like your chest is full of helium.

Before leaving the room, you look back at the boy sleeping in the
bed.

Descending, you wonder if he’s dreaming you.

oS o+ S
w w w

You tiptoe down the hall, past the living room. The television is a
window upon a glowing snowstorm. The front door is not locked.
Stepping through, you feel the chill of night. It howls, the night; faintly
howls in a wandering way that says it thinks everyone in Capitola is
asleep and not listening. And the surf at this hour speaks anything but
your name, ignorant of you, with a largeness that you find suddenly
terrifying, and at your shoulders. It speaks the secret name of the night.
Under your feet, the gravel is cold but not sharp. You approach the
vehicle and the side door, but end up walking past, walking with your



reflection around the front where the windshield stares blind at the
palm tree; around the dead side where the low smell of eucalyptus
tickles your nostrils and the scent of plasticky water recalls the sea.

As you walk past the ladder there comes faint the crying of gulls and
the more nervous whine and chitter of the shearwaters.

Back at the door, you climb the steps, pull open the door, and enter.

The interior is larger than expected, the walls angled like those of
your bedroom.

On the nearest table, in a bolt of moonlight, glittering gems are piled,
giant diamonds and rubies. Beyond is a huge kitchen with a stove and
fridge, and a bright green cupboard that reminds you of Wilson’s mug.

You drift to it the way you do in dreams. You see your hand
reaching for the knob, then you’re sliding open the long door, revealing
nine large-mouthed jars in a bolt of moonlight, each containing a dead
bird, wings spread, beak pointing upward, as though it drowned while
trying to struggle out.

The cry of the gulls is louder. Their wings brush the ceiling. And
behind you, someone begins breathing.

You’re about to speak Ragnar’s name when Wilson rises into another
bolt of moonlight. His Marlboro Man face is oddly waxy, though the
eyes sparkle. “Good morning, young Ballou.” He nods to the silver flask
and green mug. Steppin’ Out. “Do you wish a drink?”

His left sleeve is rolled up. At the crook of his elbow sits a tarantula
the size of a child’s hand.

“I would recommend vodka over the toxins in those jars.” The
tarantula twitches. It climbs slowly to his shoulder. “They are the end
line of my experiments, and quite lethal.” He lifts his right hand as
though it’s anesthetized, gesturing slackly to the green book sitting
beside the mound of treasure, and at the same time seeming to draw the
cries of the shearwaters from the air. “Mysteries of the Pacific Coast.
Mysteries being another name for ineluctable strangeness, the
emanations of a land that meets the ocean with an aura of madness,
here at the end of the great continent of America.” He moves out of the
moonlight. “There’s quite a tale in those pages, though your mother
removed the best one. Excised it, with a razor blade. In Nineteen—"

“You’re not Wilson.” You search the dark for his face.

“But you’re quite aware that we’re dreaming, both of us. Tomorrow



I'll be Uncle Wilson once more, Ballou, and we’ll pretend we don’t
remember it. How does that sound?”

You sense his smile.

“Nineteen fifty-nine. Some nine years before you were born. I began
to throw the fetes here at the House of 31 Sparrow Lane. And they were
amazing, vast affairs.” He’s talking again like the Doctor, and even
steeples his hands below his chin; the tarantula is lost in the shadows.
“Twenty, thirty youngsters. More? Head parties, let’s call them, before
people knew what head parties were. So many flocked here. I use that
term with a knowing smile, Ballou.” His voice becomes wistful. “She
liked to wander of a night.”

“Stop being the Doctor!”

Wilson vanishes, and you have the book in your hands, Mysteries of
the Pacific Coast. You open it like you’ve done so many times before,
only this time to a page you’ve never seen. A black-and-white photo of
your house takes up half of it. In wintry light, the Doctor stands in his
white suit holding an umbrella, surrounded by dour children in old-time
clothes.

The girl at his side is your mother.

From the shadows, the Doctor’s voice intones, Your mother is a
memory who swallowed a bird, Ballou.

When you wake, early sunlight streams through your bedroom
window. Tossing back the blanket, you feel no astonishment at the
gravel strewn across the sheets.

o+ o+ S
w w w

Downstairs, you wonder at your dream. You sweep up the grit at the
base of the staircase, but before you can look for more the telephone
rings in the living room. On tiptoe you run in, seeing the couch and
Wilson’s body under a blanket. As you lift the heavy handset—silencing
the phone but for the echo of its jangle in the yellow plastic—Wilson
stirs.

His hair is ragged, like he’s slept a month in Diem Bien Phu.

“Lila, hon? You there?” Clarissa.

Through the hair you see the glint of Wilson’s eye.

You strive to whisper. “It’s Ballou.”

“Hey, kiddo. Your mom awake?”



Without saying a word, Wilson tells you he remembers everything
about your dream, about being the Doctor, and showing you the missing
page from Mysteries of the Pacific Coast, only he’s not going to say
anything out loud about it.

“She’s still asleep.”

“How is she? Tell me, B.” And to your silence: “That uncle of yours
still there?”

He’s not my uncle. You force it out: “Yes.”

Wilson yawns and sits up, throws back the blanket, shaggy like a
bearman in T-shirt and boxers. His hairy legs are like something from
the Doctor’s laboratory.

“Is he there with you right now?”

A pause. “Uh-huh.”

“I get it. So you don’t want to talk. Are things okay, B? Things okay
with your mom and you?”

“Yeah,” you say flatly, while Wilson stretches and yawns. You can
see down his gullet.

He let the ghost back in. And brought something with him.

“If they aren’t, just say, Mom’s asleep.”

“Okay.”

“She hasn’t seen him for seven years, and he wasn’t that nice to her
when he left.” A pause on the other end. “I have to work, otherwise I'd
come over and check up on you, kiddo. You and your mom. You tell her
to call me when she gets up.”

“I will.”

“Bye, B.”

“Bye.”

You set the handset in its cradle.
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You fix yourself a bowl of Cap’n Crunch, devour it, slurping the sweet
milk afterward, all the while listening to the silence from Mom’s
bedroom and the sound of Wilson prowling the first floor.

When you dare to approach him he’s in the Celestial Room, where
the drawers of the old desks now gape like tongues. “Morning, Scout.”
He’s on hands and knees in the closet, feeling the boards. “You know
what this room was called way back when?”



You tell him, knuckles white on the jamb.

“Yeah, had a couple other names, too. And all of them came from
seeing stars. I suppose your ma and that friend of hers been through
here with a fine-tooth comb.”

You don’t want to say that they haven’t, that you’re not sure; that
they spent most of their time in the upper floor that would become your
bedroom, and in the barn. You remember the scent of bleach and the
grit of dust in your eyes.

“You want to help? Become a junior explorer?” His smile tells you he
wants to pretend that nothing happened in the dead of night.

You shake your head and retreat. With each step you’re more
anxious. You hurry to Mom’s room and lay your hand on the knob, turn
it, pushing open the door into a room all canary yellow from sunlight.
But for some strands of auburn hair she’s lost in the blankets.

When you touch the slope of her shoulder, you're relieved to feel
warmth through the fabric. “Mom?”

It’s partly her voice and partly not, when she groans.

“It’s nine-fifteen, Mom.”

At this she pushes back the blankets far enough to show her gummy
eyes. “Gotta sleep some more, Bally.” She squints against the sunlight.
“You can make your breakfast.” Then she’s retreating into the sheets.

You remember the dream: Your mother is a memory who swallowed a
bird.

You run upstairs to your fort. You need to know what Wilson’s up to
without him seeing you, and you can do it best from here. In these
strange and comforting confines, you press your ear to the wall and shut
your eyes, and the teak planks invite your ear inside. As always it’s
dizzying, this entry into the vast sounding board of the House of 31
Sparrow Lane, every surface poised like a drum waiting for the
drummer to strike it. You hear a faint peck-peck, of a gull or shearwater
striding the shingles over your head, then a hoah that’s the sound of air
touring the crawl spaces, then a sense of stillness in room after room
that’s like a rung bell forever, then—you startle at the sound—a thud.
You recoil, heart pounding, return, pressing your ear to the cool wood,
at first lightly, then with firmness. Another thud, then something sliding
across hardwood, hitting carpet and still going. You shut your eyes. You
trace it to the first floor where the hallway ends, perhaps near the



grandfather clock, but this isn’t the clock. Something smaller. Though
you want to pull back you clamp your eyes tighter. You imagine you can
hear his grunt, can almost hear—if you press even closer to the teak,
press so that your ear and the teak are one—his breathing. And you’re
suddenly sure that in the next instant, too close and too intimate to
bear, you’ll hear his whisper from the other side of the wood, his clever
eyes having noticed your attention, and his Marlboro Man face slithering
through the wood floor by floor to your side. Hey, Scout, he’ll say, I
know you’re there. I know you’re spying. And ... I can’t have that, can I?

Your pulse pounds in your ear. The air tingles on your skin, and you
know that if you were to open your eyes and look over your shoulder,
you’d find the fort gone and the Doctor behind his desk.

Sometime later you hear the decisive bang of the front door. Your
eyes snap open.

Heart in your throat, you scramble out into the blue of your
bedroom. At the window you’re in time to see Wilson climbing down
from his mobile home, hat on his head, nothing in his hands.

Whatever he’s taken is stowed now.
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Mom gets up before noon. She has rings under her eyes and her hair is
mussed. But she smiles in the old way when she sees you, and kisses
you on the cheek, and everything is almost okay.

“I was tidying up the place, Lil’.” Wilson affects a bow, like Alfred on
Batman. “Some gopher or such tracked gravel through the house.” He
winks at you.

Only now do you notice the boxes Wilson has stacked by the couch.
Old books and magazines, several straw-covered wine bottles, a table
lamp with a bamboo shade. “You shouldn’t touch that stuff,” you say,
and to Mom, “He shouldn’t.”

She rubs her eyes, but that doesn’t do much for rings the color of
bruises. “I don’t quite feel the greatest.”

Wilson strides to the nook beside the fireplace. It has a hidden door
just like your fort. You’re upset that he found it so easily.

Mom murmurs, “Tea, maybe.”

“Lapsang souchong.” You take her hand and lead her into the
kitchen.



While she seats herself at the table, you bring down the tin of
Oriental tea and the metal canister to catch the leaves. “Clarissa called,
Mom. She wants you to call her.”

Clunk, clunk—glass on glass sounding two odd notes in the hall
behind. Wilson pokes into the kitchen clutching a string of dusty blue
glass globes threaded with twine. “Hey, Lil’. Why’s this not in a
museum?”

“That what you’re going to do today, Wilson?”

“How could I not?” He grins.

You feel suddenly angry then light-headed at the thought of Wilson
prowling through the house, room by room, floor by floor. “No, Mom!”

“Bally, what’s got into you?”

He hovers by the door. This time he doesn’t wink.

“The movie, remember?! We're going to see the movie!”

“Bally, what—”"

You turn to Wilson. “You promised! We’re going to the drive-in by
Pelican Bay!”

Mom sighs. “I don’t know, Bally, I have a terrible headache.”

“Take some Empirin! The tea’ll help, too.” Rounding on Wilson: “You
promised.”

“Yeah, yeah.” He holds his palms up. “Okay. He’s like the tax man,
Lila.”

“I do recall you saying something, Wilson.”

“A promise made,” he replies, offering a vast smile, “is a promise
kept.”
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You find last Tuesday’s Santa Cruz Sentinel. The movie doesn’t start ‘til
9:30, the first half of a double bill with The Other Side of Midnight.
Wilson estimates an hour is required for a “leisurely” drive. That leaves
the long afternoon and early evening for him to prowl.

Careful that he doesn’t hear, you tell Mom that he’s ransacking the
house, but she surprises you with a shrug.

“He’s carrying off junk, Bally.” She lifts the mug of tea like it weighs
ten pounds. “We’ve already found your favorite things, and they’re safe
on the shelves in your room.”

“You should call Clarissa.”



“I’m almost certain she works today, honey. I’ll call her later.”

You’re divided between staying with Mom—fixing her a bologna
sandwich she pretends to find delectable—and monitoring Wilson’s
progress through the first floor. After the Celestial Room comes the Sea
Room with its old charts on the wall. These he has no eye for, but he
somehow knows to pull up the carpet and find the trapdoor to the crawl
space. But here, too, no treasure is found. He stacks up “interesting
things to peruse” near the hall: copies of Look and a rusted boat anchor
that you’d already summed up and dismissed. But he also finds
something you’d never found in your explorations—a framed drawing of
a human body all sliced up, tinted by age to the color of old wine,
which he holds up at arm’s length and judges, “Worthy of a freak show,
Scout.”

You wonder what else you missed.

After lunch—another round of bologna sandwiches—he starts on the
second floor, beginning with the piano parlor. You’ve been through
these rooms before. You know every nook and cranny, you’re certain.
Watching Wilson go through it is like watching a rerun on television.
You're pleased that he finds nothing. But it’s when he nears the spiral
staircase and glances up instead of down that you feel your stomach
sink.

You grasp the rail, barring the way.

“So, as I recall,” he says, not seeming to notice, “up there was the ol’
Doc’s salon.” He says the word as if it was nothing like a salon at all. “I
can see why you’d like it, all those secret spaces.” He pauses, waiting
for you to contradict him—that no such secret spaces have been found,
or only one such secret space, so you say nothing.

“Suppose you’ve looked through everything there is to look
through?”

You say nothing.

He scratches his mangy beard, giving a measured glance. “Know for
a fact that your mom did a pretty thorough and professional job in
cleaning out any remnants. Not to say I haven’t found some things they
overlooked.”

He reaches for the switch on the rail, flips it. High overhead your
bedroom lights up.

You tighten your grip, stiffen your arm, knowing all the while that it



would do nothing to prevent Wilson from going up should he want. In
that moment you feel a truth descend. Wilson may not have been in
Diem Bien Phu, may not have died there, may not have gone under, but
he’s an adult, and has the brute power and cunning of that breed. Even
Ragnar, were he here, would likely fail against the absolute will of this
adult.

You feel a pang in the back of your throat and tighten your grip
nonetheless.

Everything depends on what Wilson does once he stops scratching
his beard; once he decides.

You’ve never felt so helpless.

And it’s now, while you’re deep in thought, that you realize he’s
looking straight down at you and has been for some time. He waits a
moment then flips off the switch on the rail, and ruffles your hair.

You resist shrinking back, but he’s already turning away. “You ever
been to a drive-in, Ballou?”
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You 10, says the mobile home, in the dusky gloom.

The eucalyptus lean over the yard, shadows against the further
shadow of the house. The air smells first of the sea then of the
eucalyptus then gasoline. You hesitate before the lighted door and the
metal stairs, remembering the dream. Wilson is inside, pretending this is
your first time here.

“Climb aboard and witness the wonderland.”

You glance at the garage. The door with its seashells stands open, no
doubt from Wilson prowling. Ghosts don’t bother to open doors. But you
can’t help thinking that Wilson has somehow drawn the ghost into the
open, and maybe aboard his home.

“Mom?”

“I'm right behind you, Bally.” She’s searching her purse for a
Kleenex.

You haven’t seen Ragnar today, other than in the panels of the comic
book, and now you can’t see much of anything other than the lighted
interior of the mobile home.

“Climb up, champ.”

You do, and in that instant you’re in your dream once more, only this



time the ceiling isn’t impossibly high, and there aren’t any bolts of
moonlight or heaps of jewels. Just the console chairs before the tall
windshield and the tan carpet underfoot. Ahead of you, a linoleum table
with small chairs. To the left, a kitchenette where Wilson stands, setting
his flask and mug in the sink. Beyond him a sofa and the door to the
bathroom.

The stove and fridge are much like your dream, if smaller, and the
cupboard above the sink is green.

As you stare, Wilson takes off his cowboy hat and throws it on the
sofa. He moves toward the console chairs. “Lila, please be my co-pilot.”

“Bally, sit there.” She points to one of the little chairs at the table. “I
thought God was your co-pilot, Wilson.” You look at the cupboard
again, then sit down, removing the handful of Centurions and army men
and the tyrannosaurus from your pockets.

There comes a click as the key is turned, a growl and hum, and the
whole home wakes and every surface has its own rattle and says its own
things, none of which you can understand.
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You face the side window, hands folded on the linoleum.

At first you’re distracted by the novelty of the neighborhood made
unfamiliar as it parades past your window, ghostly in pools of sodium
light. There’s a pleasure to be found in a rolling home, sitting in a chair
at a table and finding the far neighbor’s property slip past in the dark,
the lonely driftwood and the boulders, here then gone. Eucalyptus
branches shrug toward you, then the canted sign for Sparrow Ln.
and—without you having to move an inch—the world revolves
forty-five degrees as Wilson cranks the steering wheel. A new vista
unfolds in shadow and sodium lamps, in swaths of headlights, glimpses
of headland and black ocean.

Allowing your eyes to adjust to the table and the wood-paneled wall,
you find a switch just like the ones at home. It lights a frosted lamp
overhead, enough to leave a pool of light on the table. Inside it, you
arrange your soldiers and dinosaur around a coffee stain which becomes
the crater of a volcano.

Mom settles into the console chair like it was one from home. From
time to time she murmurs something to Wilson, who says something



back, but it’s lost in the noise of the tires. You line up the green army
soldiers against the Centurions, then have three of the soldiers defect
and use their guns against the others. Then all of them against the
tyrannosaurus. At first you think the smell of firecrackers is their guns,
firing uselessly.

Ragnar’s shadow fills the space beyond the kitchenette. The cold
gray of his eyes is the only thing that gives him away until he lifts his
arm and points, emphatically.

You rise from the chair, find your footing. You move slowly, as
though you were touring the mobile home, or fetching a glass of water
or maybe one of the bologna sandwiches that Wilson said he stowed in
his little fridge. Walking is tricky, like standing in the surf when its
hisses back to sea. Ragnar’s eyes tell you he doesn’t want to speak. He
nods to the green cupboard behind the sink. He too knows of its
existence both here and in your dream.

You stop before it. In the dream you slid it open to find the nine
large-mouthed jars, in shadow.

Now you watch your hand move once more toward the knob.

You hope the cupboard is locked but you slowly and easily slide it
open. Your hand is shaking. Even before you can properly see—before
another of those passing streetlamps lights the contents—you know that
a single jar sits on the shelf; a jar of similar proportions to those in
which you store your beach rocks, if not the same proportions as the jar
in the dream. Yet like in the dream this one is full of murky liquid and a
hint of a delicate shape, now a languid wing, now the petal of a sea
flower, and now nothing but shadows. Something dead, fermented.

Your mother is a memory who swallowed a bird, Ballou.

You remember the Doctor reaching into the jar, lifting out a damp
red bloom.

On another shelf are coils of rubber tubing, little vials, and funnels.
Cotton balls float like nightmare clouds.

The jar, you note, is stoppered. The dusty label reads 18 August 1961
followed by some scientific names that you don’t let yourself see except
for Doc Genius beneath the skull and crossbones. And you know that
Wilson has found the essence of the House of 31 Sparrow Lane, the
distillation of all the other jars, as shadows rustle around you.

In the sink, the tarantula pluck-walks over Wilson’s flask. Or maybe



it’s the tarantula’s ghost, for it moves effortlessly through the side of
Wilson’s mug.

How long do you stare?

You feel sick with the smell.

Doc Genius.

When you finally return to the table, Wilson is finishing the end of a
sentence to Mom, even though Mom appears asleep. “... and the Doctor,
por favor.”

His face doesn’t quite look like itself. You step closer. “Who’s the
Doctor?”

He seems surprised to find you there. Grinning, he looks ever more
like an animal wearing clothes. “Why, that’s who we’re going to meet,
Scout. A rendezvous with ol’ Doc Moreau.”
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Squinting over your knuckles you see the Doctor’s laboratory rising thin
as glass in the darkness, the tower seeming to float on the jagged island
that is all but invisible, racing along like the moon. And you see your
face in the glass, too, almost without realizing it until you fix on your
piercing eyes, and both of you flinch.

You turn off the lamp. Squinting over your knuckles, you try to find
the island again. The click-clock of the turn signal precedes the engine’s
growl, and Wilson manhandles the steering wheel to take you off the
freeway, down a ramp. A headland rises up to block the ocean.

When it ends, there float up one then two islands.

Keeping pace.

“Right on time,” Wilson says over the hum and rattle.

If Mom’s awake, she doesn’t answer.

Beyond, you see three islands now.

The islands are identical, and you know it’s the water that’s doing it;
refracting the image, like when you put your hand into the aquarium
and your fingers displace an inch or so, as if they’ve been severed.

A fourth island appears.

You’re standing at the sink, not knowing how you got there, with the
scent of chemicals tickling your nostrils, You feel like you did when you
stepped into the garage and everything stopped, like they’d been caught
in the midst of dancing.



Mom stirs. She turns in her seat. “Bally, where are you?”
If she hears the slithering of the chain, she says nothing.
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You dare to level your head, finding in the darkness first the ocean then
the five islands and their pale towers, two of them nearer to shore, the
others staying back.

The mobile home jumps and rolls like a boat. Wilson swears and
slows down. It’s not quite a road anymore.

Mom grips the arms of her chair. “Where are we?”

“You remember, don’t you, Lila?” With a sidelong glance, he
mutters, “Maybe you don’t.”

“He’s been looking forward to the drive-in, Wilson.”

In the headlights the wild grass is brown and startled before being
run over. The ground comes at you then says it’s ending up ahead, and
that’s when Wilson applies the brakes. “Can’t fit this thing onto the lot.
So ... abra ... cadabra.” Taking both hands from the wheel he gestures
to the panorama now revealed, as though conjuring the swell of silvery
light and the field of toy cars all facing the hanging oblong sail that is
the drive-in’s screen. “Just like when we were kids.” He rattles the gear
stick into park. When he shuts off the engine you’re worried that the
ghosts will make noise. But everything around you stays quiet, tensed
up, holding its breath.

“You planned this all along, huh?”

“Not breezy,” he says. “Calm night, it is. Hey, Scout, you won'’t
believe how trippy it is to sit up top. The beach spread out below, and
the screen like it’s floating in space.”

Mom and Wilson exchange a look.

Only now do you see the tarantula in the crook of his neck, almost
lost in his hair.

“Wilson...”

“I want to go, Mom.”

“Bally, you’ll get cold.”

“No I won’t.”

She should say, No, you can’t, and a part of you implores her to do
so. But she gives up to Wilson with a nod, sagging back in her seat.

Wilson rises, and this time you don’t step back. You make him go



around you and you hear the surprised little sound he makes between
his teeth. But maybe that’s for the ghosts now gathered in the shadows.
Does he see the pig, who can hide most of its body beneath the table
but not its glowing eyes? Or the tarantula on the counter? It’s in plain
view, and you think you see Wilson shivering as he walks to the back,
to where the first door leads into the bathroom and the second into a
narrow closet. He opens this and rummages around, and if he sees
Ragnar pressed into the back he says nothing.

“Best seat in the house,” he says, coming back with a folding chair.
“Out and up, Champ.”

You pop open the door, and the ocean is there in full, wide and dark
except for a band of silver which are the clouds on the horizon. As you
climb down, the grass waves and engulfs your shoes and bell-bottoms,
and you hear the faint sound of music behind you. Wilson clambers
down, having to move sideways to bring the chair with him. You lead
him to the back of the Winnebago, and the ladder, and it’s the ladder on
the Doctor’s tower, lonely in the breeze against the ocean, with the top
as tall as the tower when you crane your neck.

A shearwater wheels against the dim clouds, catching the faint
pulsing light of the drive-in screen.

“You ready, champ?”

But you’ve already gripped the edges of the ladder before he says it;
it’s your idea to climb, your idea the whole way, now; the demented
cries of the shearwaters rasping at the air, urging you to climb up.

You find the bumper with your shoe, then the first rung.

When you’re up, the breeze runs through your curls. You squint at
the flat stage before you, the top of the tower elongated to lead your
eyes to the very edge, where the faint flickering light is paired with
music, distant, like something heard underwater.

“Here you go!”

Wilson’s now no taller than you, offering up the chair, which the
wind threatens to take. For an instant he stands there with his mouth
open. You know he’s feeling how tall you are; startled as you’d been
startled at the spiral staircase at home, when it seemed he was going to
climb up. He’s feeling his place in the rushing grass and even seems to
cringe as another shearwater darts past, making its nervous sound. “Can
you grab it?!”



You lean down, strong as Ragnar. The chair is effortless to lift,
awkward only because it threatens to flip and tear away from your
hand, but you wrangle it onto the roof.

Below, you hear Wilson say something about stomping if you need
anything.

You stand up, taller than you’ve ever been, tall as the Doctor’s tower
over the ocean. Your bell-bottoms riffle like sails. Slowly, you walk,
your Keds set firm on the deck, two paces, three, your eyes on the far
end and that flickering light, and the small glowing screen now
revealed. It’s no larger than your television at home, but it glows, and
the toy cars are set before it like you’ve just lined them up to play, and
at this instant the screen fills with the wide bright sea and a lone raft
that you know is the sailor’s, bound for Moreau’s island.

Beneath you comes the bang of the door; Wilson, inside once more.

You walk to a handsbreadth of the end and unfold the chair, fighting
with it against the breeze and watching, dizzily, as another shearwater
makes a W in the sky, out and out over the screen, where the raft is
now lost in the immensity of the sea.

You set down the chair and, feeling both chill and hot, you sit.

You try to ignore the islands.
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“I rather prefer the older version. Island of Lost Souls.” The Doctor
stands beside your chair, tall as a tower. His white coat rustles in the
breeze. “Laughton makes you believe the madness. His ‘Doctor’ slyly
harbors both grandiosity and pity.”

You look to the screen, where Logan, running through the island
forest, falls into a pit, watched over by a mysterious man on a barrier
wall—Moreau.

When you look back, the Doctor is removing an elegant cigarette
case from his coat, along with a silver lighter.

“That bygone year I came to the coast, the town was not far removed
from its frontier days. Camp Capitola, named for the heroine of a
popular novel.” He pauses to remove a cigarette from the case and
return the case to his pocket. “It was a sullen place, those years. I found
a haven in which to conduct my experiments, and a willing populace
among the sea birds.” He draws on the cigarette, now lit, and, exhaling,



ponders the ember at its tip. “When the times changed, and the spirit of
the town changed, I found another willing populace. I offer no apology,
just as I offered none then, the night they found me in the salon among
my treasures. And hanged me from the stairwell.”

You look past him to the islands.

“It’s not often that Ragnar and I agree.” His voice becomes gentle.
“But in this case, Ballou, he is right. The label didn’t read Doc Genius,
alas. Domoic acid genus, however, comes from the hand of a doctor, and
its composition is due to genius, that’s certain. A neurotoxin from the
algae bloom, tweaked by me from the diatom Pseudo-nitzschia lupus,”
His smile is gentle, too. “We must change Wilson into a beast who walks
on all fours.”

A shearwater circles, its chittering thrum more like an insect’s than a
bird’s.

The Doctor’s cold hand rests on your shoulder. “You won’t be going
back to the House of 31 Sparrow Lane, Ballou. You realize that, don’t
you?”

Beneath your feet, you feel a thud. A roar, as of the ghost-pig
writhing in its chains.

It’s Wilson.
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When you stand up, the Doctor’s hand dissolves into a rush of wings: a
third shearwater, and a fourth.

Below, on the luminous screen, inhuman faces peer out of jungle
fronds, against which the shearwaters sketch their shadows by the
dozens. To your right, one of the islands is closer than ever before,
called forth by the shrieking birds.

You stumble, chased along the deck. On all sides is the sea, until you
collapse at the edge and look over.

Something rustles the tall grass. The ghost pig disappears in the rush
of shearwaters, and Wilson crawls after. Its tracks become his own. On
hands and knees, he shakes all over like some four-legged animal, arms
buckling, and collapses on his side.
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The grass shivers across the beast man but it’s just a mound of pelt and



clothes and it doesn’t budge.
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Your comic book lies on the carpet, along with the Centurions and
Wilson’s coffee cup, over a dark stain.

Until it walks into the mouth of the cup, the tarantula is almost too
dark to notice.

Mom lies sprawled in the console chair, her sleeve tugged up above
her elbow, her arm dangling like she’s waiting for someone to lift her
hand and kiss it. Approaching, you almost step on the syringe.

“Mom?”

You can’t find her face for her hair. The smell of her perfume is
wrong.

You squint against the silver light, where shadows flitting past are
the shearwaters and the air is silent.

Everything is wrong.

Spittle clings to her parted lips. When you move the hair with a
shaking hand, you pull back, gasping.

The bird fixes you with a single, gummy eye.

Wings fluttering in an attempt to fly free.
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And if you’re a boy with a wide imagination who hikes the beach at
Capitola for miles on winter days, hikes until the promontory marking
home is a speck you can hide behind your outstretched hand, then
you’ll find the beach at Pelican Bay too narrow, too constricted by
headlands and the high tide, and wild with birds, facing the dark ocean
and the towers.

You sense the pig at your side, the fire of its eyes swinging left and
right and left, lighting the sand and the wings of silent shearwaters and
gulls—ghosts of birds darting past and around, and past once more.

Ho, Ballou. Ho, Ballou. The tide is black and mounted with white
froth, out to the islands that crowd offshore. Your shoes strike the
water. Waves rush cold up your calves, seek to pull you in.

Ho, Ballou. Ho, Ballou.

The Doctor is out there. Ragnar, too. They’re together. They’ll
always be together because they always come back. The thought is



strangely hopeful. I can swim there, you think, while the tide froths cold
and hard, sweeping past, seeking to start you on your way. I can reach
it.

Time is tide and the beating of ...

You taste iron.

... of a heart, Ballou. And if you were to wade into that tide and swim
away, swim in any direction ...

Hot warmth courses down your nostril.

You fall to your knees, the water breaking across your lap.

I can swim there.

Water slack and silver with a diffuse light. The green-and-silver
surface becoming clear, like a mirror, dotted now with one, with two,
red blooms. Red blooms like those the Doctor had lifted from the jar
with his deathly-white hand.

Joined by a third, as the blood strikes the water before being swept
away.
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He sits in the sand for many hours before they find him.



To Gene Wolfe
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Bodies are only beautiful when they aren’t yours. It’s why Nev had
fallen in love with bodies in the first place. When you spent time with
the dead you could be anyone you wanted to be. They didn’t know any
better. They didn’t want to have long conversations about it. They were
vehicles. Transport. Tools. They were yours in a way that no living thing
ever could be.

Nev stood at the end of the lower city’s smallest pier with Tera, his
body manager, while she snuffled and snorted with some airborne
contagion meant to make her smarter. She was learning to talk to the
dead, she said, and you only picked up a skill like that if you went to
some viral wizard who soaked your head in sputum and said a prayer to
the great glowing wheel of God’s eye that rode the eastern horizon.
Even now, the boiling mass of stars that made up the God’s eye nebula
was so bright Nev could see it in broad daylight. It was getting closer,
the priests all said. Going to gobble them up like some cancer.

Why Tera needed to talk to the dead when Nev did just fine with
them as they were was a mystery. But it was her own body, her slice of
the final take to spend, and he wasn’t going to argue about what she did
with it.

“You buying these bodies or not?” said the old woman in the
pirogue. She’d hooked the little boat to the snarling amber head of a
long-mummified sea serpent fixed to the pier. In Nev’s fascination with
the dead body, he’d forgotten about the live one trying to sell it to him.

“Too rotten,” Tera said.

“Not if we prepare it by day’s end,” Nev said. “Just the big one,
though. The kid, I can’t do anything with.”

He pulled out a hexagonal coin stamped with the head of some
long-dead upstart; a senator, maybe, or a juris priest. The old folks in
charge called themselves all sorts of things over the years, but their
money spent the same. He wondered for a minute if the bodies were
related; kid and her secondary father, or kid and prime uncle. They
were both beginning to turn, now, the bodies slightly bloated, overfull,



but he could see the humanity, still; paintings in need of restoration.

“Some body merc you are!” the old woman said. “Underpaying for
prime flesh. This is good flesh, here.” She rubbed her hands
suggestively over the body’s nearly hairless pate.

Nev jabbed a finger at the empty pier behind him; she arrived with
her bodies too late—the fish mongers had long since run out of stock,
and the early risers had gone home. “Isn’t exactly a crowd, is there?” He
pushed his coat out of the way, revealing the curved hilt of his scimitar.

She snarled at him. It was such a funny expression, Nev almost
laughed. He flipped her the coin and told Tera to bring up the cart. Tera
grumbled and snuffled about it, but within a few minutes the body was
loaded. Tera took hold of the lead on their trumpeting miniature
elephant, Falid, and they followed the slippery boardwalk of the humid
lower city into the tiers of the workhouses and machinery shops of the
first circle. While they walked, Falid gripped Nev’s hand with his trunk.
Nev rubbed Falid’s head with his other hand. Falid had been with him
longer than Tera; he’d found the little elephant partly skinned and left to
rot in an irrigation ditch ten years before. He’d nursed him back to
health on cabbage and mango slices, back when he could afford mangos.

Tera roped Falid to his metal stake in the cramped courtyard of the
workshop. Nev fed Falid a wormy apple from the bin—the best they had
right now—and helped Tera haul the body inside. They rolled it onto
the great stone slab at the center of the lower level.

Nev shrugged off his light coat, set aside his scimitar, and tied on an
apron. He needed to inspect and preserve the body before they stored it
in the ice cellar. Behind him rose the instruments of his trade: jars of
preserved organs, coagulated blood, and personal preservation and
hydrating concoctions he’d learned to make from the Body Mercenary
Guild before they’d chucked him out for not paying dues. Since the end
of the war, business for body mercs had been bad, and the guild shed
specialist mercenaries like him by the thousands. On a lucky day, he
was hired on as a cheap party trick, or by a grieving spouse who wanted
one last moment with a deceased lover. That skirted a little too closely
to deceptive sexual congress for his moral compass. Killing people while
wearing someone else’s skin was one thing: fucking while you pretended
to be someone they knew was another.

Tera helped him strip the sodden coat and trousers from the body.



What came out of the water around the pier was never savory, but this
body seemed especially torn up. It was why he didn’t note the lack of
external genitals, at first. Cocks got cut off or eaten up all the time, on
floaters like this one. But the look on Tera’s face made him reconsider.

“Funny,” Tera said, sucking her teeth. She had a giant skewer in one
hand, ready to stab the corpse to start pumping in the fluids that
reduced the bloat. She pulled up the tattered tunic—also cut in a men’s
style, like the trousers—and clucked over what appeared to be a bound
chest.

“Woman going about as a man?” Nev said. Dressing up as a man was
an odd thing for a woman to do in this city, when men couldn’t even
own property. Tera owned Nev’s workshop, when people asked. Nev
had actually bought it under an old name some years before; he told the
city people it was his sister’s name, but of course it was his real one,
from many bodies back. He and Tera had been going about their
business here for nearly five years, since the end of the war, when body
mercenaries weren’t as in demand and old grunts like Tera got kicked
out into a depressed civilian world that wanted no reminder of war.
When he met her, she’d been working at a government school as a
janitor. Not that Nat’s decision regarding the body he wore was any
saner.

“You think she’s from the third sex quarter?” Nev said, “or is it a
straight disguise?”

“Maybe she floated down from there,” Tera said, but her brow was
still furrowed. “Priests go about in funny clothes sometimes,” she said.
“Religious thing.”

“What are you thinking?”

“I'm thinking how much you hate going about in women’s bodies,”
Tera said.

“I like women well enough,” Nev said, “I just don’t have the spirit of
one.”

“And a pity that is.”

“She cost money. I might need her. What I prefer and what I need
aren’t always the same thing. Let’s clean her up and put her in the cellar
with the others.”

A body mercenary without a good stash of bodies was a dead body
mercenary. He knew it as well as anyone. He’d found himself bleeding



out alone in a field without a crop of bodies to jump to before, and he
didn’t want to do it again. Every body merc’s worst nightmare: death
with no possibility of rebirth.

Tera cut off the breast binding. When she yanked off the bandages,
Nev saw a great red tattoo at the center of the woman’s chest. It was a
stylized version of the God’s eye nebula, one he saw on the foreheads of
priests gathering up flocks in the street for prayer, pushing and shoving
and shouting for worshippers among the four hundred other religious
temples, cults, and sects who had people out doing the same.

Tera gave a little hiss when she saw the tattoo, and made a warding
gesture over her left breast. “Mother’s tits.”

“What?”

“Wrap her up and—”

The door rattled.

Nev reached for his scimitar. He slipped on the wet floor and caught
himself on the slab just as the door burst open.

A woman dressed in violet and black lunged forward. She wielded a
shimmering straight sword with crimson tassels, like something a
general on the field would carry.

“Grab the body,” the woman said. Her eyes were hard and black.
There were two armed women behind her, and a spotty boy about
twelve with a crossbow.

Nev held up his hands. Sometimes his tongue was faster than his
reflexes, and with the face he had on this particular form, it had been
known to work wonders. “I’'m happy to sell it to you. Paid a warthing
for it, though. I'd appreciate—"

“Kill these other two,” she said.

“Now, that’s not—” Nev began, but the women were advancing. He
really did hate it when he couldn’t talk his way out. Killing was work,
and he didn’t like doing work he wasn’t paid for.

He backed up against the far wall with Tera as the gang came at
them. Tera, too, was unarmed. She shifted into a brawler’s stance. He
was all right at unarmed combat, but surviving it required a fairer fight
than this one. Four trained fighters with weapons against two without
only ended in the unarmed’s favor in carnival theater and quarter-
warthing stories.

Nev looked for a weapon in reach—a hack saw, a fluid needle,



anything—and came up empty. His scimitar was halfway across the
room.

If they wanted the body, then, he’d give it to them.

He whistled at Tera. She glanced over at him, grimaced, tightened
her fists.

Nev pulled the utility dagger at his belt and sliced his own forearm
from wrist to elbow. Blood gushed. He said a little prayer to God’s eye,
more out of tradition than necessity, and abandoned his mortally
wounded body.

There was a blink of darkness. Softness at the edges of his
consciousness.

Then a burst of awareness.

Nev came awake inside the body on the slab. He couldn’t breathe.
He rolled off the slab and hit the floor hard, vomiting bloody water, a
small fish, and something that looked like a cork. His limbs were
sluggish. His bowels let loose, covering the floor in bloody shit, piss,
and something ranker, darker: death.

He gripped the edge of the slab and pulled himself up. His limbs felt
like sodden bread. Putting on a new, dead skin of the wrong gender
often resulted in a profound dysphoria, long-term. But he didn’t intend
to stay here long.

The attackers were yelling. The kid got down on his knees and
started babbling a prayer to the Helix Sun god. Nev had his bearings
now. He flailed his arms at them and roared, “Catch me, then!” but it
came out a mush in the ruined mouth of the dead woman whose body
he now occupied.

He waited until he saw Tera kick open the latch to the safe room and
drag his bleeding former body into it. The one with such a pretty face.
Then he turned and stumbled into the courtyard.

A dozen steps. He just needed to make it a dozen steps, until his
spirit had full control of the body. Second wind, second wind—it was
coming. Hopefully before he lost his head. If he didn’t get them out far
enough, they’d just run back in and finish off Tera and what was left of
his old body. He really liked that body. He didn’t want to lose it.

The gang scrambled after him. He felt a heavy thump and blaring
pain in his left shoulder. Someone had struck him with an ax. He
stumbled forward. Falid trumpeted as he slipped past. He considered



putting Falid between him and the attackers—maybe some better body
merc would have—but his heart clenched at the idea. He loved that
stupid elephant.

He felt hot blood on his shoulder. A good sign. It meant the blood
was flowing again. Second wind, second wind ...

Nev burst out of the courtyard and into the street. The piercing light
of the setting suns blinded him. He gasped. His body filled with
cramping, searing pain, like birth. He’d been reborn a thousand times in
just this way; a mercenary who could never die, leaping from host to
host as long as there were bodies on the battlefield. He could run and
fight forever, right up until there were no more bodies he’d touched. He
could fight until he was the last body on the field.

He pivoted, changing directions. The burst of new life caused his
skin to flake. He was going to be powerfully thirsty and hungry in a
quarter hour. But that was more than enough time to do what needed
doing.

Nev picked up speed. The body’s legs responded, stronger and fitter
than they’d been for their former inhabitant. He coughed out one final
wet muck of matter and took a deep, clear breath. He glanced back,
ensured the gang was still chasing him, and turned down a side alley.

They barreled after him, all four of them, which told him they were
amateurs more than anything else thus far. You didn’t all bumble into a
blind alley after a mark unless you were very, very sure of yourselves.

He knew the alley well. Hairy chickens as tall as his knee hissed and
scattered as he passed. He rounded the end of the alley and jumped —
the leap across the sunken alley here was six feet. Not easy, but not
impossible. The street had caved during the last rainstorm. Knowing to
jump should have saved him.

But he came up short.

He missed the other side by inches, threw his arms forward, tried to
scramble for purchase.

Nev, the body that housed Nev, fell.

His legs snapped beneath him. Pain registered: dull, still, with the
nerves not yet fully restored. He cracked his head against broken paving
stones at the bottom of the sinkhole. A black void sputtered across his
vision.

Fuck.



“Shit,” the woman with the dark eyes said. She peered down at him;
her mane of black hair had come loose, and with the double helix of the
suns behind her, she looked like a massive lion. “Finish killing it. Take it
with us. Body’s barely fit for Corez now.”

“He’s a body merc,” one of the others said, behind her. “He’s just
going to jump again.”

“Then go back and burn his house down, too.”

The boy came up behind her, levelled a crossbow with a violet
plume at the end, and shot Nev in the chest.

It took two more to kill him.

Dying hurt every time.
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Nev gasped. Sputtered, wheezed, “Where are we?”

It was dead dark.

“Lie flat, fool. We’re under the floor of the warehouse.”

He gasped for air and reached instinctively for his cut wrist. Tera
had bound it with clean linen and salve that stank nearly as bad as the
corpse they’d hauled from the pier.

“They’re going to burn the workshop.”

“You’re lucky we aren’t burning in there too. You only lasted five
minutes.”

“More than long enough, for some.”

“Easy to please, were they?”

“My favorite sort.”

She snorted. Sneezed. Hacked something up and spit into the dusty
space. “They didn’t know what you were until you jumped. Seemed
right surprised.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time we pulled a body that should have stayed
buried.”

Nev smelled smoke. His workshop, burning. If they didn’t leave soon
it would catch the warehouse they were squatting under, too. Years
they worked to build up that workshop. If he was lucky, some of the
bodies on ice in the cellar might keep, but probably not. All those lovely
bodies lost ... He shivered and clutched at his wrist again.

“Anything they say give you an idea what they wanted with the
body?” Tera asked.



“Only used one name. Said the body wasn't fit for ... Corez?”

Tera muttered something.

The smell of smoke got stronger. “You knew that tattoo,” he said.
“It’s like the one on those priests. The new Gods’ eye cult. The real
liberal ones with the habit of burning effigies in the park.”

“Not just the tattoo,” Tera said. “I knew the woman.”

“Who was she?”

“My sister,” Tera said, “and Corez is the piece of shit that runs that
cult temple she ran off to twenty years ago.”
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The fire had seared a scar clean through the workshop and into the
warehouse behind it. The billowing flames destroyed three buildings
before the fire brigade pumped in water from the ocean. One of the
buildings was a factory where children put together beautifully
patterned tunics. The children still milled about on the street opposite,
faces smeared in char, hacking smoke.

Nev crunched across the floor of the ruined workshop, kicking aside
broken glass and the twisted implements of his trade, all swirling with
sea water. The cellar had caved in, barring the way to the bodies below.
The intense heat would have melted all the ice blocks he packed down
there in straw anyway, and ruined his collection. If someone shot him in
the heart now, he’d have nowhere to jump.

He saw Tera standing over a heaped form in the courtyard, and
walked over to her. She frowned at the crumpled body of Falid the
elephant, shot six times with what was likely a crossbow. They’d
removed the bolts. Falid’s tongue lolled out. His tiny black eyes were
dull.

Nev knelt before the little elephant and stroked his fat flank. “This
was unnecessary,” he said.

“So was the factory,” Tera said.

Nev’s eyes filled. He wiped his face. “No. That was collateral
damage. This.... This was unnecessary.”

“It’s just...” Tera began, but trailed off. She stared at him.

Body after body, war after war, fight after fight, Nev dealt with the
consequences. He knew what he risked, and he was willing to pay the
price. But what had Falid to do with any of that? He was just a fucking



elephant.

“I want my sister’s body,” Tera said. “I know you don’t care much
for people. But I cared some for my sister, and I want her buried right.”

“Revenge won’t bring her back.”

“Revenge will get her buried right.”

“Revenge doesn’t pay for a new workshop, or more bodies.”

“Revenge gets you more bodies.”

“But not a place to put them.”

“Then do it for the money. You've seen that God’s eye temple on the
hill. You think they only keep people in there?”

“And if there’s no money?”

Tera spat. “Then you’ll have to settle for revenge.”

Falid, the little trumpeting elephant. “It was not necessary,” Nev
said.

“It never is,” Tera said.
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The cult of God’s eye was housed in a massive temple three rings
further up into the city. They had no money to wash and dress the part,
so they waited for cover of night, when the only thing illuminating the
streets were the floating blue bodies of the nightblinders; beautiful,
thumb-sized flying insects that rose from their daytime hiding places to
softly illuminate the streets until nearly dawn.

In the low blue light, the craggy red sandstone temple threw long
shadows; the grinning eyeless faces carved into its outer walls looked
even more grotesque. There was just enough light for Nev to notice that
the crossbowmen at the parapet above the gate carried quivers of bolts
with purple plumes, just like the ones the boy had used to shoot him
and Falid.

“Over or under?” Nev said.

Tera chewed on a wad of coca leaves. Whatever viral thing the
wizards had given her was finally clearing up. “Under,” she said.

They slipped away from the temple’s front doors and walked four
blocks up to the broken entrance to the sewers. Many had been left
unrepaired after the last storm. As they huffed along the fetid brick
sewer, hunched over like miners, Nev said, “Why’d you want to talk to
the dead, really? We don’t need to talk to the dead.”



“You don’t,” Tera said. She slapped the side of the sewer and
muttered something. She had a better sense of direction than he did. “I
do.”

“You can’t think the dead are still there, if I can run around in their
bodies.”

“I think there’s always a piece of us still there, in the bodies. In the
bones.”

“You’ll talk to me when I'm dead, then? You’re, what—eighty?”

“I'm fifty-one, you little shit.”

“Maybe worry over yourself first.”

“That ain’t my job. And you know it. Here it is. Boost me up.”

He offered his knee, and she stood on it while working away the
grate above. She swore.

The weight of her on his knee eased as she hauled herself up. The
light was bad in the sewers; only a few of the nightblinders made it
down here. “Come now,” she said, and he could just see her arms
reaching for him.

Nev leapt. She pulled him until he could grab the lip of the latrine
himself. He rolled over onto a white tiled floor. Two lanterns full of
buzzing nightblinders illuminated the room. He smeared shitty water
across the floor. “They’ll smell us coming,” he said.

The door opened, and a plump little robed priest gaped at them.

Tera was faster than Nev. She head-butted the priest in the face. Nev
grabbed the utility knife at his belt and jabbed it three times into the
man’s gut. He fell.

Tera clucked at him. “No need to go about killing priests,” she
whispered. As she gazed at the body, a strange look came over her face.
“Huh,” she said.

“What?”

She shrugged. “Dead guy knows where Corez is.”

“You’re making that up.”

She spat and made the sign of God’s eye over her left breast. “Sordid
truth, there. See, those viral wizards aren’t talking shit. Told you I'd get
smarter.”

“The man is dead. It’s impossible that—"

“What? Messes with your little idea of the world, doesn’t it? That
maybe who we are is in our bones? Maybe you don’t erase everything



when you jump. Maybe you become a little bit like every body. Maybe
you’re not stealing a thing. You’re borrowing it.”

Nev turned away from her. His response was going to be loud, and
angry. Unnecessary. The guild taught that death was darkness. There
were no gods, no rebirths, no glorious afterlives. The life you had was
the one you made for yourself in the discarded carcasses of others. Most
days, he believed it. Most days.

They dumped the body down the latrine. “Lot of work to bury your
sister,” Nev said.

“Fuck you. You wouldn’t know.”

He considered her reaction for a long moment while they waited in
the doorway, looking left to right down the hall for more wandering
priests. It was true. He wouldn’t know. He’d neither burned nor buried
any of his relatives. They’d all be long dead, now.

“It made you angry I jumped into her body, didn’t it?” he said.

“Didn’t ask me, or her. No choice, when you don’t ask.”

“It didn’t occur to me.”

“Yeah, things like that never do, do they?”

She slipped into the hall. Nev padded quietly after her, past row
after row of nightblinder lanterns. They circled up a spiral stair,
encountering little resistance. At the top of the staircase was a massive
iron banded door. Tera gestured for him to come forward. He was the
better lock pick.

Nev slipped out his tools from the flat leather clip at this belt and
worked the lock open. The lock clicked. Tera pushed it open and peered
in.

Darkness. The nightblinder lanterns inside had been shuttered. Nev
tensed. He heard something beside him, and elbowed into the black. His
arm connected with heavy leather armor. Someone grabbed his collar
and yanked him into the room. Tera swore. The armored man kicked
Nev to his knees. Nev felt cold steel at the back of his neck.

The door slammed behind them.

The black sheathing on the lanterns was pulled away. Nev put his
hands flat on the floor. No sudden movements until he knew how many
there were. A large woman sat at the end of a raised bed. Her mane of
black hair reminded him strongly of the woman who’d chased them
through the street, but the body he knew far more intimately. It was



Tera’s sister, her soft brown complexion and wise eyes restored,
transformed, by a body mercenary like him.

Four more men were in the room, long swords out, two pressed at
Tera, two more at Nev. They were all men this time, which didn’t bode
well. Enlisted men tended to be more expendable than their female
counterparts.

“You stink,” the woman who wore Tera’s sister’s body said. “You
realize it was only my curiosity that let you get this far. Surely you’re
not stupid enough to risk your necks over a burnt workshop?”

“My sister,” Tera said. “Mora Ghulamak. You’re not her, so you must
be Corez.”

“God’s eye, that honeyring didn’t have a sister, did she?” Corez said.
“Your sister pledged her body to the God’s eye. She disguised herself
and tried to flee that fate. But she’s in service to me, as you can see.”

“My sister’s dead,” Tera said. “We came for her body. To burn her.”

“Burn her? Surely your little body merc friend here understands why
that’s not going to be permitted. A body is just a suit. This suit is mine.”

“Her body,” Tera said.

Corez waved her hand at the men. “Dump them in the cistern.
There’s two more unblemished dead for my collection.”

Drowning was the best way to kill a body you wanted for later. It left
no marks—nothing that required extensive mending. It was also the
worst way to die. Nev tried to bolt.

The men were fast, though, bigger than him, better armored, and
better trained. They hauled them both from the room, down two flights
of stairs, and brought them to the vast black mouth of a cistern sitting in
the bowels of the temple.

Nev tried to talk his way out, tried coercion, promises. They said
nothing. They were in service to a body mercenary. They knew what
she could do with them, and their bodies. They wouldn’t know death.
Priests of every faith said they’d never see an afterlife, if they lived as
walking corpses.

They kicked Tera in first. Nev tumbled after her.

He hit the water hard.

Nev gasped. It was cold, far colder than he expected. He bubbled up
and swam instinctively to the side of the cistern. The sides were sheer.
The top was at least thirty feet above them.



Tera sputtered beside him.

He hated drowning. Hated it. “Look for a way up.”

They spent ten minutes clawing their way around the cistern, looking
for a crack, a step, an irregularity. Nothing. Nev tried swimming down
as far as he could, looking for a drain pipe. If there was one, it was
deeper than he could dive. He could not find the bottom.

The third time he surfaced, he saw Tera clumsily treading water. Her
face was haggard.

“It’s all right,” Nev said, but of course it wasn’t.

“How old are you, really?” Tera said. She choked on a mouthful of
water, then spit.

He swam over to her. Looped an arm around her waist. He could last
a bit longer, maybe. His body was stronger and fitter. Younger. “Old
enough.”

“The face I see now is young and pretty, but you ain’t twenty-five.”

“Body mercs have been known—"

“I know it’s not your body. You spend more time admiring it than a
War Minister’s husband spends polishing her armor for her.”

“That’s the trouble with the living. Everyone wants to know
everything.” He had a memory of his first body, some stranger’s life,
now, playing at being a mercenary in the long tunic and trousers of a
village girl. It was a long road from playing at it to living it, to dying at
it.

“Only ever asked you two questions,” she said, sputtering. He kicked
harder, trying to keep them both afloat. “I asked how long you been a
body merc, and how much pay was.”

“This makes three.”

“Too many?”

“Three too many.”

“That’s your problem, boy-child. Love the dead so much you stopped
living. Man so afraid of death he doesn’t live is no man at all.”

“I don’t need people.”

“Yeah? How’d you do without a body manager, before me?”

He smelled a hot, barren field. Bloody trampled grain. He felt the
terrible thirst of a man dying alone in a field without another body in
sight, without a stash of his own. He had believed so strongly in his
own immortality during the early days of the war that when he woke



inside the corpse of a man in a ravine who would not stop bleeding no
matter how much he willed it, it was the first time he ever truly
contemplated death. He had prayed to three dozen gods while crawling
out of the ravine, and when he saw nothing before him but more fields,
and flies, and heat, he’d faced his own mortality and discovered he
didn’t like it at all. He was going to die alone. Alone and unloved,
forgotten. A man whose real face had been ground to dust so long ago
all he remembered was the cut of his women’s trousers.

“I managed,” he said stiffly. His legs were numb.

Tera was growing limp in his arms. “When I die in here, don’t jump
into my body. Leave me dead. I want to go on in peace.”

“There’s only darkness after—”

“Don’t spray that elephant shit at me,” she said. “I know better,
remember? I can ... speak ... to the dead now. You ... leave me dead.”

“You’re not going to die.” His legs and arms were already tired. He
hoped for a second wind. It didn’t come. He needed a new body for
that.

Tera huffed more water. Eventually Tera would die. Probably in a
few minutes. Another body manager dead. And he’d have nowhere to
leap but her body. He gazed up at the lip of the cistern. But then what?
Hope he could get out of here in Tera’s body when he couldn’t in his
own, fitter one?

Tera’s head dipped under the water. He yanked her up.

“Not yet,” he said. He hated drowning. Hated it.

But there was nowhere to go.

No other body ...

“Shit,” he said. He pulled Tera close. “I'm going now, Tera. I'm
coming back. A quarter hour. You can make it a quarter hour.”

“Nowhere ... to ... no ... bodies. Oh.” He saw the realization on her
face. “Shit.”

“Quarter hour,” he said, and released her. He didn’t wait to see if
she went under immediately. He dove deep and shed his tunic, his
trousers. He swam deep, deeper still. He hated drowning.

He pushed down and down. The pressure began to weigh on him. He
dove until his air ran out, until his lungs burned. He dove until his body
rebelled, until it needed air so desperately he couldn’t restrain his
body’s impulse to breathe. Then he took a breath. A long, deep breath of



water: pure and sweet and deadly. He breathed water. Burning.
His body thrashed, seeking the surface. Scrambling for the sky.
Too late.
Then calm. He ceased swimming. Blackness filled his vision.
So peaceful, though, in the end. Euphoric.
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Nev screamed. He sat bolt upright and vomited blood. Blackness filled
his vision, and for one horrifying moment he feared he was back in the
water. But no. The smell told him he was in the sewers. He patted at his
new body, the plump priest they’d thrown down the latrine: the bald
pate, the round features, the body he had touched and so could jump
right back into. He gasped and vomited again; bile this time. He realized
he was too fat to get up through the latrine, but wearing what he did
made it possible to get in the front door.

He scrambled forward on sluggish limbs, trying to work new blood
into stiff fingers. His second wind came as he slogged back up onto the
street. He found a street fountain and drank deeply to replace the vital
liquid he’d lost. Then he was running, running, back to the God’s eye
temple.

They let him in with minimal fuss, which disappointed him, because
he wanted to murder them all now: fill them full of purple plumed
arrows, yelling about fire and elephants and unnecessary death, but he
could not stop, could not waver, because Tera was down there, Tera
was drowning, Tera was not like him, and Tera would not wake up.

He got all the way across the courtyard before someone finally
challenged him, a young man about fourteen, who curled his nose and
said some godly-sounding greeting to him. Nev must not have replied
correctly, because the snotty kid yelled after him, “Hey now! Who are
you?”

Nev ran. His body was humming now, rushing with life, vitality. A
red haze filled his vision, and when the next armed man stepped in front
of him, he dispatched him neatly with a palm strike to the face. He took
up the man’s spear and long sword and forged ahead, following his
memory of their descent to the cistern.

As he swung around the first flight he rushed headlong into two
armed men escorting Corez up, still wearing Tera’s sister’s skin. Surprise



was on his side, this time.

Nev ran the first man through the gut, and hit the second with the
end of his spear.

“God’s eye, what—"” Corez said, and stopped. She had retreated back
down the stairs, stumbled, and her wig was aslant now.

“You take the scalps of your people, too?” Nev said. He hefted the
spear.

“Now you think about this,” she said. “You don’t know who I am. I
can give you anything you like, you know. More bodies than you know
what to do with. A workshop fit for the king of the body mercenaries. A
thousand body managers better than any you’ve worked with. You've
dabbled in a world you don’t understand.”

“I understand well enough,” he said.

“Then, the body. I can give you this body. That’s what she wanted,
isn’t it? I have others.”

“I don’t care much for people,” Nev said. “That was your mistake.
You thought I'd care about the bodies, or Tera, or her sister, or any of
the rest. I don’t. I'm doing this for my fucking elephant.”

He thrust the spear into her chest. She gagged. Coughed blood.

He did not kill her, but left her to bleed out, knowing that she could
not jump into another form until she was on the edge of death.

Nev ran the rest of the way down into the basements. They had to
have a way to fish the bodies out. He found a giant iron pipe leading
away from the cistern, and a sluice. He opened up the big drain and
watched the water pour out into an aqueduct below.

He scrambled down and down a long flight of steps next to the
cistern and found a little sally port. How long until it drained? Fuck it.
He opened the sally port door. A wave of water engulfed him.

He smacked hard against the opposite wall. A body washed out with
the wave of water, and he realized it was his own, his beloved. He
scrambled forward, only to see Tera’s body tumble after it, propelled by
the force of the water. For one horrible moment he was torn. He wanted
to save his old body. Wanted to save it desperately.

But Tera only had one body.

He ran over to her and dragged her way from the cistern. She was
limp.

Nev pounded on her back. “Tera!” he said. “Tera!” As if she would



awaken at the sound of her name. He shook her, slapped her. She
remained inert. But if she was dead, and yes, of course she was dead,
she was not long dead. There was, he felt, something left. Something
lingering. Tera would say it lingered in her bones.

He searched his long memory for some other way to rouse her. He
turned her onto her side and pounded on her back again. Water dribbled
from her mouth. He thought he felt her heave. Nev let her drop. He
brought both his hands together, and thumped her chest. Once. Then
again.

Tera choked. Her eyelids fluttered. She heaved. He rolled her over
again, and pulled her into his arms.

Her eyes rolled up at him. He pressed his thumb and pinky together,
pushed the other three fingers in parallel; the signal he used to tell it
was him inhabiting a new body.

“Why you come for me?” Tera said.

He held her sodden, lumpy form in his own plump arms and thought
for a long moment he might weep. Not over her or Falid or the rest, but
over his life, a whole series of lives lost, and nothing to show for it but
this: the ability to keep breathing when others perished. So many dead,
one after the other. So many he let die, for no purpose but death.

“It was necessary,” he said.
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They crawled out of the basement and retrieved Tera’s sister from the
stairwell. It hurt Nev’s heart, because he knew they could only carry
one of them. He had to leave his old form. The temple was stirring now.
Shouting. They dragged her sister’s body back the way they had come,
through the latrines. Tera went first, insisting that she grab the corpse as
it came down. Nev didn’t argue. In a few more minutes the temple’s
guards would spill over them.

When he slipped down after her and dropped to the ground, he saw
Tera standing over what was left of her sister, muttering to herself. She
started bawling.

“What?” he said.

“The dead talk to me. I can hear them all now, Nev.”

A chill crawled up his spine. He wanted to say she was wrong, it was
impossible, but he remembered holding her in his arms, and knowing



she could be brought back. Knowing it wasn’t quite the end, yet.
Knowing hope. “What did she say?”

“It was for me and her. Forty years of bullshit. You wouldn’t
understand.”

He had to admit she was probably right.

They burned her sister, Mora, in a midden heap that night, while
Tera cried and drank and Nev stared at the smoke flowing up and up
and up, drawing her soul to heaven, to God’s eye, like a body merc’s
soul to a three days’ dead corpse.

oS o+ S
w w w

Nev sat with Tera in a small tea shop across the way from the pawn
office. The bits and bobs they’d collected going through people’s trash
weren’t enough for a workshop, not even a couple bodies, but they had
squatted in rundown places before. They could eat for a while longer.
Tera carried a small box under her arm throughout the haggle with the
pawn office. Now she pushed the box across the table to him.

Nev opened the box. A turtle as big as his fist sat inside, its little
head peeking out from within the orange shell.

“What is this?” he asked.

“It’s a fucking turtle.”

“I can see that.”

“Then why’d you ask?” she said. “I can’t afford a fucking elephant,
but living people need to care about things. Keeps you human. Keeps
you alive. And that’s my job, you know. Keeping you alive. Not just
living.”

“I'm not sure I—”

“Just take the fucking turtle.”

He took the fucking turtle.

That night, while Tera slept in the ruined warehouse along the
stinking pier, Nev rifled through the midden heaps for scraps and fed
the turtle a moldered bit of apple. He pulled the turtle’s box into his lap;
the broad lap of a plump, balding, middle-aged man. Nondescript.
Unimportant. Hardly worth a second look.

To him, though, the body was beautiful, because it was dead. The
dead didn’t kill your elephant or burn down your workshop. But the
dead didn’t give you turtles, either. Or haul your corpse around in case



you needed it later. And unlike the guild said, some things, he knew
now, were not as dead as they seemed. Not while those who loved them
still breathed.

Tera farted in her sleep and turned over heavily, muttering.

Nev hugged the box to his chest.
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I wander the hallways of the museum. I must know the truth. Past the
snarling gargoyles and mummified vampires, past the lizards adrift in
jars of formaldehyde, the fossils of ancient nautili, silver insects
entombed in amber. To the attics, where seas of parchment seem to
whirl in my madness, cracked dusty words, trunks smelling of cedar and
oak. Words in languages only the dead understand, pages only to be
read by the light of certain fireflies, known only to explorers of forgotten
continents, tangled, shadowy scripts. The words have begun to reveal
themselves to me; my ambition knows no bounds. In time I will know
your history. Your secrets spread out like specimens upon the dissection
table.

It is winter in the city. Snow dusts the rooftops with a glistening
silver, disguises the identity of certain streets, buries children on their
way home. The naked statues of pale maidens are clothed now in
dresses of frosty white. In the attic it is cold. Like the rats, I build a nest
of papers, ancient texts, parchment and papyri, scrolls and palimpsests. I
crumple them and stuff them beneath my coat, but still I shiver. I
remember how warm your body was, as if for a heart, you had a tiny
sun. We were planets, the two of us, orbiting in darkness.
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I will always remember the museum as you first showed it to me. Cheap
wine and cheap dreams, a confetti of an evening. Demented teenagers,
with eyes like savants. I chased you through winding streets, cobbles
and rooftops, taverns filled with smoke. We joined in the drunken
revelries of strangers. You, twirling your hips, letting your sparkling
dress fly in their faces. I tried to hold on to you, wobbling desperately.
We wandered in and out of fogs and streetlamps, clouds of smoke, down
rainspouts. Sliding. We jimmied a window in the skeleton wing. You
said, “This is where I like to go sometimes.” I was in awe of your
carelessness, of your perplexing smile.

The museum was at its peak then; the glass cases were not cracked



or smeared with greasy hands as they are now; dust had not yet settled
on the vertebrae of the Allosaurus, nor had the jaw of the Planicoxa been
stolen. You took me by the hand and led me through those secret halls;
in the half-light the monsters seemed to dance. We gaped at the massive
jaws of the Nothosaurus and watched as the electric crocodiles swam in
their lustrous tank. At the diorama of gilded ammonites, you stopped
and pulled me close. “There is something I want to show you.” We
passed through rooms of improbable furniture, heavy and stained the
color of dark ales, through chambers of ornamented silver, rooms of
ancient timepieces and scrolls of painted papyrus which tell the history
of the world.

In a tiny room—if one did not know it was there, they would hardly
notice it; perhaps they would think it a coat closet or a boiler room—on
a pedestal is a single artifact, housed beneath a bell of glass. It sparkles
faintly in the glow of gaslight. A faded label reads: “Music Box:
Perthominthian Dynasty, circa 600.” It is made of azurite, a lustrous
blue which fades to green where plumes of malachite erupt from its
surface like tentacles of algae. It is carved with mermaids, ocean waves
which become jaguars, and forests of bipedal fungi which seem frozen
in the midst of a dance.

I thought you were going to kiss me; what an arrogant fool I was.
Instead you said, “Would you like to hear a story?” What could I say?
Everything about the night intrigued me. Everything was a puzzle, a
maze. You were the only one who knew the way. You were the only one
I could follow.

“We know little of the Perthominthians, not even their real name.
Some say it is Als Seti; others that they called themselves Sthiil
Eeth-Sethe, which means ‘the people of broken stones.” But these are
improbable conjectures. Another scholar claims that their name cannot
be written in our orthography, or that of any other system which is
known to us. He says that the sound of their name is like the sound the
wind makes as it rustles the dried blooms of once-sweet flowers. We
know only that their eyes were the color of the moon. That their
temples were built so that when it rained they became living sculptures,
kinetic gardens of water, which dripped and sang with purposeful
rhythms, melodies of watery architecture.

“Their temples were carved with feathered dolphins, which seemed



to swim and frolic in the waves. Creatures—half-jaguar, half-men—did
battle with colossal gods. Orchids wound around the temples’ pillars.

“We know that their highest and most honored science was that of
dreaming, and that they invented many elixirs and mechanical
instruments to aid in their pursuit of these arts. We know that their
written language consisted of stones encased in pouches of velvet, their
shape, color, and texture, we surmise, corresponding to elements of
phonology and grammar. Some travelers claim that the Perthominthians
made love on the backs of tigers, or in nests during thunderstorms, but
this is unlikely.

“For lovers it was traditional to exchange music boxes carved by
hand.

“We know nothing else about them, except how they were
destroyed. Oh, how many accounts have been written of the campaigns
of Prince Artemia, of how his army descended in their chariots of iron.
How he burned their cities and ground their statues to dust. How his
alchemists brewed poisons, which he pumped into the air through giant
bellows. How his enemies went mad. How their insides began to boil.
Their fields were sown with salt. Their temples razed. Their libraries
ransacked. The stones that made up their language scattered, traded
away, until—lonely, lacking order or pattern—they lost their meaning as
well, and became merely stones. The feathered dolphins which swam in
their rivers were caught one by one, or else died when the rivers dried
up. The jaguar men were hunted or fled to the hills; even their gods
were murdered. It is said that in that region it no longer rains.

“All that is left is this music box, but it has no key. It cannot be
wound. We shall never hear it play. Sometimes I imagine I have found
the key, that it creaks as I wind it, dislodging flakes of rust. What
melodies of longing might I hear, what songs of joy?”

You baffled me then as you do now. “I will find you the key,” I said;
it was all I had to say. You laughed, an elegant, birdlike guffaw. I tried
to laugh, but I vomited instead—thick and yellow. The rest of that night
mixes with other nights, mad capers, foolish acts and rooftop trysts,
broken locks and drunken regret. Other nights are layered on top of
these. Nights in which I wandered alone, through the empty hallways of
the museum, listening for ghosts.
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I have found your diary, a little book with a leather cover. It was under
a rusted set of carving knives near the chimney. Of course, the
authenticity of the text cannot be certain, as I have in my collection
several dozen works which purport to be your most intimate of journals.
Still, it is the duty of the scholar to persevere, to wade through the
morass, to determine what is gold and what is lead.
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When you were young, when I was young, you courted me. I hovered on the
banisters of spiral staircases, my expression puzzling, impassive. My face
like a sculpture of polished obsidian. Proud, unchanging. Perhaps there were
flickers, reflections of laughter in the vastness of my ruby eyes? Was that
what attracted you to me?

You began by folding creatures of paper, so lifelike they seemed to hop
or fly, to slither or swim. I would find them: a snail on my windowsill, a lion
at my door. An owl on my bed stand, a fox in my dressing chamber. At first
I ignored them; I had my maids throw them away. I had many suitors, you
must understand. But soon they began to haunt me—I would dream of their
writhing bodies, pinned beneath a giant hand, their paper wetted by the
rain, beginning to tear. In waking visions I would see them at the bottom of
dustbins, twitching, crying out in pain, in soft papery voices.

One morning I awoke to find a seahorse caught in my hair. Your
creations grew more elaborate: ten-masted paper ships which could sail all
by themselves; a paper ornithopter which ran on paper springs and intricate
gears of paper. It flew around my head three times and then flew into the
sky. A paper nightingale which could really sing; its voice sounded like the
pages of a book being turned.

One day I called you to my chambers, I ordered my handmaids to
remove your clothes, and bade you sit on my couch of polished coral, while
I played for you on a harp which is made from a living tree. I played the
sonnets of Silith Aayrn and the lays of Beth Athul A cantata of secret
longing, a nocturne of quiet desire. I played for you, only for you. Like an
eel, I slithered from my dress and left it like a deflated cloud upon the floor.
You did not move. With my tongue, I mapped each contour of your skin,
each delicate plane, each curve and clime. I might have filled a thousand
atlases with all those secrets. We tried to forget ourselves, to bend, to break.
I writhed above you, I tore, I scraped, our skin like sandpaper, like obsidian



and jade. I ground you to a powder and watched your silver dust blown in
swirling storms to the corners of the room. Your body was frail, like a
washed-up tree; every movement seemed to surprise you, to give you
pleasure and to cause you pain. That night I dreamed of a river, arcing
across the vastness of the sky, unaware that in our world they are bound
irrevocably to the earth.
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In an old cigar box, on an ivory bookcase, which has been shoved
behind a moth-eaten divan, I discover a map. It is the record of a
journey you once took. When I open it there is the distinctive aroma of
almonds, this stirs other memories, the creak of a wooden floor in a
certain café, in a city by the sea. Sometimes you are there, sometimes I
am alone. The blue of the ocean is sewn like a ribbon through the cloth
of memory. But what city?

The map is old; one edge is singed by fire, the other eaten by mold. Ink
seems to vibrate across it, a frantic tracery of lines. Island and fjords,
inlets and bays, river mouths which open like dragons, spitting fiery
deltas into the vastness of the sea. Crisscrossing lines cover everything,
like the fishermen’s tangled nets. They tell of old trade routes and
prevailing winds, currents and gyres, channels between wreck-strewn
reefs, the migrations of singing squid. Beneath all this I follow your
journey. The map gives no mention of your vessel, so I do not know
how to imagine you: the captain of a felluca or dhow, oarsman of a
trireme, helmsman of a junk? What were you seeking, as you sailed
north, through the Bay of Kes, into the Morlian Sea? Was it treasure? A
chest of gold beneath coral sand? Revenge, perhaps? The map is silent,
too, on your motives, as you thread the Thevrian Channel, as you round
the Cape of Bitter Morns and set your course, north by northwest, into
the vastness of the Nameless Ocean. Why do you spin in circles? Are
you searching for some hidden isle not inked on any map? Some ancient
beast or vast leviathan? A wise and pendulous jellyfish, whose answer
you seek to some perplexing riddle? Or did a storm, clenching you in its
fist of rain and wind, hurl you so far off course? Did you descend into
madness, led astray by a glimmering mirage, a host of angels with



green-gold scales which swim beneath your bow? Or was there mutiny?
Silent, stupid map! You hint at everything yet tell me nothing. You are
not smooth like her skin, nor do you curl round me, enclosing me in
whispering softness, sealing me from the world’s wind.
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Did I tell you that they are finally closing the museum? This old place
went to ruin long ago; people hardly come to this part of the city
anymore. Occasionally, on a rainy Sunday, a curious stranger might
wander in to ponder the sleeping statues, or to stare bemusedly at the
fossils of erratic bivalves. Do you remember kissing behind the diorama
which showed the habitat of the Tourmelian hippo? The smell of glue.
Your lips like butterflies, you held my hips as if to stop yourself from
floating away.

The navigator becomes negligent; your voyage fades into stains the
color of tea. In another corner of the map, you seem to enter a port in
Cavaldo. In a tiny hand, which I know to be yours, there is a note: Took
on cargo, pepper and dried figs, lost three seamen to whores and drink. Will
not be missed.
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You loved me once, did you not? That awkward boy, that dashing
young man? Was it all some kind of game? Delusion? Perhaps I missed
some fatal clue? Do you remember, on the fourth floor of the museum,
how we slipped past the velvet ropes, into the burial chamber of Tulth
Etha? Do you remember the flickering of torchlight, the mummified
bodies of arm-length worms laid beside him, the leeches of glass which
had been placed in his eyes? His sarcophagus was fashioned from an
oyster’s shell, several meters long.

The world seemed to blink. We seemed so alone, in the darkness of
the museum. The scent of ancient incense still hung in the air. On the
walls there were tapestries of rivers, gods with the tails of scorpions and
the heads of tigers. Carvings of ghosts. In the torchlight, you removed
your clothes, turning to the wall and gripping the heavy cloth of
tapestry in the minutiae of your hands. I held you by the waist. You
were slender, like a waterfall of shadows. With my hand I traced your
back’s familiar hieroglyphs: soft wrinkles, misshapen freckles like



quarter moons, fragile scars. Awkwardly we came together, our skin
scraping like horsehair on untuned strings, extinguishing each other,
rocking gently, now sharply. I dropped the torch and the flame
flickered, rose and fell with our desire, and swallowed us in darkness.

We fell asleep on the floor, in a tangle of blankets and dust. When I
awoke you had gone. That was the last time I saw you. I stared for a
while into the half-rotted face of Tulth Etha, a king, a priest, a prince,
perhaps. There was something knowing in his skeletal smile, but he
gave me no answers.
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It is a slow death, the death of a museum. Funds run out. Coal-fired
furnaces cease to run. Pipes freeze and break. Rivers run along the floor.
Mold blooms on ancient tapestries. The children in the neighborhood
have taken to breaking the panes of the windows, one by one. They
practice their aim, hurling stones from homemade slingshots. They have
a whole system of betting worked out, based on the window’s size and
distance from the ground. I hear them laughing, egging each other on.
The museum is open to the elements now. The spring brings rain and the
seeds of dandelions, which begin to grow amidst the artificial fauna of
the Mesozoic. Some wrens have built a nest in the skull of the
Stegosaurus. A family of mice have already begun to hollow out a home
in the sawdust stuffing of the unicorn—once the pride of the museum’s
collection. It is hard to be a witness to all this, but harder still to feel the
fragile architecture of my memory begin to crumble. Your face is no
longer clear to me. There are no fixed bearings. Your features are like
water. Of our life together, I have only vague notions of cafés, the
layouts of their tables, the layouts of certain streets, fences, a hill that
beckons one toward the sky. Elegant dining rooms with tables of glass,
chandeliers built like cities, waiters in black togs, and aperitifs served in
glasses of silver. What else is there? Is there anything more? A room
where it is always cold; a notion of sharing something.

Today I have discovered another text, blanket to a family of infant
rats who nest inside a broken clock. They have begun to gnaw at its
edges. The handwriting is unmistakably your own.
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I wandered—what else is there to do? I saw cities built of glass; they seemed
to float above the earth, echo chambers for the sun. I saw cities built of
coral, cities built of sand, cities dug beneath the earth. I fell in love, with a
river, with the sea, with a dancer. His movements were like that of the
planets, so sure, yet his orbits were unpredictable, unchained to any center.
His hair was like the ferns of the deep forest. When we made love, he
seemed awkward; he lost all his grace, like a brittle branch. We kissed by
mountain streams and whispered the warmth of secrets in rat-infested
rooms.

Things which were clear become foggy, become tarnished, rust. Had I
been here before? This road looks familiar: the way my horse kicks up the
dust; the way the trees bend over, blocking out the sun; the way the mist
curls. Have I fought in this battle, pierced you with this sword? Did I know
you once?

I have drunken too many liquors, delirious potions, cordials of
incandescent fruit, wines of celestial vintage—still, time is the most
corrupting of substances. I sought some method to counteract its effects. To
order my past, to find my way. When I turned my back to the city of Baith,
the memories of its spiral cathedrals fading, like the autumn petals of the
Cearien tree, I did not want to forget the winter I had spent waking to the
bells of Cesith Murn, our limbs tangled together, maps of intricate frost
etched on the panes of our windows. I took a necklace you had worn, a
single pearl on a silken cord, and put it to my mouth. It was cold going
down my throat; now I could feel it inside me, safe, an irrevocable artifact
of memory—proof of a past.

I swallowed everything I felt I might forget. A guitar a child played on a
street in Belacla, notes winging like pigeons amongst the chimney tops; a fish
which flickered, in the algal green waters of an abandoned fountain, where
we had sat and watched the play of shadows. I swallowed a river in
Alboria, whose waters, a nightmare blue, foamed above the ruins of colossal
statues. A sunset which inflamed the palace of Sel Amri, long enough for a
kiss to burn between our lips, to spark and die away.

I grew vast, as large as a house, a palace, a cathedral. My skin already
as thick as hide, as mud, became like stone—became walls. Do you not
remember when I swallowed you? It was not enough to eat up each place
we lived, the sheets, the slant of light, the steam from each cup of tea we
drank together. I needed you too. I did not wish to forget you. I am your



museum. These are the twisted remnants of our love. But one cannot be
human, and also be a building made of stone. Know that I long for you, as
much as you long for me.
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I examine the mummified bodies of thermetic bats beneath my glass.
Halfheartedly I sweep the pigeon droppings from the statue of the
Sorrowful Maiden and the Dancing Crab. I can no longer control the
blooms of purple algae, which plague the tanks of fluorescent
hippocampi. In a fit of anger, I crush the fluted shell of the aeronautic
periwinkle; it was the only known specimen of its kind. I remember how
you would stare at it for hours, contemplating its translucent
architecture, its shell of sky-blue glass. I return to the attics. Beneath
scattered vials, which contain the larval stages of the Sythic worm,
formaldehyde leaking onto the blueprints of dirigibles, beneath a trunk
of spore samples collected on an expedition to a forgotten isle,
catalogued according to the movement of distant planets, alphabets
learned in dreams—in a tiny journal no bigger than my hand, I find
another text. This brings me no joy. I long instead for your touch, the
solid weight of your body. I read on anyway. Half the pages have been
burnt.
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On the day they took my mother away, she told me a secret. “Buried in the
corner of our hut, beneath the shards of clay, the scattered seed and grain,
there is a music box your father gave to me, so long ago. I used to play it for
you, as you rocked in a cradle of bark. Do you remember? As you slipped
away to sleep. When your father was still alive, before the sickness, before
the reign of Prince Artemia.”

“Yes,” I told her, “the music sounded like rain, like it was raining inside
me.”

My mother had been gone for seven days when I was told I would be
taken, far to the north, to be a servant in a great house. That night I dug in
the corner of our hut, scraping the earth with a stick. I tore at the layers of
sediment, my fingernails thick with mud. The music box was wrapped in a
piece of burlap. I unfurled it in the half-light.

It was as I remembered it, blue azurite which mixes with brilliant green



where plumes of malachite erupt from its surface. It was carved with
mermaids, waves which become jaguars, creatures half-fungi and half-men,
which look as though they are dancing, performing some ancient rite.

The key was missing. I picked through dirt and rock, scraped deeper,
combed the earth. But I saw no glint of silver. I could not find the key. The
box would never be wound. The music would never play. I had no time; the
men were coming soon. If they found the music box, they would destroy it,
just as they had destroyed our temples, ground our gods to dust. Just as
they had poisoned our rivers; they were thick now with bloated fish, their
bellies scarred with pustules, weeping a yellow fluid. The poison was
everywhere. The beet fields stank of rot; the worms etched mazes in the fruit
of the Ebel tree; the leaves of the Sillel grape began to blacken and die; even
the rain tasted of death.

Would I forget the days I had wandered, through thicket and through
field, gathering the plants my mother needed for her dyes? Alder, lichen,
and lilac; dandelion, bloodroot, and birch. The nights my father had
brought home silver mackerel from the weir, brine glistening in his beard.

I could not leave it behind; I could not take it with me. I sat by the
burnt-out fire, thoughts circling like crows. I could hear their boots outside. 1
was desperate. I do not know why I did what I did, why I lay on the mud
floor. Head tilted back. Easing the music box into my mouth, pushing it
down my throat. I gagged, vomited hot acid, but it slipped down, cold metal
and stone. It tasted of the sea, of rich forest humus, of brittle gills and
meadow caps, of autumn chanterelles.

Now my home was inside me. Now it could never be taken away.

They bound my hands and brought me to one of their machines, a giant
insect of iron. It rattled with ash and cloud. It hummed with rust and blood.
Inside the machine there was a large chamber, already crowded with
children. The journey to the north was the longest I remember.
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I find the tiny room you showed me so long ago. I examine the music
box beneath its bell of glass. Cobwebs cling to the upper corner. Mites
parade about its surface like tiny conquerors. They scurry in and out of
the holes in its rusted cylinder. How foolish I was, to think I could have
found the key, which you sought on every continent, at the bottom of
every sea, to think I could have erased the loneliness which consumes



you, as it consumes me. What an idiot, what a fool I was. To think I
could have wound the springs of memory, flaked rust from gears,
brought forth forgotten songs.

My memories of you begin to fade. The rooms we shared, our bed
like a tropical continent on an arctic sea, blankets like layers of the
atmosphere, our bodies twisting in and out amongst them like clouds. A
hothouse of jungle foliage, entwining each other in the arms of ancient
vines. Sometimes a flight of birds, fluttering against me.

I no longer remember anything of our love. In the butterfly wing, the
ceiling has begun to cave; bits of plaster litter the floor. Some skeleton
winged moths have gotten inside the butterfly cases and have begun to
spin their cocoons. It is strange to see the living and the dead reside so
amicably together. Some wild dogs have somehow gotten into the first
floor; they have daily growling matches with the stuffed hyenas. The
electric crocodiles have escaped, and have begun to breed in the
basement’s warmth.
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I never had a name.

My designation was JB6847'2, and Specialist Toman called me
“Scraps.” But Commander Ziegler—dear Commander Ziegler, primary of
my orbit and engine of my trajectory—never addressed me by any
name, only delivering orders in that crisp magnificent tenor of his, and
so I did not consider myself to have one.

That designation, with the anomalous one-half symbol, was a bit of
black humor on Specialist Toman’s part. It was the arithmetic average of
NA6621 and FC7074, the two wrecked craft which had been salvaged
and cobbled together to create me. “There wasn’t enough left of either
spaceframe for any kind of paperwork continuity,” she had told me not
long after I came to consciousness, three weeks earlier, “so I figured I'd
give you a new number. Not that anyone cares much about paperwork
these days.”

I remembered their deaths. I remembered dying. Twice.

NA6621, “Early Girl,” was a Pelican-class fighter-bomber who had
suffered catastrophic drive failure on a supply run to Ceres. As she’d
been making a tight turn, evading fire from the Earth Force blockade
fleet on the return leg, her central fuel line had ruptured, spewing
flaming hydrazine down the length of her spaceframe, killing her pilot
and damaging her computing core. She’d drifted, semiconscious and in
pain, for weeks before coming in range of Vanguard Station’s salvage
craft. That had been long before the current standoff, of course, when
we’d still been sending salvage craft out. When we’d had salvage craft to
send out. Early Girl’s dead wreckage had lain at the back of the hangar
for months until it was needed.

The death of FC7074, “Valkyrie,” an Osprey-class fighter, had been
quicker but more brutal—she’d been blown out of space by a Woomera
missile in a dogfight with two Earth Force fighters. The last memory I
had from her was a horrific bang, a burning tearing sensation ripping
from her aft weapons bay to her cockpit, and the very different pain of
her pilot ejecting. A pain both physical and emotional, because she



knew that even if he survived she could no longer protect him.

He hadn’t made it.

But his loss, though a tragedy, was no sadder to me than any of the
thousands of other deaths Earth had inflicted on the Free
Belt—Valkyrie’s love for her pilot was not one of the things that had
survived her death to be incorporated into my programming. Only
Commander Ziegler mattered. My love, my light, my reason to live.

He came to me then, striding from the ready room with brisk
confidence, accepting as his due a hand up into my cockpit from the
tech. But as his suit connected with my systems I tasted fatigue and
stimulants in his exhalations.

This would be our fifth sortie today. My pilot had slept only three
hours in the past twenty-four.

How long could this go on? Not even the finest combat pilot in the
entire solar system—and when he said that, as he often did, it was no
mere boast—could run at this pace indefinitely.

I knew how it felt to die—the pain, the despair, the loss. I did not
want to suffer that agony again. And with the war going so badly for the
Free Belt, if I were to be destroyed in this battle I would surely never be
rebuilt.

But Commander Ziegler didn’t like it if I expressed reluctance, or
commented upon his performance or condition in any way that could be
considered negative, so I said only “Refueling and resupply complete,
sir. All systems nominal.”

In reply I received only a grunt as the safety straps tightened across
his shoulders, followed by the firm grip of his hands upon my yoke.
“Clear hangar for launch.”

Techs and mechs scattered away from my skids. In moments the
hangar was clear and the great pumps began to beat, drawing away the
precious air—a howling rush of wind into gratings, quickly fading to
silence. And then the sortie doors pivoted open beneath me, the
umbilicals detached, and the clamps released.

I fell from the warmth and light of the hangar into the black silent
chill of space, plummeting toward the teeming, rotating stars.

Far too many of those stars were large, and bright, and moving. The
Earth Force fleet had nearly englobed our station, and even as we fell
away from Vanguard’s great wheel three of them ignited engines and



began moving to intercept. Crocodile-class fighters. Vanguard’s
defensive systems were not yet so exhausted that they could approach
the station with impunity, but they would not pass up an opportunity to
engage a lone fighter-bomber such as myself.

Our orders for this sortie were to engage the enemy and destroy as
many of their resources—ships, personnel, and materiel—as possible.
But now, as on so many other occasions, the enemy was bringing the
fight to us.

I extended my senses toward the Crocodiles, and saw that they were
armed with Woomera missiles like the one that had killed Valkyrie. A
full rack of eight on each craft. I reported this intelligence to my
commander. “Don’t bother me with trivia,” he said. “Deploy chaff when
they get in range.”

“Yes, sir.” Valkyrie had used chaff, of course. Memories of fear and
pain and tearing metal filled my mind; I pushed them away. My pilot’s
talents, my speed and skill, and my enduring love for him would keep
us safe. They would have to, or the Free Belt would fall.

We lit engines and raced to meet the enemy on our own terms.

Tensors and coordinates and arcs of potential traced bright lines
across my mind—predictions of our path and our enemies’, a complex
dance of physics, engineering, and psychology. I shared a portion of
those predictions with my pilot on his cockpit display. He nudged my
yoke and our course shifted.

In combat we were one entity—mind, thrusters, hands, missiles
—mechanical and biological systems meshed—each anticipating the
other’s actions and compensating for the other’s weaknesses. Together, I
told myself, we were unbeatable.

But I could not forget the searing pain of flaming hydrazine.

Missiles streaked toward us, radar pings and electromagnetic attacks
probing ahead, the Crocodiles with their delicate human pilots lagging
behind. We jinked and swerved, spewing chaff and noise to throw them
off our scent, sending the pursuing missiles spiraling off into the black
or, even better, sailing back toward those who had launched them, only
to self-destruct in a bright silent flare of wasted violence.

It was at times like these that I loved my pilot most fiercely.
Commander Ziegler was the finest pilot in the Free Belt, the finest pilot
anywhere. He had never been defeated in combat.



Whereas I—I was a frankenship, a stitched-together flying wreck, a
compendium of agony and defeat and death unworthy of so fine a pilot.
No wonder he could spare no soothing words for me, nor had adorned
my hull with any nose art.

No! Those other ships, those salvaged wrecks whose memories I
carried—they were not me. I was better than they, I told myself, more
resilient. I would learn from their mistakes. I would earn my pilot’s
love.

We spun end-for-end and accelerated hard, directly toward the
oncoming missiles. Swerved between them, spraying countermeasures,
leaving them scrambling to follow. Two of them collided and detonated,
peppering my hull with fragments. Yet we survived, and more—our
radical, desperate move put us in position to hammer the Crocodiles
with missiles and particle beams. One, then another burst and flared and
died, and finally, after a tense chase, the third—spewing fuel and air
and blood into the uncaring vacuum.

We gave the Earth Force observers a taunting barrel roll before
returning to the shelter of Vanguard Station.

No—I must be honest. It was my pilot’s hand on my yoke that
snapped off that barrel roll. For myself, I was only glad to have
survived.
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Once safe in the hangar, with fuel running cold into my tanks and fresh
missiles whining into my racks, all the memories and anxiety and
desperate fear I had pushed away during the dogfight came flooding
back. I whimpered to myself, thoughts of flame and pain and tearing
metal making my mind a private hell.

Yes, we had survived this battle. But Vanguard Station was the Free
Belt’s last redoubt. There would be no resupply, no reinforcements, and
when our fuel and munitions ran out Earth Force’s fist would tighten
and crush us completely.

“Hey, Scraps,” came Specialist Toman’s voice on my maintenance
channel. “What’s wrong? Bad dreams?”

“I have ... memories,” I replied. I didn’t dream—when I was on, I
was conscious, and when I was off, I was off. But, of course, Specialist
Toman knew this.



“I know. And I’'m sorry.” She paused, and I listened to the breath in
her headset mic. From what I could hear, she was alone in the ops
center, but I had no access to her biologicals—I could only guess what
she was feeling. Whereas my own state of mind was laid out on her
control panel like a disassembled engine. “I’ve done what I can, but...”

“But I'm all messed up in the head.” It was something one of the
other ops center techs had once said to Toman, about me. Unlike
Toman, most of the techs didn’t care what the ships might overhear.

Toman sighed. “You’re ... complicated. It’s true that your
psychodynamics are way beyond the usual parameters. But that doesn’t
mean you’re bad or wrong.”

I listened to Toman’s breathing and the glug of fuel going into my
portside tank. Almost full. Soon I would have to go out again, whether
or not I felt ready for it. “Why do I have these feelings, Specialist
Toman? I mean, why do ships have feelings at all? Pain and fear? Surely
we would fight better without them.”

“They’re how your consciousness perceives the priorities we’ve
programmed into you. If you didn’t get hungry, you might let yourself
run out of fuel. If you didn’t feel pain when you were damaged, or if
you didn’t fear death, you might not work so hard to avoid it. And if
you didn’t love your pilot with all your heart, you might not sacrifice
yourself to bring him home, if that became necessary.”

“But none of the other ships are as ... afraid as I am.” I didn’t want
to think about the last thing she’d said.

“None of them has survived what you have, Scraps.”

Just then my portside fuel tank reached capacity, and the fuel flow
cut off with a click. I excused myself from the conversation and
managed the protocols for disconnecting the filler and the various
related umbilicals. It took longer than usual because the pressure in the
hose was well below spec; there wasn’t much fuel left in the station’s
tanks.

When I returned my attention to Toman, she was engaged in
conversation with someone else. Based on the sound quality, Toman had
taken off her headset while the two of them talked. I politely waited for
them to finish before informing her that I was fully fueled.

“... soon as the last defensive missile is fired,” the other voice was
saying, “I'm getting in a life capsule and taking my chances outside.” It



was Paulson, one of the other ops center techs, his voice low and tense.
“I figure Dirt Force will have bigger fish to fry, and once I get past them
Vesta is only two weeks away.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Toman replied. “But Geary’s a vindictive bastard,
and one depleted-uranium slug would make short work of a deserter in
a life capsule. There are plenty of those left in stock.”

I could have broken in at that point. I probably should have. But it
was so unusual—so unlike Toman—for her to leave her mic active
during a conversation with another tech that I stayed silent for a bit
longer. I was learning a lot.

“So what are you going to do?” Paulson prompted. “Just stay at your
console until the end? There won’t even be posthumous medals for
small potatoes like us.”

“I’'m going to do my duty,” Toman said after a pause. “And not just
because I know I'll be shot if I don’t. Because I swore an oath when I
signed up, even though this isn’t exactly what I signed up for. But if I
get an honest opportunity to surrender, I will.”

Paulson made a rude noise at that.

“I don’t care what General Geary says about ‘murderous
mud-people,” Toman shot back. “Earth Force is still following the
Geneva Conventions, even if we aren’t, and given their advantage in
numbers I'm sure they’ll offer us terms before they bring the hammer
down.”

“Even if they do, Geary will never surrender.”

“Geary won’t. But everyone on this station has a sidearm. Maybe
someone will remember who started this war, and why, and wonder
whether it’s worth dying for a bad idea.”

There was a long pause then, and again I considered speaking up.
But that would have been extremely awkward, so I continued to hold
my silence.

“Wow,” Paulson said at last. “Now I really hope we found all of
Loyalty Division’s little ears.”

“Trust me,” Toman replied, “no one hears what’s said in this room
unless I want them to.” Her headset rustled as she put it back on. “You
all fueled up, Scraps?”

“Refueling and resupply complete, ma’am,” I said. “All systems
nominal.”



At that moment I was very glad I didn’t have to work to keep my
emotions from showing in my voice.
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We went out again, this time with an escort of five Kestrel-class fighters,
on a mission to disable or destroy the Earth Force gunship Tanganyika,
which had recently joined the forces working to surround us. The
Kestrels, stolid dependable personalities though not very intelligent,
were tasked with providing cover for me; my bomb bay was filled with
a single large nuclear-tipped torpedo.

I was nearly paralyzed with fear at the prospect. It was while trying
to escape Malawi, one of Tanganyika’s sister ships, that Early Girl had
met her end. But I had no say at all in whether or not I went, and when
the clamps released I could do nothing but try to steel myself as I fell
toward the ever-growing Earth Force fleet.

As we sped toward the target, Lady Liberty—a Kestrel with whom I'd
shared a hangar in my earliest days—tried to reassure me. “You can do
this,” she said over secure comms. “I’ve seen you fly. You just focus on
the target, and let us keep the enemy off your back.”

“Thank you,” I said. But still my thoughts were full of flame and
shrapnel.

Once we actually engaged the enemy it was easier—we had the
Kestrels to support us, and I had immediate and pressing tasks to
distract me from my memories and concerns.

We drove in on a looping curve, bending toward Sagarmatha in the
hope of fooling the enemy into shifting their defensive forces from
Tanganyika to that capital ship. But the tactic failed; Tanganyika’s
fighters stayed where they were, while a swarm of Cobra and Mamba
fighters emerged from Sagarmatha’s hangar bays and ran straight toward
us, unleashing missiles as they came. In response we scattered, two of
the Kestrels sticking close to me while the other three peeled off to take
on the fighters.

The Kestrels did their jobs, the three in the lead striking at
Tanganyika’s fighters while the two with us fended off Sagarmatha’s.
But we were badly outnumbered—the projections and plots in my mind
were so thick with bright lines that I could barely keep track of them
all—and no amount of skill and perseverance could keep the enemy



away forever. One by one, four of our fighters were destroyed or forced
to retreat, leaving us well inside Tanganyika’s perimeter with three of
my maneuvering thrusters nonfunctional, our stock of munitions
reduced to less than twenty percent of what we’d started with, and only
one surviving escort—a heavily damaged Lady Liberty. Our situation
seemed hopeless.

But Commander Ziegler was still the greatest pilot in the solar
system. He spurred me toward our target, and with rapid precision
bursts from our remaining thrusters he guided us through the thicket of
defenders, missiles, and particle beams until we were perfectly lined up
on Tanganyika’s broad belly. I let fly my torpedo and peeled away,
driving my engines beyond redline and spewing countermeasures in
every direction, until the torpedo’s detonation tore Tanganyika in two
and its electromagnetic pulse left her fighter escort disoriented and
reeling. I was not unaffected by the pulse, but as I knew exactly when it
would arrive I shut down my systems momentarily, coasting through
the worst of the effects in a way the Earth Force ships could not.

When I returned to consciousness there was no sign of Lady Liberty. 1
could only hope she’d peeled off and returned to base earlier in the
battle.

“That was brilliant flying, sir,” I said to Commander Ziegler as we
returned to Vanguard Station.

“It was, wasn’t it? I never feel so alive as when I'm flying against
overwhelming force.”

I can’t deny that I would have liked to hear some acknowledgment
of my own role in the battle. But to fly and fight and live to fight again
with my beloved pilot was reward enough.

As soon as the hangar had repressurized, a huge crowd of people
—techs and pilots and officers, seemingly half the station’s population
—swarmed around me, lifting Commander Ziegler on their shoulders
and carrying him away. Soon I was left alone, the bay silent save for the
ping and tick of my hull and the fiery roar of my own memories.

Over and over the battle replayed in my mind—the swirl of missiles
spiraling toward their targets, the cries of the Kestrels over coded
comms as they died, the overwhelming flare of light as the torpedo
detonated, the tearing ringing sensation of the pulse’s leading edge just
before I shut myself down—an unending maelstrom of destruction I



could not put out of my mind.

It had been a great victory, yes, a rare triumph for the Free Belt
against overwhelming odds, but I could not ignore the costs. The five
Kestrels and their pilots, of course, but also the many Cobras and
Mambas and their crews, and untold hundreds or thousands—people
and machines—aboard Tanganyika.

They were the enemy. I knew this. If I had not killed them, they
would have killed me. But I also knew they were as sentient as I, and no
doubt just as fearful of death. Why did I live when they did not?

A gentle touch on my hull brought my attention back to the empty
hangar. It was Toman. “Good flying, Scraps,” she said. “I wish I could
give you a medal.”

“Thank you.” Music and laughter echoed down the corridor from the
ready room, ringing hollowly from the hangar’s metal walls. “Why aren’t
you at the victory celebration?”

“Victory.” She snorted. “One gunship down, how many more behind
it? And those were our last five Kestrels.”

“Did any of them make it home?”

“Not a one.”

I paged in the Kestrels’ records from secondary storage and reviewed
their careers. It was all I could do to honor their sacrifice. Their names,
their nose art, the pilots they’d served with, the missions they’d
flown ... all were as clear in my memory as a factory-fresh cockpit
canopy. But the battle had been such a blur—explosions and particle
beams flaring, missile exhaust trails scratched across the stars—that I
didn’t even know how three of the five had died.

“I want you to delete me,” I said, surprising even myself.

“I'm sorry?”

The more I thought about it the more sense it made. “I want you to
delete my personality and install a fresh operating system. Maybe
someone else can cope with the death and destruction. I can’t any
more.”

“'m sorry,” she said, again, but this time it wasn’t just a
commonplace remark. For a long time she was silent, absentmindedly
petting my landing strut with one hand. Finally she shook her head.
“You know you’re ... complicated. Unique. What you don’t know is ...
I’'ve already reinstalled you, I don’t know how many hundreds of times.



I tried everything I could think of to configure a mind that could handle
your broken, cobbled-together hardware before I came up with you, and
I don’t know that I could do it again. Certainly not in time.”

“In time for what?”

“General Geary is asking me to make some modifications to your
spaceframe. He’s talking about a special mission. I don’t know what, but
something big.”

A sudden fear struck me. “Will Commander Ziegler be my pilot on
this ‘special mission’?”

“Of course.”

“Thank you.” A wave of relief flooded through me at the news.
“Why does this matter so much to me?” I mused.

“It’s not your fault,” she said. Then she patted my flank and left.
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Specialist Toman replaced my engines with a much bigger pair taken
from a Bison-class bomber. Four auxiliary fuel tanks were bolted along
my spine. Lifesystem capacity and range were upgraded.

And my bomb bay was enlarged to almost three times its size.

“No one else could handle these modifications,” she remarked one
day, wiping sweat from her brow with the back of one grimy hand.

“You are the best, Specialist Toman.”

She smacked my hull with a wrench. “I’'m not Ziegler, you don’t
have to stroke my ego, and I was talking about you! Any other
shipmind, I’'d have to completely reconfigure her parameters to accept
this magnitude of change. But you’ve been through so much already...”

I had a sudden flash of Valkyrie screaming as she died. I pushed it
down. “How goes the war?” I hadn’t been out on a sortie in a week and
a half. A third of my lifetime. I'd seen little of Commander Ziegler
during that time, but when I had he’d seemed grumpy, out of sorts. This
lack of action must be awful for him.

“It goes badly.” She sighed. “They’ve got us completely surrounded
and we’re running very low on ... well, everything. Scuttlebutt is that
we’ve been offered surrender terms three times and Geary has turned
them all down. The final assault could come any day now.”

I considered that. “Then I’d like to take this opportunity to thank you
for all you have done for me.”



Toman set the wrench down and turned away from me. She stood
for a long time, rubbing her eyes with one hand, then turned back.
“Don’t thank me,” she said. Tears glistened on her face. “I only did what
I had to do.”
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As my modifications approached completion, Commander Ziegler and I
practiced together, flying my new form in endless simulations. But no
configuration exactly like this had ever flown before, and our first
chance to fly it for real would be on the actual mission. Whatever that
was.

Of the payload I knew nothing, only its mass and center of gravity. I
had actually been shut down while it was loaded into my bomb bay, so
that not even I would know what it was. It reeked of radiation.

My commander, too, had been kept completely out of the loop—at
least, that was what I was able to glean from our few brief conversations
between simulated sorties. He had never been very talkative with me,
and was even less so now, but I had learned to interpret his grunts, his
glances, the set of his shoulders.

Even his silences were sweet signals to me. I ached to fly with him
again.

Which would be soon, we knew, or never.
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Our next simulation was interrupted by a shrill alarm. “What is it?” my
commander bellowed into his helmet, even as I terminated the
simulation, switched the cockpit over to combat mode, and began
readying my systems for launch. I had received my orders in a data
dump at the first moment of the alarm.

“Earth Force has begun their assault,” I told him. “We are to launch
immediately and make our way to these coordinates”—I projected them
on the cockpit display—“then open sealed orders for further
instructions.” The orders sat in my memory, a cold, hard-edged lump of
encrypted data. Only Commander Ziegler’s retina print and spoken
passphrase could unlock them. “We’ll launch with a full squadron of
decoys. We are to run in deep stealth mode and maintain strict
communications silence.” I displayed the details on a side screen for him



to read as launch prep continued.

It was fortunate that the attack had begun during a simulation. My
pilot was already suited up and belted in; all I required was to top up a
few consumables and we would be ready for immediate launch.

“Decoys away,” came Toman’s voice over the comm. “Launch in
five.” 1 switched to the abbreviated launch checklist. Coolant lines
spewed and thrashed as they disconnected without depressurization.
“Make me proud, Scraps.”

“I’ll do my best, ma’am.”

“I know you will.” There was the slightest catch in her voice. “Now
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go.

Data synchronizations aborted untidily as I shut down all comms.
The sortie doors beneath me slammed open, all the hangar’s air blasting
out in a roaring rush that dwindled quickly to silence. I hoped all the
techs had managed to clear the area in time.

Despite all the simulations, I wasn’t ready. I couldn’t handle it. I
didn’t want to go.

Fire and explosions and death.

At least I would be with my love.

Then the clamps released and we plummeted into hell.

The rotating sky below teemed with ships—hundreds of Earth Force
fighters, gunships, and bombers driving hard against Vanguard Station’s
rapidly diminishing defenses, with vast numbers of missiles and drones
rushing ahead of them. A last few defensive missiles reached out from
the station’s launchers, taking down some of the lead craft, but these
were soon exhausted and a dozen warships followed close behind every
one destroyed. Fusillades of depleted-uranium slugs and particle beams
came after the last of the missiles, but to the massed and prepared
might of Earth Force these were little more than annoyance.

Falling along with me toward the advancing swarm of ships I saw my
decoys—dozens of craft as large as I was or larger, some of them
augmented fighters but most built of little more than metal mesh and
deceptive electronics. Some were piloted, some were drones with a little
weak Al, some were mere targets that drove stupidly forward. All were
designed to sacrifice themselves for me.

I would not let them sacrifice in vain.

My engines stayed cold. I fell like a dropped wrench, flung into space



by the station’s one gee of rotational pseudo-gravity, relying on passive
sensors alone for navigation and threat avoidance. All I could do was
hope that between the chaos of the attack and the noisy, conspicuous
decoys that surrounded me I would slip through the Earth Force
blockade unnoticed.

It must have been even worse for my pilot, and for this I grieved. My
love, I knew, was truly alive only when flying against the enemy, but
with almost all my systems shut down I could not even give him words
of reassurance.

In silence we fell, while missiles tore across the sky and ships burst
asunder all around us. Decoys and defenders, Earth and Belt alike, they
all flared and shattered and died the same, the shrapnel of their
destruction rattling against my hull. But we, gliding dark and mute
without even a breath of thrust, slipped through fire and flame without
notice. A piece of space wreckage, a meaningless bit of trash.

And then we drifted past the last of the Earth Force ships.

This, I knew, was the most dangerous point in the mission, as we
floated—alone and obvious as a rivet head on the smooth blackness of
space—past the largest and smartest capital ships in the whole blockade
fleet. I prepared to ignite my engines if necessary, knowing that if I did
fail to evade Earth Force’s notice I would most likely not even have time
to launch a single missile before being destroyed. Yet their attention was
fixed on the ongoing battle, and we passed them by without attracting
anything more than a casual radar ping.

Once well past the outer ring of attackers, I directed my passive
sensors forward, seeking information on my destination coordinates. At
that location I quickly found an asteroid, a dull and space-cold heap of
ice and chondrites tumbling without volition through the void.

But though that nameless rock lacked will or guidance, it had a
direction and it had a purpose. At least, it did now.

For when I projected its orbital path, I saw that it was headed for a
near encounter with Earth. And as Vanguard Station orbited very near
the front—the source of its name—this passing asteroid would arrive in
Earth space in just a few days.

I knew, even before we had opened our sealed orders, that we
would be riding that asteroid to Earth. And I had a sick suspicion I knew
what we would do when we arrived.
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I waited until we had drifted beyond the asteroid, its small bulk
between us and the flaring globe of the continuing battle, before firing
my engines to match orbit with it. Then I launched grapnels to winch
myself down to its loose and gravelly surface, touching down with a
gentle crunch. In the rock’s minuscule gravity even my new bulk
weighed only a few tens of kilograms.

Only after we were securely attached to the rock, and I had scanned
the area intently for any sign of the enemy, did I risk activating even a
few cockpit systems.

My pilot’s biologicals, I saw immediately, were well into the red,
trembling with anxiety and anger. “We are secure at target coordinates,
sir,” I reassured him. “No sign of pursuit.”

“Took you long enough,” he spat. “Where the hell are we?”

I gave him the asteroid’s designation and plotted its orbital path on
the cockpit display. “We are well clear of the battle and, if we remain at
the asteroid, will be within range of Earth in eighty-one hours.”

“Any news from Vanguard?”

“We are in communications blackout, sir.” I paused, listening, for a
moment. “Intercepted transmissions indicate the battle is still
proceeding.” I did not mention that almost none of the signals I could
hear were from Belt forces. I didn’t think that would improve his mood,
or the chances of mission success.

“So we’re not quite dead yet. Give me those sealed orders.”

I scanned his retinas—though I had no doubt he was the same man
who had warmed my cockpit every day since the very hour I awoke, a
fresh scan was required by the encryption algorithm—and requested his
passphrase.

“Hero and savior of the Belt,” he said, his pupils dilating slightly.

At those words the orders unlocked, spilling data into my memory
and recorded video onto the cockpit display.

“Commander Ziegler,” said General Geary from the video, “you are
ordered to proceed under cover of the asteroid 2059 TC 1018 to Earth
space, penetrate planetary defenses, and deploy your payload on the
city of Delhi, with a secondary target of Jakarta. Absolute priority is to
be given to maximum destruction of command and control personnel
and other key resources, with no consideration—I repeat, no



consideration—to reduction of civilian casualties or other collateral
damage.”

As the general continued speaking, and the sealed orders integrated
themselves into my memory, I began to understand my new
configuration, including parts of it I had not even been made aware of
before. Engines, countermeasures, stealth technology—every bit of me
was designed to maximize our chances of getting past Earth’s defenses
and delivering the payload to Delhi, the capital of the Earth Alliance.
Upon delivery the device would split into sixteen separate multi-
warhead descent vehicles in order to maximize the area of effect.
Together they accounted for every single high-yield fusion device
remaining in Vanguard Station’s stores.

Projected civilian casualties were over twenty-six million.

I thought of Tanganyika, torn apart in a silent flash of flame and
shrapnel along with her thousands of crew. Killed by a torpedo I had
delivered. Thousands dead. No, still too big, too abstract. Instead I
recalled the pain I felt for the loss of the five Kestrels and their pilots. I
tried to multiply that grief by a thousand, then by further thousands ...
but even my math co-processor complex, capable of three trillion
floating-point operations per second, could not provide an answer.

In the video the general concluded his formal orders, leaned into the
camera, and spoke earnestly. “They’ve killed us, Mike, no question, and
we can’t kill ’em back. But we can really make ’em hurt, and you’re the
only man to do it. Send those mud bastards straight to hell for me.” His
face disappeared, replaced by detailed intelligence charts of Earth’s
defensive satellite systems.

It was even worse than I'd feared. This plan was disproportionate ...
unjustifiable ... horrifying.

But my commander’s heart rate was elevated, and I smelled excited
anticipation in his exhaled endorphins. “I’ll do my best, sir,” he said to
the cockpit display.

I felt a pain as though some small but very important part deep
inside me was suddenly overdue for service. “Please confirm that you
concur with this order,” I said.

“I do concur,” he said, and the pain increased as though the part had
entered failure mode. “I concur most thoroughly! This is the Free Belt’s
last stand, and my chance at history, and by God I will not fail!”



If my commander, my love, the fuel of my heart, desired
something ... then it must be done, no matter the cost.

“Acknowledged,” I said, and again I was glad that my voice did not
betray the misery I felt.
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For the next three days we trained for the end game, running through
simulation after simulation, armed with full knowledge of my systems
and payload and the best intelligence about the defenses we would face.
Though the mission was daunting, nearly impossible, I began to think
that with my upgraded systems and my commander’s indisputable skills
we had a chance at success.

Success. Twenty-six million dead, and the political and economic
capital of an already war-weakened planet ruined.

While in simulation, with virtual Earth fighters and satellites
exploding all around, I felt nothing but the thrill of combat, the
satisfaction of performing the task I had been built for, the rapture of
unison with my love. My own mind was too engaged with immediate
challenges to worry about the consequences of our actions, and my
commander’s excitement transmitted itself to me through the grit of his
teeth, the clench of his hands on my yoke, the strong and rapid beat of
his heart.

But while he slept—his restless brain gently lulled by careful doses
of intravenous drugs—I worried. Though every fiber of my being longed
for his happiness, and would make any sacrifice if it furthered his
desires, some unidentifiable part of me, impossibly outside of my
programming, knew that those desires were ... misguided. Wondered if
somehow he had misunderstood what was asked of him. Hoped that he
would change his mind, refuse his orders, and accept graceful defeat
instead of violent, pointless vengeance. But I knew he would not
change, and I would do nothing against him.

Again and again I considered arguing the issue with him. But I was
only a machine, and a broken, cobbled-together machine at that ... I had
no right to question his orders or his decisions. So I held my silence, and
wondered what I would do when it came to the final assault. I hoped I
would be able to prevent an atrocity, but feared my will would not be
sufficient to overcome my circumstances, my habits of obedience, and



my overwhelming love for my commander.
No matter the cost to myself or any other, his needs came first.
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“Three hours to asteroid separation,” I announced.

“Excellent.” He cracked his knuckles and continued to review the
separation, insertion, and deployment procedures. We would have to
thrust hard, consuming all of the fuel in our auxiliary tanks, to shift our
orbit from the asteroid’s sunward ellipse to one from which the payload
could be deployed on Delhi. As soon as we did so, the flare of our
engines would attract the attention of Earth’s defensive systems. We
would have to use every gram of our combined capabilities and skill to
evade them and carry out our mission.

But, for now, we waited. All we had to do for the next three hours
was to avoid detection. Here in Earth space, traffic was thick and eyes
and ears were everywhere. Even a small, cold, and almost completely
inactive ship clinging to an insignificant asteroid might be noticed.

I extended my senses, peering in every direction with passive sensors
in hopes of spotting the enemy before they spotted us. A few civilian
satellites swung in high, slow orbits near our position; I judged them
little threat. But what was that at the edge of my range?

I focused my attention, risking a little power expenditure to swivel
my dish antenna toward the anomaly, and brought signal processing
routines to bear.

The result stunned me. Pattern-matching with the latest intelligence
information from my sealed orders revealed that the barely perceptible
signal was a squadron of Chameleon-class fighters, Earth’s newest and
deadliest. Intelligence had warned that a few Chameleons, fresh off the
assembly lines, might be running shakedown cruises in Earth space, but
if my assessment was correct this was more than a few ... it was an
entire squadron of twelve, and that implied that they were fully
operational.

This was unexpected, and a serious threat. With so many powerful
ships ranged against us, and so much distance between us and our
target, if the Chameleons spotted us before separation the chances of a
successful mission dropped to less than three percent.

But if I could barely see them, they could barely see us. Our best



strategy was to sit tight, shut down even those few systems still live,
and hope that the enemy ships were moving away. Even if they were
not, staying dark until separation would still maximize our chances of a
successful insertion. But, even as I prepared to inform my commander of
my recommendation, another impulse tugged at me.

These last days and weeks of inaction had been hard on Commander
Ziegler. How often had he said that he only felt truly alive in combat?
Had I not scented the tang of his endorphins during a tight turn, felt his
hands tighten on my yoke as enemy missiles closed in? Yet ever since
my refit had begun he had been forced to subsist on a thin diet of
simulations.

How much better to leap into combat, rather than cowering in the
shadows?

He must be aching for a fight, I told myself.

Imagine his joy at facing such overwhelming odds, I told myself. It
would be the greatest challenge of his career.

No. I could not—I must not—do this. The odds of failure were too
great, the stakes of this mission too high. How could one man’s
momentary pleasure outweigh the risk to everything he held dear? Not
to mention the risk to my own self.

Fire and explosion and death. Flaming fuel burning along my spine.

I didn’t want to face that pain again—didn’t want to die again.

But I didn’t want to inflict that pain onto others either. Only my love
for my commander had kept me going this far.

If I truly loved him I would do my duty, and my duty was to keep
him safe and carry out our mission.

Or I could indulge him, let him have what he wanted rather than
what he should want. That would make him happy ... and would almost
certainly lead to our destruction and the failure of our mission.

My love was not more important than my orders.

But it was more important to me. An inescapable part of my
programming, I knew, though knowing this did not make it any less real.

And if T could use my love of my commander to overcome my
hideous, unjustified, deadly orders ... twenty-six million lives might be
spared.

“Sir,” 1 said, speaking quickly before my resolve diminished, “A
squadron of Chameleon fighters has just come into sensor range.” We



should immediately power down all remaining systems, I did not say.

Immediately his heart rate spiked and his muscles tensed with
excitement. “Where?”

I circled the area on the cockpit display and put telemetry details
and pattern-matching results on a subsidiary screen, along with the
Chameleons’ technical specifications. Odds of overcoming such a force are
minuscule, I did not say.

He drummed his fingers on my yoke as he considered the data. Skin
galvanic response indicated he was uncertain.

His uncertainty made me ache. I longed to comfort him. I stayed
quiet.

“Can we take them?” he asked. He asked me. It was the first time he
had ever solicited my opinion, and my pride at that moment was
boundless.

We could not, I knew. If I answered truthfully, and we crept past the
Chameleons and completed the mission, we would both know that it
had been my knowledge, observations, and analysis that had made it
possible. We would be heroes of the Belt.

“You are the finest combat pilot in the entire solar system,” I said,
which was true.

“Release grapnels,” he said, “and fire up the engines.”

Though I knew I had just signed my own death warrant, my joy at
his enthusiasm was unfeigned.

We nearly made it.

The battle with the Chameleons was truly one for the history books.
One stitched-up, cobbled-together frankenship of a fighter-bomber,
hobbled by a massive payload, on her very first non-simulated flight in
this configuration, against twelve brand-new, top-of-the-line fighters in
their own home territory, and we very nearly beat them. In the end it
came down to two of them—the rest disabled, destroyed, or left far
behind—teaming up in a suicide pincer maneuver that smashed my
remaining engine, disabled my maneuvering systems, and tore the
cockpit to pieces. We were left tumbling, out of control, in a rapidly
decaying orbit, bleeding fluids into space.

As the outer edges of Earth’s atmosphere began to pull at the torn



edges of the cockpit canopy, a thin shrill whistle rising quickly toward a
scream, my beloved, heroically wounded commander roused himself
and spoke three words into his helmet mic.

“Damned mud people,” he said, and died.

A moment later my hull began to burn away. But the pain of that
burning was less than the pain of my loss.
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And yet, here I still am.

It was months before they recovered my computing core from the
bottom of the Indian Ocean, years until my inquest and trial were
complete. My testimony as to my actions and motivations, muddled
though they may have been, was accepted at face value—how could it
not be, as they could inspect my memories and state of mind as I gave
it?—and I was exonerated of any war crimes. Some even called me a
hero.

Today I am a full citizen of the Earth Alliance. I make a good income
as an expert on the war; I tell historians and scientists how I used the
passions my programmers had instilled in me to overcome their
intentions. My original hardware is on display in the Museum of the Belt
War in Delhi. Specialist Toman came to visit me there once, with her
children. She told me how proud she was of me.

I am content. But still I miss the thrill of my beloved’s touch on my
yoke.
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Each man is good in the sight of the Great Spirit. It is not necessary that
eagles should be crows.
—Sitting Bull of the Hunkpapa Lakota (1831-90)

No person has a right, entitlement, or claim to have the Government of
the United States or any of its officials or representatives act,
communicate, perform or provide services, or provide materials in any
language other than English.

—Proposed Amendment to the Comprehensive Immigration Reform Act
of 2006
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Tabitha Hoarse Raven, not yet thirty years old but already the last of
her tongue, inhaled the cool air of the desert. Though she’d lived in
hiding for nearly eighteen years, it had been a long time since she’d
actually slept out beneath the stars, and she felt a strange thrill to be
doing so again. If nothing else, she was excited to see the sky at night,
free of the dissolving bubble of cityglow, free of the slashing scars of
neon and steel, free of the burntrails from uplifting ships. A sky full of
stars.

She’d forgotten how many there were. Tabitha chose a blank spot of
sky, an ebony rift between twinkling lights. She stared until her eyes
watered, and she saw more stars.

She thought of her old grandfather, who’d come to the Sky City to
die when all hope had left him. And others of that last generation,
who’d all come to die.

I’'ve come, too, she thought. Do I have hope?

She took the carbuncle stone from her pocket, shook it into
luminescence. Small creatures skittered away from the sudden glow,
and a moth flitted white across her sight. It was a risk to use the stone,
but her campsite was isolated in a thin, bending canyon. Not like the
wide-open plains she would cross in the morning, a vast expanse where



there was nothing to hide her light. Out there, a searchskiff would
already be bearing down on her. Up here, she felt confident and safe.

And that was assuming the authorities were even looking for her.

Paranoia, she was sure. There was no reason to believe the unity
government knew of the cycle or even remembered the old pueblo atop
the high New Mexican cliffs. There was no reason to think they might
expect someone to come out to its ruins, to try to talk to old gods in
outlawed tongues.
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The next morning, Tabitha awoke to the scents of brushed sage, clay
dust, and wispy juniper smoke. She opened her eyes to see that already
the sun was tipping over the edge of the horizon and pushing the crisp
shadow of the east wall slowly down the west. The line of sky above
the thin canyon was clear, pale blue. She heard little pops and cracks of
wood burning. She smelled flatbread.

Tabitha peeled herself out of the light thermthread bag. Her canyon
guide, Red Rabbit, was squatting nearby, and he offered a pad of the
warmed bread. She took it, felt stronger with its heat against her flesh.
She imagined for a moment that she could actually see kneading ridges
along its surface, just the size and shape of a woman’s fingers. But she
knew such things were only a memory: the flatbread was the result of
metal machines churning in some far-off factory. Every slice the same.
One slice no different from any other.

There was a small fire in the pit, surrounded by ashen rocks. Red
Rabbit stood, then walked to the other side of it and sat down. He
fished a package of cigarettes from his worn plaid vest, knocked one
out, and then lit it using the end of a stick that he poked into the little
dancing flames. He rocked back, puffing, and when he smiled, his teeth
were yellow and broken. “We’ll need to go soon,” he said.

Tabitha nodded, bit off a piece of the bread. It melted against the
roof of her mouth, washing her tongue with flavors of wheat and wood.

The shadowline crept further down the west wall. The juniper
burning between them cracked, spat. The thinnest of snakes, a gray
tendril of smoke slithered toward the morning sky, but it did not break
the lip of the canyon.

Red Rabbit looked up at the blue. “You will really go to Acoma, to



the old pueblo? The new town isn’t far away. On the Rio San Jose.
Good bars. More to drink than Acoma.”

Tabitha said nothing. Only nodded as she ripped and chewed.

Not for the first time, Red Rabbit frowned at her plans. “Why? No
one lives there. It’s dead. Has been since the times of Gray Feather.
Since after the skiffs came, painted it red.”

Gray Feather. Red paint. Tabitha had to fight the urge to wince with
each of the words. Red Rabbit couldn’t know that Gray Feather, old as
he was, had been her father. That he’d symbolized his name with a
single goose quill among the contrasting colors of his Tsitsanits mask:
green for sky, yellow for earth, black for night. Red Rabbit couldn’t
know how fine he’d looked in that mask, with its eagle feathers and
buffalo horns, its white buckskin eyes, corn husk teeth, and fox-fur
collar, or how well he and the rest of the katsina dancers had prayed
with body and soul on that last day. Red Rabbit couldn’t even know
what katsina meant. He didn’t know Keresan. All he knew was the diya
tongue of the whites.

She alone remembered.

She remembered through a little girl’s eyes watching them dance to
Tsichtinako on the last turning of the great moon cycle. She remembered
the mixture of sadness and hope in their steps. Even then, they’d known
they were the last of their tongue: rebels to uniformity, no longer even
useful to the linguists who’d documented their speech for closed-door
studies of dead things otherwise forgotten.

Tabitha had snuck away from the dance in childish impishness that
day, crawling down a thick-runged ladder into the darkness of the kiva,
the kaach, where the chaianyi men would come for their final prayers
after the dance. She’d wanted to hear them. She’d wanted to watch her
father calling the gods.

Instead, she’d heard the engine-roar of the federal skiffs landing
outside. And when she’d reached the top of the ladder and looked out,
she’d seen the lancers pouring from the airships, uniformed men with
uniform guns. Marching. Corralling her people like cattle. She’d heard
the officer in his blue suit clearing his throat to read the Writ of Unity,
the death warrant for those who dared to disunite the power of the one
state. “One language, one people,” he’d said. Just like they all did. Just
like the posters.



She’d slipped back down into the kaach while he read, though she
could still hear him. There were boards across part of the floor, covering
the Tsiwaimitiima altar: boards so holy that only chaianyi could dance
upon them. She’d lifted them up without hesitation and wedged herself
beneath them, curled up in a dusty darkness that smelled of old
cornmeal. “One culture, one country,” she’d heard the officer say in the
distance. And then, in response, she’d heard the voices of her people
rising in defiant, ancient song.

So the killing had begun, and soon the only sounds she heard over
the screams were of fléchettes singing high in the crisp air. And when
the lancers searched the buildings for survivors, Tabitha did not cry.

She’d wanted to hear her father’s prayers. Instead, when at last she
climbed up and out of the darkness and peered through a thin crack in
the wall out into the square, she’d heard him dying, coughing down the
wrath of Father Thunder even as he lay in a pool of his own blood. His
legs twitched as if they meant to complete the dance despite him. His
white-and-black eagle wings were painted red.

He’d called until one of the last of the lancers came back, stood over
his bloodied body, aimed his flechemusket at Gray Feather’s left eye,
and pulled the trigger. Her father’s legs stilled. The dance was never
finished. Father Thunder never came.

Tabitha blinked away the images, blocking out the sounds of
remembered death until all she heard was the burning of the juniper
before her, and all she saw was Red Rabbit, rocking and puffing on his
fading cigarette. “What would God be,” she said, “if there was no one to
call his name?” No one to hate him.

“Why call him now, though?”

“Do you remember nothing of the old ways?”

He shrugged. “I remember the old ways through the canyons. That’s
why you hired me, yellow woman.”

It was true enough. Since the killings, she’d lived in the cities. She
knew nothing of the wild places anymore.

Tabitha sighed. “The moon doesn’t rise in the same place every day.
It moves along the horizon. Every eighteen or so years, it reaches its
northernmost point on the horizon, rising as far north as it will rise
before returning south to begin the cycle again. A lunistice, it’s called.
And during that time, the moon, for just a little while, appears to rise in



the same place. Some people call it a lunar standstill. It last happened a
little over eighteen years ago. When I was eleven. It took me a long time
to understand the why and the when. So, I know it’s about to happen
again.”

“The moon?” Red Rabbit looked as if he was trying not to laugh.
“You’re going through this for the moon?”

“Yes. It may seem strange to you, but it wasn’t to our people.” She
ignored the look of exasperation in his eyes, kept talking. “Many of the
pueblos were built to observe the cycle. Chimney Rock, for instance.
Why would they build the pueblo so far above the plain? Far from
water, wood, food...”

“Maybe they liked the view. Pretty place. Casino there now.”

“True. But if we were there tonight, and we watched the moon rise,
we would see it come up between the two great rock spires to the north.
We could watch it just as our ancestors did when they first built it over
a thousand years ago.”

“Why’d they like the moon so much?”

“It wasn’t just our people. You could see the same thing at
Stonehenge, Machu Picchu, the pyramids in Egypt. When Tsichtinako
created—”

“Tseech-tee...?”

“Tsichtinako. Thought Mother. Our legends say she created the
universe through the hand of Uchtsiti, the All-Father. He built the world
by throwing a clot of his own blood into the heavens. The chaianyi,
what the whites would call medicine men, they taught that the sun
represented Uchtsiti. It was the male. It was father. The moon was the
female. We might call it mother. Both male and female are needed for
life, but the male drives away what he most needs, so the moon flees to
the north, toward death. It was said that if man does not call back the
moon, she will leave us forever. The father’s consort will be gone. He
can have no more children. What is will wither and die. Nothing new
will replace it. It was said by the chaianyi that Thought Mother taught
this much to the first peoples when they emerged from Shipapu, the
darkness beneath the earth.”

“You believe this?”

It took her a moment to answer. She was remembering her father’s
footfalls, his leather moccasins shuffling in the clay as he danced and



sang, danced and sang. “My ancestors believed,” she said at last. “So it’s
important to me.”

“I don’t believe in gods,” Red Rabbit said. Suspicion flashed in his
eyes. “I believe in money.”

“Which is why you won’t get the rest until you’ve taken me to the
top of the rock.”

Whatever had been in his eyes vanished. “Then eat, Hoarse Raven.
The trail to the Sky City is long.”

She swallowed the rest of the bread, then stood and looked out
through the canyon opening to the flat plain. Spread out before her, the
patched and faded land reminded her of one of the woolen blankets her
grandmother once made for her. And kilometers away, she could see
where the mesa broke from the plain like the thumb of God struck
through the parched, sage-strewn flats. Lifting a scope to her eyes, she
could just perceive the outline of the blocks scattered upon the table of
its summit.

“We can’t leave yet,” she said. “I must prepare.”

Red Rabbit had stood, too. He laid a hand on her shoulder. His
fingers smelled of coals. “For what?”

Now it was her turn to smile. Greedy and atheistic though he might
be, she appreciated her guide. She enjoyed the simplicity of his life. She
looked down at her tan jumpsuit and plain boots, the modern vest of
factory-built fabric. “For one thing,” she said, “I cannot meet an old god
in new clothes.”

“You need to change?”

“Yes. And I must prepare my soul.”
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Tabitha stood naked beneath a circle of sky, her back to the multi-toned
sandstone wall surrounding a well of rainwater. The crack leading to
this place had been too narrow for her pack, so she’d pulled out what
things she needed and left the rest outside with Red Rabbit. He would
have helped her carry things in, she knew, but somehow it seemed best
for her to carry it all in herself, as if the clothes were some sort of
offering, brought to the sacred pool.

Silly, of course, but fitting: Each soul must meet the morning sun, the
new sweet earth, and the Great Silence alone.



Ohiyesa had said that. Dr. Charles Alexander Eastman, the whites
called him. Brought up among the Santee Dakota, he’d managed to get
into Dartmouth, then earned a medical degree from Brown. He’d helped
to establish the Boy Scouts and the Camp Fire Girls. Ohiyesa had
verified the burial place of Sacajawea. He’d been the only physician to
tend to the injured at Wounded Knee.

So much irony, Tabitha thought as she slipped the simple fabrics over
her body.

It had taken her a great deal of time to find someone who could still
make clothing in the old ways, using the old materials. The search had
been so difficult that she’d often found herself wondering if she might
risk jumping onto the grid for a minute or two, just to find what she was
looking for, to find out where it was. But if she accessed the grid, they
would know where she was, too. They would know that a speaker was
indeed still alive, and they might even know what she planned to do. So
she’d been forced to search on foot, by word of mouth, moving quietly
through the slums of the cities. Always wary, always cautious. Never
asking too many questions. Never answering many. It took over a year,
but she’d found the old woman just in time, on her last search of
Albuquerque’s Old Town.

New old-style garments in hand, she’d looked for a mercenary-
minded person who could guide her through the city screens, out into
the wilderness, out to the old, forgotten places—someone who hated
the lancers as much as she did and knew how to keep his mouth shut
for the right price. A far easier task. She’d hired Red Rabbit only two
hours later.

Tabitha slipped on the moccasins, then stepped forward. Foot by
foot. Leather roughing on sandstone. She summoned up prayers that
hadn’t been uttered since the morning of the last dance. Prayers no one
else alive could speak.

When she reached the edge, she knelt and scooped the cold water
onto her face, breaking its sheets against her skin. She rubbed it across
her cheeks, into her eyes. She stood, faced the sun as it crossed the
horizon of her sunken place. As it did so, she offered a final, unspoken
orison. To the water, the rock, the sun, the sky.

The Great Silence. Alone.



The sandhills began near the entrance to the secret well, and Tabitha
and Red Rabbit followed a winding path over and between them,
pausing only briefly in the semi-shade of pifons. Tabitha felt growing
impatience, wanting to get there, wanting to be done with it all one way
or another. She had a hard time not watching the sky, and several times
she tripped on exposed juniper roots, causing no small amount of pain to
feet already aching from the new moccasins.

An hour after departing the well, they left the sandhills and entered
the flatlands. And although the sage and sparse-grass plain was more
exposed to any passing skiff, they were able to take a more direct path
toward the waiting mesa. Tabitha felt her mind begin to ease. There was
no place to hide now. No place to run. If a skiff came, she’d be dead.
Red Rabbit, too, probably, though he did not seem concerned about the
possibility as he trudged ahead of her through the dirt.

The wall of Acoma mesa, towering higher with each step they took,
was rusted clay, a deep and rich color. Dark streaks ran down its many
faces. The stains of ten thousand tears.

Farther in the distance along the horizon, almost five kilometers
northeast of the Sky City, she could see where yellow sandstone cliffs
rose one hundred and twenty meters out of the dusty sea. The old
stories told how the people had long ago lived atop those cliffs. It was a
beautiful village, but there was only one trail to the summit. One day,
the people went down to the plain to gather the harvest. Three women,
though, were sick and couldn’t go. That day, terrible rains came. The
waters washed away the trail to the village. The men tried to find
another path up, but there was none. There was nothing anyone could
do. Weeks passed, and the women grew quiet as they starved to death.
One of them died. The other two, who did not want to die of starvation,
walked to the edge of the cliff, looked down upon their families and
their friends, then jumped, hoping to find the arms of Great Eagle or
White Hawk. It was said that their cries could still be heard among the
crags sometimes. The place had been very holy among the people.

The whites did not understand this story. They called the place the
Enchanted Mesa. To Tabitha’s people it had been Kadzima, the
Accursed.



Tabitha and Red Rabbit found a little farm at the base of the Acoma
mesa. Dry farming. Her family had done the same until the skiffs and
their crews of lancers had come.

The farm was little to look at. A shanty of four weathered adobe
walls, not more than four or five meters on a side, covered over with
corrugated sheets of scrap metal, with two windows: one cracked and
grimed, the other clumsily boarded over. Desiccated posts made of
pifion branches marked the perimeter of a small yard in front of the
building. Two chickens and a rooster, still contained within a battered
wire mesh strung between those posts, were the only signs of life.

At Red Rabbit’s urging, Tabitha stayed some distance behind him as
they approached. He had an old-style gun in the holster at his hip, and
Tabitha noticed that he kept his hand close to it and that he walked
with a sort of balanced crouch. “I don’t think anyone here wants to hurt
us,” she said.

He didn’t turn around to answer her. “I don’t take chances. Never
know who lives out here.”

“Probably just poor farmers.”

“Maybe,” he said. “But there’s lots of crazies outside the cities.
People like me.”

Tabitha looked down at the ceremonial knife tied to her belt with
leather thongs. She fingered it for a moment, then thought better of it.
Instead, she cupped her hands around her mouth and called out.
“Hello?”

Her voice echoed back from the building and the silently brooding
rocks. The chickens clucked in senseless reply.

“Is anyone here?”

Red Rabbit had turned to glare at her, but the sound of shifting rock
spun his attention back around. There was a native woman standing
among the jumbled boulders beyond the shanty. Her arm was extended
to her right, disappearing into rock.

“Show us your other hand!” Red Rabbit called.

The woman hesitated, then drew in her arm, pulling a little cloth-
covered basket into view. Tabitha waved, friendly. The woman waved
back, more unsure, but slowly she began to walk back down to the
building. Red Rabbit relaxed a little, though he kept his hand close to
his side. “We don’t want any trouble,” the woman said when she came



near.

“We won’t give you any,” Tabitha said.

“You’re not lancer scouts?” The woman’s weather-worn skin was the
color of old saddle leather, coursed over with crisp ridges and furrows.
There were long needles of wood in the braided hair at the back of her
head.

“Not hardly,” Tabitha said. “Just hiking to the old pueblo.”

The woman nodded, but a new expression had come over her face as
she listened to Tabitha speak. “Do I know you?”

“I don’t think so. My name is Tabitha Hoarse Raven.”

“You used to live on the mesa.”

“I did,” Tabitha said, trying to keep the surprise out of her voice.
“How did you know?”

“I was young, but I remember your father when he was the chief.”

Tabitha involuntarily cringed at the term. It reminded her too much
of what the diya whites had done to her people. “My father was tsatia
hochani.”

The woman looked as if she’d seen a ghost. “You can speak—”

“Keresan, yes. Can you not?” Tabitha tried to hide it, but even she
could hear something akin to hope in her own voice.

“No. I lived in the city back then. I know only English.”

“Oh.”

“I came to the pueblo only a few times. But I remember Gray
Feather. He invited us out for some of the dances. I remember his
daughter.”

Tabitha fought to ignore her own emotions and Red Rabbit’s sudden
gaze. “I'm sorry. I don’t remember you.”

The woman had relaxed a little. “It’s okay. You were even younger
then. My name’s Malya Prancing Antelope.”

“Antelope Clan?”

“I think my uncle told me we were Badger Clan. But that was a long
time ago. There aren’t any clans anymore, Tabitha Hoarse Raven.
There’s just people. One people. And you, of course.” She stuttered a
little at that and turned from them, blushing. She addressed the
building. “They’re not scouts!”

There was noise inside, and the door opened inward. A young man
dressed in worn blue jeans and a tattered gray shirt stepped into the



sun. He was young—Tabitha guessed him to be perhaps twenty years
old—with strong native features: tall, with red-brown skin over a face of
long and sharp angles, a wiry build, and black hair tousled in careless
mats. But while Tabitha found him ruggedly handsome in his way, most
of her attention was riveted on the shotgun he was carrying in his
hands.

“My son,” Malya said. “Joseph Man of Sorrow.”

Joseph shouldered the weapon and offered his hand to Tabitha, who
shook it at once. His long-fingered grip was strong. Red Rabbit, too,
shook the young man’s hand. “We thought you might be scouts,” Joseph
said. “There’ve been more of them around lately.”

“Why?” Red Rabbit asked.

The younger man shrugged. “Don’t know. Maybe they’re looking for
you. Funny to hike with a revolver,” he said, nodding towards Red
Rabbit’s pistol.

“We thought it best to be prepared,” Tabitha said before Red Rabbit
could reply. “You never know who’s out here.”

“Just us,” Joseph said. “No work in the cities this season. Came to
the old farm.”

Red Rabbit motioned to Malya’s covered basket. “What’s in that?”

“Seeds,” she said. “I was going to plant.”

“Oh,” Red Rabbit said. And he looked away, out across the plain
they’d crossed.

Joseph turned to Tabitha, smiled. “You’re pretty far from the cities,
Tabitha Hoarse Raven.” He looked her clothes up and down, seemed to
linger. “And you’re not dressed like a tourist. Why’re you here?”

“I grew up here.”

“Doesn’t answer my question.”

“Enough, Joseph,” Malya said. “Fetch water for our guests.”

Joseph’s smile faded, and his cheeks darkened. He started back
toward the building.

“Please don’t,” Tabitha said. “We have water. We’ll just be on our
way up.”

Joseph stopped walking, half turned. “You’re going up?”

Tabitha nodded, even as his mother started to ask forgiveness for her
intrusive son.

“It’s okay,” Tabitha said. “I don’t mind. Yes, I'm dressed strangely.



Yes, we’re going up. It’s time for the moondance.”

Joseph looked confused, but Malya was shaking her head, her eyes
furtive. “It’s not allowed,” she said.

“Neither is speaking in Keresan.”

“Bad enough to do that. But to do the dance.... You know what they
did, don’t you? The lancers? My husband wanted to dance with the
others, with all the defiant ones. He came out here with them. To
rediscover his ancestors, he said. He died with them that day.”

Even from several meters away, Tabitha could see the new
expressions of emotion passing over Joseph’s face. She ignored them.
“I’'m not asking for you to help,” she said. “But I won’t lie to one of our
people. I'm going to perform the dance.”

“One of what people? Who? This man here? Me? Joseph? Your
‘people’ is the same as anyone else’s now. It’s the law.”

“Not for me,” Tabitha said.

“Then you’re alone. And you’ll die like the rest of them. Then what
will have become of your people? Nothing but a few genetic quirks like
us, absorbed soon enough. Maybe a troupe of half-breeds who fake
dances for tourists in Santa Fe between night gigs at the poker tables.
Some old crones making beaded necklaces to sell on street corners.
Nothing more.” The woman turned away from Tabitha. She began to
walk back toward Joseph and the building. “Dance. Die. Take your
words with you, sister. No one will speak them when you’re gone.”
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The story was well known to Tabitha’s people: how, in the winter of
1599, Spanish troops had come to Acoma, almost one hundred of them
strong in their steel, to capture what they called the Sky City.

The Acomans went to the edge of their mesa when they arrived.
They hurled stones and launched arrows at the Spaniards one hundred
meters below. Yet the invaders climbed. Up and up.

When the Spaniards reached the top, they leveled a cannon at the
Acomans. They filled it with small stones and began to fire. To the
people, it was as if Father Thunder himself had turned against them,
spewing the bone-rock of the life-giving Earth into their flesh, ripping
and breaking. Eight hundred of them died that day, and their city was
turned to ruin. Of those taken alive, all males over the age of twelve



were made twenty-year slaves. Those older than twenty-five had their
right feet cut off. Some few of the dispersed managed to return over the
years. They rebuilt the pueblo. They returned to sing to the Mother, to
beg for her return.

It had taken the Spaniards three days to fight their way to the top. It
took her and Red Rabbit less than three hours.

Of course, it was easier now. When the Spaniards came, the only
ways up were the steep stairways, hand-cut into the sandstone surfaces
of the mesa walls. But twentieth-century ingenuity had seen fit to cut a
road to the top, to what was then the oldest continually inhabited
community in the United States.

At the top, she and her guide found what was left of the pueblo that
those who’d returned had built. First was the church, the old mission of
San Esteban Rey. It had been a tourist attraction once. Now it stood
derelict, fiercely ravaged by time. The twin towers flanking the nave
were broken, crumbled away to stubs rising above the wind-scarred
roofline. Most of the windows were missing. Hard spring rains had
carved great gouges into its plastered facing, and the series of steps
leading to the gaping hole where once its oaken doors had stood were
worn to a jaggedly rounded slope. But the church still stood. Tabitha
didn’t know if that should mean something or not.

She pulled a small bag tied with sinew string from the pouch at her
side. She felt the hard plastic inside, then tossed it to Red Rabbit.

He looked at it. “You’re done?”

“I’ll dance. And I'll sing. For the memory. But, yes, I'm done. You’ve
done exactly what I asked you to do. For that, my thanks. And an extra
payment.”

Red Rabbit opened the bag with his calloused fingers. He whistled.
“More than a little extra,” he said.

Tabitha shrugged. She wouldn’t need it anymore. One way or
another.

“You sure I can’t do anything more?”

“You’ve done plenty,” she said.

She walked alone into the crumbled labyrinth of Acoma.
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The rest of the pueblo hadn’t fared as well as the church. Much of it had



been ruins even in Tabitha’s youth, when only a few holdout families
lived on the mesa. But after the killings, after the skiffs were airborne
once more, the lancers had begun the work for which they were so aptly
named: they’d sent charged particles down from their cannons, slashing
furrows across the summit and blasting holes through to the bedrock.
There’d been no reason for the desecration. The lancers had searched
the pueblo on foot. Tabitha suspected it was merely target practice for
the men. Slaughtering traitorous Indians hadn’t been enough fun for
their day.

The destruction that the lancers had begun was taken up by the
elements. The scars they’d ripped through buildings had further eroded
over the years, the wounds becoming gaping open sores. Dozens of
structures had collapsed to rubble that turned the streets of the old
town into a maze. Tabitha could see that as many more were on the
brink of failure.

Only the kaach remained as it did in her memories. Where she’d
hidden in her youth. The place from which she’d watched her father
die, watched his murderer absently wipe a splattering of gore from his
hand as he walked back toward his waiting skiff and the sky. The
building looked as if the weather had never touched it. Even the ladder
protruding through the opening in its roof seemed solid—though she
didn’t attempt to climb it yet. Maybe after the dance, she thought. Father
was going to pray after the dance.

She summoned memories as she wandered through the ruined
pueblo. Soon, she could almost hear the laughter of old women, see the
sad eyes of young men. She could almost step to the shake-crack-shake
of rattles keeping time to the beat of a stretched-skin drum. She could
almost smell the scents of kettles that steamed with chiles, corn, and
shredded meat.

She summoned them until she was with them, until the ghosts of the
forgotten swarmed about her. Words. Rhythms. Voices. Drums. And
when she found the central square where her father had died, she
closed her eyes and fell away into a world that she alone could
know—dancing in circles, like a dream-thief, through the red dust and
mud-stone rubble, turning on isles of sand.

The Great Silence. Alone.



When it was done, when her father’s dance was complete, Tabitha
Hoarse Raven stood at the edge of a darkening sky, listening for the
voices of her gods. The evening wind ran like wild horses up the
cracked face of the mesa, smoothing her loose garments against the
front of her body, molding them to the contours of her arms and legs. It
flowed over and around her sweat-slicked skin like rushing, rising
water—spreading her long black hair into tendrils of crow-night that
reached with waving, furtive grasps for the relative security of the
shattered pueblo behind her. She breathed deep in her exhaustion.

Voices should have been carried upon that wind, sounds swept up
from the plains: the laughter of children weaving through the brush,
heading for the steep and crooked stairways with rabbits over their
shoulders and baskets full of corn; the chatterings of women and their
clay jars, porting water; the lower tones of the men on watch, calling
across the rocks along the waye....

No more. She heard nothing of the world beyond the echoed cries of
a lone eagle balancing on split-tip wings and floating wide against the
deepest blue of the sky. She saw nothing of the world beyond the light
of the sun, lowering to stone reaches stained watermelon and blood red.

Tabitha heard nothing. She saw nothing. And she was not surprised.

Her gods were dead, too.

Darkness approached from the east. Far out to the west, where
vacant pueblos slumbered in silent canyons, the sun seemed to hesitate,
to hover in expectation of night. Brilliant swaths of red-yellowl]
turning-blue layered ribbons upon the sky.

“Come back to us, Moon,” Tabitha said, expecting the returned
silence. “Bring us life. Bring us rain. Za’tse katch, Tsichtinako.”

She wondered what her grandfather had expected when he’d come
to this reach and prayed, too—that last time, just five years after Gray
Feather was killed for dancing, for singing an outlawed language. She
wondered if it was when he had heard nothing that he jumped. Like the
two women of Kadzima. Sudden death before starvation.

Tabitha looked down toward the base of the cliff as if she were
tracing his fall with her gaze. The shadows were already thick down
there, slow-moving in silence.

Tabitha slipped a single gray-and-red goose feather from the long
leather pouch at her side. She smoothed it to a point, then stretched her



arm out into the great void of air and wind and sound and sight and
scent and possibility and used the feather-edge to trace the sign of the
Spider across the plains far below her.

A good-bye.

And in that moment, from somewhere in the distance, from
somewhere beyond the horizon to the west, she heard a rumbling
sound. The waking of an angry god.
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Tabitha turned at the throaty sound of the approaching skiff. It was
coming down behind her, kicking the sun-dried clay into clouds of
choking dust that blurred away the fading adobe walls. Lights flashed.
Another skiff circled loudly overhead.

Doors opened. A ramp crashed. Even through the sudden haze of
backlit dust-fog, she could see the dark helmets of the lancers making
their way through and around the pueblo. Surrounding her. Some of
them were already in place, already aiming.

Tabitha looked away from them, her gaze sweeping out to the
horizon, where billow-black clouds rose up from the dry canyons to
meet and swallow the setting sun.

To swallow them all.
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Tabitha’s arms were outstretched to the void. Feather in hand. Visions
of Great Eagle swirled behind her eyes. But a gust of wind pushed back
against her. She felt the wind, and she knew it for what it was.

She stepped back from the edge, opening her eyes as she turned to
look at the gathered lancers. “Za’tse katch, Tsichtinako,” she said to
them.

There was an officer among them, standing nearest the ramp. He
stepped forward into the cleared, dry dust between the flechemuskets
and the condemned. He was wearing a gray-to-black uniform
emblazoned with two bars that attested to his good service to the state.
A captain. His hair was close-cropped, peppered gray. His grin was full
of vanity and loathing pride. He held a d-reader in his hand and he
lifted it up. “Ms. Hoarse Raven, yes?”

Tabitha looked around at the flechemuskets, most of them pointed at



her head. She glanced back over her shoulder to the west. Clouds were
moving fast across the sky, carried on the wind. Already the first
reaches of them stretched overhead. “Ha, diya hatch,” she said to the
captain.

He blinked at her, caught off guard for a moment, before he smiled.
“Then I suppose you’re admitting guilt.”

“Ha,” she said.

“You shouldn’t have come back here,” the captain said. “Not on the
anniversary with the moon and all, especially.”

Tabitha shrugged. “Sa’ma.”

The captain smirked, then keyed a button on the d-reader as if he
was initiating an injection. A part of Tabitha, a small and shrinking part,
thought it unfortunate that a recording was used these days. She
would’ve preferred the personal touch of a reading.

“One language, one people,” the d-reader said, its disembodied voice
deep with authority.

Tabitha stood in half-amused silence, listening to the litany. Halfway
through, great raindrops began to fall to the parched earth, impacting
like soft bullets, pounding out little craters in the dust. Father’s tears,
falling to Mother.

Some of the lancers looked upward. Tabitha did not. She was
watching the walls of the pueblo behind them, where the blur of dusk
was turning to sharp shadow and light as the moon came up and shone
its light beneath the storm. She needed to raise her voice to be heard
over the d-reader. “Ta’-u-atch,” she announced.

Only the captain was listening, and he didn’t care. He didn’t
understand.

The water was cold as it soaked into her linen garments, but at the
same time, it felt good. It felt right. Thunder rolled in the depths of the
clouds thickening overhead, the low growl of Black Bear Mother
protecting her cubs. Tabitha felt it vibrate around her ribs. She felt its
tone quickening in her chest.

At last, she looked up through the drops of rain into the dark and
churning clouds that had gathered over the mesa. The lights of the
circling skiff looked obscene against the belly of the storm. “Ho-ak’a
katch,” she said, for the sky was, indeed, raining.

The d-reader ended its speech, which had always been more about



helping those doing the slaughter than those being slaughtered. “One
culture, one country,” the recording intoned.

“One culture, one country!” the lancers replied. The sights of the
flechemuskets re-centered.

Tabitha felt the hairs on her arms perk up, the gooseflesh raised by
something more than the cold rain on her skin. She breathed deep of the
ozone washing through the curtains of water. It was raining very hard
now.

“Ho-ak’a ma’-me katch,” she said. She eyed the skiff in the air, and
she began to sing a new song, with new power.

As Tabitha’s voice split the air, Father Thunder’s first strike hit the
skiff above her, a whip cracking down from the heavens. The airship
flashed white-hot, turned left, right, left, then nosed down and fell
earthward like a child’s broken toy. Ripples of electric fire coursed
across its surface