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TO THE MISTRESS OF THE LABYRINTH GIVE HONEY
 
HEATHER MCDOUGAL
 
Heather McDougal is a writer and educator living in Northern California. She won a Writers of the Future award in 2009 and has been in several anthologies since then. Her story “Talisman” went up at
Pseudopod as of July 2011. She attended Viable Paradise in 2007, and has received grants and residencies for her writing. Her blog, Cabinet of Wonders, has been highly praised for its eclectic content.
 
FINDING THE ENTRANCE TO THE
labyrinth is easy; you think you’ve hidden it well, but you’re fooling yourself. I slip in while you’re sleeping, pacing out the first long sweep, that outer lane, full of car brands and the girls you’ve known. This part is always cluttered but still interesting to me. Places you’ve lived, favorite ice cream, summer vacations when you were little.
You toss a little and moan in your sleep; I slow, relishing this first turn where you veered away from those friends in middle school, the ones with the board games who offered you a glimpse into a world of drawings, your precise sketches coming unglued into the wild and elliptic...but no, now we turn.
I am a tourist within you, pacing out the lengths and twists of you, swallowing you down with my strides. Your mouth twitches with the sensation of it, your head pressing into your pillow. You know something is wrong, but your eyes go on behind their closed lids, back and forth...
And now we reach the second turn, where that first girl stands, pleading. I lick my lips and inhale: her sweetness, the hand-wringing quiet depths of her, now spilling away behind.
Two shorter arcs, filled with engineering notes and the sour tang of unfulfilled desire, angry smiles and a brief moment when you see a girl, a redhead in a shopping mall.
I pause here and study it. So close, you were, to that freckly neck, the way her sweater lies in a gentle dipping curve across the smooth bones and muscles of her shoulders. Here is where engineering and desire could overlap, but you didn’t take that step. The path hovers there, hesitant, pointed like a dog after a bird, leaning with magnetic flesh; but it turns then, and she too falls behind.
You roll over as I leave her, your brow furrowed, still, with the lack of her, the lost chance to capture and subdue; you begin to breathe quickly as I burrow deeper.
Yes, I am more than a tourist, now, as we enter the curve, which sweeps so close to that central space. You turn over in your bed as I brush past it: the lengths of rubber tubing in your bottom tool-cupboard drawer, where your wife never goes. I let my toes linger lovingly along the edge of the path, thrilling you, making you harden, teetering on the edge of nightmare.
Then the path carries me onward, back toward the outside edge. I move past graduate school apartments, a wedding (so brief and cursory compared to the redheaded girl!). There is something, though, a color or a flavor that enters here. The labyrinth has a forced rigidity, white walls now reeking of architecture and planning. I shake my head at how calmly you are breathing, now, as I pass through between hard, smooth angles.
And then, with a swirl, the path plunges inward: back and forth, closer and closer to the center. The architectural patina grows thin and through it I smell the iron spice of blood. Girl blood.
What have you been doing, I wonder, with the rubber tubing, which makes you moan every time I come near? Your toes stretch as I come to a corner where your car waits, the tubing in your hands. I can feel how it’s been stretched, been plunged into stickiness and later washed.
As I wander closer to the central chamber, your tension builds. I pause again at the tool cupboard, the drawer emanating hot sweaty smells, the whetted blades nestling inside, sharpness next to latex. Something else gleams there, in the darkness. An eye? A locket?
Your wife is not sleeping too well, either. She sighs next to you, her labyrinth muffled and furry with denial, and I shudder to think of visiting that place of soft corners and calculated risks. She lies primly on her side, her back to you, while you—rampant with proximity, with the heady aura of my knowledge—you stir the bedclothes, your eyelids fluttering, your breath quickening.
The last curve approaches.
I lean into it, eagerly examining everything: the tattered nylons, the gloves...a brief flash of your wife’s pregnancy, gone soon after. There is a bitter smell around it, a green scent of leaves and vomit. It is peculiar, but I pass by. I am in the last leg here, ready for the penetration; my lips are open now, tongue tasting the nearness, breasts swelling with it. There is nothing here but your secret trespasses, the metallic heat of blood and semen, the coming unglued into the wild and elliptic—
But here is the last turn; the darkness of the central chamber rises before me, massing with whispers, bulging with the force of your longing. I smile, baring sharp teeth, and lick my lips in anticipation, running my hands over myself, preparing. Then, with a chuckle, I plunge.
—And you sit up with a cry, wetness on the sheets, panting with the joy and the horror of it, my laughter echoing in your ears, your skin alight with awareness, sleep slipping away under the door, forever elusive now.
Aching with repletion, I drift into the dark, sipping the sweetness of your dreams.



 
I
AM THINKING OF YOU IN THE SPACES BETWEEN
 
SHIRA LIPKIN
 
Shira Lipkin has managed to convince
Stone Telling,
Electric Velocipede,
Chizine,
Interfictions 2,
Mythic Delirium, and other otherwise-sensible magazines and anthologies to publish her short fiction and poetry. She credits luck, glitter eyeliner, and tenacity. She lives in Boston with her family and the requisite cats, fights crime with the Boston Area Rape Crisis Center, is taking suggestions for her burlesque name, does six impossible things before breakfast, and would like a nap now. You can track her movements at shiralipkin.com. Please do. She likes the company.
 
THE NOTEBOOK IS ON YOUR
nightstand, and it’s all that’s left of her in the thin morning light. It’s tattered—old blue cloth-covered thing, white cardboard showing through at the edges and corners. Looks like it’s ridden in her pocket for some time. You hesitate only briefly before opening it—probably private, yes, but maybe she left her address or phone number written in the front cover. You only got her name. Not any of her contact info. And you want to see her again. Never had a connection quite like that. Never brought a stranger home.
You open the book. You see your name.
 
I am thinking of you in the spaces between. Like always. Ever have been. Ever will be.
You don’t know me, but I know you. Or another version of you.
We met in this bar back home. You didn’t recognize me. That was a relief. All life long I’ve had cameras pointed at me—when I launch, when I return, when I go to the supermarket. But you had no idea who I was. That’s why I started talking to you in the first place. That’s why I went home with you.
(This isn’t the you I know. I know that. Forgive me talking about our life together, a life you’ve never had. I have to get this out, and you’re all I’ve got to give it to.)
You’d heard of the accident, of course. Everyone had. How the first passenger transport to use a Between gate didn’t come out exactly right. How fourteen of us survived—but changed. How we now have the ability to walk between worlds. Not a simple folding of space-time, like the Between engine was designed for. But actually walking into the between, walking straight into another universe.
I was twelve. I got off the transport into a sea of cameras and haven’t really shaken them off since.
The government changed our last names to Walker. They took custody of us—yes, even the adults. They had to study us before releasing us back into the general populace, they said.
They never did release us, of course. Once they had figured out what we could do? There are things the government deems too dangerous to release into the wild. So we got studied, poked, prodded.
Drafted.
Of course we were drafted. We could complete missions no one else could. They didn’t need to risk dropping soldiers into a war zone to retrieve items of strategic importance. They had us. All we had to do was walk into the next world over and retrieve the corresponding item, or just pinch a fold and walk through into our world, in another place and time.
“What is it really like?” you’d asked.
What is it really like?
It’s a little like dying, I guess. It’s a little like floating. It’s a little like a dream. It’s a little like a lot of things.
We walk.
We concentrate. We bring up the Between—that great greyness we were trapped in forever, for moments that felt like forever.
And we walk through.
There is no time there. There is no horizon—none of the things that you can use to orient yourself. There is no thought—or very little. No conscious thought, anyway. Your minds wander where our bodies do. We walk through dreaming. We come out elsewhere—different places or times in this world or, more frequently, worlds beyond most people’s imagining. A tiny thing changes so much. One small choice shifts a world—not just voting for someone else, but leaving your wallet at work, getting a cat instead of a dog, wearing the red dress instead of the blue one—and everything changes.
Just like when I met you. Everything changed.
I had never known anyone like you. I had hangers-on. I had starfuckers. And oh, man, did it take me forever and some hard lessons to learn that they only wanted me so they could brag to my friends that they were screwing a Walker. That took a lot of crying.
But you only wanted me. Just Sarah. Just like I was any normal girl. Not a celebrity, not a Walker, not the wielder of some mysterious power. Just Sarah, just this girl you liked and, later, loved.
And we built something of a life together. It was a life punctuated by Walks, but hey, lots of couples have to deal with one partner’s business trips. It’s just that mine were to places you couldn’t go. And I’d have an increasingly long refractory period. I used to walk back through and just go on with my life. Then aches and pains for a day or two afterward. And the last few times, I pretty much collapsed straight into bed for a day or two.
You got my grandmother’s beef barley soup recipe. And you made me tea. And you curled up beside me and watched movies with me. When we slept, you curled around me, twined your leg in my legs, wrapped your arm around me, loose fist against my heart, and I would fall sleep holding your hand to my heart.
We didn’t talk about it much. The sickness. We knew instinctively that there had to be a price. That that sort of massive change on the cellular level is going to lead to unforeseen consequences.
And I kept Walking. What else could I do?
 
HERE’S A SECRET: THE ONE
thing I’ve never told you-prime. Or, well, one of the two. But we’ll get to that.
I have carried this book with me through dozens of worlds; after every mission is complete I sit in Jack’s bar and scribble in it and wait for you to come to me. You always do. Something in every version of you responds to something in me. I ache a little for you, for that—the accident erased me through all worlds. Erased me, or coalesced all of the possible mes
into this me.
So I can take my little samples of you, and go home to my
you—and if, the morning after, you couldn’t stop thinking of me—if you fell half in love, as I always fall in love with you—
I’m sorry.
I’m sorry for giving you just a fragment of something you can never truly have.
Mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa...
I tell myself it’s not cheating if it’s the same person. And it is only ever you. All my life, in all of my worlds—I screwed around plenty before I met you, had the usual slew of infatuations, but nothing like what I had with you. Never a love this strong.
So I seek you out. I study you, the way you would’ve been if your life had been different. The way you would’ve been if you didn’t have to take care of me.
I fall a little in love every time. And every time, I end up back in your apartment, back in your bed, my hair falling all around a different you, your hands with their calluses in the wrong places, your missing scars.
 
PERHAPS IT IS MY BIGGEST
act of cowardice that I can’t, won’t, give this to my you.
I used to call my you the real
you, when I started this book. But, with every walk, I’m more and more aware that every
you is the real you.
So my you is you-prime. Which sounds silly. But it’s the language I have. And here is my other secret. The only other thing I’ve ever kept from you.
Dear You-Prime—
I’m not coming back.
I want to. More than anything. I want to go home. I want the Incident to never have happened. I would gladly trade all of the Walking, all of its marvels, for a quiet normal life with you. A cottage on the beach, maybe. With a dog. Maybe a golden retriever.
But I’m not coming back. Not from this walk.
It was about three years ago that the first of the Walkers stopped returning. Cal—remember Cal? We were so puzzled when he never came back. It was a standard walk, no tricky stuff. To an alternate he’d been to before, even. But he never came home. We figured maybe he defected, maybe he found something over there he couldn’t get here.
About six months later, it was Jeff.
Then Kelly.
That much, my version of you knew; I told you we probably had a defection epidemic going on. That’s what we all thought for about two years. Which is why Command implanted us all with tracking chips—so if someone tried to defect, we could track them down and bring them home.
But when Dana disappeared...her chip died. Lost cohesion, lost signal. And that’s when the scientists started to go oh shit. That’s when they started calling me in for all those physicals. Full-body scans. That’s when I started to feel less like a courier, more like a lab rat.
That’s when they started to figure out that the walks were taking us apart. Walkers weren’t defecting. They were...dissolving. Into the spaces between. Each Walk accelerated the inevitable breakdown.
When I got sick… they knew what it meant. Marcus had gone just a month prior, and they’d been taking samples from the remaining walkers since Dana had died, so they saw the progression in Marcus.
And they’ve seen it in me, and they’re pretty sure—as sure as you can be with a mysterious illness and a tiny sample size—that I’m not coming back from this one.
I’m going to try.
I could settle down with this you and try to make a life here, hope the illness doesn’t consume me. Hope I don’t dissolve into thin air, become foam on the sea. And I considered it. But it isn’t the same. No you is my you. And I don’t know how I can live without ever seeing you again.
I don’t want to go.
But I don’t want to run away, either.
Maybe when the last Walker dies, the worlds will snap back into place. Maybe there will be another me for you.
Soon, now. Soon you’ll get to see what happens.
As for me, it’s morning. And I have a Walk to make. At least, I hope I do.
Love you ‘til the stars go cold,
Just Sarah
 
I AM THINKING OF YOU
in the spaces between. I always have. I always will. The between will shortly be all there is of me, and all there is of me will be a memory, a dream, of you. Of a you I knew worlds ago and worlds away, a you I’ve carried with me in my thoughts through a hundred bars, a you who’ll never know what became of me.
I am thinking of you in the spaces between.
I am thinking of you in the spaces between.
I am
Between.
 



 
FRANK
 
BETSY PHILLIPS
 
Betsy Phillips lives in Whites Creek, Tennessee. She is the author of the book
A City of Ghosts and blogs for the Nashville Scene’s political blog Pith in the Wind. She also knows all three final resting places of Timothy Demonbreun, where local occultist Ben Allen is buried, and which fields Frank James farmed when he was hiding in middle Tennessee.
The Haunting of Hill House gave her nightmares.
 
SHE’S SITTING BEHIND THE WHEEL
of that old white F-150. She’s got that Mexican blanket thrown over the vinyl seat, so you can bear to sit on it in this heat. She tells me she has never driven stick before. She’s sitting right up on the edge of the seat, one long leg pressing down on the clutch, the other knee high up as if she isn’t sure where to put her foot. She leans into the steering wheel and turns the key.
She’s wearing a light green tank top with a dusty white blouse over it and white denim shorts streaked with dirt. She is brown from the summer sun, freckles dotted across her face. Her blonde hair is falling out of a loose braid. Her sunglasses sit perched on the top of her head.
There are fine, white hairs on her thighs. You wouldn’t notice them normally, but the sunlight catches them.
“You don’t say much, do you, Frank?” She smiles. The truck refuses to turn over.
“Brake,” I say. She laughs, puts her other foot down on the brake, and goes to turn the key again. Then she looks over at me, rolls her eyes, and wiggles the stick into neutral.
“All right,” she says. “Clutch, brake, stick, key.” I nod. The truck starts up. She puts it in gear, moves her right foot from the brake to the gas pedal and almost immediately pops the clutch again. We both jerk forward. “Wait, wait, wait—” she laughs “—I have this.” And she goes right back, runs through her steps. This time, the truck moves forward. She is so surprised she slams on the brakes, sending us both into the dash.
“What the fuck!” she cries.
“Shoulda kept going,” I say. But I can see she’s not going to. I reach over and drop the truck back into neutral. She stares out the windshield for a long time, with this look on her face like she’s just won at Bristol or something. We’ve gone all of five feet after working on it for an hour.
She turns to me, grabs my face, and kisses me. You know how that goes. I am already, in my mind, kissing her back, pulling her to me, reaching up inside her shirt. She smells of suntan lotion.
“I better get back to work,” I say. She’s young, twenty-three at the oldest. I was twenty-three so long ago I can’t remember what it’s like. Best to just figure their enthusiasm is innocent, you know? Even if they don’t mean it to be, they’re still too young to know what they’re getting into.
“Tomorrow, then?” she asks. I shrug and climb out of the truck. Don’t make promises you don’t know if you can keep. Might be busy. You know, sometimes I’m busy all afternoon. I leave her in the truck and I head back to the shed.
Of course, it turns out that I’m not busy. The doc is out of town all this week and the next. Without him sending me to town three times a morning, I get all my chores done by lunchtime. When she pulls up in the truck, still lurching slightly as she shifts gears, I am just finishing up watering the horses.
“Frank!” she cries and wolf-whistles at me. “Look at you!” I grab my shirt off the fence and slip it back on before I get in the truck.
“Oh, too bad,” she smiles. But she’s just teasing.
We drive around the far pasture in big slow loops. Truck won’t go faster than forty-five. I made sure of that years ago.
“I could leave,” she says, that dreamy look passing over her face again. “I could drive on out of here and be so far gone by the time he got back he’d never be able to find me.” I don’t say nothing. If she runs, I’ll have to bring her back. She can’t be hidden enough that I can’t find her.
When I first started out with the doc, girls ran all the time. Never was a one of them I couldn’t track down. She’s no different, I don’t suppose.
“What do you think would happen if I tried?” she asks, suddenly serious.
“You know,” I say.
“You’d hunt me down,” she says flatly. I nod. “But why do you do it, Frank? He’s clearly a psychopath, but you seem nice. Quiet, but nice.”
What are you going to say to a girl that age? She don’t know nothing about the world. Nothing about hunger, nothing about needing a job—I mean really needing a job—and having no one willing to take a chance on you just because you been out of work so long, nothing about how you learn to do whatever you’re asked to do, just so you can drive into Wal-Mart twice a month and stand in line for the Western Union counter to send money off to people you’re afraid you’re never going to get to see again.
Instead, I lift up my shirt and show her the fading pink scar that runs down my chest. She lets the truck roll to a stop. Then she reaches over and touches it lightly.
“Stem to stern,” I say, gently pushing her hand away. “He got something of me.”
“Wow,” she says, mostly to herself.
I don’t say nothing. She looks over at me. I think it might be a trick of the light, but she seems older. It gives me a shiver, because I feel like I have not got her figured quite right. I think I’ve been keeping her here, as kindly as I can. But I’m wrong. She’d been waiting.
She leans over and kisses me again. Slides on top of me, her hair falling onto my face. I can hardly think straight, her hands so quick up under my shirt. It’s off me. I am already hard, already ready to go, if she’ll just let me get myself loose. But she puts her mouth right by my ear and whispers “Be open to me” and I swear, all at once, it’s as if I’m being invaded, as if she is reaching up inside me, but both her hands are still in my hair.
“Just keep breathing, Frank,” she says. I realize I’ve been holding my breath, as if that will stop the feeling of warmth spreading all up my chest and down my thighs. I let my breath out and then in. I can still feel her, the weight of her on top of me, and her somehow spreading through my whole body, running down my legs, pulsing through my arms, climbing up my back. I start to feel dizzy, maybe a little stoned. Maybe I look it, because she tilts my head back, rests it against the back window of the truck.
I can taste her rising up in the back of my throat and then in my mouth, all sweet cunt and coppery taste of blood and something ancient, like a memory of snow and spruce.
And then I ain’t in that truck no more.
It’s dark where we are. And cool. She takes my hand and I stumble to my feet. She opens a door and I see it is night wherever we are. Pitch-black inside, but outside, the sky is so thick with stars it lights up the whole landscape.
I thought the sky was clear out on the doc’s ranch, but the sky there doesn’t look like this. Takes your eyes a minute to adjust. Yeah, there is Orion still, just harder to pick out from the bright stars surrounding it. There is the Little Dipper, still spinning around the North Star. I ain’t somewhere I recognize, but I ain’t that lost, you know?
Then she springs on me, before I can even raise an arm to fight her off. She is a warrior; I see that too late. She’s trained to drop a man barehanded, and down I go. She fishes in her pants, pulls out a knife, and begins to hack me up.
Takes me a long time to die. Seems like forever, her slamming that knife into my chest, me watching my own blood arc up and splatter across her face. My scream hangs in the air, like a vulture circling above a carcass.
Then, I’m finally dead. Or as dead as I can be, considering my condition.
“You still with me, Frank?” she asks, hacking off my fingers and toes, then my ears and nose, pulling out sinews and small bones. I can’t even nod, since she’s taken the tendons from my neck. Eventually, she has me in four piles—bones, blood, muscles, and guts.
Then she leaves.
After a long time, the crows come. I expect to end up sitting in their bellies, but no, they start to rearrange me, to trade me from one beak to the next. Sure enough, they start to put me back together. Takes them all day, clear into the coming night, but I am back together.
Feel sick, though, too sick to move. So, I just stay put, here in the strange dark, crows nestling beside me like puppies tucked up against their mamma. Sometimes I shut my eyes. Sometimes they stay open. Sometimes I see. Other times I can’t.
Crows bring me water. They stand on my chest and throw it up right into my mouth. You think it can’t get no worse than birds throwing up in your mouth. But the second you have that thought, you wish you could touch wood. You don’t want to tempt fate. Or at least, I don’t.
After a while, she comes back.
“How are you, Frank?” she asks, her voice so soft and kind.
“Not too good,” I say, though it comes out more like a croak than real words. She lies down next to me, brushing some crows out of the way. They fly up but they resettle on my empty side. She puts her arm under my head for a pillow and puts her other hand on my chest. Just before I fall hard asleep, I realize the scar that went from neck to dick is gone.
When I wake up, I’m in the truck. She’s sitting beside me, singing along with the radio.
“How are you, Frank?” she asks again. I just shake my head. “Not much for words, I know,” she says. She starts up the truck and we drive off toward the house. When she gets back by the barn, she stops.
“I know what these flowers mean,” she says. “These are graves you’ve been tending.” I nod. “What do you see?” she asks. I look and jump in my seat.
There are the fourteen girls who are in that cemetery, all standing around like they’re waiting for a bus or something. Jennifer, the littlest one—I have a soft spot for her from when she was alive—smiles and waves at me. I smile back.
“You see them?” she asks. Her in the truck, not Jennifer.
“Yes, ma’am,” I say.
“Oh, Frank.” She sighs. “You don’t have to ‘ma’am’ me.” But I don’t quite believe her about anything anymore. “So, what’s that one there?” she asks, pointing a little ways away to another mound of flowers.
“That’s mine,” I say. No need to lie. Nothing to be ashamed of. We keep all the graves where they can be watched by me and not discovered by strangers. Even mine. She’s not the first person to kill me and bring me back. She breathes in sharply, like a gasp she wants to hide. She closes her eyes. I know that look. She’s wishing she’d heard anything but that. Some of the other girls look like that, when you tell them you’re there to take them to the doc.
“What—” she starts slowly, her voice so soft “—do you remember of that?”
I remember that it’s dark in the ground, darker than you can bear. And just when you think that hot, boundless darkness will be the end of you, you start to hear the wood of the box you’re in giving way. The dirt falling down on you. In your mouth, in your nose. You can’t help but breathe it. You’re drowning, in dirt. Under the earth. And when the doc pulls me out, he says “I own you now, Frank.”
I don’t even know my name is Frank, really. I don’t know that the name I give Western Union when I wire the money really means anything to me. Doc says I’m a drifter, that I showed up on his doorstep starving and looking for work and that he tells me I murdered that first girl. That’s why he had to kill me. And now he owns me. If he goes down, I go down with him.
I don’t think I am a murderer. But it took years for my head to clear again after my first death. I go by what the doc tells me, because otherwise I don’t have no story about myself at all.
I don’t know how to say that to her, any of that. “It was terrible darkness,” I say instead. She reaches out and cups my face. Her eyes are wet, like she knows my mind and it breaks her heart.
“Oh, Frank,” she says. I press my hand against her cheek. It feels cool. “And before that?”
“Nothing,” I say. “I guess I died.”
“Well, you tell me if you do start to remember,” she says. She leans her head back. “Our memories are like our own private ghosts,” she says. “We’re all haunted by our lives. By the past.”
“Not me,” I say, and that makes me sad, a little. Whenever I’m out in the desert, beyond the far pasture, I look for tracks. Not just to follow them, but to know that I am not lost. There is a way. I just don’t know it yet. But someone does.
“Well.” She half-smiles. “We’ll see. Taking you apart like that should have given you some ghosts.” I look over at Jennifer and them, but I’m not sure that’s who she’s talking about. I nod anyway. She drives me back to the shed. I open up the cage and she goes in, no trouble. I know I should bring her supper, but I’m so tired I don’t even take my boots off when I lie on the cot. I can hear her across the shed, singing softly, and before I know it, I am asleep.
This isn’t right. I wake up in a building, but it’s not the shed. I’m used to heat, but this air feels like I’m breathing it through a hot, wet towel. I push myself up off the floor and make my way to the doorway. There’s a woman. I don’t know her, I don’t think, but I’m acting like I do. She is beautiful, her brown hair sun-bleached to blonde in parts, her legs long and strong. She’s looking out into the woods. I guess you’d call it the woods. It doesn’t look like any woods I know.
“Good morning,” I say, but I don’t really say it. I want to say “Who are you?” but I got no more control over myself than you do over what goes on the TV.
“Hey, sweetie,” she says, turning back to smile at me. I see she has a cup of coffee in her hand. Seems too hot for coffee, but I go and get some, too. “Were you up all night?” she asks.
“I have a theory,” I say, “that the symptoms we’re seeing in the people here could be a result, at least in part, of Datura stramonium
ingestion—delirium, amnesia, hyperthermia, bizarre behavior. Couple that with a plant that would induce paralysis, the wounds left on the body to indicate where the soul has been removed, and a long cultural belief in zombies and, voila, you have what we have here—a whole village full of people who believe they are zombies under the control of a powerful bokor.”
We are joined by the doc. He looks younger, still has most of his hair, but no beard. “Dr. Gunderson,” he says to the woman. I don’t like how he looks at her. “I trust Dr. Frank is sharing with you his latest ridiculous theory? Please, Frank, even if a man were capable of mixing the right herbs for the initial fake death, how would he keep them enslaved for years?”
“Maybe prolonged Datura stramonium
ingestion,” I say, though I don’t use words like “ingestion.” I don’t know what Datura stramonium
even is. “Which might lead to eventual brain damage and keep the victim in a state in which he’s easier to control. It’s not like you can get a grant to test this on humans. We’ll have to either catch him dosing them or somehow procure the secret from him.”
“Gunderson,” the doc says. “Your husband...”
“No,” I say. “No, no, no.”
“Frank,” a voice says. “Frank!” I sit up, and I’m back in the shed. She’s still in the cage. “You were having a dream,” she says. The breeze from the fan is cold on my face. I touch my cheek. It’s wet from tears.
“I can’t remember doing that before,” I say. I sit there for a long time, my mind racing. “Do you think it’s real? My dream?”
“What did you dream?” she asks.
“I have a wife,” I say.
She scrunches up her face and looks away from me. Her eyes are shining. I know there’s some way this fits together. I can feel it tickling along the back of my mind, an idea, a big clumsy idea. I want so badly for it to come out of the shadows, where I can see it.
“What do you remember about her?” she asks.
“Nothing,” I say.
“But in the dream?” she asks. I don’t say nothing. I just grab the key out of my pocket and let her out of the cage. “But what’s she like in the dream?” she asks again.
“Fine,” I say, shifting uncomfortably, moving my shoulder away from where she’s reached out to comfort me. We walk up toward the house together. One of the other women, looks like Twenty-Seven, is already out hanging laundry on the line. I grab her arm, the gal from the cage, so it looks like I got control. We’re about at the back steps when I say softly, “I don’t like how the doc looks at her.” And I see a look, maybe relief, pass over her face.
“No, Frank,” she says. “You wouldn’t.”
I open the door and another one is at the stove.
“Breakfast, please, Twenty-five,” I say. Twenty-five is crying. The doc says she’s a failure because she’s always crying. Says he’s thinking about putting her out with Jennifer and them, because it hasn’t taken. But she’s the best cook. So, he doesn’t.
I’m eating Twenty-five’s eggs and bacon, thinking. And I feel that tickle again, deep in my brain. I see it often enough. The girls with names drink the doc’s drink and they go in the ground. After three days, the doc pulls them out again. If they seem right to him, they get a number instead, and they get to work. If they don’t seem right, we put them down. That’s how it goes, for as long as I can remember.
It is the doc that pulls me out of the ground. Now I am rocking back and forth, like I’ve got a hard shit working its way down. I can feel it, this idea, and I groan with the weight of it. I see what the doc does to those girls. All of it.
It is the doc that pulls me out of the ground.
“Oh,” I say. The noise of it startles me.
“Are you okay?” she asks. My head is a churning tornado. I feel that if I stand up, I will just fall over. So, I stay still, the knife and fork clutched in my fists. I look at her again, really look at her, try to see if I know her. But I can’t clear the twisting in my head enough to tell if she can spark another storm.
“He...” I say. But what can I say? “I been robbed, I think,” is what I finally come up with. She just nods. “Do I know you?” I ask. She nods again. I can see she’s upset. I turn back to my meal. Twenty-five pours her some more coffee. “Thank you, Twenty-five,” I say. I like to make things as easy as possible on everyone.
I think that being polite, accommodating, makes it easier on them, but maybe it just makes it easier on me.
“What would my number be?” she asks.
“Thirty-three,” I tell her.
“You want to drive the truck some?” she asks.
“I got my chores,” I say. But I wonder why I do chores for a man who stole from me. “Let me get the keys,” I say.
And here I am again, sitting in the passenger seat of that old white F-150. She is in the driver’s seat and she starts the truck and drops it into gear with only a slight hitch.
“You’re older than you look,” I say. She smiles at me.
“You remember when we first met,” she says. “We were so young.”
We drive out to the back pasture, over the rise so we can’t be seen from the house. She gets down out of the truck and pulls that old blanket with her. She spreads it out in the grass and sits down on it. I am standing by the back of the truck. I don’t know if I should join her. She looks back at me and pulls off her shirt. She looks at me again and then wiggles out of her white shorts. And then her underpants. She’s sprawled on the blanket buck naked, looking at me like her heart is breaking. All of a sudden, I am on the blanket, crawling up between her legs, burying my nose in her, reaching my fingers up into her, putting my thumb right where she used to like it.
“What?” she asks. “Why’d you stop?” I shake my head and kiss on up her belly. She’s wrestling with the button on my jeans and then she’s got me in her hand and her legs go up over my back and I am as deep in her as I can get. Like breathing. Like a beating heart. This is natural. This is how we go together.
This is my way back, and maybe I am not so lost.
When we are done, she says “Oh, God, Lee,” and I know that’s my name. She doesn’t say anything else. I get the feeling that I know what she’s thinking anyway. Maybe I have missed her, too, and just didn’t know it.
“It’s so hard to see you like this,” she says. “Listen,” she says, and I can’t think of nothing else I’d rather do but listen to her. “I think you’re right, that this is Datura stramonium
poisoning. And, if it is, that means Physostigma venenosum
seeds might cure you.”
“Physost-what?” I ask. I guess these words used to mean something to me. It makes me feel mostly excited, but a little afraid to think they might again.
“The calabar bean,” she said.
“A bean? Where you going to get that?” I ask. She reaches up and fidgets with her hair. She’s pulling on something tucked way up at the back of her head, hidden in the base of her braid. She lets out a tiny yelp and she’s holding in her hand a small sachet, her hair still tied to it. She unties her hair and three beans fall into her hand.
“I’ve been studying for a decade,” she says. “I learned how to fix your soul. I learned how to fix your body. I tracked down every lead and I ran down dead ends, until I found you. I even let that fucker think I was in love with him, just to get him to bring me here, hoping against hope that you’d be here. And here you are.”
“What happens when I eat these?” I ask. She looks troubled.
“You could die,” she says. Again. Though she don’t say that. “You could be worse off than you are now. Or you could be more like your old self.”
“What about you?” I ask.
“Any way it goes,” she says, “I’ll try to escape. I hope I can take you with me.”
“I do things for him,” I admit. “I filled those graves.” I’m quiet for a long time, because it’s hard for me to say things and I want to be sure I get this right. “You can’t get out of here without me,” I say. “You don’t know the land and it’s harsh.” I wait to see if she understands what I’m saying, working up to this next part. “I think I’m a good person. But there ain’t much about me I can say for sure is the truth. And I filled those graves. Shot those girls the way I shot lame horses, sick dogs. Even if I get the part of me you love back, I still got this new part.”
“I know, Lee,” she says. But you can’t say for certain what a person knows. I’ve come to learn that much.
“All right, then,” I say. I put out my hand to take the beans.
“You’re probably going to piss yourself,” she says. “Maybe even shit.” I hand her my clothes to put in the truck, in case. I don’t know that he will kill us if he catches us. As far as I know, he’s never pulled a trigger himself. But it won’t be good, anyway, if he does catch us. He’ll take our souls from us and we won’t know each other anymore. No sense in being sad about that, though. We won’t know to miss each other.
I can see why I love her, all brave and reckless. Her beans are dark brown, like chocolate, with two red ridges running down the back. When I put them in my mouth, they don’t feel no different from a regular bean. Even when I bite down, they’re just beans. It’s not until I swallow that the bitterness comes back on me. I shudder, but I keep them down.
I settle back onto the blanket, staring up at the blue sky. I have some notion that this has been done before—the lover who walks into Hell to try to bring someone back. I wonder if that’s us or someone else. I wonder if I’ll get a chance to know. To remember.
She’s singing. I feel tired, a little sick, and then I’m asleep.
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NEW ISHVARA, AS A DESIGNATED
party city, maintained its celebrated image by making the streets dance 24/7. Tether slid easily through constricted masses of dancers glutting Nysta Street, his hands floating belt-high to brush knuckles lightly on the people he passed. He wished he had somewhere to go, someone to see. Still, freshly home from off-world business, he basked in the comfort of bone-vibrating music.
The music, micro-bursts of bomb-bass gabber, slipped like daggers through his iso-shield, bombarded out of ever-present wall speakers. Sheets of nano-amplifiers made every building a subwoofer, every window a tweeter.
The pummeling noise slowly helped him unwind. Other planets were disturbingly subdued compared to the crazy visual assault of Ishvara. His polarized eye lenses adjusted constantly against thousandfold neon colors and epileptic flashes from sidewalk billboards and floating holograms. Every light synchronized into a billion suns going nova, winking out, in, out, in, to the four-four drumbeat of bomb-bass gabber apocalypse.
He didn’t have any friends to look up, but one hour off ship he already had a job: find and apprehend—specified alive—one Dirvis Ejiri.
Ejiri was a reincarnation manager at the cognitive backup center. The job was beneath Tether’s considerable talents, but someone wanted Ejiri found and would pay good lucre for it. Back in the day he would have shopped all his jobs through the community, but he had driven many of his old friends out of the business. He told himself it didn’t matter.
He shopped thirty percent of his wet-ware to the scan, leaving enough attention open to, well, drift around in hot human funk and be bored.
He loosened his face into a lazy mask of feigned drugger slack, contrary to the hyper-amphetamine mix stewing in him. He fingered sub-dermal keys on the sides of his thumbs to control micro doses of cyclo-xylamines and altered phenethylamine into his brain stem. Each tap an acrobatic adjustment, maintaining the thin and precarious balance of quantities of psychoactives, amphetamines and psychedelics prodding and burning his brain.
Unlike posers with their blood-surfing nano drug-systems, Tether drug-surfed manually. He took absent pride in squeezing an extra twenty micro-grams, constantly poised on the edge of overdose.
Even though he was the go-to person for physical presence infiltration, these days it was still hard to garner enough lucre to maintain his high-ticket tech and drug systems.
His ankle-length coat twitched fitfully like a cat tail, its woven AI flagging Tether’s attention to something amiss. He thought-triggered a weapons sweep when cool mist blurred his vision. His retinas burned and his heads-up display flashed as his defense system failed. The airborne nano-virus caused his defense bots to congeal over his body in a fetid silver lather. Before his fingers even brushed his burner’s holster, he had three brain scramblers pressed against his skull.
The guns’ owners, two genblurs and a testo-male, formed a tight orbit, almost muting the constant dance assault around them. One of the genblurs pocketed a palm gun, probably what had delivered the virus that had fried Tether’s defense system. Pedestrians flowed past the group like water around a stone.
A periphery systems check told him his secondary defenses were also dampened by a suppressant. Some new sys-virus. His wetware was a mess. The def-shield would cost him thousands to repair. At least his drug system still worked. He thumbed calming THC derivative into his bloodstream.
The right-side genblur leaned close to Tether’s ear, fizzing past the iso-shield. He/She whispered silkily through pouting lips, “No trouble or we’ll wet you right here.” His/Her breath hot on Tether’s ear. “Billy-Billy wants to see you.”
Shit.
Tether’d done a share of work for BB, most of it after ditching the community, but tried to keep his face-to-face time to minimum. Billy-Billy was intense, especially now that he’d found God.
Rumor had it that he had a new thing about purity and cleanliness, following the one path of divine righteousness. It didn’t sound like any of the peace and love ideals had gotten through, though.
Tether scraped his incisors against his lower teeth, blew out a hot breath and thumbed Ecstasy into his system. Empathogen fought with testosterone, unwinding his muscles.
Herded through the crowd, he slushed dead nano slime off his jacket, movements slow and deliberate so as not to spook his captors.
Too much downer, he felt slack and dopey. Lacking a meaningful escape strategy, he continued the scan and match for Ejiri, flicking jittery eyes to each face he passed. He bumped his staticy AI to put seventy percent resources onto monitoring his peripheral vision. It was hard enough for him to identify anyone when one-in-five pedestrians ran flashing adverts across their faces. He cleared the buffer of nearly constant low-level false positives.
Ejiri had disappeared a fortnight ago; Tether’s guess was he’d flipped from the utter tedium of his managerial job. The reincarnation process was intensely complex, but entirely managed by AIs. He was sure all Ejiri managed was machines and his own boredom. Yet, the stat-sheet had only been posted an hour ago and six hundred had already signed on for the search.
The genblur on his left said, “You was supposed to be hot shit.”
Hard to tell genblurs apart. It was the one with the lips. “Jet lag,” Tether said.
The testo-male prodded Tether in the ribs. “Shut it.”
Tether ventured a smirk. “It’s shut.”
The genblur smiled. “Name’s Pat.” Of course.
The guards marched him to the black-tech district. The testo-male ducked Tether’s head under the arm of a neon goddess-statue. The three guards followed and pushed him through sticky debris to the back of the alleyway. He’d been here many times but played dumb and let them do the work to lead him to the hidden door.
The genblur named Pat stuck his/her hand up a broken pipe. Red laser light played over his/her fingers and a door appeared amongst the dirty brick.
The three guards led Tether down crumbling stairs and parked him in a darkened basement room. He could smell mold and rat, maybe real, maybe just for effect; it was hard to tell with Billy-Billy.
Then he was alone in pitch black, the outside world silenced.
Like anyone in New Ishvara, Tether wasn’t used to quiet or darkness. He started to sweat after a few seconds of disturbing quiet. Then panic, irrational and encompassing, flooded through him. A tiny rational section of his brain thought of sub-sonic hysteria-inducing waves. Billy-Billy liked to soften folks before granting audience. Tether’s thoughts reduced to lizard brain. Urine trickled down his thigh. He fumbled an excess of Diazepam till he floated back to low level panic. Any more and he’d OD.
A voice formed in his head. Small and itchy as if from Tether’s own subconscious. “He’s coming,” said the voice.
He fingered the thumb dermal again.
“Coming. He’s coming.”
He pulled in the last bit of calm he had and faked a sigh. “BB, can we cut the floor show?”
Immediately in front of Tether was Billy-Billy, illuminated by spotlight high above Tether’s head. BB wore a tailored suit, ash grey. From the way the fabric stiffened with BB’s movements, Tether could tell that it was interwoven with kinetic reactive fiber. Anything hit Billy-Billy faster than a pat on the back and the fabric would be hard as diamond.
Nice suit. Expensive. BB had come up in the world.
He was more surprised to see human eyes in Billy-Billy’s head, blue and young. The last time he’d had an audience, BB’d been sporting cyber-eyes, expensive ones, too. It was even more pricey to go back to flesh.
Tether blew cool he didn’t feel. “Nice eyes.”
A chilly organ chord covered the discomfiting silence. BB’s eyes weren’t the only change. Nine chrome crucifixes, three evenly spaced on each wall, circled the room. Each cross was one by three meters and reflected light like a mirror. The workspace was in its usual state of messy distress, the walls lined with antiquated wooden tables piled with outdated tech: touch screens, keyboards, magnetic storage. Tether knew the antiques were real, but Billy-Billy kept his space hermetically clean. The dust and mess were for show; holographic projectors calculated mote paths, painted everything with a coat of virtual particulates. Everything, that is, but the crosses, which gleamed purity.
The old tech itself was just museum theatrics, even the aroma of dust manufactured by neural fakery. Billy-Billy was classically paranoid and kept all his business on his person.
Tether walked two meters behind him, more unsettled by the crosses than the sub-sonic panic waves. For all his light casual manner, BB must have been pretty intent to drag him here. With Tether’s defensive systems fried, he couldn’t afford to make BB jumpy, especially in his own lab.
Tether kicked a wooden chair to test that it was real, pulled it to the center table. “So, what’s the caper? I’m working.”
“S’right, working for me.”
He took a breath to parse that. “You’re
looking for Ejiri?”
Billy-Billy smiled. “Partially, mostly looking for you.”
Tether thumbed THC, just a tap. “You could call.”
“Got something coming down. Need you now, fast.”
Tether swallowed pride and anger. “We talking about real lucre?”
“More than you can imagine.”
Tether let his arms loosen. “I’m listening.”
Billy-Billy leaned back on his heels, smiled like Tether had just hooked himself on bait. “Ejiri had some important data he wasn’t supposed to. I believe he was appropriated for the systems knowledge in his head. Some new reincarnation folks on the block.”
Interesting. The reincarnation industry was locked tighter than the lucre-guild. Someone must have botched big for Ejiri to have downloaded prime secrets. If Billy-Billy wanted Tether to dig up reincarnation industry data, he must be playing a big power grab. Dangerous to take on the reincarnation monopoly, an all or nothing game.
In concept, reincarnation was simple. A vat-grown clone of the client was infused with their personality backup from the grand database. In emergencies, computers scanned what was left of the deceased and traced their neural pathways, the cognitive-immunal system, and redundant cell memory. From this the AI built a complete holographic being, this was run through a series of checks and balances and compared to the backup from central memory before being inserted into a new clone.
Occasionally someone died without a recent backup. For those unlucky souls, the process of comparing their current, damaged, neural makeup with a distant copy, often produced a holographic being who was, at best...unique. Rich folks kept a constant wi-fi updater in their stem, always downloading into their backup.
So did Tether.
He fingered just a dash of clarity stim. “So another con-glom is moving in to take market share?”
Billy-Billy sat back in his chair. “Not exactly. More of an open source thing. Group calls themselves Namasté.” Said the word like it meant excrement. “Want you to find them.”
Tether’d heard the name, a fancy tag for a bunch of low level hackers.
BB reached into the inside pocket of his suit coat and pulled out a puter, a nicer model with a silver case about the size of his palm. He held it over the tabletop and fingered the inlaid button.
The gelatinous mass of the processor slid to the table, unfolded and inflated until it formed a translucent screen and keyboard. The screen lit as it stiffened.
Tether got up and circled the table. No doubt Billy-Billy purposely oriented it so he’d have to walk around. He caught a glimpse of a blood-soaked heal-pad affixed to the back of BB’s neck. He’d removed his wi-fi?
Tether sat at the table and pulled the puter closer. The document on the screen looked like gov-conglom internal memo. Level one stuff. Tough ice to crack to get at this.
Hot pixels wove the myth of Namasté. Soul hackers. Kids forced out of the marketplace, with nothing better to do. Hearsay of tech-phreaks stealing backups of celebrity personalities, to keep as virtual slaves.
Tether barely heard BB say, “I can’t upload this to you. This document’s so hot I can only show it on screen.”
He’d never gotten into the soul scene. Online trades of big name DJs or movie reviewers, altered to function as databases, a backlog of every piece of media the original person had been exposed to. Same for particularly interesting dreamers. Some companies’ whole business was mini-chip computers for junkies to trip on mined dreams.
According to the gov file the name Namasté appeared around the time “tape-ups” came into fashion, the merging of multiple stolen souls. The richest hackers were the ones who could merge copies, primarily to be downloaded into richies who wished to experience multiple things at once. Tether shuddered. There was still great conjecture about what became of a personality after a tape-up.
He sighed for real. “You want me to find a bunch of kids.”
Billy-Billy touched the case to the puter. It deflated as the case vacuumed the rubbery processor into itself with a wet slurp. “Be a bit harder than that, I think.”
“Then what?”
“I got some middle man type action to offer. Business.”
Tether thought about acting coy, like he had better prospects. Truth was, he was intrigued. He shrugged. “Okay, whatever. This pays well, I assume.”
“The search for Ejiri is a smoke screen—but I’ll take him if you can get him. Find Namasté, get me in, and I’ll drown you in lucre.”
Actual sums were agreed upon quickly, Tether acting breezily about lucre he’d have to work twenty years to raise.
“’K, boss.” He looked at one of the crosses, couldn’t help but poke at Billy-Billy. “Before I go, you need a stim-pack or something?”
BB shrugged. “No thanks T-man, I’ve got God.”
 
AFTER ACQUIRING A NEW DEFENSIVE
screen―top of the line, on Billy-Billy’s credit—Tether took the light-train crosstown to the hacker slums, train buzzing with slamming trance music. Might as well start asking around the Blood Bar; the best of the made hackers would be hanging there this time of night.
The Blood Bar was outwardly a gargantuan wooden shack, an expensive reproduction of an abandoned warehouse covered in replica twentieth century wooden boards. The local smell of oil and burnt plastics was real enough though. Even the pulsing dance music of the city center was distant.
He’d spent three fourths of his life in this place, building his skills, altering his body, learning from his betters. Now he was the best and didn’t need anyone anymore. He laid fingers on the familiar door. Some claimed it was real wood. The door creaked as it opened, its sound quickly lost in blaring reggae from inside. His nostrils burned with the stench of ethanol-infused liquor.
The Blood Bar earned its title from millions of red LED’s embedded in Lucite shaped to form pulsing red tables, walls and bar. Dim and dead LEDs created a sullen texture, like veins in a junkie’s skin. Hackers and thugs sat amongst floor-embedded tables, their faces black shadows in demonic light.
The music cut like a stale joke and Tether heard the door behind him bolt with an electric click, simultaneous with a snort from the bar. Darvy, bar owner, ex-hacker, thug, inclined against the faded red surface. His PVC dreadlocks flicked like agitated snakes. Every face turned toward Tether. He thumbed a light THC mix into his system, just enough to give him some cool.
“Hey, Darvy.” His voice cacophonous in the new silence.
Darvy’s dreads slowly rose, as if with static electricity. “Got a question for you, scab. Just one.”
Tether stood immobile. A back-step toward the door might touch off a nasty piece of tech.
Darvy rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “Rumor is you working for Billy-Billy.”
Hackers and thugs rose from their tables almost as one. Faces lit as they stood. Not happy faces either. Tether’s defense system red-lined with warnings. A number of lethals were gearing up. His new system might keep him alive for a few seconds if this mob went at him.
He restrained himself from dumping more Ecstasy into his system. “What the hell? Just doing some contract work.” He raised his hands. “When did everybody get political all of a sudden?”
Folks were looking back to Darvy, as if for permission. He said to Tether, “Maybe you should have stayed off planet.”
Tether considered and abandoned plausible lies. Something big was damn well going down about Billy-Billy and Namasté. Tether had never mixed with the soul hacker crowd, but remembered umpteen folks had by the time he’d gone off planet.
A trickle of sweat ran down the back of his neck, pooling against his wi-fi nub. “Check. I took the wrong job. Let’s make this good.” His voice reverberated off the walls.
Whatever business deal Billy-Billy was planning, it had pissed off a lot of hackers. Sides had been drawn. “Darvy. Maybe someone should clue me in about this Namasté thing.”
He swore he saw a few people flinch at the name. Stillness. His system registered a few lethal systems stand-down. As his fear dampened, Tether felt a vacuum in his heart. These weren’t exactly friends, but he’d grown up with some of these folks; these were people who wouldn’t have been seen with soul hackers six months ago. His computer triggered on someone sub-vocalizing, “Are the Krishnas secure?”
He shook off his surprise and pressed his—perhaps illusionary—advantage. “I think I just quit my contract job, you want to correct my world view?”
Darvy’s snake dreads softly deflated. Maybe he was considering whether, or how best, to kill him. People looked back to Darvy, waiting. Tether sweated it. If this went south, he considered pushing his defense system to meltdown. This crowd looked like they’d slag his wi-fi anyway. If he was going to die, maybe take a few with him and hope the backup center had the sense to reincarnate him.
Darvy’s dreads snapped back, pulling his face tight. “Might be good to look into another trip.”
 
TETHER WOVE A CHAOTIC PATH
through tight alleyways, blocking his net transmitters, spiraling away from the Blood Bar. He’d been off planet six months. Six months! Everyone was suddenly crazy.
His local career was dead now. His name and ID tags no doubt spun across a thousand hacker blogs. In whatever crazy hacker war that was building, he was branded Billy-Billy’s boy.
He made the genblur blocks later, just as he’d become sure he’d lost the hackers. No big talent, he/she didn’t seem to be hiding. The lips.
Probably Pat. Tether slipped on some casual and sauntered to him/her.
“Sup, Pat?”
He didn’t stop though, assumed Pat would pursue. Best to put a few more casual blocks between himself and the bar. What did Darvy meant about the Krishnas? Why are so many hackers suddenly into Namasté?
Pat, bouncing to distant music, keeping pace with him, had his/her cool on too. “About time. I was about to go in there and get you.” His/Her smile belied knowledge. Or implied threat.
Tether’s drug systems warned he was way above safe dosage levels. He’d need to sit in some peaceful darkness soon, before his heart seized from a stress-drug meltdown. “So.”
Pat slid a data chip out of his/her pocket. “Billy-Billy scammed some new intel, wants you to follow it.”
Pat maneuvered to block Tether and crossed his/her arms, clearly not about to leave until Tether accessed the data. Maybe Tether was
Billy-Billy’s boy now. His only option now was to finish the job for BB and take his riches off planet. He faded sideways till they were both in a chest-width alley.
He winced as he pulled out his data reader, accidentally tugged on the skin implant, ridiculously close to his overly-sensitive nipple. Whoever had designed the damn things had made the ribbon-cable too short.
He slid in the data chip and ran a battery of diagnostics. Pure data, no executables. A few clever proto-AI’s could theoretically slip by his anti-virals. Not much choice with Pat glaring down at him.
The moment he initiated play, his visuals blacked and he drowned in silence. He was in nothing, so deep it could only be virtually generated. Simple text scrolled across his vision: You are tapped. Block your thoughts. Billy-Billy intends to use you to bring down Namasté. You are
very expendable.
The message blipped out and he felt the data shift into normal play mode. Obviously, the message had been hacked on post-send. The scene resolved into Billy-Billy’s workspace, filled the silence with a single eternal chord. Billy-Billy sat in a chair at his bench. His arm draped over his knee as if he were holding court. One of the chrome crosses glittered in the background.
“Drop the Ejiri search. Found his body at the reclamation plant. His backup is apparently missing from the reincarnation center. Find me something quickly. God be praised.”
The scene froze, waiting for him to leave a message. Should he tell BB about the Krishnas?
Screw him. He’d give BB a report when he felt clearer about his own safety. The scene winked out and he was back in the alley with Pat. He shook digital webs from his head. With his body spiraling toward drug funk, it didn’t help much.
Pat locked eyes with him, looked noncommittal. “Message received?”
He paused long enough to give Pat a meaningful look. “Check.”
“You leave a message for BB?”
“Nope.”
“Gimme the data-chip back.”
Tether dug the chip out of the data-reader and handed it over. Pat palmed it and scooted out of the alley. “Be in touch.”
Tether leaned against blackened concrete. Did Pat give me the message?
He certainly didn’t trust Billy-Billy, but what would BB gain from screwing him?
If the secret message was correct, then Billy-Billy didn’t want to form an alliance with Namasté, he wanted to destroy them. BB had the resources to do it, too. If the soul-hackers had become some sort of movement, Tether didn’t want to be around for the fall out.
He shook his head. Either way it didn’t matter, as long as he came out okay, and got paid.
First order of business: get somewhere private and relatively safe, away from genblurs.
 
HE LAY IN A DAMP CARDBOARD
box with a hired homeless standing bodyguard. A Goog-map of local New Ishvara gave three Hare Krishna temples within an hour’s light-rail from the Blood Bar. News feed scans eliminated two as old, established and non-techy.
One had good possibilities. A quick hack into low level gov data showed it was suspiciously close to a T5 hub. He slipped back into reality and got up to pay his guard. Answers now, sleep later.
 
THE TEMPLE SAGGED, A NEWER
skin built with little lucre over an old grungy prefab. Plaster columns held minarets above the original crumbling brown plastic.
Tether scoped it for an hour, hidden in a pile of debris in a doorway. Definitely intense amounts of tech and wiring around the building, but it was hard to tell if signals were coming from the temple or the surrounding businesses. The building to one side listed as data storage, the other a micro-filament company. Heat scans revealed thirty live bodies in the temple.
He slouched across the street and tapped the buzzer. It was broken, so he knocked. Moments later a human-shaped heat signature approached the door. The fake wood retreated to show a stocky guy in Hare Krishna robes.
“Yes?”
“I’m thinking about changing faith. Can I get a tour?”
 
CHIPPING FAUX-GOLD AND MURALS
of dead Buddha-looking people filigreed the main hall. They kicked up choking dust as they walked, the dust too fretting to be manufactured theatrics. The Krishna guy droned on about vegan meals and prayer days.
Tether couldn’t get a solid fix on anything. There were tech signals all around, maybe originating in the side rooms his guide was dutifully avoiding. They passed through thick faux-wooden doors. Their surroundings dripped with vivid chalk murals, creating an illusion of depth beyond the walls. The mural depicted garish scenes of what he could only imagine were trees and lakes and disturbingly open plains.
Something was very wrong. His system spiked with sub-audio vibration. There were terabytes of data flowing through this room. His systems couldn’t snag anything solid but some astronomic signals emanated from here.
The Krishna took a single step to the side and swung a hand toward the back of the room. “Through the archway is the temple. Please feel free to wander.”
Two more steps and he was positioned behind Tether. The monk beamed expectantly.
A knee kick brought the Krishna to the floor. Tether amped his defensive systems to lethal.
“Stay down, baldy.”
Heat scan showed at least five guys crowded at the thick doors behind, between him and the front exit.
The Krishna held his knee, his eyes wide with pain. “Tether, don’t be alarmed.”
They know my name.
The archway was the only exit. He was being herded. Sank in the walls around the arch were metal poles shaped to match the stonework.
Possibly a nerve system. Time was dragging with the coke in his blood. He needed an exit strategy before the guys in the doorway made their move. Either run at the mob of Krishnas or chance a possible lethal system in that archway.
The monk on the floor said, “There must be a misunderstanding.”
Tether jerked him up by his robes, thumbed a second dangerous level of stimulant into his muscles and hoisted the guy over his head. The Krishna sailed five meters across the room and through the archway.
The monk hit the ground, slid through. He looked shocked and winded, but none the worse for the wear.
Not a lethal system after all. The guys at the front door hadn’t moved yet. Riding the testosterone/coke high, he stalked through the arch, planning to grab the toady and make him point out a back exit.
A half-step through the arch, his world shattered into fractal patterns, smaller and smaller and then nothing.
 
HE WAS IN A FIELD. GOLDEN
sunlight pricked his eyes through his eyelids, burned and choked him. He gasped and dug his fingers into dry dirt.
“Tether, it will be all right. Just focus on your breathing.”
He started at the voice, opened his eyes. A mistake. The sun bored into his skull and he cried. He flicked his thumb dermals for Ecstacy, THC, anything.
Nothing happened.
A low itch covered his skin, began to burn up behind his eyes.
“Oh God.” His own voice sounded like a lost sob.
“Please, just breathe.”
He lifted his hands to cover his eyes. In the blinding sunlight he saw his hands flow like gelatin, light glittered through them. “What’s happening to me?”
The voice, behind him somewhere, was kind. “You’re acclimating to the system.” Concern drifted into the voice. “Although the process is not usually so traumatic.”
His body felt as if electricity were surging through it. As if his veins were flowing with fire.
“My drug-maintenance system isn’t working.”
“A blood surfer?” The voice sounded shocked. “They never should have digitized you.”
Hands scooped him up as if he weighed nothing. Suddenly he was in cool shade, next to a river running with rainbow liquid. Even in his delirium, he could see it was not water. The man holding him was balding, maybe in his forties. He lowered Tether into the rainbow. Tether’s skin burned cold and he screamed.
The man stepped into the not-water and held the back of Tether’s head. “I’m not going to lie to you. There’s a decent chance you’ll discorporate.” He spoke slowly and enunciated, as if Tether were a child. “But it’s up to you. I want you to concentrate on your body. Remember what it is to be you.”
Cold and fire clashed inside Tether. “Where?”
“You’re in Namasté. We’ve digitized your psyche.” A hand held the back of Tether’s head. “Your consciousness is trying to cope without the drugs.”
Tether’s whole body quivered, on the edge of shaking apart. “What do I do?”
“You only exist as your identity. If you don’t synthesize yourself, you’ll fade into the general consciousness.”
An idea, like a lighthouse in the fog, formed in his lost mind. “Why can’t I just imagine I have my drugs?”
“Theoretically you can create drugs here. You can change your clothes, make yourself drunk, whatever. But that’s not you; it’s not your core.”
“Who are you?”
“My name was Dirvis Ejiri. Just rest for now. I’ll be here.”
The pervasive quiet tore at him, no sound but water and breeze. Even Billy-Billy’s hysteria-inducing waves hadn’t caused him so much paralyzing fear. He sobbed. “Please talk to me.”
Ejiri stroked the top of Tether’s head. “Namasté, isn’t it beautiful?” Tether tried to look beyond Ejiri but couldn’t focus his eyes.
Ejiri said, “They didn’t start it for altruistic reasons. The project was originally born to create an intensely recursive processor, or a giant encyclopedia, or both. No one remembers. It started with them cramming hundreds of personalities together.”
Tether’s hands felt as if his fingers had melted off. He couldn’t lift his arms. Pain floated away, washed down the stream.
“Eventually they realized what their project could be. You could say they caught religion. Soon hackers were stealing thousands of profiles, tapping into backup signals, all to create a single unified mind. Namasté.”
He still felt Ejiri’s hand on his head, or imagined he did. What did it mean to be touched in a digital world?
“Lacking the processing power of major corporations, they linked multi-processor torrents on the web. Millions of machines across the planet.”
The warmth from Ejiri’s hand slowly melted down Tether’s brow.
“The last step is to infect the wi-fi network in people’s wet-ware, to run Namasté in real time in people’s brains. Imagine, heaven running in the back of everyone’s subconscious.”
As Ejiri continued, Tether calmed. He could feel the water that wasn’t water. It was warmer, felt good on his skin now. He had skin, he could feel it. He lifted his arm from the wet. It was an arm, his arm, naked. His skin looked young, as when he was a teenager. Then it changed to older than he’d ever been. The skin grew and lost needle scars. Clothes grew over his arm.
He reached up, squeezed Ejiri’s hand, then pushed up from the water. “Where are the other people?”
“Oh, here. Some wish to be seen, some don’t. This water is people, the dirt, the rocks, the sky, the sun, it’s all people’s consciousness.”
He wasn’t sure he had heard correctly. “Why would anyone want to be dirt?”
Ejiri was looking into the blue, blue sky, “Why choose to experience anything?”
 
ITCHY WAVES OF DRUG-NEED
rolled through him. His clothes had re-formed. He and Ejiri walked across a blazing field of flowers and watched the sun fall behind iron mountains. The ever-present openness and silence still made him want to curl into a ball. The air smelled in turns like perfume or at other times like chemical burn.
Ejiri walked easily in plain clothes. Tether was convinced Ejiri’s face was changing from moment to moment but couldn’t remember how it had looked previously.
Tether said, “I’m still out there, unaware that my consciousness has been copied in here?”
Ejiri nodded. Looking at this simple, calm man, Tether felt an unfamiliar feeling: empathy.
Tether wanted to reach out and touch the man’s shoulder. “Sorry to tell you, your body’s dead.”
Ejiri’s face flickered like a like a bad vid feed. “I know.”
They walked a bit more before Ejiri said, “I killed myself.” He grimaced and his form wavered. “My corporal form had too much information on Namasté.”
Tether squinted toward the reddening sun, no longer as painful on his eyes. A thought occurred. “You hacked yourself?”
Ejiri walked ahead, following a path toward the mountains “We’re slowly starting to break the encryption on primary reincarnation systems.” He tapped the back of his neck. “The wi-fi that connects people’s brains. That’s what I
brought to Namasté.”
Tether thought about Billy-Billy’s amputated wi-fi hub. A breeze sifted through his clothes and he shivered. “Couldn’t we just, uh, teleport around here?”
“Sure. But I like to walk sometimes.”
Ejiri tripped over a stone. He stopped, went back, and carefully placed the stone back where he had kicked it from. After raking the sand around it with his fingers, he brushed his hands.
There was something about Ejiri, this place, that made Tether want to sit down and watch the sun setting. He’d known Ejiri for just a few hours and he felt safer with him than hackers he’d known his whole life. He stood and breathed till Ejiri broke his meditation. “We’re almost there. It’s probably time to start the pitch.”
Tether tensed, absently tapped at thumb dermals that were no longer there.
Ejiri said, “We need your help to stop Billy-Billy.”
Something that had been nagging Tether found voice. “Billy-Billy found God. Namasté doesn’t just threaten his financial interests, he thinks it’s trying to replace heaven.”
“When a dangerous man finds something to believe in, most of us would do well to get out of his way.”
Tether thought about his drug systems. Ejiri had said he could recreate them if he wanted to. He scratched at his arm. “Why don’t you bring BB in here. Show him how cool it is?”
“We already brought a copy of Billy-Billy into the system. He discorporated.”
Around the next bend, the path opened into a flat valley. Past a sandy depression was a cave covered with symbols that Tether couldn’t read, like letters from disparate languages randomly thrown together. Somehow he knew the symbols represented him.
Ejiri said, “You’re still out there, working for Billy-Billy. The miserable drug-you. With your help, he might just destroy Namasté.”
Tether scratched the back of his neck. “You want me to hack his mind?”
Ejiri shook his head. “The human brain is the ultimate encryption. Sure, Namasté can infect wet-ware and run systems in the background,” He tapped his head. “But each of us is the only one who can get into our own id.”
“You want me to kill my physical body.”
“We want you to hack yourself.” Ejiri looked at the cave. “Get your old self to stop Billy-Billy. No one else with a wi-fi can get close to him.”
Ejiri picked up a pebble, handed it to Tether. Its texture felt rough, like a thousand stories had been microscopically written on its surface. Touching the pebble, Tether felt like he’d just met someone new. He felt warm.
“Billy-Billy’s genblur, Pat’s been hacked, right?”
“Pat is here, yes.” Ejiri smiled sadly again. “Even if you stop Billy-Billy, you probably won’t live through the attempt.”
Tether thought about hacking his own head. Not a pleasant prospect. Of course, if he didn’t hack himself, his digital existence would end with all of Namasté.
A cynical spike pricked his heart. Maybe he could double-cross these Namasté zealots. Find his way back to his systems, his drugs. If he ran BB the right way, he’d drown in lucre. His form rippled and he feared Ejiri would know his thoughts.
Ejiri said that Namasté went on practically forever, said Tether had forever to explore it.
He took a step toward the cave. Old life, or new life? He was going in the data-stream either way.
With each step, he felt a magnetic pull. He could already sense harsh digital information. His hacker mind clicked with recognition, hard cold logic of his old mind. The thoughts felt seductively ugly. More steps and strategies formed, methods of attack, ways to avoid traps, battle plans.
 
HE’D IMAGINED THERE WOULD BE
a sensation like drifting down a tunnel or white light, something. But he was just there, in his own head. But muffled, distant, “he” not “He”. He felt jarred by rumbling dance music. He was a hitchhiker, carried like a child in the back of his own brain.
Sticky half-thoughts drifted just out of reach, sometimes colors or context for unspoken words, almost but not quite discernible. He could sense the skin in his body, the drugs coursing through his veins, but removed, symbolic, distant. The drugs called and he urged his physical self to dose another hit.
A sharper feeling brushed him, the metallic taste of computer systems. He set aside the drug need and reached with non-existent fingers for the wet-ware.
What am I doing?
Was he here to integrate with his body or to stop himself to save Namasté? He didn’t know. Either way, he needed to synchronize somehow.
A physical hand, his hand, rose to scratch his body’s nose. The nails had blood clotted around them. What had he done in the temple?
Why did he care?
His body passed through the black-tech district, certainly headed for Billy-Billy’s. Whatever he was going to do, he didn’t have much time. His body was clearly going to download the location and specs of the Krishna center. With the information, Billy-Billy would have the building destroyed before they could set up the wet-ware network.
Tether’s body stuck his hand into the broken pipe and bloody laser light played across it.
He perceived coherent thoughts now, sequential images and text, slippery like an advert. With the thoughts, the drug need pulled at him all the more. His body was contemplating how to bid up BB, score an extra 100K. The wall became a door and his body stepped through.
Billy-Billy stood stiffly in his workspace. The theatrical systems off. Without dust on everything else, the crosses looked less impressive, just polished aluminum alloy shaped by machines. Clearly BB wanted to get to business right away.
He caught more of his body’s thoughts, sharp, quick jabs. The door shut behind him and he felt a dampened panic, in sync with his body for a moment. A low hum that he hadn’t sensed before rose from the floor and walls. He detected his body’s fear levels rise. His body’s defense systems clicked into standby.
His body said, “What’s with the power grid, BB? We here to do business?”
Tether felt his way to the on-board computer, could just feel the defined edges of wet-ware and defense systems. But if he concentrated too hard, they slipped away, fell through his “fingers.” Still, he noticed, before his body did, the many unfriendly systems spinning up.
Two testo-males, sheathed in stealth suits, grabbed his body by the neck and arms. He sensed what could only be a hand-held neural interrupter at his body’s brain stem. If he could just control his body’s vocal chords, he could talk to Billy-Billy.
And say what?
He was about to grab harder at the wet-ware when he remembered what Ejiri had told him. Integrating with his body and systems couldn’t be done by force.
Letting go, surrendering, he melted into the computer. He ran virtual fingers across the rough edges of the tech systems, more real than his body, which felt like a cloud at the edge of his peripheral vision.
Billy-Billy looked away, toward a darkened corner, fingered a set of rhythmic taps on the pads of his fingers. Tether sensed lethal systems locking onto him.
His body finally noticed. “The hell you doing?”
Billy-Billy rotated and smiled. “Thing is, I’ve discovered a disturbing new wrinkle. Seems you have a ghost in your machine.”
The testo-male tightened his grip on Tether’s neck. He felt his body try to trigger defense systems, but something blocked his body’s access to the wet-ware.
Billy-Billy strolled over. Tapped Tether’s forehead. “Hello? You hear me in there?”
BB stepped back. “Just so you don’t die not knowing.” He snapped his fingers. A spotlight illuminated the dark corner. There lay Pat, or what was left of him/her. The back of his/her head was messily open and his/her wet-ware system lain out on an adjacent table.
Billy-Billy crossed himself. “I thought maybe I could isolate the virus, but, ah well.” He raised an eyebrow at Tether. “Maybe I’ll have better luck the second time.”
Tether wanted to run, to abandon his body and soak in the rainbow stream for a year.
As if Billy-Billy were reading his thoughts, he said, “I’ve created an electromagnetic field around my lab. Can’t chance that rat in your head getting out.”
It was true. Whatever path had been available before was gone. He screamed, trapped in his old mind.
Tether’s body shook, unable to even access the drug system. His body said, “Slow it down, boss.” He could feel his body’s thoughts go shifty and jagged. “I got crucial data up here. Maybe you should cryonic me, do a backup comparison. Root out the virus.” He felt sweat tickle down his body’s arms.
Billy-Billy scratched his head, as if the thought hadn’t occurred to him. “Tis true, if I wet you, I’d have to hire a new infiltrator and they’ll have time to move their facilities. What the heck. For old times sake.” He motioned behind Tether. “Knock him out.”
In a moment, one of the testo-males would clock him or taze his head. He’d be extracted and Namasté would be destroyed. His consciousness pulled into a tight diamond of frustration.
His body couldn’t access his defense systems, but Tether realized he
could. Wanting to panic and claw, he brushed gently at the systems, nudged pieces together.
Painfully slowly to his digital senses, the defense system amped a non-lethal shock across his coat. The testo-males fell in a rattling heap behind him.
His body said, “Whoa, shit. Stand down.”
Billy-Billy snapped his fingers. The chromed crosses twisted in unison, revealing a pack of steel tubes. Silent darts glittered through the light and sliced through Tether’s body. The pain was distant, and all the more horrible for that.
His body drained and folded and Tether felt, like a splash of cold water, his old consciousness die. The wi-fi in his neck tried to signal the backup center, but stalled at the electromagnetic field.
The on-board computing systems were suddenly clear and solid to Tether. With panic he clawed through them. His first thought, lasting for an eternal microsecond, was to release a full payload from his drug system, drown in hallucinogens and hope for a pleasant trip that lasted forever.
His consciousness just brushed the drug system when he noticed, through sluggish and dying components, the defense system’s meltdown sequence, red and jagged, surrounded by safety codes. In the next few microseconds, he could drug himself or he could save Namesté.
Billy-Billy smiled down at him, as if he had just given Tether a beautiful gift.
It took a few long microseconds to brush the locks away. Another to convince himself. He connected two final pieces of code and the HUD red-lined. Micro-nuke batteries overloaded. His defense systems flashed, spiraled to meltdown with exponential speed. Tether thought of Ejiri and Namasté. Part of him smiled. Through the dying synapses in his body’s eyes, he saw Billy-Billy raise his hands to the ceiling lights, a look of rapture on his face. Tether felt time shift. His body inflated and popped, sending a furious wave of energy and heat. Tether’s dispersed holographic self’s last image was Billy-Billy, the room, and everything vaporize in a snow storm of absolute white light.
 
TETHER STOOD CONFUSED AT THE
cave entrance. He had thought he was walking through, but now he stood a few meters back. He even saw footsteps leading in.
The cave was different somehow. Maybe the symbols had changed. Somehow they didn’t seem to represent him anymore.
He shook his head, looked back, was almost surprised to see Ejiri still there.
Ejiri wavered. “It’s done.”
Tether looked back at the cave. “But I never left.”
Ejiri walked around Tether and brushed away the footsteps that led into the cave. “We are now digital beings, my friend.” He put his hand on Tether’s shoulder, squeezed him. Tether felt a painful warmth in his heart.
Ejiri said, “Everything that leaves here is a copy.”
Tether turned to the sunset and let the wind push his hair from his eyes.
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I HAVE A FRIEND WHO CAN
barely string a sentence together. She’ll place a word on a page, and then agonize over the resulting ripples as though the word were a stone thrown into a deep lake. During moments like these, her great comfort is anecdotes such as the one where an old friend visits James Joyce and finds the great author slumped over his writing desk.
“I’ve written five words today,” Joyce says by way of greeting, rolling his eyes toward the visitor who, knowing the angst writing caused the author, smiles and says, “Why, that’s great!” Joyce, though, groans, and then says, “But I don’t know what order they go in!”
My friend loved retelling stories like this over coffee and stronger stuff; anecdotes, allegories, and aphorisms were so many sticks and twigs to build the nest where her great work would hatch. This particular twig came from Stephen King’s book On Writing, and she’d chosen it to illustrate both the writer’s dilemma and its solution; in her mind Joyce had worked it out and so would she—even though on that day she had not one word to perplex her gin and tonic. Of course, lots of people hate to write and get by on subject-predicated disasters, but fate cast a shadow across my friend’s destiny when it tossed a stone in her name, because as the ripples hit the shore they washed up a poet right along with them.
Me?
Why, I’m Mister Gregarious, a singular sum of instant gratification, no happier than when I’m surrounded by people. When I spout off, out it goes and out it stays. Friends will tell me a great story and I’ll go, “Where’d you hear that?” And they’ll say, “Mr. Gregarious, it was you, two days back. You really don’t remember?”
What I’m getting at is the place of stories in my life. Until a year ago they were just another social lubricant to slide between the next drink and the current cigarette. Ever since I got back from Japan, though, one story’s been on my mind, and it’s the least I want to tell. But my poet friend noticed my lack of shaving, gaunt eyes, and the wasting away of weight. She told me about this little gathering you have and said, “Sometimes the weight of our hearts holds back the stories that need telling.” She’s probably at the page now, trying to say it better—and I don’t know if telling you about the whispered thing will change anything, but I’ve got nothing to lose.
I’ve got to put it in perspective before I go insane.
I encountered the whispered thing in Japan.
I’d headed over hoping for the glitz and glam of Tokyo, full of Blade Runner
nights and lost, translated days.
Instead I got Ogaki.
Not that I’m complaining. It was a nice enough, medium-sized town at the base of lush green mountains. The ALT Company put me up in a small, 500 square feet, one bedroom apartment beside the train station, and, in fifteen minutes, I passed Japan in all its eras as I walked between home and work, transitioning from the most modern to the exceedingly ancient and back again—a 7-11, a Shinto shrine, a Mister Donuts—before arriving at the cedar gates of the Buddhist elementary school.
You could tell the place was well off. Each day my kids would wave from their Mercedes and BMWs, as they passed the giant iron bell that hung in a shrine where we’d gather to hear the priest chant morning prayers as cicadas screeched their leaden song. Then it was off to the modern, two-storey school next door, where I hopped between classrooms like a multilingual frog, ribbiting out strings of English for one lily pad before springing to the next. All in all, not a bad gig, and come lunch I’d head out to watch the kids during recess.
That’s when I first saw Mizuki. She was a small girl lying on her stomach on the other side of the sand lot that marked the playground. This always struck me as unique to Japan—or, very much unlike Colorado. Even Colorado, arid as it was, had grass for its playgrounds. Not Ogaki. No, like any other Japanese school, our kids played atop an expanse of sand that doubled as a kingdom of imagination, a place where dreams were reenacted and explored within the dynamic of games and friends—but even for dreams, Mizuki’s were extreme. She used a bright yellow shovel to dig a hole deep enough to fit her arm into, and afterward whispered through cupped hands the words no one would know. The activity drew a crowd of older boys and girls, yet no matter how much they’d yell and scream, Mizuki continued whispering into the hole, and her inattention only riled them more.
Now, I’ve seen enough movies to know that the worst thing a teacher can do is tell them to stop. Bullies will obey in the moment, but once I was gone little Mizuki would be on her own. No, better to distract, and since there weren’t many 6’2” blond-haired, blue-eyed gaijin
in Ogaki, it proved a hell of a lot more interesting than a hole in the ground when I started playing dodgeball—and, for thoroughness, I tagged those who lingered with a well-aimed ball and screamed “Little help!” Soon we were all having a good time. I’d hoped Mizuki’d join in, too, but not once did she get up from that hole. She may as well have been staring down into the core of the Earth, and how the hell could I compete with that?
When the bell chimed its modern digital drone, I made sure all the kids returned to their classrooms—paying particular attention to Mizuki, who whispered to her hole one last time before passing me to enter the polished wooden hallway, where I saw something shocking enough that I forgot her odd game. I thought I’d met all the school staff that morning, but the Seahorse was new, and very old. She shuffled behind her brass cart for the afternoon tea service in a crooked bow, and, drawing close, calcified into a mute container molded by the stress of previous trials lurking behind this time and place, a hearing aid to register penitent chords alone.
The giant iron bell rang as the woman opened the glass partition to the green classroom, its deep reverberation a sharp contrast to the earlier electronic clock. Through the sliding glass door, I saw the robed priest ring-in the afternoon hour by swinging a log against the bell’s side, and when I turned back, the woman had disappeared in the search for that penitent chord.
Once school had finished, I joined the rest of the teachers as the gleaming Mercedes and BMWs devoured their kids, among whose company Mizuki was absent. I knew she’d gone in after recess, yet when I looked she was back at the hole. In exactly the same pose she’d assumed that morning. The seriousness of her bearing gave me pause. Most children enjoyed the company of others: to not want it spoke of problems both immediate and deep, beginning in this simple sand lot and stemming from a stronger place, most likely home. It wasn’t until the last kid had left that I had—if not an answer—then my next clue.
The Seahorse, slowly, ponderously, shuffled her way over as the children departed, and, a cicada-screeched-age later, stopped, swayed—and snatched up the whispering girl. Harder than it needed to be, but what could I say? Most of the teachers and staff could barely say their names in English, and the children only understood “apple” and “hello.” I watched as the crippled Seahorse dragged the girl through the cedar gate, and left it to the cicadas to dictate my thoughts.
I learned more about Mizuki in the coming days. Each morning I’d land in her class for thirty minutes of song and dance, and then return in the afternoon for grammar and writing lessons. For the mornings, I had a plastic microphone the kids sang into, and I learned quickly not to force it on the shy kids. Mizuki was always the shyest. When others raised their hands and bellowed into the mic, she’d sit red-faced and avoid eye contact, so I never put her on the spot.
Instead, I used my afternoon lesson. If the kids thought I was treating Mizuki as special they might bully her more, so I was friendly to everyone, but the whole while I sat beside her. It just came to be my seat, and, as the kids warmed to it, Mizuki loosened up.
It started with a perfect, uppercase letter “A.” She didn’t say anything as she slid it over, but “B” quickly followed, yet it was “C” that was exceptional; a perfect circle bitten by a higher power to please a platonic alphabet—yet, if not for the playground whispers, I might have thought she couldn’t speak at all.
Still, we were making progress, until the Wednesday when she broke her silence.
I don’t know why she chose that day, unless… but it would’ve been too perfect for her to pick the day when we finished the uppercase alphabet. Eerily so.
Yet given what followed, who am I to doubt?
Mizuki slid the paper over and revealed a perfect letter Z. The lines were exact, as though rendered on the X Y axis of a drafting calculator. I’d always been impressed with her penmanship, but even for her this was outstanding.
I placed my hand on her shoulder and said, “Very good, Mizuki.”
Then she looked at me.
For the first time I saw her. Really
saw her. A pleasant, round face with a large set of expressive brown eyes. Then she spoke. Her voice was amazingly high pitched, like a cartoon character on fast forward. Before it was out, the others were on her with a reaction whose immediacy communicated familiarity; Mizuki would speak and they’d pounce, turning more vicious, more poisonous, as time passed.
I redirected quickly and asked the ringleader—an energetic, rowdy boy not normally given to meanness—to show me his letter.
The others watched as I began those next crucial steps. Chastise the boy and Mizuki will pay. Instead, I looked him dead on and said, “This is an okay Z, but try once more.” Then I turned to the rest of the table, “Let’s all try once more.”
That second utterance was tough, because Mizuki was like a heated stone under my hand. Every muscle was rigid. Did she have a fever? Before I could do more—whether help or hurt I still couldn’t say—the bell rang. She got up quickly and went outside with the rest, and I didn’t see her again until the end of school—when I nearly blew it.
As usual, Mizuki was back at her hole, and, as before, the Seahorse shuffled out and grabbed her. Except this time Mizuka wasn’t finished, and she shrugged off the claw-like hand.
That’s when the Seahorse hit her.
I was halfway there before two other teachers caught me. I had no idea what I’d planned to do—maybe straighten that crooked spine with some chiropractics of my own. But they stopped me and the principal, a small bespectacled man, took my place. He didn’t say anything, but at his intervention the Seahorse resorted to a single threat whispered to the crouching girl, as I resumed walking and arrived at the hole.
Mizuki tensed when I knelt beside her, but drew back to let me see what she’d made. It seemed infinitely deep, although how could anything dug by a child be bottomless? The accompanying dirt pile wasn’t nearly high enough to explain it, yet it wasn’t as though the playground had been built on a hollow cavern.
The world darkened as I tried to find the bottom, but the darkness descended to the heart of some strange world in vertiginous waves that left me lightheaded and faint.
I was still staring when the Seahorse kicked the dirt pile into the hole. One second endless, the next gone. By the time my head had cleared, both Mizuki and the Seahorse were passing through the gate, not slipping into a nice car but walking, as I did, to a bus stop or train station. What manner and number of blows would rain down on Mizuki once they got home? Combined with the isolating cartoon voice, the appeal of whispering to a hole in the ground became clear; it wasn’t as if anyone was giving her a better option.
But, for all this, there was still too much I didn’t understand, and if I was going to be of any help, I decided I would have to rectify that, and soon.
The other teachers opened up after the slapping incident. Translations were touch and go, but over time a story emerged. Mizuki could only attend the school because her grandmother worked there. Her mother was rumored to be a waifish thing who only gave her daughter a name before vanishing from the hospital. Mendacious rumors swirled from there; she acquired a drug habit and moved to Osaka for a hostess bar gig, or escaped an abusive boyfriend and fled to an island off the coast of Hokkaido.
Who really knew? All it did was hint at a developmental delay that may or may not have explained Mizuki’s condition. But what was that beyond a lack of speech—or an abundance of a particular kind of secret? Whatever the case, the school seemed content to ignore the problem. Aside from her social standing, it proved no detriment to her performance. Her schoolwork was excellent, and her grandmother’s position assured a discount on the steep tuition fees, so there was no immediate danger of her leaving. Not that they didn’t scrape to make ends meet, but the resulting social status was worth the hassle for the grandmother, who barely seemed to pay her granddaughter any mind aside from a means to access Ogaki’s upper class.
For all the good it did her. Even a gaijin like me could see how the mothers cast frosty glances her way—and the shunning extended from mothers to daughters, leaving Mizuki to whisper to a hole that deepened every day.
Until she made a friend.
Frankly I was surprised it was Aoi. She was the ringleader of the other girls, and seemed more concerned about the bows in her hair and the ribbons on her dress than her handwriting, yet here she was beside the school misfit, carefully copying her handwriting and improving her ABCs.
As much as I wanted to approve of this new development, I felt uneasy. Aoi liked to make Mizuki repeat phrases from last night’s anime to the delight of the other girls, because she sounded like a host of cartoon characters. I quickly clocked that Mizuki relied on Aoi to relay what was said. Moreover, when Aoi stopped, Mizuki returned to silence and kept her own feelings for a hole that went less used day by day.
Despite her odd, parrot-like behavior, Mizuki’s star was on the rise. She was already combining upper and lower case letters to form three, four, and even five letter words—and that was on top of her Japanese studies. I saw first-hand how extraordinary her work was when the green classroom posted the children’s calligraphy projects. The results were rudimentary—after all, the children were six—except for Mizuki’s. The same precision she’d displayed in her English lessons translated into the Japanese, too—maybe more so. I didn’t know many kanji characters, but I recognized beauty right away, and that’s what her writing was—beautiful. Each line followed clear, clean strokes to a terminus resounding with communicated intent.
It was that intent that caused the teacher to worry. When the children chose their own kanji, Mizuki painted no less than ten times hitori bochi: I’m alone. A month later she followed with okoru
tomodachi: angry friend. I smiled, and then looked at the teacher and found she wasn’t sharing my mirth, so I asked, “Aoi?”
The teacher shook her head. These kanji had come before Aoi had befriended Mizuki. So who was the “angry friend”?
I didn’t have time to follow up, because just then I was called into the school’s office, where both Aoi and her mother waited beside a pensive-looking principal.
It was the first time I’d seen the mother up close. Usually she waited with the others beside the open gates, where she commanded the grown-ups as Aoi-child controlled her classmates. In the mother, Aoi’s future registered as a slim, severe beauty unmarred by baby fat or laugh lines; a toned body echoed a constant exercise regime for the former, and the latter revealed the rigid determination I was about to experience.
“Hello, Gregarious Sensei. I’m Naomi Watanbe, Aoi’s mother.”
Her English was easily the best I’d heard from a native Japanese speaker, and her fashion sense was impeccable. In all, she had the air of a jet-setting CEO who had been downsized into motherhood, and when she straightened up from her bow, her eyes were hard and all business.
“All the mothers speak highly of your lessons.”
“I’m lucky to have such fine students.”
“Students are nothing without the teacher, just as clay is shapeless until a potter allows it form. Aoi excelled at the international school, but her performance has declined since we moved to Ogaki. I think you can help her get back on track.”
The principal hung back with downcast eyes. The use of English left him powerless; his understanding depended on what Naomi told him.
“Of course I’ll try my best to teach Aoi everything I can.”
“In a class of twenty your attention will be divided, no matter how much you try.”
Her large diamond ring caught the afternoon sun in a nova flare that blinded me for a second. When my vision cleared, she was closer—and more determined.
“Maybe I’m not following. How else can I teach her?”
“Gregarious sensei, are you available to tutor my daughter?”
Ah, so that’s it. I looked at the principal, who didn’t return my gaze.
“How often were you thinking?”
Her eyebrows rose ever so slightly.
“Why, everyday. I think 10,000 yen a lesson is fair, don’t you?”
Ten thousand yen! That worked out to 50,000 yen a week, and 200,000 yen a month. There was no way I could turn down 2,000 extra dollars a month.
But there was more than me to consider.
“That’s very generous, but at that rate Aoi will burn out.”
“You don’t need to worry about Aoi. After all, clay molds to the potter’s will.”
Again with the clay, as though children could be so neatly packed into a tidy metaphor. Yet I knew I had no allies in the room, so I nodded.
“Good. Oh, and you’ll have two students, not one.”
At that point, someone knocked on the sliding glass door. Perfect timing. Even before I looked, I knew. The Seahorse couldn’t even make eye contact as she bowed, and every time Naomi returned the gesture it was a little higher than the Seahorse’s, who threatened to crack the floorboards with her gratitude.
Once this was decided, I collected my bag and headed home. Crossing the sandlot, I spotted the groundkeeper standing, perplexed, over a damp patch of earth. It was the same spot that Mizuki’s hole had been. Ever since she’d befriended Aoi, it had gone untouched, and the groundskeeper had filled it in and tamped it down. Now it looked as though a pipe below had burst, welling up a foul smelling sewage that reeked even from several yards off. Yet the result was highly localized; no other section of the playground bore such a mark. The groundskeeper continued to shake his head over the growing damp as I passed, and the smell lingered—a strong, rotten stench—well past the gates.
The patch was gone the next morning, but come the afternoon’s tutoring session, it had returned as Aoi and Mizuki entered the classroom. Through the glass door I saw the groundskeeper wheel out a barrow of sand but didn’t have time to follow his work. I’d spent the previous night planning fun activities that would make the time fly—but I still had my doubts. The afternoon sessions would include conversation as well as writing; if Mizuki sat mute this would be one long
hour.
It turned out that wasn’t going to be a problem. One thing became clear as the lesson started: Aoi seemed to genuinely like Mizuki. If anything, the difficulty lay in keeping them on task. Card games made it easier though. I’d spread out the set face down, and in order to win they each had to match two cards that had the same number or suit face. The trick—beyond the fact that they could only flip over and match two cards a turn—was they had to first ask each other a question in English. You’d be surprised how often most kids answered “do you like apples” with “yes I can,” and “can you swim,” with “yes I do.” Getting these points down was the focus of the lesson, and the kids couldn’t pick up the pair of 7’s until they matched their do’s and can’s.
I don’t know when I started feeling strange. I just know it had to do with Mizuki’s voice. As with her spoken Japanese, her spoken English never went beyond parroting or simple answers, yet, on that afternoon, vivid sensations resounded with even the simplest declarations. When she said “apple” I tasted tart green apple, and when she said “swim” water rushed along my body at a brisk, clean clip. Did Aoi feel the same way; if not now in English, then when Mizuki spoke Japanese? I saw no sign that she sensed anything and kept the game going, yet a new event occurred when we switched to writing. As Mizuki wrote, I picked up similar arrangements in the classroom. Spotting CAT, my nose stuffed up with dander. Scoping DOG, my hand touched a cold wet nose. Yet in these latter experiences lay a clue; I had seen Mizuki write English for months, and this was the first time her words came alive. Could the isolation—just the three of us in the room—have something to do with it? Did words gain meaning within the confines of cupped hands and an endless tunnel?
After the session, I waved goodbye and walked through the city, where no light was just a light, and every sound was more than sound. Each pulsed with buoyant messages as whispers lapped transparent structures, heated electrons danced between shadows, and approaching people receded on tides of summer nights and winter days, old men and women retaining Russian dolls of former lives and oncoming futures. Several times, I had to steady myself, yet when a child moved within the woman she would become, no vertigo went with it. All was as it should be in the cascade of revelations; across the street, artists drew magazine covers from the 7-11 rack and advertisements of Mister Donuts’ Pom Pom specials, and the shrine especially coruscated with events now departed but still retained. The sun-bleached, rain-stained structure shone with a golden hue upon figures and silhouettes reenacting battles and loves won and lost.
All was illuminated in words never spoken: only whispered.
When I returned to my apartment, the onrush reduced to 500 square feet of cheap plaster, but words accrued from the bookshelves in a message demanding to be recorded. I barely paused to grab a pen, and long after my wrist ached and my vision had blurred, I continued until there was no more paper, and what I had wasn’t just a record; it was a letter.
I looked about the room but it was just books and slim space. Through the window lay night and light, but only those two things. What I hoped to see was again projected fantasy, not revealed truth. Just like that, it was gone.
I read—and then reread—the letter. How could I think of posting such a thing after what had passed? I’d met her when we were both in various transitions: me to overseas, and her to marriage. Our affair was brought on by her doubts about the forthcoming union, and our passion had been as much a thing of limitation as it was connection. Knowing there were just a few more weeks before I left, the exploration of what could’ve been before stepping over the threshold of what was. Her letters stopped coming soon after I’d arrived. Nothing I wrote now could change that.
I placed the letter carefully on the table. Opened a beer. Thought about the coming lesson. Would this happen every day? And just what was it that I’d experienced, exactly? All I knew then was that I was very tired, so I went to bed and was sure I slept—because in dreams the darkness whispered.
In the dream it was late. Past 3:00 a.m. The night was muffled as if a wet blanket smothered my small bedroom. I sat up in my futon and heard it again; someone was whispering my name. A young girl, speaking with a fierce, angry rush. Not in the room, but close. I stood, opened the door to the living room, and caught her again, following until I stood over the sink…
…It whispered my name.
I didn’t realize I was standing on my balcony until a car honked below, and didn’t know I was on the street until a freight train roared past. Between those two places, I’d grabbed my coat and clutched it close. Now whispers erupted from sewer grates and shadows. An angry girl, her voice overlapped in chorus, her words lost in tidal anger.
I began walking toward the bright lights of the train station. The second I stepped toward a patch of darkness, waves of anger lashed out with the voice of a girl, yet laced with something older, more twisted. I bought a ticket and sat on the train platform. Beneath the bright fluorescents I found a silent comfort from the surrounding night. Was I crazy? I considered the possibilities while rubbing the ticket in my hand.
Then it hit me.
Maybe I was sleepwalking. Both my father and brother suffered from it, and a vivid memory emerged as I reflected: a loud cracking sound that awakened me when I was fourteen. Fragments from there: a broken bedpost on the second floor landing, the tv murmuring down below. Descending the stairs to where my father sat—stark naked—before the 5:00 a.m. farm report on TV. He turned to me, still perfectly asleep, and said:
“Do you want fish?”
On that Ogaki train platform I laughed as the sun escaped the horizon.
Awake. Now awake. All that came before was a dream. Only a dream.
I stood and chanced a patch of shadows beneath the stairwell.
Nothing. All was still.
In daylight, the whispering sink seemed as ridiculous as a sleepwalker considering fish while watching the farm report. Feeling better, I returned to my apartment in time to wash up, and then walked an average perambulation to the school, whose usual routines allowed me to settle into my duties and forget my odd dream from the night before.
Yet I approached the tutoring session with trepidation. Would the rush of sensations return? If so, would they bring the whispers with them?
Five minutes into the session, I felt foolish. Mizuki sounded funny, but it was the voice of a high-pitched girl, not some otherworldly character. Aoi, drawing from her time at the international school, did equally well. Their normality carried over to the rest of the city, and when I returned home I sat down to write a new letter to the one who got away, but its predecessor remained unposted, and, side-by-side, I wondered if I had anything to say at all. Although a tinge of disappointment came with this, I slept well in the silver lining: no whispers stirred the darkness, not that night, or the months that followed.
Then the semester was nearly finished, with just three more days to go before summer vacation. As the teachers handed back the latest test results, I circled the room to ensure all the kids understood the answers. As usual, Mizuki got a perfect score, and I was gratified to see that Aoi had improved greatly. Only toward the end of the day did I learn the class ranking: Mizuki at number one and Aoi at number two. I felt pride at learning that my students were doing so well, yet there was a twinge of trepidation mixed in. I didn’t know why, until Naomi greeted me near the exit.
“Gregarious Sensei, I wanted to thank you for your work with Aoi.”
From where we stood, the playground was visible. Children circled the besieged groundskeeper and the roped-off festering pit that grew despite his best efforts. Rumor was that the city was coming to excavate the cavity, but that was summer work, not yet arrived.
“Aoi really seems to have benefited from her time with you.”
“And Mizuki.”
Maybe I shouldn’t have pushed it, but it felt so obvious: the only reason they were together was because of Naomi. As though her daughter could learn from the prodigy through proximal osmosis.
Naomi surprised me then; she laughed, perhaps slightly affected, but real enough at the time. A useful social trick.
“Yes, everyone loves Mizuki. They say she may even skip a grade, and even talk of special schools. She will go quite far.”
Her voice dropped on the last sentence. Neither of us had anything to say, so we watched the children play as the groundkeeper re-erected a levee against waters no one understood.
“Do you think she appreciates it?”
She spoke so softly that I wasn’t sure if the question was rhetorical. Her eyes held a dazed expression, as she played with that big diamond ring. A diamond as big as the Ritz, as though Fitzgerald had stopped by Ogaki on his way to the Left Bank. How had I missed noticing it was on the wrong finger until now? Because I’m Mister Gregarious, that’s how.
“When it comes easy, it isn’t appreciated. People think: easy come, easy go. Or worse, they think others can be discarded. It’s hard to be discarded, don’t you think?”
Before I could answer, she waved the kids over. I remember the next moments clearly; instead of joining the Seahorse, Mizuki followed Aoi to the gleaming Mercedes whose open door consumed them both. Then I remembered; it was Aoi’s birthday and Mizuki was going back with her for the party. Innocuous enough, so why was I so anxious?
It hit me then: her backpack! Running back I found it in her little cubby. In her haste to celebrate she’d left it there, and, holding it, I felt an irrational fear. She could get it tomorrow, but it seemed imperative she have it now. Why? I had no idea. Yet Mizuki was already gone, as was the Seahorse, perhaps preferring solitude to the sight of her granddaughter riding along with her betters.
I re-hung the backpack on its little hook, and then returned to my small apartment for a perfectly average night before what I thought would be a perfectly average Wednesday. I even went to bed early, for all the good it did me.
It seemed I awoke as soon as I hit the sheets. It was the cold that did it. A deep, bone-numbing cold beneath shivers ransacking my wet frame. Everything, from my hair down to my toes, was drenched in a thick sheen of sweat more reminiscent of a swimming pool dive than a humid night. The window was open, and that plus the sweat chilled me completely. My jimbe
pajamas and futon were likewise soaked through, and when I set my feet on the tatami matting, the squishy result promised a long explanation to ALT. All I could deduce was that I’d suffered a nightmare so terrifying that I’d sweated my fear out. My palms confirmed it when I set them on the sheets, revealing crescent cuts where clenched fists had driven the nails into my skin. My throat concurred with a deep raspy ache bespeaking a scream had rubbed it raw.
Yet I remembered nothing. Hell, I even felt well rested, and by the time I hit the streets the weird morning was nothing but past. I’d already washed the sheets, hung out the futon, and vacuumed the tatami before leaving, and passing the 7-11 and shrine and Mister Donuts, I was sure it was going to be another regular day. But of course it wasn’t. Looking back, the first sign had been the stillness. Not just silence— although that was there, too—but stillness. The streets were empty, and the usual morning murmur was supplanted by a quiet reminiscent of Denver after a big thunderstorm; the way the very air felt scrubbed of emotion and memory, only to be replaced by the hard charge of kinetic potential. Yet there was no evidence of a typhoon or even a storm. The streets were dry, the sky clear, but the muffled, muted quality remained as I hit the main avenue leading to the school, and even as the cars holding my students passed, they did so in a shush that invited no comment.
Then I was through the gate, and knew something was wrong. There was the subdued way the staff carried themselves, and when I started my lessons, the students mirrored their elders. Worse, when I hopped to the green classroom, I discovered both Mizaki and Aoi were absent. During a song break, I asked the teacher where they were, but she only shook her head and lowered her eyes. Toward lunch I slipped out and called the ALT company, always my last ditch effort if the language barrier proved insurmountable. But they hadn’t heard anything either. By then it was lunchtime, and I joined everyone on the playground, and noticed something that had escaped my attention earlier. A blue plastic tarp had been placed over Mizuki’s hole, and the adults were making sure the kids stayed well away as they played on the other side of the lot. Had it grown overnight? I started to head over, but then my vision blurred as the right side of my body went cold. Both were signs of an oncoming migraine, my first since I’d arrived in Japan—in fact, my first since high school, when they had been a regular occurrence.
I reentered the school, miming headache by tapping my temples, and sat in the classroom to prepare for the afternoon lessons. If I didn’t push myself, I could still teach, but it would be touch and go. As I sat and planned, a creaking sound emanated from the hallway. Reeeeeeek. Reeeeeeek. She appeared behind the cart then, my last chance to find out what was happening. One look at her face, though, spoke enough. The Seahorse stopped, and raised her eyes to me. They were twin holes, tunneling straight through to loss and carrying all vitality with them, leaving great age and fatigue on the parchment wrinkles of her face. What could I say to that? I watched her continue, taking with her any hope of me understanding what was occurring—or about to occur—on that day.
The pain got worse through the afternoon, until by the time of the tutoring session I could barely stand. The bells were ringing and the children were leaving, and when I tried to stand, what little was left of my vision shimmered, and then there was blood on the table. Dribbling in Pollack patterns of elusive meaning, and I stared for seconds before cupping my hand over my nose.
The loud crash came then, as the blood pooled in my palm. Mizuki’s backpack had torn free from its hook. When I’d held it the other day, it had felt almost empty. Now it was heavy enough to crack the floor. What had changed?
I blotted my nose with a Kleenex and approached the bag. When I unclasped the first belt, a knife stabbed me deep behind the right eye. I gasped and collapsed against her cubby. So much pain. Still, I was driven to know what was in the bag; perhaps even an answer to where Mizuki and Aoi were. Yet when I got the second clasp open, a second knife struck, this time beneath the left eye, and both twisted with such savagery that I fell back. When I looked down, the front of my shirt was bright red. Salt filled my mouth, and I barely made it to the small sink in the corner before more vented forth, bright blood that hit the porcelain and funneled down the drain and did not stop, even as I ran the water and splashed my face. Christ what was happening?
The earthquake struck as the drain answered. A child’s voice, angry, petulant, traveled up through pipes from a place deep inside the earth. Then the room canted backward and to the right. A table nearly clipped me as I hit the floor and slid—then a chair finished the job, slamming into my side before it hit the doorframe and rebounded into the hallway in time to shatter the sliding door to the outside.
That’s when I saw it.
The ground undulated in large violent waves. When one hit an obstruction—a play set, a child—that barrier collapsed and slid toward a pit that yawned like a great hungry mouth. When materials met the mouth, they grew into jaws and teeth, mashing together on anything—anyone—who did not grab onto something. The mouth consumed the playground and then the parking lot, and on its edge I stared down into the black heart of it and saw… nothing. The darkness was absolute, but as the children and staff fell, words joined them. Words in Hiragana; words in Katakana; words in Kanji; words even in English, although just two; all flowed down the earthen throat that carried everyone I knew to the angry friend, and although I’d like to think I was spared because of my kindness, it was more likely that my side was my savior. It had snagged on fragments of glass, and kept me dangling as the earth roared.
I hung over the pit long after the quake had subsided. From the ground little hands and feet could be seen, sad and horrific, but when I tried to move great lances of pain erupted where the pane of glass had punctured my torso. So I watched the little hands gradually still as the hazard lights of a half-buried Mercedes blinked a steady, constant emergency, and gradually became aware of a deep, ringing sound around me. At first synchronized with the lights, and then growing more frenetic. When I looked up, the Seahorse was crying, wailing, and swinging the great log against the side of the shrine’s bell, and she was still ringing that bell as the rescue workers freed me from the glass. Side bleeding from the wound, I still watched the rescuers begin their efforts, recalling Vonnegut’s memories of the Dresden bombing, a shattered landscape offering up grim Easter eggs. From a stretcher, I watched a pair of policemen try to stop the Seahorse from ringing the bell, but she continued then and might be ringing it still, because as they wheeled me into the ambulance I saw her, surrounded by priests and monks, as the rescuers began to dig through the foul pit that had contained the whispered thing.
I left Japan soon after, but while in the hospital I pressed the ALT Company for more information. For a time they told me nothing, but then one day I had a visitor. The regional manager was an older man, Canadian, who wanted to be anywhere other than a cramped Ogaki hospital room. That made two of us, and I waited with an aching side and itchy stitches as he angled his large frame onto the tiny visitor’s stool. Once settled he began the story I’d been requesting for weeks.
Mizuki had gone missing the day before the earthquake. In fact, it was quite a scandal. The party had been held in a wide clearing surrounded by a wilderness where children played hide-and-seek as their mothers gossiped. It was a familiar place to these wealthy families, and nothing but comfort and ease laced the feelings of the day. Hours passed and the children played, their laughter ringing through the fields, and in the fading light there was no sense that they were anything other than innocent, and, in innocence, returned from the woods in groups, at first large, then small, until only Mizuki remained to be counted.
The mothers asked the children where Mizuki was, but no one would say, although a few giggled. And looked at Aoi. The looks transferred to the mothers, who looked at Naomi while Aoi stood—quite sullenly, I imagined, given what she said next.
“I didn’t want her here anyway.”
Naomi became furious and demanded that Aoi tell her where Mizuki was. But Aoi remained adamant, so it was the other children who lead the group through the woods to an old shed built into the mountainside, where the children had rolled a large log against the door, braced so that whoever lay within couldn’t get out. As the other parents grew more concerned Naomi continued to yell at Aoi, until the little girl exploded: “It’s my birthday, my birthday!”
She continued saying this as the adults rolled the log aside and opened the door. There was a long, collective pause as they stared at the open mouth of the well—and the splintered fragments that remained of its cover. How long had it held the little girl’s weight before caving in? How far had she fallen to the springs whose water was famous throughout Ogaki? Healing springs now carrying a little body out to sea, or deep within the earth.
He didn’t say much else, but when I asked about Naomi and Aoi he grew more uncomfortable. I couldn’t say I was surprised that the earthquake only struck in one other place besides the school. That there was no trace of the house where they had lived. In the end the Mizuki whispers were exhaustive; the thing that had listened, thorough.
After he’d left, I thought about the earthquake’s aftermath. The great yawning mouth had shown no signs of words or language: just destruction. Had I missed the detritus in the green classroom, I might have thought them a result of blood loss.
But I had seen what I’d seen.
As they had wheeled me away, I spotted the contents of Mizuki’s open backpack scattered across the shattered floor. Each piece of paper was unmarred by writing. The words they had contained were absent, having flowed back to the whispered thing to consume all oppressors: the ultimate culmination of anger, and loneliness.
Nowadays, if I think about Mizuki I also think about Joyce and my poet friend. I consider the total concentration that writing demands, the absolute power words have. Just occasionally, one of us approaches its true potential with an ability that dwarfs lesser talents. For these individuals, I wonder if their writing is so singular that it attracts an audience outside human experience. A thing powerful yet protean, composed of an infinite potential that can be molded for great creation—or ferocious destruction.
Mostly, though, I think about a little girl who needed a great teacher and found a hole in the ground instead. Now I have a new routine, and perhaps this story is its culmination. Maybe tonight has helped crystallize what happened to me, and, starting now, I will hold these pages to the light and read them as different facets of a total whole in the hope that the right surface, held at the right time and the right angle, might spark a pure ray which will deliver understanding.
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DO YOU REMEMBER WHEN WE WERE
young, and we played at hunting Tigers in your backyard? There was a long rectangular pool, wrapped around it, summer-colored tiles, terra cotta, and a green gazebo with a swing hanging over one edge of the water by the pool shed. It was a large enough backyard so that at night your parents could have parties with fairy lights and Tiki torches and a great barbecue grill, roasting huge quantities of spice-rubbed meats. There would be coolers of adult drinks and bowls of punch and lemonade for you and me, and for the other children. They could not see us as we ran and splashed and hunted the Tigers in the thickness of the rose bushes down the stone path and away from the pool, hunted them with the pool net and with the longest sticks we could find, the ends sharpened with my father’s Swiss army knife that he gave me once on a camping trip.
We did not know, then, why we hunted the Tiger, and we would have thought that a question like What is this tiger that you are hunting?
would have been the silliest thing in the world. A Tiger is a Tiger, as a fairy is a fairy and a leprechaun is a leprechaun and a Tyrannosaurus rex is a Tyrannosaurus rex. We did not doubt, in the days of our hunting, the names or natures of mythical beasts. We did not think of them as metaphors, or that they meant anything other than themselves. The big bad wolf was just a wolf. Aslan was just a lion.
“Just” is a miracle, I’ll have you know. To be “just” is to be fair, and to “just do” something is to invoke the miracle, which is the slim likelihood of the thing one must “just do” happening. We did not know that then. We thought “merely” meant very little. We thought “only” was to be alone.
You and I thought the same things, of course, or at least we believed that we did. But we saw so very differently, for you had blue-black eyes and mine were hazel-green.
Do you remember the day we caught the Tiger, you and I? Just after dusk, as we merrily ignored your mother’s cries to come in from the yard or else supper would be horrible and cold, but we did not care for we had more important things to worry about. The Tiger was in the bushes—yes, just behind the roses, of course, and we were very close, very close indeed, to catching him. I went first, and you were behind, and I heard your breath rustling the leaves of the bushes, and no other sound in the whole world. We were so careful; not a thorn pricked either of us, and you held the pool net low so it wouldn’t be caught and I held my makeshift spear high, so as to be ready for the Tiger, when it came.
Because your eyes were blue and black, and because you kept behind me, you saw the Tiger before it saw you. Your whole body went stiff and still, and you crouched just as much like a feline as the Tiger itself, and you waited for the right moment, your breath choking off your voice.
Because my eyes were hazel and green, and because I strode in front, the Tiger saw me before I saw him. Before I knew what had happened, I was caught by a growl that seemed to come from nowhere in the whole world, and then I was flat on my back on the white, flat stones in the heart of the rose garden, so close to the back fence as to nearly be in China, as compared to the house, in a situation like this. I was out of breath and staring up into the wide orange face of the Tiger himself, caught completely beneath his heavy, bemused paws. Certainly, he was curious as to what two silly girls with a net and a now-broken but still-pointy stick were doing in his rose-jungle. Surely he had seen you crouched behind a clump of azaleas, with the bright electric blue of the pool net quivering in your hands—so I believed, and I was a little afraid that after he had eaten me up, he would eat you, too, in a snap-crunch-slurp, and, before we could even cry out, that would be the end of us. And as I thought that, I realized I had not cried out, and that I could not, for there was no wind in me to do so, and perhaps also because I was trembling from head to foot. I had a cry in me though, and I could hear it very faintly, below the beating of my heart and the bored, steady growl of the Tiger as it sniffed me over, as if to see how much of a meal I would make. Then it raised a paw, almost lazily, but before it could strike you let out the most wild and courageous yell I have heard in my life. In truth, you bellowed, a right and proper bellow, and you brought that pool net down right atop that Tiger’s shocked and comical head.
Of course, I did what was done in the movies—I rolled out from under the beast, seized the broken point of my spear and drove it straight into the Tiger’s rough-furred orange chest. The Tiger looked very surprised, and fell heavily on me—plop—and his growling faded away. You fell heavily on him, panting, and I could hear your drum-beat heart through his body, as loud and as solid as my own, though perhaps a quarter-beat off, on the rhythm. We lay like that in the bushes for some time, you and me and the Tiger’s corpse, until we could finally hear your mother’s voice through all that we’d done, bellowing a less-courageous bellow (but one that would still carry all the way to China) that we had better come in, or else!
We were compelled to obey, of course, and being proud of ourselves and our kill, we hauled the heavy orange body behind us through the flower bushes, trailing blood over the terra cotta by the pool and under the gazebo until we reached the sliding glass doors that led into the breakfast nook. I felt so heavy and exhausted, but I remember your mother, the way her eyes widened when she saw what we had dragged behind us, our proud catch. She pressed her hands to her mouth and it looked for a moment as if she were trembling—for the briefest moment, as if she were going to cry.
Instead, she helped us pull him into the kitchen and skin him, and cut up the meat for steaks, and then she asked us what we wished to do with the fur. It was so kind of you to let me take it, not knowing what I wanted to do with it—and I didn’t know either, to tell the truth. My mother shrieked and scrunched up her nose at it when I dragged it into the house, and she told me to throw it away, you know? Of course, I didn’t; I hid it in the back, behind the boxwoods, until I could sneak out after I was supposed to be asleep and smuggle it into my room. It took me almost till morning to brush all the dirt and ants out of it, and I brushed it till the orange stripes shone in the moonlight coming through my window. Then I folded it, hid it under my bed, and closed my eyes until the morning and my mother made me get up to go to school.
Do you remember when you came over, so many times, and you asked me to put on the skin for you? We took turns; first I would be the Tiger, then you would, and we would growl and snarl and giggle in the forest of my bedroom furniture till my mother thumped the stairs and told us to cut it out and quiet down. When she started upstairs, we would shuck out of the skin as fast as possible and shove it under the bed, still giggling, and pretend we were playing tea, or dinosaurs, or something like that. I do not think she believed us, but she never said so one way or the other, and she never bothered to look under the bed. She just told us in her most stern voice to keep the noise down, and went back down again. And then we’d pull the skin out again, and prowl about the upstairs as silently as we could, pretending to hunt mice and gazelles and all other manner of things that, unlike Tigers, will never appear in the banisters of one’s stairway, or in your backyard garden.
I never asked you why you stopped wanting to wear the Tiger’s skin as often as we got older. You just let my turn get longer and longer, and you laughed and clapped as I roared for you, and when we sewed it to fit, you said we should sew it to fit me. It was mine anyway, after all, and you said that it would be too small for you. I thought you were calling yourself fat—how funny is that? But we were of an age where that sort of thing mattered. That was the only reason I argued with you, you know? But you insisted, and you said that I looked very handsome as a Tiger, very handsome indeed, with my yellow eyes and my Tiger skin. You said that black eyed girls shouldn’t be Tigers anyway.
I asked you what a black-eyed girl should be. But you didn’t answer.
After that, I wore the Tiger’s skin when I was by myself, too, I suppose you’ve guessed. I slipped out at night from my bedroom window and put the skin on, and I prowled throughout the neighborhood, further. The moon shone fat and gold on my orange-gold shoulders and when I laughed it came out like a roar, and the moon laughed back. I swished my tail and loped through the woods behind the houses, along the bike trails, scaring the late-night riders. I padded softly and chased crows along the loading bays behind the drug and grocery stores. Sometimes, I caught them, too. But never mind that.
And, oh, how I relished it: the pounding of paws on concrete and crabgrass, and the way wind in fur felt better, even, than wind in hair on those times when we got to ride in the back of my father’s pickup truck. And I didn’t mind, even, that this part was only mine, and I never told you about it. I don’t know if you would have wanted to know. But if it makes you feel better, I never told anyone else either.
That is why you didn’t know about the night I took down the gazelle. We never thought they really existed, out in the wild, but they do. I caught this one standing in a patch of milkweed and thistle in the vacant lot behind the drugstore, down the street from our high school. She was brown and tan and dappled, and when she raised her head in the moonlight, she hadn’t yet seen how close I was, crouching behind a blue Escalade someone had abandoned next to the dumpsters. And by the time she did, oh, by the time she did...
It was a terrible battle, really, terrible and glorious. Gazelles are terribly fierce, you know? But I won, in the end, and I carried my prize back to my home, slipped back in through my bedroom window, and I ate it all up but the bones. I was so pleased with myself that I did not bother to take off the skin, but curled up in a contented orange lump on my yellow coverlet and put my head on my paws and went to sleep, just like that, as happy and full-bellied as Tiger or girl had ever been.
When I woke, my mother was standing over me, staring down at my matted fur and my toothy mouth all covered in blood, and the bones littering my coverlet and pillow. She had a hand pressed to her mouth, and it looked to me as though she were trembling—almost, for a moment, as though she were going to cry.
She did not cry, though. Instead, she lashed out with the broom she had in her other hand, bellowing and shrieking at me to get out! Get out! And how she was going to call animal control, and had I eaten her daughter, had I? I wanted to tell her that, no, it was me, and it was okay, it was just a gazelle. But when I opened my mouth to tell her so, all that she saw were my fangs, and all that she heard was my roar, which was terrible and ferocious and startled me as badly as it startled her. So I bolted. I tore out through the bedroom window and slid down the tree with my claws, and left her there, meaning, I swear, to go back, having shucked off the Tiger’s skin. I swore I’d maybe even throw it away, never put it on again, and be a girl for always.
But when I found a place secluded enough to try to take it off, my claws could no longer find the zipper, or the seams, rake as I might through my fur. I sat hard on my haunches and looked dumbly at my shocked and comical expression in a pool of sewer-pipe runoff, and my hazel-green, yellow-brown eyes blinked brightly out from white, black, and orange fur, as if they belonged there. As if I had never been putting on a tiger skin at all, but peeling off a girl skin. As if there had always been a Tiger underneath, if I only had known it.
It took a while before I was really comfortable in my skin again. Which is funny, I suppose, when you think about how much I loved being in it, when I could take it off every morning. It isn’t easy, you know, to be a Tiger and to be alone in the world. The daylight hurts more, noondays eat up the shadows and you can’t hide anywhere, but you can’t let yourself be seen either. And your very basic skills in the way of hunting and trapping and killing and eating aren’t really enough to sustain you, and there are no other Tigers to teach you any better. It will occur to you that maybe these are skills you should develop, if you’re going to be a Tiger, and also alone. And that sounds like a very, very difficult thing to do.
So that is why, ultimately, I wound up in your backyard rose garden, and that is why I am here, lying in wait for you under the bushes, crushed gravel and mulch under my growling belly, wondering if you are home now, and if you will come out to the garden, and take a walk in the roses. And I wonder if, when you see me like this, you will bellow courageously and come at me with an electric-blue pool net and bring it down on my head, if you will run me through with a spear made from a sharpened stick, or one of your father’s golf clubs. Or if maybe you will see that my eyes are yellow and green, still yellow and green, and you will throw your arms around my striped neck and bury your face in my fur, and bring me dripping, bloody steaks when your parents have barbecues, and keep me in the rose-jungle as your very own, personal pet Tiger. I could be happy like that, I think. And if you had a daughter, and she went hunting Tigers in your garden one day, I would be very, very careful not to eat her, nor any of her friends. I would be such a very good Tiger. I would like to show you.
And I wonder if I can wait that long, much longer. I think I can. I think that I am very patient, now that I am a tiger. My tail ticks out the passing of time on the terra cotta of the garden path and it is a comforting sound. But also I am hungry, so very hungry. I wonder if you will be alone, when you come. I wonder if, when you see me as I am, if you will press your hands to your mouth. I wonder if you will tremble a little, if your dark, dark eyes will fill up to the brim—if you will look like you are about to cry. I do not know what you are going to do, really. I cannot predict the ways of black-eyed girls, after all, and you never did tell me what they’re supposed to be.
I wonder if you are home. If you are not, I wonder if you will be home soon. I wonder if you will be alone.
I so hope that you are home.
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BEAR LIKED THE HOUSE EVEN IF
I still felt bad about having to move. Almost everybody besides me felt good about moving. When Mama and the Aunties weren’t at the community center or making enough cleansing oils and weavings to fill up the booth at the street market, they rummaged through all the boxes and crates leaned up against the walls or towering in corners, purifying the nooks of the new house as they found new places for old things. The other kids thought we might get to go to school in the fall.
So close to downtown, it didn’t matter that we only used bicycles or walked. Out on the farm, the Aunties used to have to hitchhike more than they liked. But once even our old neighbors had voted to get incorporated by the city, the Aunties figured we had to get involved if our goal was community. They said better to shape the changes than pretend not to notice. Mama thought we’d find some great places to get the good energy flowing again.
Streets crisscrossed every-which-way by the new house. I heard cars on at least one of the roads all the time. That meant I got stuck in the backyard or on the porch when Mama left on errands. I couldn’t go exploring, ‘cause I wasn’t supposed to cross streets alone, and, after my one try, I learned that Bear didn’t count like a grownup.
Brother and Jeff and Leon were all big enough to ride their bikes up and down the wide, paved road in front of the house if they promised to mind the cars, so they left without me. The road leading up to the old farm had only been gravel. I used to get to play out there because any car coming had to go real slow and made so much noise it couldn’t sneak up. All the roads here were new smooth asphalt, and the Aunties worried that people might speed.
None of our new neighbors seemed very happy about us. They stared when they passed by the house and saw Mama or the Aunties in their long skirts and sandals. They never smiled when we waved, and they frowned at our bicycles and hand-carved sculptures. I’d even heard people talking about our hair and how wild it looked, though the Aunties made sure our braids stayed shiny and tight, and even Auntie Dina’s locks grew out long and beautiful, if a little rusty at the ends from the sun.
I missed the smell of growing things. Our neighbors had yards with only grass in them, a green full of toxins that made them into what Mama called an artificial monoculture. The neighbors cut their trees all the time so that the branches only grew a certain way. The Aunties said growing a thing the wrong way did more harm than not letting it grow at all.
At least the new porch was big enough for Bear and I to play “ship.” Bear helped me sail it, and we ran down the stretch of wood planks only stopping to look out over the railing to see where the boys had got to. I had to stand on tiptoe to see over the railing, but Bear thought that wasn’t so bad, so we ran down to the other end and looked into the ivy vines that grew right up to the edge of the porch like a green sea.
After a while, I got tired of running, so me and Bear sat down on a spare blanket with our cups and had tea. Bear thought plain water tasted best, but he’d pretend it was tea when I called it that. Bear reminded me that Auntie Celia’s baby would be here any day now, and soon I’d have someone else to play with. I thought it didn’t count the same because a baby would be too small to play with. The boys already left without me.
Outside felt pretty good, though. The wind whished
enough to make the trees and bushes roll their heads around. If I went to the backyard where the sunshine covered everything, I knew I’d be plenty warm, but Bear reminded me that we couldn’t see anything back there. With all the grownups gone, the silence felt bigger, more watchful in a way that I didn’t like.
The new street did have other kids, mostly around the boys’ age. They had skateboards, and new clothes with the same tags, and they laughed at each other as they tried to do tricks. I saw Leon go by once, but he looked a little scared. I heard the other boys laugh some more, but they wouldn’t let me play even if I asked, so Bear and I tried to find something else to look at.
Then I noticed the girl.
Across the street, she had put out almost all the toys in the world on her green, green lawn, and she went from one pile to the other, taking turns, I guessed. She had a purple table with dolls sitting at all the laid places. Her pink teacups had plates and spoons that matched, and she had a teapot with flowers and a pitcher and little plastic cookies. She had one of those riding-toys, too, shaped like a fancy carriage but with no horses. The girl didn’t seem to like playing with anything that wasn’t pink or princess-y. A big bucket of animals and horses and doll-clothes and plastic food leaned against the side of their crabapple tree. The tree had no fruit on it, even though the ones in our yard already had so much that a bunch of it had rotted and called the yellow jackets to swarm.
She looked to be my age. I hadn’t seen any other girls.
The girl across the street filled up each of her dolly’s cups and then took one of the dolls to the carriage. She rooted around in the bucket, picking things up and putting them back. Then she gathered up the doll before going back to the tea party. I’d only ever seen such wispy blonde hair like hers on dolls before, and her dress frilled out at the sleeves and all along the bottom. The stars on it caught the light and winked. She even had those plastic jelly sandals with the glitter in them.
Mama wouldn’t let me wear anything like that. Plastics killed our Earth, got put together in shops full of little kids who worked all day for mean people. We only got to wear natural fibers. Well, except for wool, but that made me itch anyway. Brother’d talked Mama into at least three pairs of denim jeans though, because he got them at one of the exchanges at the community center. Mama said community support made them okay. I think Brother just wanted to have clothes like other kids in case he went to school. Mama promised I could learn to sew when I got old enough, and weave, and crochet, and anything else I wanted to know about making and mending. Brother already knew some about carving.
The neighbor girl had all kinds of shiny, frilly clothes and lots and lots of toys, but it looked like she couldn’t cross the street alone either, ‘cause she stayed right in the front yard just like I stayed on the porch with Bear. I couldn’t figure out the expression on her face. She concentrated on each thing that she touched, but she didn’t frown the way Brother did when he worked math. Instead, she had an almost-smile that made her seem sleepy, ready to nap.
Just then, her grandma pushed open the door to the house, wiping the back of her wrist against her forehead. She looked tired, and cranky, and her metal-grey hair had come loose in strands from the bun at the back of her head. She had a rag in one hand and an apron knotted around her waist, but she looked across the street at me.
“Hey! You!” she said. She pointed right at me.
I jumped.
“Come play with her,” she called.
I felt like she’d caught me spying, but I hadn’t been sneaking or anything. The railing was high enough to hide me if I ducked down, but she already knew where I was. The Aunties said that ignoring grownups just ‘cause you didn’t want to do what they said wasn’t respectful. Mama said that elders kept the wisdom of the world, if you only asked them to share.
I looked around for Brother, but all the boys had gone around to one of the other little side streets, and he couldn’t see me. I wasn’t supposed to cross the street, but the grandma had told me to, and we’d be right out front of the house where anybody who passed by could see us.
“Come on,” the grandma said, and wiped again at her sweaty face.
Bear thought we ought to go. He’d seen me staring long enough to know that I was lonely, tired of our two cups and the shade of the porch. He wouldn’t let me hide, and the grandma wouldn’t forget us standing there. Unless Brother came by, I had no reason not to go.
I clutched Bear under my arm and tried to come down the stairs careful, because they were made of old stone that got pushed out of shape by the roots of the big oak tree that grew on the side of our house, and they scraped hard if I fell on them wrong. I didn’t have any shoes on since I’d been planning on being on the porch all day. None of that seemed to matter to the grandma.
I looked both ways before I finally stepped off the curb, but it still made me feel like trouble when I left our yard and went into theirs. If another grownup told me to do it and it wasn’t a stranger asking me to steal or eat meat, I hoped that meant Mama wouldn’t be mad at me. But maybe I’d ask her how to say no, for later, in case it ever happened again.
As soon as I stepped onto their grass, the grandma went back inside, and the screen door closed with a bang. She didn’t even wait to see what we did, had only made sure I obeyed. I’d actually seen the grandpa more often, because he spent all his free time making sure that their grass stayed green and even, and that nothing grew in their yard except what he let grow. He had a riding mower, and sprays, and a weed-whacker, and all summer long the smell of cut grass came from this place. When he took down a tree, he didn’t even leave a stump so that he could even out the lumps in the yard.
Our yard stayed lumpy ‘cause of the moles, but we also had rabbits and all kinds of songbirds, and blackberries and honeysuckle that grew in a tangle along the edges. We put our compost on the focal points and let our Earth decide what grew. Mama said we deserved each other as neighbors since she didn’t like seeing what he did to his yard and he sure didn’t like seeing what we did to ours.
The little girl stood by her table where her dolls still had their tea and waited for me to come to her. I held onto Bear and went, because I couldn’t complain about being lonely if I wasn’t willing to play when people asked me to. She didn’t seem to think it strange at all that her grandma had called me this time, when she’d never invited me before.
She looked me over and tilted her head to the side. When she smiled, she had dimples in both cheeks. “Grandma can’t hardly believe we got black hippies.”
I didn’t know what to say to that.
I could tell by the way she said “hippies” that she didn’t mean it as a good thing. Maybe not “black,” either. But Mama told me that meeting ignorance with anger wouldn’t fix anything, and Bear thought I should try to be nice until I figured out if she’d meant it or just repeated what she’d heard her family say.
“We’ll play tea party,” she said.
I nodded, and shifted Bear so that I held him in front of me wrapped in both arms.
She picked up one of her dolls and started to hand it to me, but then put it down on the grass. “Your teddy bear’s awful ratty. I guess you’re too poor for a good one, huh?”
I squeezed Bear a little tighter. Mama always told me to be nice, even when people weren’t nice back. “You got a nice teapot,” I told her.
The little girl smiled at me, like she had a secret. “Grandma said it cost too much, but then it went on sale and she got it for me,” she said.
I nodded. I looked around behind me, but the street stayed empty. Cars passed a couple of streets over, but not close enough to be seen.
“Grandma will bring out real cookies if I want,” the girl said.
I shook my head. Mama said not to be rude but careful. What went into a body affected what came out. If we didn’t know who made it, the safest food was kosher. I didn’t think the grandma made kosher cookies.
The little girl looked bored. “Maybe we’ll play family. We can trade babies.”
I backed up before she finished talking, and she frowned at me. She leaned down and picked up the doll from the grass. “You play with Tabitha,” she said. “She’s a special edition. Hardly anybody has one, but I asked Grandma, and she found one at a store after they were all supposed to be gone, and the man didn’t know they were supposed to be expensive, so he sold it to Grandma for regular price.”
I didn’t recognize the doll, but Mama and the Aunties didn’t let us watch TV because of all the empty commercialism. The doll had a lot of frills on the dress and blue eyes that opened and shut when the girl leaned it back and forth. I didn’t like the idea of trading, not one bit. Even if Bear thought it was rude, I wasn’t letting go of him.
The girl frowned harder. “I don’t have any black ones. Tabitha’s better than that.”
I didn’t even shake my head, just got ready to get out of her reach, in case.
She let out a big puff of air. “You’re weird,” she said. “Keep your ratty old teddy bear if it bugs you so much.” She put the doll back in its seat at the table.
After a minute, her face got that dreamy look again. When she smiled, she had that secret grin. “We’ll play explorers,” she said.
She took off running and I followed her, because I knew all about follow the leader games from playing with the boys. Sometimes they’d still let me play, at least for the parts in the yard.
She made a ring around the crabapple tree, and ran along the edge of the driveway made of white stones before she ran back to her table full of dolls. I tried to follow as best I could, but she didn’t tell me where to go like the boys did, or laugh or squeal like I might have. We just ran faster and faster around the yard, in silence, and I had to hang onto Bear with only one arm so I could keep my balance.
It didn’t seem to be a chase game. The girl never checked to see that I followed, or danced out of reach. She ran so fast I almost slipped a couple of times, and I felt strange trying to keep up in bare feet when she had plastic jelly shoes that kept her from scraping anything.
She kept running real close to the driveway and the curb and then changing directions all of a sudden, so it started to seem like she wanted me to trip. I slowed down a little, because if I fell, I’d probably get all scraped and cut. Mama told us rushing so hard that somebody got hurt meant we weren’t acting right, deliberate. Every action had a consequence, so we’d better think before we moved.
After a while, the girl ran full out around the corner of the house, and I had to run double-fast to catch up. I almost tripped over her as she duck into the space under the porch. I stopped and held Bear tighter, but the girl just grinned and waved her hand. All that wispy hair didn’t even look out of place.
“Come on, come on,” she said. “It’s okay. I go under here all the time.”
She didn’t exactly say that her Grandma let
her under the porch all the time, but she did say it like she never had to sneak. I didn’t like it that none of the boys had come back down the street before we’d left the yard. If Brother came looking for me, he might not see me right off. I figured I’d hear him if he started calling. As long as I got back before Mama came home.
It smelled like cold dirt under the porch, like the inside of a tunnel that had been left alone for a long time. I couldn’t see so great. Light came in from gaps, somewhere. Just enough to make things murky, and so I could kinda make out the little girl’s face.
“Come see,” she said.
We both had to walk crouched down to fit. Even someone Brother’s size would have to get all the way down and crawl to get in under here. I figured, after this game, I’d played enough. I didn’t like being bossed, not even by Brother or the other boys.
I followed her further around a corner and realized that the ground felt funny. It might have taken me longer to notice if I’d had my shoes on. It felt colder than it should have, even being in the dark under the house. And it seemed a little squishy, like it’d been churned a lot not too long ago. I couldn’t figure anything they’d grow in all this darkness except maybe mushrooms. The neighbors didn’t seem the kind of people who’d want to do that.
“I can have almost anything I want,” the girl said. She said it quiet, almost a whisper. “Even the toys that never go on sale. As long as I feed it.”
Bear thought we probably ought to go back to the porch. I thought so, too. But when I looked behind me, I couldn’t see where we’d come in. Then something moved, kind of rustled, and I whipped back to try and see what it was. The dirt shifted under my feet, but not like an earthquake. More like the way it moved when the moles made tunnels in the yard. Only bigger.
“I used bugs at first, because even the big ones are easy to catch,” the girl said.
I didn’t like that I couldn’t find my way out, and I felt stupid that I hadn’t just told her “no” before we’d gone under the house.
“Those only got me tiny things, like dessert, when Grandma said we shouldn’t waste money, or stickers at the store.”
She sounded happy, not scared or worried or tired. We both crouched down in the dark under her house where nobody would think to look. The ground moved again. Bear thought we should definitely go.
“But then it told me that if I gave it bigger things, it would give me even better things back,” the girl said.
I kind of thought I could see her eyes, or maybe the glittery stars on her dress catching light.
“Birds are hard, but Grandma has a feeder, and they’ll come for bread, even if it’s wet. That got me the teapot and Tabitha.”
If anything, the ground started to feel colder, and damp, almost; a slimy kind of feeling that made me even sorrier that I’d come here with her. I hadn’t told anybody.
“I saved the rabbit for something real, real special,” the girl said, “like a pony or a trip to Princessland, even before my birthday.”
I didn’t know how I could tell she was grinning in the dark, but I could kind of feel it touching me. It felt like when I brushed up against a spider web.
“Then I decided to ask for a friend,” she said.
I knew she’d been lonely, even with all her buckets of toys. But I didn’t want to be her friend if it meant going under the house to this cold, slimy place.
I could definitely see her eyes. The light in them wasn’t reflected. It just got brighter and brighter. It made everything around her seem darker. I figured I’d have to run for it and keep one hand out. I didn’t like this game and I didn’t want to spend any more time with this little girl.
Then the ground started to rumble steady. I could tell that whatever made it do that could fill up the whole space before I’d even made it back out from under the house.
“I thought it hadn’t worked right,” the girl said. “You’re too weird, and you don’t want to play family or even share your stupid teddy bear.”
Mama said that panic made people do dangerous things, so I tried to keep taking deep breaths as the rumble got louder and louder and the ground under me swayed.
“But I figured out what you’re really for. It thinks you’re like the rabbit. Just like something that still lives in the woods. I bet you don’t even drink soda or anything, right?”
Mama and the Aunties thought fruit had plenty of sugar. Sometimes we got raisins in our oatmeal.
“You’re big enough to get me something really, really good,” the girl said. “Maybe even big enough to let it leave the yard. I haven’t even decided what I’m going to ask for.”
I took Bear in both arms so there’d be no chance I dropped him. Any minute, this thing would pop out right under us both. It wouldn’t eat her because she ate preservatives and refined sugar and covered herself in plastics. Her grandparents couldn’t fit under the house, and none of the kids in the neighborhood were young enough to want to play with her in the first place. The rumbling thing didn’t have that many choices in the city if it couldn’t stand preservatives.
I took a deep, deep breath. I didn’t want to see it come up, or feel it any closer than I already did in the slimy, cold dirt between my toes.
Bear told me the words of binding, and I repeated them, careful to make sure I said them the exact same way.
Mama and the Aunties had felt the sickness growing in the city every time they went to visit the community center. They said too many of the doorways were getting thin and needed more constant tending. They had told us all look out for polluted energy, for bad spots. Imagine me stepping in one the first time I got off the porch.
Bear made me say the words three times all the way through before he let me take off running. The rumbling didn’t stop, but it didn’t get any louder. It took the girl a minute to realize that.
Then she ran forward and caught my arm. Enough of that light pulsed in her eyes to still make them look glow-in-the-dark, like lighting bugs.
“What did you do?” Her voice sounded like two things talking at once. High little-girl-voice, and scratchy, rumbly it-voice.
She tried to pull me back, but she only had borrowed power, so she couldn’t hold me when I pulled away.
She chased me, but I didn’t say anything, just saved my breath for running. I hit a wall face first, hard enough that I probably busted my lip. I just clamped my mouth shut to make sure I didn’t drip blood anywhere in here.
I burst out from under the house and didn’t even slow down, just ran along the side until I reached the front yard. I knew she’d chase me, but she shouldn’t be under there when it closed up, either. I sprang across the road and scrambled up the steps, scraping my toes. Only then did I turn around to look behind me.
The little girl stood at the edge of her yard where the green grass stopped and the asphalt started. While she watched me, her angry face faded into surprise. Then she just looked confused. She looked down at the dirt all over her frilly dress and pawed at it. By tomorrow, she probably wouldn’t even be able to hear the thing anymore, but I’d make sure to tell all the Aunties so they could be certain whatever it was stayed closed up and trapped.
As I tried to get my breath back, Brother rolled down the street on his bike. He had a hole in one of the knees of his jeans, and dirt smeared across the back of them. He stopped in front of the stairs and frowned at me, especially after he noticed the neighbor girl holding her doll, Tabitha, like she didn’t quite remember what she used it for.
He stomped up the stairs and put his hands on his hips. “You’re not supposed to cross the street by yourself,” he said. “And you know Bear doesn’t count.”
I nodded. “Her grandma made me. The thing under their porch told her to.”
Brother frowned and looked back at the house where the little girl had begun to play tea party again with a little more confidence. He looked like he still wanted to argue, but then he shrugged. “Your lip’s busted and your feet are cut. You didn’t bleed on anything over there?”
I shook my head, so he nodded and helped me back up to the porch and handed me one of his carvings out of his pocket. My feet quit stinging so much.
“How come you’re not with everybody else?” I asked.
Brother shrugged again. “All they wanted to talk about were videogames and shows we’ve never seen. They kept wanting to know why none of us played basketball as good as the guys on TV, or why we didn’t have stories about gangs, or why the Aunties don’t look like black people are supposed to.”
He sighed and dusted off his pants. “Then they led us out into the woods and tried to feed us to one of those critters,” he said. “Said one of the basketball teams would move here.” He shook his head at the stupidity and meanness of it. “We bound up the spot, but Jeff and Leon are making sure all those guys don’t remember, aren’t controlled anymore.”
I nodded and flopped back down on my blanket by the two empty cups me and Bear used for tea.
Brother sat down, kind of like he didn’t want to. “I’m sorry you have to play by yourself so much,” he said.
I shrugged, but Bear reminded me that Mama taught us to be gracious. “Thanks for helping me up the stairs.”
Brother nodded. “They’re gonna be mad about your lip,” he said.
“They’re gonna be mad about your jeans,” I said.
He shrugged.
“There’s probably more,” he said. “Of the bad spots, of those critters.”
“Yep.” The wind gusted pretty good, and the bushes rustled some more.
Brother scratched his nose. “The trees around here are pretty, anyway.”
I nodded.
Bear still liked the house.
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NAMIR WATCHES HIS WIFE AND SON
as they sift baking salt-pans under the sun. They help gather the wet mounds of white clay that will be turned to dry powder later. If they see him, they will avert their eyes. If he comes any closer, they will flee in fear and alert the village. He knows this. So he watches from afar, his clawed feet sunken in the cool shadowed side of a dune. The whiskers that cover his face and shoulders like tattoos of string-thin spines quiver in the breeze, picking up the emanations of their life-heat.
 
SANIH TRIES NOT TO SCAN THE
shores of the dry lake for the tell-tale silhouette of Namir’s ghost, crouched behind a crescent curve of sand. She knows that her husband has passed on in the cycle of reincarnation, that his spirit now dwells in the body of a xir, a desert ghost.
Seven days ago, Namir collapsed beside Sanih, mouth foaming, hands white from salt gathering, already dead by the time the mozhar
arrived with his tinctures. She cried into his warm, dry headscarf as if to dampen it again with her tears, cursing him for forgetting to soak it just once, and one time too many. She told her ten-year-old son that his dai
was gone, and held the boy to herself to absorb his pain. Despite her own suffering, she is aware of the child’s shock, having lost her own dai to the scouring dust of a sandstorm. Her zai
died in childbirth.
Six days ago Sanih rubbed every inch of Namir’s cold body with palm resin and oil, to sweeten his scent and lure his ghost to his own funereal meal. She wrapped him head to toe in a death-shroud, leaving the last three feet of its cotton length free so that she could use it to drag him from the tent to the edge of the village. She unwrapped the shroud and kissed his resin-candied lips at the end of this journey, arms aching, her son by her side, the tents of her village behind her, the other widows and widowers watching in silent recognition. She laid her husband to rest on the dunes under the light of Heshan-Bahal, the world-ghost, its vast half-sphere blazing with the light of the set sun, its rings a jewel-bright scythe slashing the dark sky. She said goodbye to Namir, whose time on this world as a man had ended, and she left his body unclad and alone for his new shape to feed on.
Five days ago, by dawn sun, she saw that the corpse was gone, and knew it had been taken and devoured by the juvenile xir that had caught Namir’s spirit in the desert, and come to the edge of the village, drawn by the scent of its past body. She lit incense in the temple-tent, one stick for each of the three carved salt idols; the cat, holder of the embryonic spirit; the human, holder of the median spirit; and the xir, which looks like cat and human both but is neither, holder of the ghost spirit. By this trinity she said a final prayer for Namir’s journey onward.
Four days ago, she joined the work of the village once more, and saw for the first time the xir prowling at the edges of the village, even during the day.
Sanih knows her time of grief is over. But yet she finds herself looking for that xir she knows is her husband’s ghost. When her son turns to look, she covers his eyes with her hand and turns him away. “It’s bad luck to look at ghosts, Dimir,” she says, and bites down on the air in her mouth as if it were a sadikh’s
bit.
 
EVERY TIME THE VILLAGE MOVES TO
a new location, Sanih and Dimir, along with other wives and husbands and sons and daughters who have lost their loved ones, come to the edge of the tents at night, their tapers glowing in clay cups to draw a line of light in the dark beyond the village. There, at the edge of the desert gloaming, they leave their pots of meat and broken shell boiled in milk; leftovers from the communal supper, as an offering of respect to the ghosts of their families. It is also a deterrent to keep them from seeking prey in the village.
In the mornings, the pots are always empty, except for a few shattered remnants of shell. The xir are hunters, but they will scavenge, too, like any wise creature of the desert.
 
NAMIR TEARS THE TENDER STRINGS OF
meat from the giant beetle’s head in the pot, lapping up the smoky milk that it floats in with his long tongue. He uses his clawed hands to turn the chitin skull, punching holes in the shell with his long, curved thin tusks, to free knots of white flesh. He pulls away the remnants with smaller, but sharp, teeth.
He recognises the taste of the spiced milk, and like a sudden fever, is struck by the image of his wife Sanih in the supper tent, sitting on the other side of the palm-leaf mat where the dripping hunks of boiled beetle, still ensconced in cooked shell, are ladled. There are many hands taking food from the pile; but his eyes go only to hers as she plucks an eyeball, berry-black and soggy, and pops it into her mouth, mischievous and quick. She sits next to her dai, but doesn’t seem bothered by this as she eyes Namir flirtatiously through the pungent veil of steam rising off the supper. It is weeks before he will ask for her hand in marriage.
Namir hurls the beetle’s head away, a growl rippling through his body, his whiskers snapping upright. In the bright light of the stars and the world-ghost, the multicoloured sky-diadem of its other moon-worlds, he can see other ghosts picking through the other pots, all solitary, staying away from each other, their shadows long and lonesome on the sand.
A female watches him from afar, tusks stained with the blood of some kill from earlier in the day, her eyes lit amber. The whiskers on her back and shoulders quiver in a wave, a signal. He remembers Sanih looking at him through the steam, her lips shining with milk, silent beckoning; a kiss outside in the dark, the two of them tangling into one at the edge of the village, unafraid of ghosts. Namir whips around, looking toward the village, expecting to find her there standing at the edge. She is not. There is no one. The tents are dark, the humans all inside, asleep, the portals drawn closed to shield them from hungry ghosts. From him.
His lips peel back from his teeth as he refuses to meet the gaze of the female, and instead lopes away from these remnants of human food, filthy with his memories of a life that has ended. He can feel the other xir looking at him, the fresh juvenile, only just illumined with a spirit that still yearns for its previous existence. Or perhaps they can’t even tell—perhaps they don’t even know anymore that they hold spirits that once lived in humans. He can’t speak to ask them.
He runs.
 
WHEN DIMIR WAKES TO THE RAVENING
scream of a xir, Sanih is already awake and ready to hold him close and kiss his head. The tent is dimly lit, the cloth walls saturated with the night light of Heshan-Bahal and its celestial host.
“Is that Dai-Namir?” Dimir asks, face covered in his sweat, eyes wide and blinking rapidly to rid themselves of their tears. “Is he… is he sad because he’s dead?”
“I don’t know if it’s him or some other ghost out there, Dimir. But Namir isn’t sad. He’s not your dai anymore, he’s a xir, and they don’t know sadness. He’ll forget he was ever a man, and when he dies again in the xir’s body, his spirit will finally go to Heshan-Bahal, the world-ghost, to meet every life that has ever passed away on this or any of the world-moons.”
“If Dai-Namir isn’t sad, why does he still come and watch us?”
She looks away from her son, closing her eyes, not wanting to answer. She forces herself to speak. “Don’t look at it, Dimir. I’ve told you. Don’t look at the ghosts. They’re hungry, that’s all. They’re hunters. If you see one, look away. And don’t ever try and sneak away from the village to see one.”
Dimir sniffs, taking a shivering breath.
“The desert is theirs at night, you must respect that. Promise me you won’t go looking for Namir,” she says, squeezing his small shoulder. He nods.
“I promise, Zai-Sanih,” he says. She smiles at his sincerity, and combs back his black hair with her fingers.
“Come now, no more crying. We must be strong, for the village; we have much more salt to gather, and beetles and game to hunt, and cattle to raise before summer comes, and we must reach the steppes. Our time for grief is over.”
And so it was. He would have to learn that, and so would she.
 
SANIH SEES DIMIR CROUCHING NEAR THE
tent’s portal. He is stroking a cat, its sand-white coat puckered and patched with scars. Its sky-blue eyes are narrowed, squeezing out rheum, its ears flattened. It is an old cat, one that Sanih has seen stay close to their village and follow their karvan
when they move. Old cats sometimes stay longer than others in the village, to get leftovers because they are slower and can’t compete for prey or scavenge as well as younger ones.
“Careful, Dimir,” she says. She remembers trying to pet any and all the cats that wandered through the village as a child, and being scratched and bitten often. “They don’t always want to be touched by us.”
“This one does,” says Dimir, patting the creature’s fragile head. She can hear the subtle grumble of its purring even from where she’s standing. She has to admit that this one seems happy enough, luckily for Dimir.
“I gave it some scraps of the cured meat,” Dimir says, still looking into the cat’s face. He sounds sheepish.
“Dimir, I don’t have to tell you. They don’t need to be fed.”
“I know, Zai-Sanih. But… he’s going to die soon.”
Sanih holds her breath, and nods. “Yes. He is.”
Dimir looks up with his pale grey eyes, and he has never looked older to her. “When he dies, he’ll come back and become someone’s dai, won’t he?”
She smiles, bends to brush her hands across his smooth chin. “He will.”
“Good,” he says, nodding, as if satisfied by this simple answer. Sanih wants to hug him, tell him she’s proud of him. She wants to tell that she’s envious of his strength.
She lets him pet the cat.
 
WHEN THE NEXT HUNTING TRIP IS
announced, Sanih takes the longbow from its rest at the corner of the tent, running her fingers along its coarse stave, etched with her and Namir’s names, his script-work a delicate tracery along the edge.
Sanih had watched Namir carve the bow on the week of their marriage. He had hacked away the fossil-wood heart of a fallen, desiccated megacactus dried out by flashfire, swinging his tulwar
like a little boy, his black curls flying. She had helped him treat the wood and shave it down to a stave, then watched with a pang of pride as he turned serious but still boyish, tip of tongue sticking out of the corner of his pursed lips as he smoked the stave over a fire and bent it little by little, with the care of an artisan. She had waxed the string, tested it with her jaws, laughed at his arousal as he watched her do this. Namir had let her slip the end of the string through the first notch, and then taken it and threaded it through the second, tied it tight and strong.
The day they were wed, they went with a hunting-gathering party to the edge of a guelta lake, its rocky shores clad with scores of iridescent boulders—a swarm of basking beetles. The gatherers pried beetles from the ground, hands wrapped against snapping jaws, shoving the giant insects into sacks that would lull them to sleep. The pickers plucked clusters of dates, or dug under boulders for the fat black mushrooms the beetles often ate, or filled skins with water. The hunters searched for prey.
Together, Namir pressed up against her back, his hands guiding hers, helping her pull back the taut string with his thicker wrists, they shot the bow for the first time. Their arrow found a young seehet, killing it immediately. It was just large enough for the both of them.
They had skinned and roasted the lizard over a fire outside their tent, late at night, when the communal supper and celebrations were over, feeding each other in the quiet, mouths steaming in the cold, fingers slick with butter.
Sanih’s wrists and arms are stronger than that time they first pulled that string. She has drawn the bow many times. It bends more easily now, more supple from the years of use, but it still has its strength, never once cracking or splintering. Namir always let Sanih shoot when they went hunting together, so that she could get used to it.
Her fingers pluck at the worn script of their names. Slinging the bow over her shoulder and strapping the quiver to her back, she goes out and joins the hunting party. For the first time, she hunts without Namir. She brings back three seehet, and a vasikh
fox.
 
WHEN THE ARREM TRADERS COME IN
their sand-ship, to barter for sacks of salt and desert meats to take to their cities, Sanih looks enviously at their etched metal masks and bulbous goggles, their ribbed tubes that make them look less than human and more like the giant beetles whose flesh they covet and buy from her people. But she knows their strange suits protect them from the desert. They have to lose no husbands or wives to the heat of the sun, or the fangs of rogue ghosts, or the scathing knife-winds of sandstorms. She has seen the spires and minarets and ziggurats of the Arrem cities on the horizon, glowing in the night like distant, burning palaces. She has seen their false stars rising up, leaving glowing scars against the sky.
The Arrem cut themselves off from the reincarnation-cycle in their cities; they send their ships into the sky, hoping to one day travel in them to the other world-moons, to Heshan-Bahal itself, a terrible folly that only they can one day discover the price of. She has always feared for them, for their fates, their spirits evaporating into the cold void between the stars instead of ascending to the world-ghost. They have become ghouls, in their sprawling, far-off cities.
But now she looks at them and envies them and their strange lives. They fear nothing, it seems; not even the xir, whom they hunt sometimes for their pelts, though this is never mentioned during trading camps because they know it is taboo here.
She walks amidst them in the shadow of their sand-ship, its great hull looming huge over the trading camp like a rusty axe-blade, its crowning fan of solar-foil sails reflecting a flickering rain of sunlight over the cluster of makeshift stalls. Because of their suits, the Arrem always make her fellow villagers look small and vulnerable as they barter and trade. Mostly they trade with skins of precious water from their cities’ deep-wells, each gourd the size a child. The air is filled with the sounds of haggling, the rumble of the ship’s mysterious engines.
Sanih touches one of them on the arm. He flinches and pulls back his arm to look at her. His goggles hide any trace of the humanity he shares with her.
“What do you see up there? When you send your ships out to the sky? Have you seen others on the world-moons? Have you seen past the clouds of Heshan-Bahal?” asks Sanih.
“I don’t understand, nomad. If you have something to trade, step to the mercantiles,” he said, his voice warped by the mask, his accent strange as he speaks her language, foreign to him. She sighs and nods.
So it is.
“Listen,” she says, loud and clear. She checks to see where Dimir is, running around the stalls with other children. “Listen to me. Please.”
“What is it?” he asks.
“You are a hunter. You have blades and gun.”
“Yes. They are not for trade.”
“I don’t want them. Just listen to me, I beg you. There is a xir following our village. Please, after you’re done trading here, go away, go far from here, if you must hunt the ghosts. Don’t hunt around here.”
The Arrem hunter’s gloved hand goes to the handle of his sheathed scimitar. He looks around. “Are you threatening me, nomad?”
Sanih raises her hands, palms open to show she has no weapons, and shakes her head. “No, no. Listen. My husband is dead. He is now a ghost, and he follows our village still. I don’t want his ghost to be shot and flayed for its pelt, like some ignoble spirit-empty beast. Please. Just go far from here, if you must hunt. That is all. Please.” She realises she is trembling. She has never before spoken to one of the Arrem, has only watched them barter with the village traders.
The hunter’s breath hisses in and out of the mask. She keeps her hands open and visible. The mirrored lenses flash with sunlight, the ghoul, spitting fire from its eyes.
His hand moves off the handle of the scimitar. He twitches his head, almost imperceptible, and walks away, heavy boots leaving craters in the sand. She touches her chest, feeling it rise and fall, wondering if it was a nod she saw. She feels light-headed, selfish, sweaty.
 
NAMIR WATCHES HIS WIFE AND SON
sifting the salt pans from afar, wishing he could come closer to see what they look like. He is now tracking them almost entirely by their emanations, his whiskers bristling always to catch them in the breeze. He is glad he can still sense them. But he is forgetting what they look like.
He still holds onto the memories of Sanih looking at him through the steam, tonguing the boiled eyeball into her cheek with a grin; of their first kiss in the cold desert night, shivering in a shared shawl; of watching his glistening newborn suckle his zai’s breast under the dappled shadows of an oasis; of little Dimir taking his first tottering steps onto the tender flank of a dune. But their faces are blurring, melting away, the details of each moment becoming confused. He wants to go closer to them, to see their faces again, but he resists, digging his claws into the packed sand. A growl rattles through his clenched teeth, his lips peeling back to bare fangs.
Sometimes, breath shallow with shame, Sanih gives Dimir a sleeping tincture with his supper water. Once he is deep in his dreams, she smoothes back the curls of his hair, kisses his forehead. Then, she wears the bow and leaves the tent to go to the edge of the village. There, she waits. If a vasikh or a giant scorpion comes near, she readies the bow, though they never make her shoot.
She waits, until the shape of Namir’s ghost appears crouched on the dunes, a sharp silhouette against the soft, swollen cloud-seas of Heshan-Bahal.
She wants to say his name but doesn’t, knowing that it may attack if she draws its attention too much or confuses it. But despite the fear that tightens her throat on these night walks, wrapped in her shawls, she feels nothing but relief when she sees Namir’s ghost still there, prowling at the edge of the village.
It hasn’t forgotten yet.
She wonders if she would walk up to it, offer herself to its jaws and tusks and claws, if Dimir weren’t alone and asleep in the village, blissful in the knowledge that his zai will be there when he wakes. She wonders what it would be like to be a ghost next to her husband.
 
NAMIR TRAVELS ACROSS DUNE SEAS, THROUGH
forests of megacacti lit by the flaming curtains of firejacket hives; through rocky nests of giant beetles, their black moisture-gathering exoskeletons gemmed with condensation; through oases where he hunts herds of horned garradh
and placid sadikh
through diamond-clear sheets of precious water. He follows the shoreline of the great dried salt-sea, always behind the village as it moves toward the cooler steppes and mountains where its inhabitants will roam for summer.
Every time he sees his wife and son, he longs to come closer. His memories of them disappear like dreams each time he tries to think of them, so he tries not to. It saddens him that he cannot remember what they looked like, once, through human eyes. It saddens him that they are beginning to look like different creatures entirely, that his body reacts to their presence, and the presence of their fellow villagers, with a tense hunger.
But a xir cannot show sadness, as humans can. So he watches.
 
WHEN THE VILLAGE SETTLES AT THE
edge of the steppes, the mountains finally on the horizon, Sanih is called to see the village Edei. They sit in council, in a circle, their faces sun-stained with age, creased from years of bearing out the desert winds. She sits in the centre of their circle. The tent is dim, lit only with a few tapers, the portal closed, letting in a thin line of sunlight that burns like a brand against her back.
Rehla, one of the council wives, tells her, “You’re still grieving for Namir, child Sanih.”
She doesn’t know what to say. “No, Edei.”
Barazak, one of the council husbands, tells her, “You don’t show it; it’s true. You’ve been strong, and have done your duties.”
“Yes, Edei. I beg forgiveness if I’ve failed any of them.”
“You haven’t,” says Rehla, sucking on the stem of the water-pipe they pass around, to keep their minds clear and just. The smell of burning reed is a welcome perfume, but Sanih is not comforted. “But you still grieve,” Rehla says with regret, and passes the pipe as her throat hitches, a grey gobbet of smoke spilling from her lips and nose.
“Your time of grieving is long over, Sanih. Summer is never easy. Your spirit must not yearn for things it has lost and cannot have. It will sap your will, and jeopardise our entire village,” says Hashil, another husband.
“I have grieved, Edei. It is done.”
“Sanih, my dear,” sighs Barazak, bowing his head to her in respect, to show he thinks that she is not telling a lie, as such. “You may not have even admitted it to yourself. But Namir’s ghost follows us still, and it’s been too long. It has broken the cattle enclosures on three different nights, and it has already taken two garradh, and a sadikh, and it’s becoming bolder. We can’t ignore it any longer.”
Larih, another wife, nods, her brow furrowed. “It is a xir, and a most dangerous presence to be constantly with us. For now, it’s just taking away our livelihood, but this will change. The only reason it could still be stalking the village is you, Sanih. It senses your emanations, your grief, and it’s drawn to it. You’re not letting Namir’s ghost live out its life as a xir, you’re confusing it. If this goes on, it will kill you and Dimir, and become rogue, mad.”
Sanih closes her eyes. She knows they are telling the truth.
“Edei, I have a question for you all. If Namir’s ghost kills Dimir and me, would it be so bad? We would find ourselves amongst the xir, alongside Namir, and we would be one step closer to transmigration, to Heshan-Bahal. Why is that a thing to avoid?”
“Sanih, it’s a sin to give oneself deliberately to the xir. You know this,” says Rehla, calmly.
Bazakir shakes his head, slapping his knees in anger. “If we all fell to our feet by the xir like so many chickens, we would die out entirely, and the chain of reincarnation would be broken. We would turn cats to spirit-stagnant ghouls, like the Arrem have done for themselves, and the new generations of xir would become mad, spirit-empty demons,” he says, his jaw clenched and leaping with every word, his long white beard sweeping across his chest.
Rehla places one hand on Bazakir’s shoulder, calming him. She turns to Sanih, her eyes watery with age and smoke. “Namir was young, and so are you, Sanih. We know this. It is difficult. Believe me, I know. I’ve lost two husbands and a daughter in one lifetime. But you must move past your grief, or you’ll endanger all of us. I know you wouldn’t put your own son in harm’s way.”
Sanih feels a sudden, stabbing shame at her insolent question, at having even thought of allowing helpless Dimir to be slain. In her lap, her hands turn to fists, nails digging into palms.
“I’m sorry, Edei,” she whispers.
“Don’t be sorry, dear Sanih. The world is cruel. But who knows how much more cruel the other world-moons are to their people, or how much kinder? It doesn’t matter, as long as Heshan-Bahal remains in the sky,” says Rehla.
“What would you have me do, Edei?”
“We’ll leave that to you,” says Bazakir, his anger gone, or hidden, his eyes drooping and tired. “You know the judgments.”
“We trust you, Sanih. Make things right, one way or the other,” says Rehla.
Sanih closes here eyes and nods.
 
SANIH KNOWS SHE WILL FAIL. IF
the xir following them is drawn to her grief, then it will follow them still, and keep following for days. How many, she doesn’t know.
She is not Rehla, stalwart and wizened, letting the loss of her loved ones slip from her like water off a waxed cloak.
She is not a xir; she can’t forget that she had a husband, even if Namir’s ghost will soon forget that it had a wife. And when it does, it will come to her, confused and drawn by her emanations, and it will probably kill her and Dimir.
She waits till nightfall, puts Dimir to bed with his tinctured water.
 
LOOKING AT DIMIR SLEEPING, SANIH SHAKES
her head. How much he resembles Namir sometimes. Namir when he had been younger, and beard-less, crafting his bows and hunting with her, scouring the salt-pans for hours without taking a break. She wears her shawl and cloak, slings the bow and quiver over her shoulders.
She bends, and kisses her son’s forehead, his little onion-bulb nose.
She blows out the taper in the clay cup. The smoke rises like a silk string in the line of Heshan-Bahal’s beckoning light, which slips through a parting in the curtain. Sanih steps outside.
 
SANIH WALKS BEYOND THE EDGE OF
the village and into the steppe. The mountains in the distance are coal-black daggers stabbing the luminescent curve of Heshan-Bahal, whose rings have tilted to a razor-thin line now, so sharp against the black night sky that Sanih feels like she can hear its humming song as it slices the celestial void. The night is so clear she can see the swirling of the world-ghost’s cloud-seas, the black spots of shadow cast by its eclipsing world-moons. The grass of the steppe shimmers with its reflected sunlight, golden-green waves lapping in the breeze, clamoring at her hips.
Her every breath is crystalline against the stars as she looks up.
She stamps her feet to warm herself, feels the pull of this gem-like orb she stands on, while it takes its eternal journey around Heshan-Bahal. It may be cruel, but how can she not forgive its cruelty? She wonders, as she often has, about the lives of those on the other world-moons. Whether they have parents and husbands and wives and children. Whether they would appear even more alien to her than the Arrem in their cities. What sorrows they sing of into the void?
She listens; perhaps their songs are carried between the orbits, and drift in the night sky. Sanih can only hear the wildgrass dance its silken song, to match the voice of the breeze.
Her breath hitches as she catches sight of it, standing amidst the wildgrass, the long line of its shadow wavering with the wind. Behind the ghost, a far-off cloud of firejackets rises above the steppe, a sheet of sparks against the dark mountains.
“Namir,” she says into the breeze, knowing the xir’s ears will catch her voice, like its jaws caught her husband’s spirit, back when it was a spirit-empty juvenile. She lets down the bow from her shoulder, rests an arrow’s neck against the notch Namir carved into the centre of the stave.
As if imitating the surrounding sea of wildgrass, the whiskers on Namir’s ghost bristle and wave.
 
NAMIR’S GHOST RECOGNIZES THE NAME ON
the wind. His name. Like a canker it sticks to his spirit, not letting go, blinding him with a pain that has no physical source, that is everywhere at once. His whiskers lick at the emanations of the woman in the field. He shakes his head, snapping his jaws to rid himself of that name, which somehow comes from her. His body is drawn tight like a bow, his hackles raised, whiskers snapping.
 
THE GHOST SCREAMS, A NOISE SO
piercing and mournful that it wants to send her own spirit fleeing from her body. Sanih flexes her hand, trying to lessen the tremors in her arms and fingers. The xir is crouching low.
A sign. It is about to charge.
“Yes. Come to me, Namir. I’m here. It is my grief that pulls you here. I’m making you suffer. I’m the one keeping you from living your new life. I will not have that,” she says, nocking the arrow and pulling back the string, her string hand inches from her cheek.
It is forbidden to give oneself as willing prey to a xir.
It is forbidden to hunt a xir.
It is not forbidden to kill a xir in one’s own defense, or to die defending oneself against it.
Live a good life, Dimir. She mouths her prayer. Her arms start aching immediately, and she grits her teeth.
Namir’s ghost charges.
No scream, no roar. A silent wound slashes across the grass of the steppe in its wake. It covers fifty feet in a few seconds, faster than Sanih expected. She raises her aim slightly. Its bristling shape is ten feet from her when she lets the arrow sail, looking straight into the flashing shards of its eyes.
She is knocked off her feet by the impact against her. Shaking, she gets up, her body surging with the urge to run. But she knows there is no need to, even if her body doesn’t. She wouldn’t be getting up if the xir had reached her with full strength.
The arrow rests in the ghost’s cheek, just underneath the ember of its eye, a place where she might have kissed his human body once right before they fell asleep in each others’ arms. She had been aiming for the throat, or the forehead. The arrowhead is buried inside the skull, probably just in the quick of the brain. A little shallower, and she would have been dead.
It is a near-perfect shot, one that she could not have made without Namir’s years of guidance.
 
HE CAN FINALLY SEE HER FACE.
But he sees nothing he can recognize. He sees a human antagonist, a frail, small thing that has somehow taunted and defeated him.
The stinger she has left in his head blossoms into a numbing pain, wiping away his confusion.
He sees himself: xir. He sees his life: unlived, hunting among the dunes, sleeping under sun-warm sand, mating under the bright night sky, grooming his infant until it is old enough to venture alone. He tries to get up, to go and live this life. He can’t. He feels his breath leaving through his mouth, drawn outwards as if called, and his eyes focus on the great blazing circle in the night sky.
 
SANIH RESTS ONE HAND ON THE
furred face of the ghost. Its whole body vibrates with one low growl. Its golden fur glitters, feathery dark stripes fluid, shifting as its senses seize. Fangs revealed in a foaming grimace. Steam rushes from its mouth, misting the beautiful tusks that curve outwards from them. They look shockingly fragile. Sanih wipes her eyes.
“Wait for me in Heshan-Bahal,” she says, gripping the arrow’s shaft in one shaking hand, and shoving it deep inside the ghost’s head.
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I WAS THINKING OF YOU. IT
was late and the lights in the bar were set low, creating the cozy, private feeling that you always found so depressing in those sorts of places. They’re my sort of place now, but there was nothing private about the mass of people pressing on me as we stared in awe at the big television screens.
“The bridges are gone, collapsed at the same moment.” The reporter gasped. “There’s no sign of an explosion. Authorities won’t answer questions about what happened.” They were showing the same footage again. And again. The Brooklyn bridge crunched at the middle as if giant hands pressed either end together, then collapsing, crashing into the water below, taking who knows how many people down with it. The Holland tunnel was uprooted and submerged. New York was completely cut off from its suburbs on Long Island and in New Jersey. It had to be a bizarre natural disaster or a brilliantly executed terrorist plot or… something.
“It’s like the city just shrugged,” somebody whispered. He spoke to the television, but it sent shivers through everybody who heard him.
That’s when I thought of you.
 
CHICAGO WAS NEXT, A YEAR LATER.
It was one of those foggy days when the air is so thick and close that the buildings disappear inside of it. On that day the ground rumbled and the air was filled with the sounds of steel sliding over glass, of concrete creaking over rebar. The city shook with the sounds of building after building around the city prostrating itself to the Sears Tower. They bowed before it, the King of the skyscrapers, and suddenly everybody knew.
They didn’t have footage of it to play over and over like they did with New York, but they had experts. Whether they knew anything or not, the experts talked. The one I remembered most sounded a little like you. “There are precedents of course. Atlantis is the obvious one, but I think the tower of Babel probably references a real event that’s been garbled over time.” The experts speculated about what made the cities wake up, about how the ritual obeisance could have been coordinated, about anything and everything but the one obvious question, the one you’d never answer for me: “If they’re waking up, what does that mean for us?”
You’re still gone, vanished with New Orleans, but I know you’re out there. They’re still creeping toward consciousness, so you must be.
 
NEW ORLEANS WAS THE FIRST CITY
to wake up, but it took them years to figure that out. It was so much smaller than the others, its skyline so much less impressive. But you’d always said that buildings were the side effects of cities, that their souls didn’t need skyscrapers to grow and dream and whisper their passions to you. New Orleans had an old soul, pieces of Paris and Marseilles glued together with fragments of Barcelona and bits of Africa, thrown into the world and forced to find its own place. So you chose it as the first.
The weathermen started talking about Hurricane Catherine changing course, and still you went. She grew bigger and angrier while I begged you to stay, but you couldn’t be stopped. They nicknamed her Katrina II, but you laughed at me as you climbed into your car and set off.
I’ve tried to picture it ever since, you strolling into a city anybody with any sense had long since fled. You whistled; I’m sure you whistled. But then what? Did you crawl into the city’s bed and stroke its shoulder, nibbling on its ear and whispering tidings of morning, the way you would for me? Did you wrap your arms around it and speak of love and sex and waffles, coaxing it past the foggy stages of fresh wakening and into the warmth of your voice? Did you even think of me as you made love to the city, mother, midwife and lover all in one? I picture it, but I don’t want to know.
Whatever you did, it wasn’t enough. Or it was too much. New Orleans woke in the middle of the worst cyclonic storm on the Atlantic since they’ve kept records. It trembled and shook, as if convulsed with shrieks of, “Not again!” and threw itself into the ocean, taking you and every other poor soul trapped there with it. Katrina II, Hurricane’s Revenge.
The waking must be contagious. It traveled up the Gulf Stream to New York, then through the Great Lakes to Chicago. They’re waking themselves and you’re dead and gone, drowned in a pile of rubble. I’ll never have to look at you and know you dream of sapient Metropolis even as you kiss my fingers. You’re lost and gone and I’m rid of you and your mania at last.
 
I REMEMBER THE NIGHT WE FIRST
talked of cities. We wandered down State Street, lightly buzzed and falling into each other’s arms at the slightest provocation. You spread your arms to the sky, as if embracing it and the towers around us. “Can’t you feel it breathing?” you asked me. I felt humid air and the stillness of closed shops and closing restaurants. “We could nudge it, just a little. Then there’d be something marvelous.”
We kissed. I pressed my lips to yours, helpless to answer you another way. The train rumbled overhead as we parted. You sighed and I heard the street sigh with you.
 
LOS ANGELES NEVER WOKE UP. YOU
said it wouldn’t, that it was a stinking mass of ghettoed neighborhoods and highway united by a central strip devoted to tourists and hookers. You said there wasn’t enough human soul there to keep the people from turning to plastic. You called it an abomination, a collection of suburbs with no city. San Diego, San Francisco, they creaked into life, but Los Angeles remained still.
You were right, but it’s the only city with suburbs left. All the wakeful cities went to war today. They ate the half-towns surrounding them, swallowed them into the earth, trampled them underfoot, and consumed their remains. Millions of people are dead. Half of Maryland and portions of Virginia aren’t there anymore. All the grey places that cannibalized the cities are gone.
I wish you’d been here to see it.
 
I WORK ON A FARM NOW.
They’ve sprung up where the suburbs used to be. The cities are riddled with markets selling fresh produce. Visiting the markets is the newest pastime for the people living in cities.
The farmers are experimenting, making new things out of the soil. They’ve made a plant that tastes like chocolate grow in the Midwest. It’s creamy and sweet so you can eat the fruit straight. It tastes slightly nutty as it dissolves in your mouth. A used car dealer from Troy, Michigan, developed it. Horticulture had always been his hobby, and it became his life after Detroit leveled his home and killed his family. He lost everything, but the cities are full of chocolate.
I don’t think of you when I eat it, because I don’t think of you at all anymore. I just go to the private bars with low lights out of habit. The world has changed and there’s no room left for missing you.
 
LOS ANGELES IS GONE. SAN DIEGO
and San Francisco marched against it. They say the whole coast trembled under the strain of the two cities treading steadily toward their victim. Los Angeles was still asleep and they tore it to shreds.
It’s not the only one. All of the sleeping cities are under siege. Milwaukee and Chicago devoured Green Bay, leaving a pile of rubble surrounded by lakes. But you know that.
I’ve spent the last year working a farm in Wisconsin. Chicago turned back south and as it passed by I ran to the roof, telescope in hand. I don’t know what made me think of it, but I needed to see this divided city holding itself together with nothing more than wrath and disdain for the unconscious heaps of buildings nearby. I leaned out of the window, almost nautical as I scanned the skyline. You were right; they’re glorious when they’re awake and moving with purpose. And there you are, perched on the spire of the Sears Tower, hair streaming in the wind and laughing with joy.
The telescope falls from my hand. I’m running, feet slapping hard against the ground as I rush to catch up with the city, to join the march. I understand now, and I need to see it, to be part of it. Wait for me, just a moment longer. I’m coming to you.
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A GIRL OF THIRTEEN ONCE OWNED
Hartleigh Garden. Her four years as proprietor witnessed wars of silverfish and centipedes beneath her ballroom floor, mold that dripped down the wallpaper like strings of pearls, rats in the cellar among shattered wine-bottles and decaying wood. She could repair nothing; she spent all her meager funds on food and the wages of two remaining servants. Cook spoke to her, even helped move her heirlooms—paintings, threadbare velvet furniture, a brass lamp—to the side where she lived, the dry side. She and the old gardener tried to pull the weeds from her family’s graves, but each time the doves would flock. They perched atop the rock markers and bobbed their heads, blinked their garnet eyes, tangled their scaly feet in her hair. She did not like the doves.
She thought society had forgotten them, long since the quarantine passed, but one day a lawyer came, a widower: Mr. Gideon Frost. He spoke with a voice warm as Cook’s oven, and she caught him gazing at her as she read the countless legal documents. Every week thereafter he returned, soon bringing nothing but his own good nature. He loved the house, and her too, so she married him that spring. Renovations began. Rats no longer crawled in the corners, and fresh paper brightened the walls. The dry side of Hartleigh Garden became a proper place for them, and his son, and their daughter: me.
She relinquished our birthright for love, so she told me as she combed my hair—or tied my pinafore, or watched over my lessons.
Books Mama selected from the old library taught me to read, dusty things with cracked leather bindings and foxy-flecked paper of ivory cream. Their scent reminded me of rain. Watercolors decades-old enlivened my ink drawings. Among irises grown wild I perfected my curtsey, and all our handkerchiefs bore my embroidery.
“A Hartleigh girl ought to have a governess,” she often despaired upon hearing my atrocious French, but blood must prevail. Mama was certain. My beauty and refinement one day would impress some handsome, rich man, as had hers.
I wanted to marry Owen, but I could not since he was my half-brother. Each summer saw his return from school and sunshine on our garden adventures. We created stacks of drawings. Mine were of fantastical flora and fauna whose inspiration bloomed in our neglected flower beds. Owen chose to illustrate real animals, labeled from wildlife books he found. Though a squirrel or his dog Felix might win a sketch, the birds filled most of his portfolio.
He had a way with birds.
Robins would sing to him, and he would whistle in return. Owen knew every bird’s song. Wood warblers lit upon the trees like scoops of butterscotch ice cream, and skylarks and sparrows freckled the lawn. A heron investigated brackish puddles. And the doves, the doves loved him best. He cooed; they cooed. He tipped his head; they tipped theirs, curious. When he stretched his arm, they landed upon it, tails hanging beneath as though Owen himself had wings. They only landed on me when I brought them breadcrumbs.
“Why do they like you better?” I would ask.
“Because you stink something awful,” he always said, and then I stuck out my tongue.
Our doves were grey and speckled and barred, with iridescent necks that puffed when they perched. My favorite was one of the few white ones; I called her Pearl. “There used to be more whites,” Owen told me as we sketched, sitting on the dovecote floor. “Probably your ancestors bred them that way. For show instead of eating.”
“I’d never eat Pearl. Why aren’t there more like her?”
“Natural selection,” he said, and then he explained Darwin for me in pictures.
Sunlight haloed the dove on his head; the cote had been built with several tiny square windows—for decoration alone, since a raised cupola up top granted the birds their liberty. Hundreds of them lived there, a home as old as Hartleigh Garden itself. The walls bore regiments of holes, in which chicks nestled with their mamas. We heard their little cries. Dried white ordure clung to the rafters, built layer upon layer like stalactites; when I breathed, the heady musk caught in my throat.
One day I spun upon the potence, holding the ladder as I propelled myself around the cote’s interior. But the old wood cracked, and I fell against the stone wall to an angry chirp and a whisk of feathers. Cook bandaged the scrape on my elbow, and then she told Mama its origin.
“You let her in the dovecote? Horrible boy.” Owen crossed his arms, as he always did when Mama scolded. “It is filthy in there, the air is terrible—”
“It’s not,” said Owen.
“I want my Marjorie nowhere near those dreadful pigeons. She will catch a disease.” She pressed her lips to the top of my head. “When your father is wealthy again, we will tear that old thing down and have flowers in its place. You will like that, Marjorie.”
I said I would not, but she had left us then. The fragrance of her musty lace dress lingered on my skin.
Papa’s first wife adored birds. She kept them in gilded cages shaped like pagodas, a host of them dangling from the ceiling: cockatoos and finches, canaries and parrots. Owen remembered nothing else, and when I asked Papa about her, he grew sad. I wondered if he had loved her more, if she had been prettier than Mama, though I knew that was impossible. “She looked like Owen,” he said. “He has her nose, and her eyes.” He smiled then, to hear me call Owen’s nose beaky, and he agreed.
“Are we poor?” I asked. I had wondered on that, too.
“Not very. We have food and clothing, and a lovely place to live.”
He said as much to Mama, every time she sobbed over our house. She beseeched Papa for renovations; her catalogue of faults stretched endless, from the finicky water closet to the rats’ return. The damp side encroached upon the dry, she knew from the mold in her best sitting room, and she swore the garden walls sank further into mud each day. Her family deserved true headstones, not just rocks. “And those damned
pigeons,” she said.
I heard them, watched them from underneath the door. There was a wider space where the rats had gnawed.
“Sophie,” he said, petting her hair, a cloud of fine curls the color of brown sugar, and kissing her cheek. “Sweet Sophie, Owen’s school—”
“I care nothing for Owen’s school.”
“He will attend university and become a great naturalist,” Papa continued, all calm, “and what of Marjorie’s dowry?”
“Hartleigh Garden is
Marjorie’s dowry. It is her rightful inheritance.”
“No—”
Before I caught the rest, Owen pulled me to a window. Outside a squirrel and several doves fought for seed I had scattered earlier. We raced to study them closer, as quickly as Mama’s sadness danced from my conscious thought. Yet later I worried.
The next summer Mama tried working in the garden. She confined her ministrations to the plots nearest the house, and she coaxed rheumatic Mr. Lewis into helping her. A compost heap coalesced by the damp side, weeds and kitchen waste piled high. I feared her gaze would shut our cozy studio, but Mama’s delicate constitution had her inside every hour, sipping lemonade or baking with Cook.
Owen and I retreated to the cote, and Felix too. Though the doves atop his head plucked through his fur in search of seed, Felix whined but once. The whips of his long tail, however, sent birds aflutter to the rafters.
While Owen drew me, I tried to hold my body still. I cupped a fledgling to my chest; pinfeathers pricked through my dress. Another dove preened on my shoulder, shimmying his beak along knobbled pink toes. They fidgeted but did not fly away, not until he closed his sketchbook. He grinned and tugged my braid. “I’ll copy it in ink and color it for you on my best paper.”
“I want it on my wall, next to the painting of Mama’s great-great aunt.” Delphia Hartleigh, the profligate’s daughter, wore a red kerchief and two pretty white doves, and she fed several more outside the cote.
“That one is pretty,” Owen said. “I hardly recognize our dovecote there, it’s so clean.”
“I like it better now. All the moss between the stones, and all the ivy.”
“You should draw it sometime,” he said. He gently pinched a bird’s neck and smiled at its happy trill. “Maybe in winter too, with the snow. I don’t get to see it then.”
“I will.” I paused, and then continued, softer, “Mama won’t tear it down, will she? She can’t.”
“Oh, Jorie, of course not. Papa won’t let her. And then I won’t let her either. When I—” He stopped when he saw my expression.
“You?”
“It belongs to you, too,” he said. “I’ll tear down the damp side and build an aviary. We will study birds together.”
Indignance quivered behind my ribs. “You’re not a Hartleigh. You’re a Frost.”
“I am, as are you.”
“I have Hartleigh blood. You don’t.” I rose. “Hartleigh Garden can’t
be yours,” I said, and I stomped into the sunshine. I forgot to check for Mama. After railing at Owen, who did not pull faces at me as usual, she sent him to his room to languish birdless for a week. I thought it served him right, until I imagined a piteousness of doves pecking at his rust-locked window. How sad he must have been.
I did not entirely forgive him until, after his imprisonment, he slipped a drawing and a note of apology under my door. The portrait spoke more than his words: a girl in a blue dress, with beribboned brown braids, and a bird—my favorite Pearl—held close. He had made me as lovely as Miss Delphia Hartleigh.
Papa came home from a City visit that autumn, bearing sugar: a bag of brown for Mama and Cook, and a covey of treacle toffee for me. While he continued work, I lingered in his study; I had missed his scent, the spice of dry leaves, and how he hummed as he read.
“These are about Hartleigh Garden,” I said. I pointed to a fanned sheaf on the carpet.
He glanced down from his desk. “They are.”
Sticky candy remnants coated my fingers, and I licked away their sweetness as I asked, “Why does Owen think he will have it?”
“Such is the law, pet. But it will always be your home,” he said.
“I s’pose.” Cascades of ivy, spiraling stairs eroded soft, the damp side’s flooded beauty, the Hartleigh family crests upon our tarnished silverware—all held my blood. Only the doves belonged to Owen. “Mama says it’s mine.”
“Your mother.” Papa sighed. “Dear pet, you must know. She lived here alone for a very long time, dwelling on somebody else’s memories. She grew up hearing about grand balls and garden parties, perhaps from her grandparents, but she herself never saw anything like. Do you long for balls and parties?”
“No. I want Hartleigh Garden how it is.”
“As do I.” He reached to stroke my hair. “Do not tell your mother, but renovation would be useless. The foundations were built poorly. They are sinking. No amount of money can save this house, so shall we tear it down and build anew?”
“No!”
“Quite so. We will let our home age in peace, with you and Owen as her attendants. You in particular, pet.”
“Does that mean I can live here always?”
Papa smiled, gentle and slow, like candlelight blossoming in a dark room. “Of course.”
Three years later, instead of university, Owen went to war. Papa brought the news; though I begged, Owen knew his duty. His school friends had joined too. When he embraced me in the foyer, I presented him with a watercolor of our dovecote. Around its walls clustered birds, not only doves but robins, and sparrows, and an eagle too.
“I worked all night to finish it,” I told him, “and I used the last of my green.”
“Color me impressed,” he said. “It’s beautiful, Jorie.”
“And on the back I wrote useful phrases for you, in my very best French.”
“Then I hope they’ll ship me to France,” he said, ruffling my curls as an older brother ought to, but I saw the sadness tugging at the corner of his mouth.
I followed him outside to Papa’s motorcar, and my vigorous waving startled a cluster of doves on the eaves. Felix barked as feathers scattered; I wound my arms around his neck and hushed him. Until the willows engulfed the car’s squat black body, until I no longer heard its creaky sputters, until Mama called me for lessons, I waited.
Owen’s promised letters came, though before he grew accustomed to the censors, they unfolded skeletal with scissor-cuts. Papa posted my return letters at the nearest village, and I filled them with tales of his doves and sketches of imaginary specimens. They spread giant wings or nibbled on fruit with impossible, s-curved beaks. Owen thanked me; he saw few birds, wherever he was.
And Hartleigh Garden decayed. Spring snowmelt drowned the wine cellar; barrels lurked like crocodiles in this new subterranean lake. The displaced rats moved up. Dust coated the stair rails, a grey blanket that rendered the wooden angels senseless. When Mama attacked with a feather duster, it rose in a billow and settled somewhere else. In summer the mosquitoes bred even within the house, worse than years before, and though I tried not to itch, scabs pocked my arms. I cracked my window for air, and I fed the doves scraps of crust. They fluttered wilder, more restless each week. Autumn saw the death of Mr. Lewis; he caught a chill and never recovered. Papa and I buried him in a corner of the garden—away from the Hartleighs, Mama insisted. Cook then left too, since we needed her wages for peat.
Mama wept, more than she had for our gardener. Papa wrapped her in his arms and consoled her. I passed them as they sat with each other on the stairs, and then listened from my room.
“We will live, Sophie. We have enough.”
“You don’t understand. This—this in all my life is the first time I’ve felt truly poor.” She sobbed.
“We don’t need servants. You have always loved to cook, and Marjorie can learn too.”
“But I already clean, and cooking—I only played at it. I baked desserts, for heavens’ sakes.”
“We will manage. You’ll see.”
Mama and I tried. We used Cook’s recipes, and we concocted vegetable soup from our garden produce, raspberry jam from jars of preserved fruit, and meat pies from Papa’s village groceries. I refused to eat any chicken, so Papa instead returned with mutton and beef. Since roasting meat troubled Mama, as she said we lacked the proper instruments, we boiled it in stews. All Hartleigh Garden, the stones and the flaking wallpaper, the paintings and the antique furniture, all inhaled the rich scent and grew glossy with its flavor.
Mama wanted more expensive goods, venison or imported tea, but Papa still saved for Owen’s university. “Why, for such an indefinite future?” Mama often pointed out. The water closet begged repair, moths infested our books and clothing, and mildew inched upward from the wine cellar swamp. But I knew. Papa hoped Owen’s ambition would draw him back to us, would save him from the trenches. To think about his future seemed to ensure he would have one; he had written for the first time in months, in October, that he had been badly wounded. When I told Mama, she raised her eyebrows. If he never returned, she said, Hartleigh Garden would be mine. She treated me like it was.
I had found scarce time to visit the dovecote, as a lady of the house ought not expose herself to such dreadful birds. Mama busied me with dancing lessons, or arithmetic, or French, and I practiced pinning my hair into a coiffure. I escaped only when she fell into one of her ill humors. Though I attempted to draw, to win the doves’ affections, loneliness sighed through my bones.
One afternoon I heard a motorcar, and I thought Papa was home until the engine rumbled once more. A glance out the schoolroom window showed me a farm truck rounding the corner, soon out of sight amidst a tangle of branches.
“Gideon!” Mama called when the door opened. Then: “Oh.”
I flew down the stairs, anticipating—in spite of the letter—his fresh aftershave and an embrace like to suffocate me with its strength. Once I reached the foyer, I stopped. Owen balanced a crutch under his right arm; the other dangled lifeless in its sleeve. His left leg ended in his knotted trousers, tied below his knee, and a scar like burning sugar burst across his left cheekbone. I edged toward him, until his grin encouraged me to fold him in a hug. He smelled like medicine.
“I left the rest of it in Belgium,” he said, gesturing to his amputated leg. “Hope you don’t mind, Jorie, but it was too much of a bother to keep.”
“Why are you so hoarse?”
“Because I smoked too much in the hospital,” he teased.
“I’ll not play nursemaid,” Mama said. Her lips had tightened into a scarlet line. “Marjorie, you will help him upstairs.”
“Neither of you are strong enough,” he said. “I’ll stay down here.”
“Can I take him to the kitchen, Mama? It’s warmest there.”
She sighed. “If you must.”
Owen lurched forward, a stiff-legged stork, and I wrapped my arm around his waist. When he reached the kitchen, he sank into a chair. He thanked me for the tea I poured, and he explained that he had wanted to surprise Papa and me. For months he had lain in hospital beds, a series of them from Belgium to France to England. “Father already visited me in the City, but he has to stay on business—so I hitched a ride to see my little sister.”
“And the doves.” One tapped on the window, and then another.
“And the doves,” he said.
He could still draw. Sometimes I fled Mama to find his crutch tossed aside, his back curled over the kitchen table, his pencil busy. While we cooked our meals, I would peek over his shoulder. War pervaded every line, sadness every shape, but he never spoke of it. He recreated Continental landscapes and the stray dog his troop adopted, native plants and portraits of his friends. Though his damaged arm bothered him—he longed for two hands to balance his sketchbook—the doctors said if he practiced each day, he might regain its use.
On a day when Mama sequestered herself in her room, I dared to smuggle doves inside. I poured the three birds out of my sweater, and Owen smiled. They lit on his shoulder and head. “Stop that,” he said as a grey nibbled his ear.
“More wanted to come, but they’ll see you soon.”
“Provided I get better at walking. Here, Jorie—hand me my sketchbook.”
Doves strutting across the table, doves combing my hair through their beaks, doves bobbing their heads with liquid grace, doves gathering at the window to watch. Real birds eluded me, but they behaved for Owen.
I fetched my own paper. I decided I would draw him.
Red burned between squares of peat, erupting from the top in skeins of orange flame—he gazed upon the fireplace while I perfected his profile. He had turned without a thought. I concentrated so intently upon my drawing, how the underside of his nose tapered to his lips and chin, that I did not hear Mama’s footsteps. “Don’t move,” I said.
“Jorie—”
“What is this?” I turned. Her nostrils flushed pink and raw, delicate, like the rim of a teacup, and her mouth crumpled into a frown. “Marjorie, go to your room,” she said.
“Mama, I’m sorry. I’ll take them back outside.”
“Now.”
Owen squeezed my shoulder, so I left for a spot on the stairs. My stomach simmered, bubbles rising, bursting, and I clutched it, pressing my cheek to the banister. I stifled a sneeze at the dust.
“How dare you. How dare
you.” The slap echoed. “How dare you let those pests into my house, into my kitchen. You have been nothing but a wicked influence on my Marjorie, always pushing her into this—to this bird nonsense.”
“It is not nonsense.”
Mama’s fury overwhelmed my silent cheer. “I should have destroyed the pigeon farm when we had money. Watch them, watch their disease-ridden little claws scurry over my table. We eat our food here. Get off!” Wings thrashed while sobs welled in her throat. “Do you mean to sicken the both of us? To have us die of some filthy thing your pets carry?”
“All I see is a decrepit building that needs tearing down,” he said. He was angry, that was all. “It’s half-flooded and mildewed, to speak of disease.”
A frantic edge danced in her voice. “Hartleigh Garden does not belong to you,” she said. “It never has, and it never will. Not a drop of Hartleigh blood in you. You don’t deserve this place any more than the rats.”
“Oh for God’s sake—” A clatter of wood upon stone.
“I wish you’d died out there, in those trenches. I do. I don’t know what your father sees in you. You are a lazy, selfish lout and an utter waste of money. Without you—I—it would have been lovely, that’s what.” He groaned. “My Marjorie and I—my family, we would have respect appropriate to our standing. We are Hartleighs.”
I covered my ears so I would hear neither Mama’s ragged cries nor Owen’s coughs. My legs ached to carry me away—would I intervene in the kitchen or retreat to my room? I chose the latter. I slammed my window so the doves dispersed, and I wept alone. Soon my appetite beckoned. Mama and I ought to make dinner, and Owen ought to eat. Tea and food would herald normalcy.
When Mama’s thin breaths became audible, I paused on the stairs, and again at the kitchen doorway. She stood trembling, and tears glassed her eyes. Though she stepped to block my view, I saw. Owen’s chair spilt him across the floor, his body languid as molasses. The doves plucked at his clothing. “Mama, what did you do?” I whispered.
“I’m sorry. I never meant to harm him. I lost myself and—I, I cannot move him. Your father, oh, Marjorie, I don’t know what to do.” She sank against the wall.
Three pairs of claws pricked my scalp as I ran outside, and I scarcely noticed the wind fresh upon my face. Once I reached the dovecote, I hugged my knees to my chest and immersed myself in redolent feather dust and dung. A live canopy wheeled above my head, squalling and shrieking and knotting their feet in my hair. Frantic wings smeared my tears into damp patches and soon beat them cool.
They continued through the night, our doves, and sleep refused to touch my eyes until morning, when they settled. I watched the squares of sun steal over wood and stone; their snails’ minuet lulled me into a drowse. Mama would scold me soon, I expected. She would stand in the doorway and call out, and I would not answer.
The shadow colors changed from indigo to lavender-grey. Felix nudged his way into my arms. The doves stood sentinel upon the rafters.
How sad he must be without his birds.
The summons came when clouds dimmed the light. “Your father is home,” she said. “Please, come to dinner.”
I knew I ought to eat; hunger nestled in my hollow stomach. And Papa, he deserved no anger. After I bid the animals a reluctant farewell, I combed the crust from my hair and donned a clean dress. Lavender soap wove through the herbs, the thyme and savory and basil from downstairs. I dawdled and stared at my shoes, but my parents expected me.
Papa, having near emptied his bowl, soaked his bread in the broth. Though she ate none, Mama forced a smile when he complimented her stew. I fed my body spoonful after automaton-rigid spoonful, but I wanted only to drink in Papa’s resonant voice.
“What is the matter, pet? Perhaps this news will cheer you—Owen plans to return home soon. He is at a City hospital.”
“Is he well?” Mama turned her gaze to me, her forehead puckered, her lips pursed in a wordless plea. For Papa I stifled the other, true questions scalding my throat.
“As well as he can be. I ought to warn you, pet, his injuries look dreadful,” he said. “But thank heavens, he is healthy.”
“Good,” I said.
“The dog, Marjorie,” said Mama after a long pause. “Stop him barking. Please. I have a headache.”
I excused myself.
The sun set behind pastel marzipan clouds. Moss furred the stones of our garden walls, and ivy stretched up from the mud to wink in the light. Gold and green washed every dormant plant, I noticed, as I walked toward the damp side and Felix. His bays stretched long with the breeze. When it tossed the branches, they caught my eye—not bud tips, but a host of doves. They perched in lines, quiet and still, like grey-garbed dragoons. Hundreds of heads tracked my progress across the garden.
I shivered through my sweater, and I no longer looked. “Felix,” I said. He greeted me with a whine. “Felix, hush.” The soil sucked at our feet and paws.
He led me to our pile of refuse, once the compost heap. It crawled across the lawn, a sludge of vegetable scraps and spoiled meat, laced with glass shards and dingy washrags. A mushroom spread its cup over swarming ants while flies flickered from one course to the next. I tried not to breathe the stench: damp earth corrupted into rot.
He barked. “What’s wrong, Felix?” He tugged at something, a piece of fabric, and my shoulders tensed. A knot fell into strips, revealing a soiled white bandage. Then the dismembered limb rolled to a level stretch of waste. I grabbed Felix’s collar and hauled him away. He was a bad dog, I said, a bad, bad dog.
My insides revolted. A thought occurred to me, and my dinner met the ground. What had Mama done? I closed my eyes to stop more tears, while around me the garden grew dark and cold. When I once more slid into my seat, I glared at her, but she said nothing. Papa asked me whether I felt ill. I nodded.
Mama brought me warm tea, later, when I had buried myself in bed linens and quilts. Her kindness continued, as did my silence. She gathered the last of our brown sugar and allowed me alone to bake the cookies; she convinced Papa to buy me a new watercolor set in the village, and paper too; she postponed half of our lessons until distant autumn; and she did not forbid the dovecote. “She cannot win me back,” I told the doves as they watched me draw. My subject puffed her white neck and cooed.
The morning birdsong soon returned. I recognized the robins and the warblers, and I glimpsed their cheeky bobbing tails from my window. I tried to illustrate them since rain confined me to the house. Days of it churned our front pathway into mud, stripped our willows of their flower crowns. When leaves began to unseat the remaining petals, Papa left for the City. He had written the hospital with concern, but the reply told him they discharged Owen weeks ago. Again he wrote, and a third time. The worry would tremble in his hands every night at dinner.
“Please,” Mama had begged him. “Please, for Marjorie.” My name at last convinced him. The water closet was repaired, and our beds were swathed in sheets of mosquito netting. Each morning I woke to a pale cloud speckled black with struggling insects.
While Papa was gone, Mama’s new headstones arrived. I almost pitied her, to see her stroke her parents’ names, her brothers’ and sisters’, and stifle her tears. “Your Aunt Philomena sang arias,” she told me, “and your Uncle Alistair played piano. We sold it, though. And Cecilia made the loveliest pictures.”
“Owen did too,” I said.
“These are your family,” she said. “Hartleigh Garden belongs to them, and to you. You will help me, Marjorie—please.”
She steeled herself to face the doves, hoping my presence would stay their intrusion. But they watched. We pushed the first stone into place without trouble; as it settled, it squeezed water like melted chocolate from its foundation trench. More doves flocked to the trees, and Mama scowled. “Go away.”
After the third, a shower began. The doves ruffled their feathers, plunged their beaks into their downy chests, yet still fixed their gaze upon us. I ignored their curiosity. Hair soon clung to our cheeks in curled wisps, and our clothes dampened into discomfort. Though I asked, Mama refused to stop. “Don’t go,” she implored me. “The pigeons, they’ll—”
“They will what, Mama?”
“Attack me, or—or—I simply do not like them there,” she said. She struggled to shove the headstone upright; her arm and a haze of rain obscured the inscription. “They don’t like me either,” she added, and the stone slipped from her grasp. Bones cracked, the crunch of shelled walnuts.
Once inside, we peeled away her boot and stocking. I propped her ankle on the bedstead, brought tea to still her writhing, dabbed water on her mangled foot. The skin swelled taut, and upon it flourished a bouquet of watercolor bruises. Mama insisted I find a doctor, or Papa, or both, but the weather forestalled any village visit. As the roads flooded, so did Hartleigh Garden. Water from the damp side lapped at our hallways and seeped under my scrap-wood barricade, and dull green flecks climbed the doorjambs like pigment-soaked salt. Our stones purpled dark in the wet, the color of Mama’s foot as it worsened.
Papa arrived home, and then again with a doctor, who administered morphine and penicillin injections. He could do nothing else for the gangrene. Mama wailed and whispered hallucinations through the fever. I would not bear it. Rain dripped through the dovecote cupola, birds huddled in their nests, but I found my bed in a dry stretch of dirt. When Papa ducked inside and told me Mama had passed, I tried to weep.
He continued to investigate Owen’s disappearance. Highway robbery, he thought, and murder—smugglers once frequented the county. His body might be found, preserved in a peat bog. I let him believe it, since he so treasured Mama’s memory. Two years of rain and snow and fertile marsh life wore her headstone, and the other pale immigrants, into softer, greyer shapes. Owen’s memorial was to be with his mother, in a City graveyard; Papa traveled to see it placed, and I sent with him a wild iris and a drawing of a dove. He had invited me, but I would have felt dishonest. I knew his bones, the ones I could find in the vast pile of waste, rested beside the dovecote.
Cooking and cleaning occupied my time, even with Papa home, but I spent my spare hours with the doves. They would now answer when I cooed. If the sun shone, I opened the windows for them. They rode on my shoulders while I swung a mop over the floor, or chopped carrots, or painted illustrations of the house and grounds. So the gentlemen found me, sitting on the front porch with brush in hand, a dove atop my head. They told me Papa had died in the hospital, of influenza. I had assumed as much; one of the men drove his motorcar. After they departed, in their own sleek mud-spattered vehicle, I did cry, but not for long. I had my chores.
A girl of seventeen now owns Hartleigh Garden. For three years she has faced scavengers: silverfish and centipedes, lawyers and brokers in tidy black suits and bowler hats. They urge her to sell her property, but she refuses. Her village grocer understands; he spares her a smile whenever she arrives, for his sister used to be the Hartleigh cook. The same boy always helps carry her purchases to her father’s motorcar. She might marry him, she thinks, if he loves the house as much as he enjoys winking at her.
She cannot stop decay, so instead she finds its beauty. Insects shape ornate textures in the damp side’s woodwork, strata of curves airy as sponge cake. The mold thrives in every room, and she recreates its lacy patterns in her sketchbook. She cares for the garden; it supplies her food. When she cannot keep plants alive, she checks for blight, but she allows the benign fungi to fruit. Every day she marvels at the spilled-batter slime mold’s journey across the garden wall. Though weeds unfurl over the rest of the lawn, she pries them from her vegetable plots and her family’s graves. As she pulls, the doves tilt their heads, curious, and line themselves upon her arms.
Perhaps the lawyers and the brokers and even the grocer worry that she lives alone, but she does not mind. She paints, and every day she thinks:
I am alive. And Hartleigh Garden is mine.
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THERE’S A SCENE IN A BLACK-and-white where a cowboy rides a nuclear bomb dropping from the sky. It’s from back in the 1900s. I forget the name, but it’s in the archive if you look. The guy rides that bomb right down to Earth, waving his hat around like he was strapped to a bull. That’s what I thought the Belt Corps would be like. Well, a combination of that and the way Apollo drove his chariot across the sky: a ball of gold streaking from horizon to horizon, for all to see.
You need to know I didn’t come from hero stock. No military service or brushes with danger. Farmers, merchants, carpenters. Six pharmacists, a railway man, three chiropractors. No outlaws or gangsters or bare-knuckled brawlers. I have an uncle who served time for vehicular manslaughter when he was drunk; that’s about as macho as we get.
Dangle Smilin’ Joe Ferese in front of a seven-year-old wired for middle management and watch a kid’s destiny implode. Smilin’ Joe was the poster boy for asteroid wrangling back at the start. They rolled him out every news show for at least a year. Smilin’ Joe sitting in his wheelchair, happy as a clam, telling stories about micrometeorite punctures, emergency decompressions, launch failures. Tales of terror told through a grin. Near death served with a shoulder shrug and side of ennui. He made an impression.
At some point, the host would change the subject or risk scaring off the viewers. They had to know when parents were just about to switch him off, because then came the questions:
Were you scared?
Every day.
What’d you eat?
Algae and algae products.
Why’d you do it?
For the adventure.
For the adventure! I ask you, what seven-year-old’s brain wouldn’t be scrambled by that? You line up every other earth-bound profession-lawyer, dentist, office manager, garbage collector, and which holds a candle to Smilin’ Joe and his adventuresome self? Marine? Navy SEAL sniper? Lion tamer? Too common. Too ordinary. Nothings and nobodies. There were gods at work among the stars, and what, we were going to stay on Earth?
It wasn’t just me. Every kid I knew worshipped Joe back in those days. Smilin’ Joe and Tariq Fairweather and Carson Daniels. A few hundred years earlier and we’d have had trading card collections. The Corps used to announce when a Wrangler was reaching orbit. We’d be at our telescopes for six months to watch their twinkling balls get bigger. We watched their press conferences, conducted from orbit or wheelchairs.
When I was ten, Wranglers were the reason I ate healthily, the reason I went to school.
When I was fifteen, Wranglers were the reason I trained for marathons, the reason I did my chemistry homework, the reason I didn’t smoke.
When I was eighteen they were the reason I enlisted in the Corps.
I once knew a kid who got an autograph of Kitty Malone, the first female Wrangler. It must have been worth a fortune at one point. I hope he cashed out when the going was good.
For a long time I blamed Smilin’ Joe.
 
EVER SEE THE RETURN OF BEYOND?
It’s a must for anyone in the biz, so I’d bet my haul you have. During Prep, we watched it a thousand times if we watched it once. Best scene: Riptide (we never learn his real name, you notice?) is drunk at his birthday party. Penny Champlain (played by the very cute, but horribly maudlin Lupe Duggan) screams: “I’ll never speak to you again, you beast!”
Ignoring the gasps of his ass-kissing guests, Riptide, unbuttoned tux and all, whispers: “Haven’t you heard, little girl? I’m a Wrangler. I’ve ridden rock halfway across the system. You think anything you say matters? You’re dust, baby. Dust. And I don’t listen to farting dust.”
Cheeks aflush, Penny gasps and clenches her fists.”If I’m dust, then what are you, Rip? What are you?”
“Don’t you know, baby?” He raises his hundred-year-old Scotch to his lips. “I’m a giant.” Best scene ever.
Prep was the first time I really understood what a classroom was supposed to be, not a virtual one but a real one. Ever seen those Brit two-dees from back in the 1900s when they had headmasters and professors? The kids all wore cutesy uniforms with knee socks, and sat at desks with lids to store their slates or inkpots. I didn’t get how they did it, how they just sat there. The teacher talked, the students listened. They were so obedient they were like aliens. Earth training for the Corps was a year of discipline and testing and calisthenics. Whittling numbers, basically. We all knew the real work was done in Prep.
Boarding the ship, we were nothing but fit, eager pukers. All the ground training in the world can’t prepare you for that first week, you know? Your inner ears tell you forward is down and left is spinning. Every burp makes you puke, it takes five minutes just to get the piss stream started, and you can’t taste a thing. The first week is hell. But then the shuttle launches, Prepstarts and we morphed into those little alien Brit kids. We gripped handles, stared straight ahead, and listened to every word.
Over the years I’ve thought about the educational system, how if someone could bottle that experience, we’d be a race of Einsteins. It’d be pretty tough, I figure. After all, we were hostages, volunteers with an eight-year return trip and nothing to keep us alive except what we learned. They say that’s why they leave Prep until the shuttle—you’re so damn scared you actually learn.
We lulled each other to sleep with pop quizzes. What’s the growth rate of Standard Island Pink? How do you clear a 6b coolant block?
Who needed exams? We hazed each other.
Can’t harvest a day’s worth of Prussian Red in under a minute? You’re cleaning the wasters.
Forget how to re-calibrate a launcher for yaw correction? There goes dessert for a month.
We were tough on each other, but we also rewarded the best. I was evasive-maneuver-speed champ for six months in a row. That got me priority handle in class until I resigned, undefeated, from competition. In prison they work out their bodies, we worked out our minds. We were mental hulks.
Believing it was just a game, just a standardized test to be passed, helped us cope. Everyday we learned and memorized and tested each other. In between we ate, slept, wasted and watched old Rip. We made complicated bets on who’d be back first, how big their haul would be. We bitched about some of us being dropped first, others weeks later. We wanted a starting line, a pistol shot. We wanted it to be even. We each believed we’d be the first one back to orbit with a haul of vanadium and rhodium, oriron ore, or pure ice. Not only would we ride a silver ball of fortune across the universe, we’d also set speed records doing it.
Haul checks in our pockets, each of us would wait in on the orbital station, watch the nextgen ships being built, and wait for all the slowpokes to limp in. Then there would be decisions to make. What car to drive. Whom to marry. Where to live.
We gave each other nicknames (à la Riptide). We called each other Giants and were only half kidding.
 
VOIDS. THAT’S WHAT I CALL THEM.
That’s all space is: void. It’s a thing defined by the absence of things. A void is what is not. There are other kinds of voids, too, data voids. The absence of information where it should be found. It’s hard to see a void down on Earth. People are bombarded there. It’s like a zen koan: how, on Earth, can you spot a void? I don’t know, never saw one, myself. It’s easier in space. Void is the norm. You get to know nothing better than you know anything.
I don’t know when the voids started, but if you look at the first ten shuttle trips, those guys are heroes. There are officially sanctioned biographies on at least ninety of them. But the eleventh shuttle only lists twenty-eight Wranglers. What happened to the rest? Good luck finding out. The next twelve missions have the usual thirty-two, only see if you can find any info on half of those guys. The archive only has dead ends, I’ve tried. Whoever they once were, they’re voids now.
On our way out to the belt, the Corps made an official statement. They told us that some reporter had figured something out. Never told us what she found, but they made the announcement which was nice of them. Earth was on the far side of the Sun by then, so there was no other way we’d have learned about all the disappeared Wranglers.
You ever watch a movie that’s got a twist ending, and afterward you look back and can’t figure out how you didn’t see it all along? Well, that’s the way I feel about those sixteen months. It was like the part of the movie where the answer is all around but you don’t see it.
 
FOR THE FIRST MONTH I PUT
myself to sleep with visions of my own six o’clock interview. They’d roll me out like Smilin’ Joe, introduce me as the man who made the trip in two and a half years. The man who beat his shuttle-mates back, despite being the last one launched. Sometimes I’d smile wanly, wave to the camera bashfully, humble as can be. Or else I’d scowl like Riptide, sneer, and take a swig of Scotch.
Were you scared?
Nah.
Why’d you do it?
Don’t you know, baby? I’m a Giant. I rode rock from the Belt to Earth. Eight billion U.S. of mixed haul, enough to build half a station, wire it up and even put in a swimming pool. (Belly laughs would follow.)
How did you get back so soon?
I revised there fining program. I increased the launch mass by a few thousand pounds a day, and doubled the speed. I slingshot around Mars, used Phobos to block the solar wind, and the rest, well the rest is classified. (Wink to camera.)
I heard that it took four probes to slow you, you came in so fast, is that true?
Actually, it was five.
What do you have to say to your shuttle mates?
Well, whenever you get back, I’ll buy you an island. And Pinstripe? You lost. You owe me half a million.
Then, I’d stand from the wheelchair. Ladies and Gentlemen, an amazing recovery from years in zero-G! Applause. I sign autographs. They issue trading cards.
The truth was, I looked at scatter plots and chromatographic analyses. I monitored the uranium reserves and coolant temps. I charted the courses of passing objects, examined hull integrity. I double-checked the navigation plans, launcher sequences, the CO2, algae growth, potable and pre-potable water levels. I made sure the waster worked.
It took four months to accept that I did more to load a dishwasher than to mine my asteroid.
For the first year I just thought I was doing it wrong. I figured that there was some way to add myself into the process. My classmates would have taken all the knowledge, all of the hours of pimping and hazing, and found ways to speed it up. Why couldn’t I? I repeated the computer’s calculations, by hand. I learned analytic spectroscopy far beyond what they taught us during Prep. I learned mineral detection like few people on Earth. I found corrections to be made to the archive. But for all that busy work, I agreed with the computer every time.
At eighteen months I was out of the Belt and heading home. I was alive and healthy. My rock was shrinking as its tail grew. Our speed increased daily. All systems were green. I was on a successful mission and I hadn’t done a thing.
It took two years to realize the truth. Asteroid mining may have been an adventure once, but I was a generation too late. Smilin’ Joe and the hundreds of Wranglers after him had worked out the kinks.
Don’t believe me? Do your homework, look it up.
After Joe’s micrometeorite story, the Corps re-designed the pods to be less vulnerable. Because of Davis’ double launcher failure, we now fly with three. Because of Kitty Malone’s waster malfunction, we’re taught eighteen different ways to fix the thing. Sure, we were there in case something went wrong, but mostly, the kinks were gone. And even when things did go wrong, I always knew what to do. We’d quizzed the mystery out of each other.
Like I said before, for a long time I blamed Smilin’ Joe.
A thousand monkeys at a thousand typewriters might churn out Shakespeare but they’re not him; they’re just a bunch of monkeys pushing buttons.
I didn’t even have a button to push.
Hell isn’t the absence of feeling, it’s the absence of meaning.
 
YOU KNOW THE PART IN THE
movie when the rogue cop does his taxes? Or the scene when he throws out his back and needs to stay in bed for a week? Or when he gets diarrhea after lunch?
You know the triumphant climax when the soldier polishes his boots for an hour between battles? The epic battle between the meter maid and the renegade reporter?
Or when Riptide stares at the camera for six years?
Voids, all of them. Voids.
I was living in one.
 
I CONSIDER MYSELF A PRETTY RESILIENT, upbeat type of guy. Maybe because I’d always dreamed of getting to the Belt and managed to do it. So what then? What do you do when you have six years of nothing to do, no one to talk to? You watch movies. And you read the archives. And you sleep. You try to unhook your dreams from disappointment.
In my third year, I discovered recipes.
The first came from a real emergency. While harvesting some Aleutian Orange, I cut myself. Just a little sliver of a cut on my pinky, a paper cut really, but from a sheet of algae crystal. It happened occasionally, where the algae dried. Aleutian Orange isn’t used for much except to add a little Vitamin D to the mainstay meals. I put pressure on the cut, there was barely a drop of blood, but within seconds it started to itch.
Itching. I hadn’t itched in years. I went to the archives and searched for Aleutian Orange toxins. Nothing. Was it a void or was it a true nothing? I couldn’t tell. On it itched. Convinced that something had entered my bloodstream and would kill me in seconds, I chose amputation. I wrapped a tourniquet around my finger, watching it turn purple and throb. I said good-bye to my littlest finger and readied the scalpel only to find the itch was fading and would soon stop.
Quite an emergency, huh?
Still, it inspired me. This was my first:
Lick (or otherwise wet) a monitor panel. Apply 2cc of Aleutian Orange to the moist surface. Dry for three days. Scrape using stiff object. Pulverize. When applied to skin, a mild itch results. To the nasal area, a sneeze. To the lips or genitals, a pleasant warmth. To the eyes, tears.
Does it seem silly? I was giddy. I smeared that stuff every place you can think of, and a few you probably can’t. You get so used to nothing, I was just happy to feel something again.
The thing with Wrangling is that it’s so difficult to communicate you give up after a few weeks. The archive basically says it’s pointless until you’re in your last three months. You’re in the middle of nothing strapped to a rock. Your rock is between you and every transmitter until you clear the outer probes, and as for peers, if you could find them, either your rock is in the way or theirs is. In Prep, we just figured that it added to the adventure. Just look at Riptide: heroes were loners. Who needed farting dust?
I wasn’t in Prep anymore, so I sent out the recipe. Kept it brief. I cycled it for a few days. I called it Tingle.
My antennae were receiving all the time but between solar flares and Earth data run-off, what little I got was tough to decipher. Still, I sent my recipe everywhere.
A week later I got a message back: Friend.
Three months Standard Island Pink. Max O2, low humid. Agitate twice daily. Place in uniform. Warm lightly on growth bench before sleep.
After one month I had a pillow. After two, a midget sidekick. After a full three I had a companion. I called her Penny. If I close my eyes, Standard Island Pink almost feels like skin.
I’ve been listening ever since.
Most of the time all I got was a burst of words (stir, inflate, warm, 39oC), sometimes a title (Joy, Roses, Summer). I had mysteries, I had missions. I had questions and answers. I had purpose.
I was Michelangelo exposing David.
I was Trevor Schmidt with the Animation Wand.
I was Scarlett O’Hara in my dress of curtains.
 
CHILL. ALSATIAN BLUE BURNED WITH A
little hydraulic fluid and a dash of urea. It gives you a nice buzz that’s not unlike hash.
Home. Ground-up red wire casing mixed with San Diego Gray and boiled. It creates an odor that is remarkably close to chocolate chip cookies.
Each time I had a full recipe, I added it to a broadcast loop. Others must have done the same, since pretty soon, I was getting a full new recipe each week.
Chicago
involves a 1% decompression to feel the wind.
New York
is a Chicago
with Standard Island Pink dust blowing nearby and car horns blaring from the archive.
Beijing
is New York
with charred dust.
Everyone should try Parker’s Mom
once. Or else Parker’s Sister
(substitute Jamaican Yellow) or even Parker’s Grandfather
(corrugated tubing instead of smooth). I can’t remember who Parker is, but for his sake, I hope it’s a pseudonym.
The recipes came in fads. There were recipes of obliteration (Off, Haze, Coma). Recipes of distortion (Oz, Vertigo, Yesterday). The recipes of pleasure (Bliss, Marilyn, Pimping).And, of course, there were recipes for food (Ham Steak, Cheese, Collards).
The competition was on. My personal best was Widow’s Fingers
which took two weeks of experimenting. The effect is not dissimilar to a backrub (if I’m honest, it’s similar to a Paisley Comet
but without the warmth).
 
THE ARCHIVE SAYS THAT EVEN THOUGH
the first hero tale was written millennia ago, the genre will never end, it will just keep being re-written in perpetuity. I believed it. We were conjurers, alchemists, creating something from nothing. Experience from boredom. Thing from void. Joy and fear and sensuality from a vacuum. And it was almost satisfying, for a while.
Finnegan’s Wake
is really just Chicago
with Haze
on board and half a Tokyo Rose.
Apple Pie
is actually Home
but with red wire instead of blue, a touch of Solyent Green, and one-tenth of a Nostalgia.
Womb
is just Coma
while turning up the thermostat.
I don’t know how many of my shuttle mates were doing it. But at about the five-year mark I could feel the collective boredom. Not that we talked. We weren’t farting dust. Maybe we feared getting our haul checks docked if the Corps found out, or maybe everyone tried, but they got lost in the static. Recipes were our way of communicating. And after a few years we ran out of things to say.
The novel recipes slowed and stopped. There was still re-broadcasting loops of everything that had been created. I stared at the receiver and hoped for something new but it wasn’t coming. I experimented, but a Vertigo
is still a Vertigo
even if you call it a Déjà Vu.
 
IMAGINE A DETECTIVE MOVIE THAT NEVER
ends. Holmes and Watson walk around interviewing people, investigating, following leads, amassing clues but they never figure out the killer. A movie of infinite expectation and no answer. Brutal, right?
Thankfully, the mystery was solved. I wish I could take credit, but I can’t. I won’t try. It came as a recipe, the first new recipe in months, and it was the answer. The recipe for the one thing we craved and were missing. The single purpose to which we’d dedicated our lives.
The recipe was called Adrenaline. It was simple. 1 pint of hydraulic fluid, open flame. Recover.
I was numb and invigorated at the same time.
A recipe like that comes up and it’s a dare. Can you do it? Can you handle it? Are you strong enough? Fast enough? Smart enough? It was everything we’d prepared for, but real.
Could I handle it, or no? The answer was yes, absolutely, I wasn’t emergency maneuvers champ for nothing. I wanted to prove it, if only to myself. And prove it, I did.
I have no excuse, I was sloppy. I have second-degree burns to my right leg, and lost two weeks worth of algae growth. Penny was destroyed and one monitor got a little warped. I put out the fire in a little under forty-five seconds, just before I passed out. I don’t know how that compares, but fires in zero-G are totally different beasts, beautiful fire balls that kill you as they hypnotize. I could have shaved a good twenty seconds off my time if I hadn’t been in awe. I know because I cut off twenty-three last week.
Panic, followed. Then Challenge.
Decomp
is like a Chicago times ninety. The air is sucked out of your lungs and you start to see stars. I lost my left pinky the first time I did it. Still had my hand on the threshold when I re-sealed. Oops.
Panic
is Adrenaline
with a Decomp.
Terror
is a Panic
with Coma
on board.
Yesterday’s was Giant. A triple Adrenaline
with a half Decomp
and a New Yorkthrown in for kicks. Eighteen seconds of pure heroism. Got it down to seven seconds on my fifth try.
I finally feel like Smilin’ Joe and his adventuresome self.
Adventure
came in last night and I couldn’t sleep at all. It’s what I’ve been waiting for my whole life. Christmas has finally come.
The broadcast feed was quieter this morning. Not surprising.
Disconnect computers. Place them in airlock. Open. Survive.
Crazy? Maybe. But it’s why we came, why I’m here, who I am. For the adventure. I watched the archive hurdle back toward the belt two hours ago. I’m on my own now. Nine months before I clear the outer probes, I think. I should have looked that up first, but it’s too late now.
On the off-chance you’re allowed to share any of this, just say I died of boredom. Say it was too easy. Tell the kids that they’re better off with nine-to-fives and pension plans. Sell them on classrooms and graduate education and human resource managers. Tell them Wrangling’s a pointless waste of time.
Whatever you do, don’t tell them that adventure did me in.
Actually, never mind, I take that back.
Leave them something to live for.
Don’t tell them anything.
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THE FIRST TIME I VAPORIZED A
car, it was because I was in love.
I was seventeen, and Lawrence had eyes like chips of black glass. We’d parked behind the donut shop, between two trash bins that blocked my car’s windows. I was on top of him when it happened, marveling at the way bones made a bas-relief map of his skin, willing every cell in my body to touch every cell in his. I bent down to kiss his lips but they weren’t there. The air was in confusion; my body sank into his as if he had become honey, and then steam.
We had trained ourselves in the silence of covert intimacy so thoroughly that I kept myself from screaming by reflex as Lawrence sublimated into thick vapor, our connection torn into its constituent molecules. And it didn’t stop there. I was so deep in concentration that I kept sinking through solids gone muddy, the old Chevy station wagon vaporizing around my body, hood and windows curling into steam. I disintegrated my way through a layer of reeking blacktop before I came to a stop, hands and knees planted in the stabilizing dirt. A melted blob of tar oozed down my bare back. When I stood, it was at ground zero of a car bomb explosion: a hole bitten into the ground, surrounded by a few distorted engine parts.
I walked home naked along one of those smog-shrouded highways that cut through even the most remote towns in Southern California. Every time I stumbled into the light-puddles of street lamps, I wondered if the police would catch me. But the early-morning streets were deserted. In the morning, I told my father that I’d totaled the car and didn’t want to talk about it. Lawrence’s picture was in the paper: Local Boy Missing. Nobody even questioned me. Why would they? Our relationship was a secret. Lawrence was terrified that people would discover us stretched out half-naked on the Chevy’s carpet-covered cargo volume. We lived in a traditional-values town, and his family was churchy.
A prejudice that had once seemed like superstition at that moment mutated in my mind, becoming something truthful and portentous.
 
I WENT TO COLLEGE IN A
big city. Even five hundred miles away from my hometown, I was always just one thought away from the steaming hole where I’d deconstructed Lawrence. Somehow I had killed my boyfriend and melted my car, for reasons none of my materials science classes could explain. How could I make friends with my lab mates when I had done with my bare hands what they required lasers and liquid nitrogen to accomplish?
All the student groups set up tables in the campus plaza at lunchtime, and I wore earbuds to ignore everything from the Korean Christian Fellowship to US Out Of Iraq. But then something caught my eye: a poster taped to a flimsy card table. An incredible CGI rendering of a car blowing up, but instead of flames, it was surrounded by what looked like a halo of steam. I thought I was the only one who knew that cars could be converted into steam. I stared.
“You interested in saving nature from cars?” A woman in a torn black T-shirt and combat shorts stood up to hand me a flyer. “We’re having a meeting this week in the student center to organize a demo.”
I was so immersed in materials science research that I thought she meant they’d be demoing some kind of prototype technology that vaporized cars. Maybe their discovery could help me figure out what had happened to Lawrence. It wasn’t until I sat down with the group on some beaten-up sofas, my hands slick with sweat, that I realized she meant a political demonstration. A protest. The group was called the Green Liberation Army, and they were going to blow up some SUVs at a dealership in the city. The woman from the lunchtime table looked at me critically, then grimaced. “You look strong,” she said. “Do you want to get arrested?”
The seven other members of the Green Liberation Army looked at me. “We’re all going to get arrested,” one said. “Except Maria.” He hooked a thumb at the woman. “She does video.”
The tiny group with its violent purpose made me realize how lonely I was. Lawrence was the last person I’d shared anything with. As Maria waited for my answer, it occurred to me that maybe what had happened with Lawrence wasn’t my fault. Maybe the Chevy had caused it. Even as I thought it, I knew it didn’t make any sense. But I liked the way Maria looked at me.
“I know something about blowing up cars,” I said. I watched the reactions break over their faces as they tried to figure out why a person like me would know about that. But this was the city, so nobody asked.
Her face hardened into a smile. “What’s your name?”
“Long,” I said.
Four nights later, we crept into a parking lot full of SUV hulks, their candy colors leeched to grey by darkness. We used infrared LEDs to blind the security cameras, and each of us carried a hemp shopping bag full of liter-sized Pepsi containers, now full of gasoline. Maria shadowed us with the camera. She treated the whole thing like a gonzo indie film production, as if at any minute she’d whip out a huge, fake octopus and make us wrestle with it for the final showdown scene. Instead, she pulled a fat roll of firecrackers from her backpack and directed us to stop beneath the amber of a sodium streetlamp. Using a dirty roll of scotch tape, we attached firecrackers to the plastic bottles and put them under the rear bumpers of three cars. Maria ran past the leaking bottles, letting the camera jiggle in her hand. Shakycam establishing shots before the showy explosions. Now she was standing still, lining up the angles, her entire being poised between B-movie maker and political extremist.
“Wait—let me get the angle right,” Maria whispered as gas leaked slowly from a bottle. We all stepped back, waiting.
And then she gestured for us to light the firecrackers. The air fizzed with fire, and we ran to another row of cars, away from the booming heat, waiting to be arrested. Maria filmed until a distant siren noise sent her crashing up the fence and home, to upload what we’d done. I was as afraid as I’ve ever been, and I clutched the back of the SUV beside me, pressing my forehead against the crack between its back doors. I thought of Lawrence, how he yielded to me despite his fear, how painfully I had loved him. Perhaps my trauma was bound to the object world at nano scale, turning everything I touched into a novel hybrid material, its atomic structure knitted from carbon and anguish.
That’s when my head melted straight through the SUV’s back doors. The composite shell beneath my hands was boiling away into wisps of particles, the frame crumbling so fast that the SUV first seemed to kneel, then prostrate itself, then at last fall prone into a diminishing smear of sizzling matter.
“What… the… fuck,” somebody said through his mask beside me.
“That was awesome. How did you do that?”
The sirens were upon us, the car lot whirling with red and blue light.
“You’ve got to do that next time, so Maria can put it up on YouTube!”
They were all majoring in peace and conflict studies, so it was easy to lie and say that I’d sprayed the car with a special chemical we used in the molecular foundry lab. I knew now that what I’d done to Lawrence I could do again—and that I could even control it, at least a little. While we were in the back of the police van, I experimented with evaporating things, trying to melt the plastic cuff pinching my wrists. I concentrated on the covalent bonds holding them together, trying to reproduce the feeling I’d had just before the SUV dispersed. Instantly, my arms were free, though briefly wet.
At the station, all of us were processed and released. It turned out Maria had some kind of trust fund that involved lawyers and lots of money to spend on bailing out her activist friends whenever they got into trouble.
The Green Liberation Army wasted no time turning me into their citizen superhero, the Eco-Avenger. Ordinary people who dressed in costumes to fight crime were all the rage that year because of the TV series Who Wants To Be a Superhero?
But most of the citizen superhero videos were just embarrassing—guys in masks and motorcycle jackets yelling at pot dealers in suburban parks. Maria got me some green coveralls and a ski mask, and filmed while I evaporated cars. She added little comic book bubbles to the videos that said things like, “Take that, environment-destroying gas guzzler!” Or “Once again, Eco-Avenger saves the world from the car menace!” She posted on citizen superhero websites and got her friends at the Environmental Graffiti blog to do a story about our work. Eventually BoingBoing linked to one of the videos, proclaiming me the coolest citizen superhero on the web, “Because the special effects are so good that it really looks like the Eco-Avenger has a superpower!”
Every time I ran my hands over an SUV and felt its electrons unzip, I had more questions. Where was all this disappeared mass going? You’d expect the demolished molecular bonds to release enough energy to throw me across the room, or explode, but instead there was only a cool mist. Maybe my power was teleportation, not demolition. I combed the web for stories of cars that had materialized out of nowhere and found nothing. My working theory was that my powers of destruction seemed to affect both mass and energy. Which made a weird kind of sense, but didn’t get me any closer to figuring out what had happened to Lawrence.
I finished my degree and took a research job at the molecular foundry, churning out invisible sheets of carbon molecules. The principle investigator in charge of the lab marveled at my dedication to the job, my dedication to driving polymers across a gold substrate, but it was all self-serving. I was trying to reverse engineer my power. Working at the lab allowed me to target objects with an extreme degree of granularity. I continued my work with the Green Liberation Army, but those experiments weren’t particularly helpful. When a car sublimated beneath my fingers I never knew exactly what I was doing. Who knew what substances were in those cars? In the lab, I could isolate and disintegrate.
And just maybe regenerate.
At last, early one morning in the empty lab, I managed to roll my own carbon nanotube. I got so excited that it puffed out of existence immediately. So I repeated the experiment, painstakingly, over a period of months. I began to work on more complicated objects, conjuring blood out of air and lung tissue out of salt. When I felt a solid object curling out of the atoms in my hands, I imagined its substance coming from everything I had taken apart and sent whirling into subatomic space. All the matter I had disappeared was coming back to me.
 
In spring, I returned to the town where Lawrence and I grew up. Six years ago, almost to the week, I had reduced Lawrence to vapor. Now I would use my powers to rebuild him from the subatomic particles he’d left between those two trash bins.
The crater had been filled in with new asphalt long ago, and the donut shop was gone. It didn’t matter. I stood in the middle of the parking lot, feeling every particle that moved through me. Closing my eyes, I extended my arms and remembered how it felt to run my fingers over Lawrence’s body. His hair was thick, his collar bone sharp, veins ran in soft bulges down his inner arms, and his muscles were always bunched into hypervigilance. I tasted him in my mouth; I translated photons into lipids. At first I was uncertain, but then I could feel the shreds of his molecular structure arriving, growing, bursting out of nothing into my waiting hands. The air grew cloudy with his assembling tissues. It was really him; he was emerging into naked, wet solidity.
Just as I could see the outlines of his face, he imploded, collapsing into a cooling solid which I could barely control. There was only one thing I could do if I wanted to keep the matter I had conjured from dispersing: extemporize. I gathered what remained of him between the parentheses of my hands, squeezing his particles into an ultra-dense torus. What clanged to the ground looked exactly like a gold wedding band. Lawrence could fit on my ring finger, but he weighed as much as he had in life.
It was a hard thing, dragging him home.
I brought Lawrence to work inside a reinforced steel box that fitted onto a handcart. I had a lot of crazy ideas, thoughts about how I could rebuild him. Maybe I could bury him, and grow his body out of the mineral-rich earth? Or bring him to the tissue engineering lab, and try to situate him inside already-existing flesh?
I was contemplating these possibilities when Maria sent me a text. She was moving to L.A. to work on a feature, and tonight would be our last car disintegration video. “Can u meet at shipyards b4 light gives out?” she asked. I could.
When I arrived, pulling Lawrence behind me, she was the only person there. The other members of the Green Liberation Army were apparently busy at their office jobs. Maria was leaning against a brand-new Rav4, eating salad out of a plastic yogurt container.
“Do you think you could make this car melt while it’s moving?” She asked. “It would look so cool to show the car rotting from the inside out! I could mount the camera on the dashboard and film the whole thing while driving.”
As Maria explained the setup to me, she blocked out each shot with her hands. I was going to miss talking openly to somebody about vaporization. Maybe Maria didn’t know that my power came from something beyond the understanding of science, but she’d seen me use it more times than anyone. And until today, she’d always wanted more. Before I could lose my nerve, I put my hands on her bare arms and kissed her on the mouth.
“If this is our last video, let’s really make it memorable,” I said.
She didn’t look surprised.
We opened the hatchback and pulled ourselves inside. I hoisted Lawrence’s box in behind us, the handcart banging over the bumper. Somehow we wormed out of our clothes in the cramped space. As I kissed her neck, I thought about how all human skin feels more or less the same. Bodies are interchangeable if you consider them from the perspective of very small surface areas. I straddled her and listened to the sound of our breathing. The windows began to fog up and I grabbed the box to hold myself steady. It popped open and Lawrence rolled out, coming to rest next to her shoulder.
Maybe this was what I’d wanted all along.
I touched the ring and Lawrence streamed through me, replacing every molecule in her body with one of his. I couldn’t stop. I was pouring him into her. Maria’s eyes faded to dark and her chest broadened. Squirming and changing, she hovered in a vague space between herself and Lawrence. I could see every outline of his body in her.
“I have wanted to see you like this for so long,” I whispered to him.
“Where are we?” he asked. “What—why is it light outside?”
I started to babble, crying and hiccupping. “Lawrence, I love you. I’ve missed you so much.” I buried my wet face in his dark hair.
He put his arms around me, solidifying, and we completed our six-year-old kiss. A haze hung over his skin as I banished the last of Maria from her own body.
“What happened? Did I pass out?”
I hadn’t thought about what I’d do when Lawrence returned. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this, in the back of my now-disappeared friend’s about-to-be-melted SUV. With no other options, I held both his hands and spilled the truth, starting with what I called “the accident” six years ago. Lawrence had spent a summer doing science camp at a particle accelerator, so he understood what I was describing—though, like me, he must have been confused by the “how” part. His face settled into a thoughtful expression.
“Do you think your friend is dead? The person whose body you turned into mine?”
“I don’t think so—I mean, I was able to reconstruct you from molecules behind the donut shop. But I’m not sure I could do that with Maria.”
He looked down at our joined hands. “So it’s been six years? My family must have given up looking for me.”
“I don’t know.” A flare of the old pain from our relationship hit me. I was the shameful thing in his life, the secret he kept from his family and the town. But now he was unmoored. I’d liberated him from every stupid, fake barrier of our old lives. “They can’t come between us now,” I said.
“What are you talking about? You don’t even know my family.”
I’d rehearsed this conversation with my memory of him so many times that I’d forgotten the real Lawrence and I never spoke about why we kept our secret. We just kept it. “I guess what I meant was that nobody would judge us for being together here in the city. You know, the way they would have back home.”
“I don’t think anybody is judging us.”
“Then why did we have to hide from everybody that we were dating? Why didn’t we ever go to your house for dinner? Or to mine?”
Lawrence shook his head, looking very young and confused. He pulled on Maria’s pants and T-shirt. They fit him perfectly. In all those years since the accident, it never occurred to me that Lawrence hadn’t planned to escape our old lives. Hadn’t wanted to change anything. Was it only me who was upset by living in a place where we could only express ourselves freely inside a gas guzzler parked between two giant piles of trash?
“Want to take a drive?” I asked. It was our old code, the phrase I’d used in high school to mean “let’s make out behind the donut shop.” He never refused, and today was no different.
We crossed the bridge into downtown, but it felt like we were crossing over to another reality. Since the accident I’d imagined this thousands of times: Lawrence alive beside me, in a car that was the historical precursor of the SUV I drove now. This is what it could have been like between us all along, if only we’d come from a place where people accepted us. But maybe that wasn’t true after all.
I drove into the hills, then parked on a cul-de-sac with a view of the bay. Lawrence sat next to me on a bench and held my hand. It was the first time we’d ever touched outside a car.
“You look different,” he said. “Your hair looks good short like that.”
“I cut it in sophomore year,” I replied, then realized that no time had passed for him. “When I was in college,” I added.
A ripple of pale skin worked its way up Lawrence’s arm, then broke in a wave over his face. A thin slice of Maria’s features moved across his, then stopped once they formed a vertical stripe over his forehead, nose and mouth. The effect was theatrical rather than grotesque, until Maria’s voice came out.
“Long? I can’t see anything!” She was panicked. “What happened? Did something go wrong with the demo?”
Her panic spread to Lawrence’s eyes, trapped in that shared face. I ignored Maria’s question, searched out and vaporized her. Slowly the brown of Lawrence’s skin bled into Maria’s whiteness and his lips returned to form an unhappy line.
“Is that going to keep happening to me?” he asked. “I thought you said Maria had evaporated.”
“I guess part of her is still in there.” I was miserable. “I told you that I still don’t really understand how my power works. I tried to use her body as a fiber substrate to grow your cells on, like they do in tissue engineering. But most of my experience is with metals. I’m sorry—I screwed up.”
Lawrence wiped the tears off my face and sighed.
“Where do you think the rest of Maria is?” he asked.
“Probably in the SUV.”
“Maybe if we went back inside the car, you could drain the rest of her into it? I can’t deal with being like this.”
We returned to the car. Sunset light slanted through the windows, ribbing the entire cargo volume with what looked like glowing skin. I put one hand on Lawrence’s warm chest and one hand on the molded plastic of the car interior.
Smoke dribbled from Lawrence’s eyes, leaving grainy streaks on his cheeks as it tumbled and spread toward the material of the car frame.
Maria’s face rose out of the fake leather front seat, sliding like oil over its surface until she faced us. Her vinyl eyes narrowed, and then she was gone.
Lawrence looked at me in silence, his face smudged with what remained of her absence. “I have to go home and find my family,” he said at last.
“You can stay here, stay with me. We don’t ever have to go back there.”
Frowning, he shook his head. “What am I going to do here? I haven’t even graduated from high school. Plus…” he trailed off, touching the seat where Maria had emerged. “This is too weird for me.”
“I worked all these years to bring you back because I love you, Lawrence. I know you feel the same way. You don’t have to go back there.”
But Lawrence was already raising the back door of the SUV and leaving. “I don’t know how I feel,” he said. “I just want to go home.”
Lawrence used my cell to call his family. They only spoke Korean, but I heard him use my name between incomprehensible syllables. By the time he’d gotten off the phone, they’d bought him a plane ticket. None of my fantasies about bringing him back to life involved driving him to the airport, helping him return to what he used to be.
“Thanks,” he said. “For bringing me back.” We were outside the terminal, surrounded by cars and people. I could tell he didn’t want to kiss me goodbye in front of the crowds. Or maybe he just didn’t want to kiss me at all. For the second time in my life, Lawrence was gone without explanation.
 
I DROVE THAT SUV EVERYWHERE, WAITING
for Maria to reappear. Sometimes when I was winding up the hilly roads above the university, toward the molecular foundry, I thought I heard her muttering. But when I looked for her face, when I touched the body of the car to find her atomic structure, she wasn’t there. Still, I’ll never let go of that car. One day, she might unfurl from its surface like a vengeful spirit: the eco-terrorist in the machine.
These days I use my powers mostly to create non-reproducible results in the lab where I work. The P.I. has gotten almost superstitious about me: somehow, when I’m working on her experiments, we are able to fabricate almost anything. Our nanocars cruise gracefully across flakes of gold, carrying their single molecule payloads. But when I’m not running the experiments, things break down. A random nucleotide stalls out, or a sheet of carbon atoms refuses to form.
Sometimes the whole lab group goes out drinking and tries to get me to come along, or one of the researchers says that I really should come with him to see the new Avengers
movie. But I don’t. Instead, I go for a long drive, far out into the redwood forests where Green Liberationists and SUVs are equally at home. I think about whether I should vaporize the car the way Maria wanted, leaving her to hover forever among ancient trees. I think about the single e-mail Lawrence wrote me from college, where he’s majoring in philosophy and trying to forget everything he knows about physics.
The P.I. needs my help to make her experiments work now, but I’m just an interim phase. One day, there will be molecular foundries everywhere, mass producing the powers that manifested in me by accident.
That’s what gives me comfort, when I lie down on top of the SUV that is partly made of Maria and stare up through redwoods at an ocean’s reflection. In a century or two, I’ll be replaced by machines. When that happens, the only romantic relationship of my life will make sense outside the laboratory.
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EVERY NIGHT AS I SLEEP ON
my futon, I dream that I’m a rabbit, running on a river of moonlight. My fur is white, my legs strong and swift, and I’m going to see Mama.
Papa said that Mama left because she was one of the obake, the spirit folk. She tricked him into marrying her when he was a rich man and could buy her French perfume and trinkets from Cartier’s. But then Papa’s company got bought by a Western interest which wasn’t of a mind to buy Papa along with it. When next the full moon beckoned, Mama turned into a silver rabbit scented with Envy by Gucci, a platinum Bulgari watch around her throat, and flew out into the night.
Actually, I don’t believe in rabbit spirits. Papa only said such things when he had too much sake, which was often. One night, he wandered away and never came back. They found him in a public bath house, drowned in a puddle of grimy water. Everyone says he got drunk and passed out, but I think he was looking for Mama, following the moon’s reflection in the water.
After that, the government sent me to Tokyo to live with my uncle and his family.
“Your uncle is away on business, Rinako.” Auntie Hina told me by way of greeting at the station, her voice pitched higher even than a daytime talk show hostess’s. “When he comes home, you’re not to bother him. He’s an important and busy man.”
I bowed low, giving myself time to school my expression to suitable meekness. “I’ll do my best not to trouble anyone,” I said.
She pursed her lips. “Your best or not, your father’s death was a great inconvenience. And quite an embarrassment, too, especially after your mother’s behavior. Don’t expect me to be lenient if you take after your parents. I cannot abide whores and layabouts.”
Her tone was so sugary, dripping with onna kotoba—the polite inflections and honorifics of women’s speech—that it took several heartbeats for me to grasp her words. Then I gaped in speechless outrage. Did she have some mental sickness which caused her to spew foulness like a diseased dog? I glanced to Haruto for explanation, or a speck of humor or sympathy. I’d have had better luck appealing to a block of wood. He was immersed in private music, a pair of ear buds trailing from his head.
From that, I understood that I could expect no warmth or welcome in my new home.
In the next days, Auntie rushed me around the city, registering me for school and buying my uniform and textbooks. She complained all the while (in dulcet tones) of how troublesome I and these chores were.
My impression of Tokyo came in flashbulb bursts of storm and bluster. The skyscrapers with illuminated advertisements blazoned on their sides brought to mind the peaks of swelling tsunami. The harried people and speeding traffic whipped to and fro like windblown debris.
Uncle came home late on Saturday, an event I anticipated with equal parts anxiety and dread. To my surprise, he was as affectionate and kindly as Auntie and Haruto were not. As soon as he saw me, he embraced me.
“Daughter of my brother, be welcome!” he said. “May past sorrows flow downstream, and may you find here a sanctuary of harmony, respect, and tranquility.”
The tightness in my chest loosened. “I am grateful to Uncle for taking me in and pray that he will not find my presence too much of a nuisance.” I wanted to say more, but Auntie interrupted.
“Husband must be very tired after working so hard. Shall I help him to bed?”
“Surely sleep can wait for me to properly greet my niece,” he protested. But he let her lead him off.
With Uncle home, the storm and gale of Tokyo transformed to clear skies and sunshine. He conducted a tea ceremony in my honor, and we played Go like Papa and I used to. But my heart sank lower than my knees when I learned that Uncle had to leave for another business trip. I helped Auntie make fried sticky rice for him to snack on and watched him depart, already missing his gentle smile.
 
MONDAY MORNING, I AWAKENED FROM BEING
a rabbit to the polyphony of Haruto’s Malice Mizer ringtone. The beginning of school, new friends and studies to immerse in. As I pulled on my new uniform—blue tartan skirt and white blouse—I resolved to embrace optimism, even when Haruto pretended he didn’t know me and insisted I walk behind him all the way to the rail station.
But my jaunty smile flagged as soon as we arrived. The school was in all ways a miniature of Tokyo’s chaotic tempest. The other girls, despite the dress code’s admonitions, wore makeup that made their eyes look huge and round, black lashes outlined in damson or smoky grey. Expensive jewelry glittered from their wrists and ears, and their hair was colored and highlighted in shades from palest sand to richest coffee.
Homeroom sensei looked me up and down, his mouth puckered as though tasting something bitter. “You’re from Gifu Prefecture? Che! Why does the headmaster always send me the slow ones? Well, don’t just sit there, tell the class who you are.”
The girls giggled behind their hands during my halting introduction, their mocking whispers of dasai
and baka
loud in my ears. The boys yawned or pretended to nap; one even snored—for real or not, I had no idea. When I finished, I put my head down, cheeks flushed and eyes burning.
I couldn’t bring myself to approach the girls who had so derided me. So I ate my lunch in lonely isolation and tried to concentrate solely on sensei’s lecture during my afternoon classes. Unfortunately, he had a dry, monotonous teaching style and, furthermore, was covering material I had already studied in my old school.
After school, Haruto and his friends clustered together, smoking Peace brand cigarettes as they ogled women in designer clothes. He sneered and waved me away. “Get lost. I don’t want some baka
farm girl hanging around.”
It’s not like I wanted to hang around a bunch of conceited smokestacks, I told myself as I trekked alone to the rail station.
When the train arrived, it was jammed with commuters: students, salarymen, and office ladies. I squeezed into the last car, and more bodies pushed in behind me. My stomach churned, assaulted by cloying perfume, stale cigarette smoke, and sour sweat.
I was so intent upon not being sick that at first I didn’t notice that somewhere between Shibuya and Harajuko stations, a man’s hand had settled on my leg. Surrounded by blank-faced commuters, wedged so tightly I couldn’t move, I had no idea who it belonged to. As the train jostled along, the hand slipped higher, burning a sweat-slick trail from knee to thigh. At the next juddering stop, my agitated insides heaved, and I shoved free from the car. I fled into the closest ladies’ toilet to throw up. Stomach as empty and deflated as my spirits, I splashed water on my face, trying not to cry.
The door opened, and a girl in a school uniform identical to mine stepped to the sink beside me. She pulled a glittering gold bag embossed with distinctive Louis Vuitton monograms out of her schoolbag. After dumping an array of makeup on the counter, she proceeded to sketch in her eyebrows with a dark pencil.
“I saw what happened, you know.” Her voice was low and rich. “You’re supposed to yell ‘chikan’ when they grope you. Everyone says train perverts make them want to puke, but you’re the first I’ve seen who really has. You must be new to Tokyo.”
“Y-you saw—?”
“You shouldn’t let them fluster you. They like it. It excites them.”
I lowered my eyes. “I’m sorry.”
“Do you always apologize when you’re mistreated?” She rubbed streaks of silvery-white from a Chanel compact over her eyelids. “Then again, I guess some people enjoy being kicked.”
My cheeks blazed. “What is it about everyone in Tokyo?” I demanded. “You think because you’re rich you can criticize and judge me? Flashing around designer products isn’t a sign of inner quality; it only means you’re materialistic and stupid enough to buy them!”
My outburst gave me a moment’s satisfaction; she froze, a tube of Dior lipstick halfway to her mouth. Until she laughed. Not the delicate, girlish giggles women are supposed to have, but a full-bellied laugh that filled the small bathroom, bouncing like pebbles against the walls.
Furious and humiliated, I made to leave, but her hand darted out, grabbing my wrist.
“Don’t go. I take it back. You’ve got balls. I like gyaru
with balls.”
I considered marching out anyway, but her masculine way of talking, forthright and bold, intrigued me. I let her pull me back. “Gyaru?”
“You know.” She painted her lips with shimmery purple. “Girls, gals, gyaru. There’s himegyaru, the princesses; yamanba gyaru
who dream of Hawaii and surfing; and kogal gyaru, like me. Biba jibun, viva the self, I say. So. My friends call me Yumi.”
“Uh, I’m Rinako.”
Yumi wrinkled her nose. “Rinako? How boring. It’s bad enough you’re so colorless and mousy looking, like you wandered off a farm. I’ll call you ‘Rini’.”
“I did, I guess—wander off a farm, that is. Until last week, I lived in Gifu Prefecture.”
“No wonder that train pervert honed in on you.” Yumi stopped studying her own reflection long enough to scowl at me. “Quit looking like I stepped on your tail. Of course someone from Gifu wouldn’t have any rail sense. Here, I know how to cheer you up.” She dug in her gold bag and pulled out makeup palettes and brushes. Overriding my protests, she covered my face and eyes in colored creams and powders. Bemused, I even let her shorten my skirt with jumbo safety pins.
“Shimatta!” she exclaimed. “Wouldn’t you know it? Your front’s uneven, and I’m out of pins. Wait—” Tugging a half-sewn teddy bear from her bag, she extracted an embroidery needle from its magenta face. With a swift stab, she pinned the offending pleat into place. “Biba jibun!” Yumi swiveled me to the mirror. “What do you think?”
With my eyes outlined in white and black and my lips painted a pale, shiny pink, I looked like a prostitute. Or a panda. If pandas importuned men on the street.
A drumroll clatter from Yumi’s bottomless gold bag saved me from answering.
“Hang on, it’s the telekura.” She rummaged out a tiny pink mobile and flicked it open.
“Moshi-mosh… oh, Daddy!” Her voice pitched up an octave. “I’m so glad you called. I was doing homework with my girlfriends, so boring…” With her free hand, Yumi swept makeup, brushes, and bear into her schoolbag. “…I’d love to have dinner with you. Can I bring Rini? She’s my best friend.”
I was?
“…you’ll like her. But you have to promise to be extra nice. She’s new to Tokyo, a real cherigaru.”
My eyes widened. Had Yumi just told her father I was a cherry girl, a virgin?
“Hai, we’ll meet you at the station. Abayo!” She snapped her phone shut. “We’ve got a date. He’s taking us to Tullio, seven thousand yen a plate. Hope you’re hungry.”
My eyes widened. “Are you sure your father won’t mind me tagging along?”
“My father?” Yumi smirked. “Like he could afford Tullio. That was some pitiful salaryman, probably fat and balding. Don’t you know what a telekura is, a telephone club? He’s taking us on a date.”
“You’re a prostitute?” I blurted.
Instead of being offended, Yumi only rolled her eyes. “Che, Rini, at least try to lift yourself out of the backwoods muck. Not prostitution, enjo kosai, a compensated date. I support his ego; he supports my lifestyle.”
“A seven-thousand-yen dinner for just your company?”
“Seven thousand yen?” She snorted. “I wouldn’t spit on a salaryman for 7,000. He’ll fork over at least fifty thousand for ‘just’ my company.”
“And nothing more?”
“Of course he’ll want more, but unless he’s super cute, he’s not getting it.”
“He won’t insist?”
“If he tries to, he’ll regret it. Salaryman hunting is almost as much fun as shopping.”
I blinked, startled by her savage tone. A trick of the light bleached Yumi’s toffee-streaked hair to magnesium smoke, her eyes flat and luminous as a cat’s. I blinked again, and the demon in a schoolgirl’s uniform became only Yumi.
“Don’t fuss, Rini. A lot of gyaru do it. It’s fun. Maybe he’ll take us shopping so we can buy you some decent shoes.”
I studied my penny loafers as I trailed her to the platform. It’s true I’d always wanted a pair of high heels like Yumi’s Prada slingbacks.
When the train arrived, I hesitated, the memory of the chikan still fresh. Yumi slid an arm around my waist, and propelled us into the current of boarding commuters.
“Lesson one in Tokyo train sense,” she whispered into my ear.
“Wha—?”
“Oh, Rini,” she declared, her voice high and carrying. “I heard the funniest thing from Momoko the other day. You know, the cute girl in band club?”
Was it my imagination that pressed salarymen closer, their eager heat and hot-sweat smell crowding nearer to eavesdrop?
“Some filthy chikan grabbed her breast on the Saikyō Line,” Yumi continued, “but she had the presence of mind to scream and identify the pervert.”
Was it also my imagination that there now seemed a hairbreadth of space around us?
“What happened?” I asked.
“The other passengers trounced him before the next stop, and on top of that, he gave her twenty thousand yen so she wouldn’t report him to the police.” Yumi giggled. “And you know what?”
“What?” The hairbreadth widened to a gap.
“She took his yen and turned him in anyway!”
I laughed with her. For the rest of the trip, I had no concerns about chikan; all the salarymen in our vicinity kept their hands in clear view, their eyes forward. At our station, Yumi only murmured, “Excuse us,” and they all but fought to clear us an aisle.
“End lesson one,” she said as we exited the platform.
“What do you do when you’re alone?”
“I pretend to call a girlfriend on my phone and tell her about Momoko’s adventures.” Her eyes sparkled. “Of course, the reception is so awful, I have to shout.”
“But I don’t have a mobile.”
“Shimatta! Really? I suppose you could ride the women only cars. Except they’re always overcrowded. Personally, I think the chikan use them as an excuse. ‘Any gyaru not riding a women-only car must want to be felt up,’ they say.” She scowled. “It’s the chikan who need their own cars. They can grope each other to death.” Suddenly, she tweaked my sleeve. “Look, Daddy’s already waiting for us.”
A blue BMW roadster idled by the curb. Yumi hastened to the passenger door and flung it open. “Daddy, what a sexy car you have!”
Inside, a chubby man in a salaryman’s suit-tie uniform waved. “Come in, come in!”
Yumi shooed me into the back while she clambering into the passenger seat. “I’m Yumi and this is Rini.”
“My name is Yamada Tarō—”
Yumi pouted. “Now, Daddy, you don’t want us to be all stuffy and call you Tarō-san, do you?”
“Yes, of course not.”
No one seemed troubled by his contradictory answer, and we lurched into Tokyo traffic.
“You know, Daddy, Rini and I were having a tickle fight before you called,” Yumi said.
“Uh?”
“But no matter where we tweaked each other, we couldn’t make the other squirm.” She leaned her head on Daddy’s shoulder. “I bet you’re good at tickling. I bet you could make us both squirm.”
A horn sounded, and Daddy jerked us back into the proper lane. Unconcerned by her hazardous effect on the salaryman’s driving, Yumi bounced in her seat.
“Goody, there’s Tullio! I’m so starved, I could eat a whole sausage in one swallow.”
I smothered a giggle at the salaryman’s audible gulp.
When Yumi said she was starved, she meant she’d become a ravenous emptiness to rival the most voracious of hungry ghosts. Tullio served Italian food, which I’d never had before, and Yumi ordered extravagantly: antipasto as well as soup and additional dishes with her entrée. How could she possibly eat it all? But devour it she did, demonstrating that while she might have the mountainous stomach of a restless ghost, she certainly didn’t have the needle’s eye mouth to match it. For myself, I only ordered a simple spaghetti dish in vegetable broth, uncertain of my stomach’s forbearance.
As we ate, Yumi chattered between bites, a dialogue ranging from teasing to indecent. Daddy’s face turned beet red before the end of the antipasto. During dessert, he didn’t seem to know what to do with his hands and strangled his napkin into a twisted rope.
After finishing her strawberry custard, Yumi seized my elbow, towing me along as she stood. “Arigato, Daddy, that was great. Abayo!”
The salaryman lurched up. “Can’t you stay a little longer?”
Yumi paused to consider, a slender finger to her lips. “We need to do some shopping, but I suppose you could tag along.”
“Fine, fine.”
“Shimatta, I forgot.” She screwed her face up like a sea urchin. “I spent the last of my pocket money yesterday. I guess Rini and I will go home and do homework.”
“That’s no problem.” Beaming, Daddy took out his wallet and piled bills into Yumi’s outstretched hands. I didn’t know which was more impressive, Yumi’s shameless ploy or how easy Daddy was to manipulate.
He drove us to a trendy store in Shibuya where Yumi picked out a pair of Fendi platform sandals for me and a silver charm bracelet from Tiffany’s to hang on her slender wrist. Daddy paid the extravagant prices for these gifts without protest, and Yumi let him breathe her hair and hold her hand. However, when he asked, “Would you consider going to a love hotel with me, Yumi-chan? You, too, Rini-chan?” Yumi shot him down without even the pretense of an apology.
“We can’t,” she said. “Homework, you know. Exam hell is coming up.”
Daddy looked like a scolded puppy as Yumi and I skipped off, arm-in-arm, to the rail station.
Out of earshot, I let my amazement spill out. “I lost count of how many yen he spent on us! And you do this all the time?”
“Told you it was fun, didn’t I?” Yumi pulled three ten-thousand-yen bills from her pocketbook and handed them to me.
“I can’t take that,” I said.
“It’s only fair. He was more generous because he wanted to impress you.”
“Me?”
“Didn’t you see how he gazed at you with his calf-eyes?” She winked. “Besides, now you can buy a mobile and tell all your friends about Momoko’s adventures.”
My fingers closed over the money.
When the train arrived in a welter of wind and noise, I crowded into the women only car, marked by a pink sign and defended by a somber security guard. I waved at Yumi as we pulled away.
During the ride, I used a tissue to scrub the makeup off. Auntie would surely have things to say about my late arrival. No point in making it worse by coming home made-up like a panda streetwalker. However, Auntie was on the phone and didn’t even look up at my entrance, much less bother to interrogate me as to my whereabouts. Lucky me. I crept to my room and unfolded my futon.
 
THAT NIGHT, AS I LEAPED ALONG
the moon path of my dreams, I wasn’t alone. A toffee-streaked rabbit with a Tiffany bracelet around one paw kept pace.
“Inari, the god of foxes, invited me to join the ranks of his celestial servants,” she said.
“What an honor,” I replied.
“An honor? Hah! I told him, ‘Get lost, old pervert.’ Why should I want to be a fox? Kitsune are so wanpa, so conventional. But no one sees a rabbit and thinks ‘Dangerous! Watch out!’ Nobody expects a rabbit to have teeth.”
“That’s because rabbits are dainty and well mannered.”
“Are we?” The toffee rabbit bared white incisors, sharp as any predator’s fangs. “Where do good manners get us? Skinned, salted, and laughed at, that’s what. Lesson two—”
Haruto’s alarm sounded, and I woke before the toffee rabbit could complete her lesson. Perhaps I was goaded by temper, but instead of the clunky penny loafers, I slipped on my new designer shoes.
Auntie didn’t bother seeing us off so she failed to notice my footwear. But Haruto did.
“You’ll break an ankle in fancy shoes like those,” he said as I caught up to him. “Who’d you steal them from?”
“The headmaster,” I snapped. “He likes dressing up as a woman, you know.”
“Baka farm girls shouldn’t put on airs.”
“Dasai cheribois shouldn’t ogle girls’ legs. You’ll lose your teeny chinko to a fox.” Should I have said “rabbit” instead of “fox”?”
Haruto’s face turned ruddier than red bean paste. The light changed, and I shoved past, done with walking behind him.
At school, I hoped to see Yumi in the halls before the morning’s lessons, but I couldn’t find her. The other students were as unfriendly as before. Saeko, at the desk behind me, sank her painted nails into my arm as I passed a worksheet back.
“Baka slowpoke. Can’t you move any faster?” she hissed.
Still seething, I didn’t turn around to collect Saeko’s assignment when sensei announced time. I watched through a curtain of hair as she reached for my arm, manicured claws extended. Swiveling, I stabbed the point of my pencil into the top of her hand.
She shrieked. Blood trickled from the slight puncture.
Sensei hurried over. “What happened here?”
“So sorry,” I said. “I thought I saw a roach creeping on Saeko’s desk. But it was only her hand.”
His eyes narrowed. “Saeko, go to the nurse. As for you, Rinako, maybe they do it differently in Gifu backwoods, but students here do not behave so disgracefully.”
“Shimatta,” I said. “Wouldn’t you know it? In Gifu, they taught us to be courteous and considerate to others. How slow I am. Even with Sensei’s expert demonstration of how unacceptable that is, I still got it wrong.”
I thought he would hit me. Instead, he jerked me to my feet. “Take yourself to the headmaster’s office immediately!”
Smiling sweetly, I gathered my books and skipped out.
To my delight, a welcome voice hailed me before I’d gone more than five steps.
“Ohayo, Rini!” Yumi lounged in the hall, scrutinizing her reflection in a Versace compact. “Where are you off to?”
“Sensei sent me to the headmaster.”
She snapped the case shut. “That dasai old pervert. Have you seen how he stares at girls in their gym uniforms? Believe me, you don’t want to get cornered in his office. Let’s go shopping instead.”
Still heady with defiance, I grinned. “Biba jibun.”
We spent the day splurging in Shibuya. I tried on (and purchased) makeup from a dozen cosmetics counters, bought a pastel blue mobile, and let Yumi coax me to a salon where they colored my hair tawny brown. Afterward, Yumi announced she was famished and took me to a little sushi eatery overlooking the scramble crossing.
“Pretty sweet shopping, huh?” Yumi polished off another maki piece. Her prodigious appetite had already tucked away enough for a family banquet, and she seemed intent on devouring every last grain of rice.
“I can’t believe how much I spent,” I groaned. “Thirty thousand yen in a single afternoon.”
“So? It’s not like you can’t get more. I’ll show you how to register your new mobile with the telekura. With your innocent face, you’ll never lack for callers or yen.”
I toyed with a slice of pickled ginger. “Aren’t you afraid you’ll run into someone less accommodating than last night’s Daddy?”
“You worry too much.” She stuffed a whole nigiri roll into her mouth. “All men are pathetic and perverse, and salarymen most of all. Hey, you going to eat that sashimi?”
I slid the spiced squid over. “Maybe you don’t worry enough.”
She munched on a tentacle. “I’m a realist. Salarymen are little boys who never grow up. They’re bullied at home by dried up fishes like your auntie and at work by their bosses. They can bluster danson johi, ‘honor men and disparage women,’ or wax on about love and desire, but all they really want is to feel important. Some flattery and attention, and they’re happy. Scold them, and they fold like paper tigers.”
“You’ve never met a nice man, someone respectful and kind—”
Yumi shoved her chopsticks straight up in her rice bowl. I gaped, speechless. Only the dead receive food with standing chopsticks. I couldn’t have been more shocked if she’d squatted and used the table as a toilet.
“I loved someone, once. He was a nice guy. Rich, too.”
I swallowed. “What happened?”
“He treated me like a princess. It was perfect, except he didn’t like how I talked sometimes, or some of the things I wore or did. Little concessions. No problem, right? Until I woke up one day in wanpa clothes, spouting onna kotoba platitudes, and fretting about how to bow just right so I wouldn’t disgrace him. Dasai! I was so disgusted I couldn’t stand myself. So we fought. I told him I couldn’t be anyone other than myself. He called me willful and shameless. I agreed. Then he hit me.
“And that was that. He didn’t love me, only a fantasy he thought was me. But I didn’t love him, either. He was no more the man I loved than I was the princess he wanted. So I left.”
“Yumi—”
She waved her hand. “Don’t fuss. I’m glad. It taught me to value myself.”
The drumroll of her mobile startled us both. She recovered first, digging it out.
“Moshi-mosh… oh, Daddy!”
I started shoveling my purchases into my schoolbag. Over the rustling, I didn’t hear her “abayo,” only the clack of her mobile shutting.
She tossed a crumpled bill onto the table. “Got a date, Rini. See you.” Faster than the memory of a summer breeze, she was gone. It seems she didn’t want me along.
Dejected, I shuffled across to the Shibuya station and hopped a rail home. I spent the evening apologizing to Auntie with Haruto smirking in the background. School had called, of course. Most of her admonishments rolled off, until she spoke of Uncle’s disappointment. Then every word she spoke found their mark, filling me with barbed guilt and burning shame.
 
THAT NIGHT, MY RABBIT PAWS STUMBLED
along the moon path, tripped by rocks that lunged out shouting “baka” and “dasai” as I darted by. Ravening demons chased me, the snap of their teeth loud as gunshots.
Floating serenely on a boulder, the toffee rabbit preened overhead.
“Help me,” I cried. “They’re going to kill me!”
“You worry too much. Just stop running.” The toffee rabbit checked her reflection in a moon-shaped compact. “Can I have your sashimi?”
When Haruto’s alarm jarred me awake, I was grateful.
 
AT SCHOOL, WORD OF MY INCIDENT
with Saeko and altercation with Sensei had spread. Everyone treated me like a lunatic, watching me with wary eyes from a safe distance. It spared me from malicious pinches and kept their whispers out of earshot, mine at least, but I felt more lonesome than ever. And trying to find Yumi was like looking for a teardrop in the sea.
After school, I wandered around Shibuya, roaming the shops Yumi and I had visited, hoping to find her. But I didn’t. Footsore and glum, I bought a movie ticket with my last yen and sat in the darkness, trying to escape into the story of a samurai haunted by the yurei of a murdered prostitute. But the samurai’s arrogance annoyed me, and I ended up rooting for the yurei. Disappointingly, he persuaded a monk to exorcise her. The end. With no money and no companionship, my only option was home.
I was elated to find Uncle sipping tea in front of the television.
“Konbanwa, Uncle.” I bowed. “I didn’t realize you were due back today.”
“My company decided to recall me early to Tokyo. Surprise, hey?”
“If I’d known, I would’ve come straight back after school.” I looked around. “Where are Auntie and Haruto?”
“Your auntie wanted to cook something special and went to the market, and Haruto is still at juku, cramming for university entrance exams. Come sit.” He patted the cushion beside him. “I’m glad to have this opportunity to talk.”
I knelt beside him.
“Auntie tells me you got into some trouble at school.”
I ducked my head.
“Sometimes it’s hard finding your way in a new place.” He patted my knee, leaving the weight of his palm in my lap.
“I’m sorry, Uncle.”
“Never mind. A pretty girl like you will make friends. So charming in your school uniform.” He tugged the hem. “You’ve altered your skirt, have you? To make it more fashionable?” His hand crept beneath it.
“Uncle—?”
No longer comforting, his grip tightened. “Girls your age are so coy, going out of your way to display some bare skin but pretending to be outraged when a man shows his appreciation.” His voice was calmly matter-of-fact, as much at odds with his behavior as Auntie’s voice with her words.
“Uncle, stop!”
“Expensive new shoes, makeup, a visit to the salon. You’re the same sort as your mother. Your father was scandalized, but I don’t mind. Of course, I have yen enough to pay.”
His hand cupped my groin, and the clash of hot shame and sickening revulsion made me dizzy. Disoriented, I was a rabbit again, pursued by demons. I blinked, and the moment passed. Although a nightmare still chased me with panting breath and hungry eyes.
But I was done with running.
Watching Uncle through a fan of eyelashes, I imitated Yumi’s brashness. “Fifty thousand yen. It’s my first time, you know.”
“Fine, anything you want.”
“But is it safe here? What if Auntie walks in?”
“If she does, she’ll keep quiet.” He pushed my skirt higher, leaning closer. I waited until the heat rising from Uncle made the hair on my arms prickle. My teeth weren’t as sharp or long as the toffee rabbit’s, but they were sharp and long enough. I sank them into Uncle’s face.
He roared and jerked away. My mouth filled with the acrid-sour taste of blood, and I spat, the bite of meat splattering the floor.
“Nobody expects a rabbit to have teeth,” I murmured.
Uncle cupped his face, blood pouring between his fingers. “Demon whore!” He raised his fist.
I laughed. “Demon? Why, yes, Uncle. Did Papa never tell you? My mother was an obake.”
His face darkened, but he made no further move to strike me.
I got to my feet, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. “But I’m no whore. Don’t worry, I won’t trouble you further with my bare skin and coy looks.”
Although my mind buzzed in a turmoil of betrayal, rage, and despair, my feet knew what they were doing. They took me from my uncle’s house to the rail station. It was the only route they knew.
A train rumbled up, and I shoved my way into the first car. I didn’t know where I was going. I had no plan.
When the chikan stroked my leg, I almost welcomed the distraction. This time I could see who it was, a salaryman hiding behind his briefcase, eyes fixed on the newspaper in his lap as his hand wandered. Pressed between his arm, swayed by the train’s rocking, my skirt stung me—the prick of an embroidery needle plucked from a teddy bear. I slid it free. (Shimatta, now the front’s uneven!)
“Chikan,” I whispered and stabbed the salaryman’s hand.
Unlike the pencil at school, the needle had one purpose: to pierce. The salaryman yelled, his briefcase tumbling to the floor. The spine of steel had gone all the way through his hand, and he couldn’t grip the end to pull it out.
The car came alive, faces turning, voices raised.
I pointed. “Chikan!”
The train shuddered to a stop, and the doors slid apart. The salaryman scrambled out. I followed, slipping through the mass of commuters as though I drifted upon a floating boulder.
He glanced over his shoulder and saw me.
“Chikan,” I murmured. He shouldn’t have heard me, but he did, just as I heard him groan, the wordless terror of a hunted animal. His features transformed into a theater mask, mouth distended and eyes wide.
In the periphery of my attention, the grumble of a new train approached, twin headlights illuminating madness in his eyes. The salaryman sprang off the platform. Brakes screamed; people shouted. He spun to me, face triumphant, a moment before the southbound line smashed into him.
I didn’t wait to see the wreckage of what had once been a man. Should I have been horrified? Sickened at what had happened? I wasn’t. Departing platform and station, I felt nothing.
Outside, the full moon washed the city to a pallid sameness. The scent of Gucci’s Envy hung in the air, and I turned to find Yumi. Her hair, magnesium smoke with toffee streaks, flung out behind her, stirred by a nonexistent wind. Instead of a schoolgirl’s uniform, she wore a white kimono embroidered with gold leaf Louis Vuitton monograms.
“Ohayo,” she said.
“Konbanwa, Mother.” I bowed, a formal greeting for a formal occasion.
“So you figured it out.” Her face elongated and sprouted fur. Long ears rose from toffee-streaked hair.
“Papa knew you were an obake. I told myself I didn’t believe in spirits and demons, but some part of me knew he was telling the truth.” I shrugged. “So what happens now?”
My mother regarded me with the round, liquid eyes of a rabbit. “Whatever you like. It’s your choice. It has always been your choice.”
What would I like?
Overhead, the moon was swollen and bright, closer than ever I’d seen it. Around us, the street was a river of silver, no longer anyplace in Tokyo. And I, I was a white-furred rabbit. I bounded into the sky, glorying in the strength and swiftness of my legs. Mama leaped beside me, grinning, fierce rabbit teeth bared to the world.
Biba jibun.
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THE EATER KNOWS THINGS THE REST
of our tribe can never know.
 
ON THE VILLAGE COMMON, IN THE
humidity and blazing sun, all the people of my tribe not occupied with sheltering or feeding us assemble to hear and repeat the day’s teaching—a new litany of words. Those present will teach those who are not, and our world will grow.
The Speaker is the oldest person I have ever seen. She is wrinkly and her scalp is bare—though I think she may scrape it to make herself seem older still. The things she knows—the words—she makes herself. Not like the Eater, who walks among us bouncing and gangly like a marsh bird with a broken leg, grey but full of life, showing us those things he may show whose place the Speaker’s words will take.
The shoots of the arm-leg bush abate fever. The forest dog may be friendly alone, but must be avoided when encountered in packs; its flesh is often tough. The snout fish is ugly, but its belly and head taste delicious when cooked with ground fist-nut over coals.
How much of what we know do we owe to the Eater? Everything, some would say—though my brother Meki, who is wise despite his youth, would answer that only the Speaker’s words permit us to use what knowledge the Eater brings. Meki’s voice rings out the words confident and clear above the others—he is so wise. I flush with pride to be his sister, and must struggle to keep up. I confess I find the litany harder and harder to attend to.
The shamblers migrate across our forest in the dry season. They move north to south in bands ranging in number from two to as many as live in our village. Their diet consists primarily of meat. They are stronger and faster than we, their appetites greater. They carry cats’ teeth, horns and heavy lopers’ bones. It is useless to speak to them.
It’s useless trying to name them, trying—through words—to gain understanding of what they are or what they do: kill. The shamblers exist outside of words. That’s not impossible, though some would say so. We did it once.
We only know this through the Eater.
I’ve seen the Eater crawling back to his hut from the darkness, contorting and shuddering. We owe him for that. I’ve heard the madness that boils on the Eater’s tongue when he drinks of the froth from the bone-rattle tree. He is the only one who dares to taste it. I’ve seen him walk across the village as though he’s forgotten in which direction lies the earth and which the sky. He goes into the woods alone. After a time, his body has always returned. But he—the Eater I know or think I know, the laughing Eater with his clever tricks and dances—he stays away for even longer, unable to speak or unwilling, somewhere we can never go or see.
Never, that is, unless one of us follows him.
 
WHEN HE RUNS OUT OF ANIMAL
skins, dead insects, flowers and food to pass among the crowd as the Speaker names each one, the Eater retreats from the village common at his customary lope, tipped back on his heels like a sapling tossed by storm. I leave off the litany and scramble out between sweat-slippery elbows and knees to the edge of the crowd, keeping one eye on the Eater, another on my brother Meki to be sure he doesn’t turn.
At times I am pained for Meki, to know he is so young. I wish he could have been my father or my father’s father rather than my brother, so that he could have lived a part of that generation when everything was new: when things first were given names. Our parents are dead, and our grandparents. It would mean I’d never have known my brother, never been his sister. But living now, when he can at best devise new ways to understand a world already made, it seems my brother’s great gift for words goes to waste.
“I WANT TO KNOW WHAT YOU
know,” I tell the Eater.
His lips release breath acrid with a scent I can’t place, but his face is open, his eyes laughing. “I know what death tastes like—bitter. Birth, too—like salt. If I perform my task with forethought and precaution, the lives of all those in the village are enriched, prolonged, by what I learn. But my life will at best be changeable and brief.”
“Your life will be richer,” I say, my face warm, “—be it with agony or pleasure—than anyone else’s, elder, adult, or child. When we die, we may think back and know we have seen and smelled and felt the things of this world—but only the Eater will have tasted them.”
He is walking away, his strides long and loping, between the skin walls and the green bough roofs of our village.
I chase after him, struggling to keep up. “An Eater’s life won’t always be brief. You teach our people what is safe. Each Eater will know more than the last.”
I think he smiles—in that way the adults do when Meki and I speak of the future, a smile that I have learned means, “You are eager, but not yet wise enough to grasp the lesson I could teach.” He pinches a heavy leaf-fold of the rain reservoir suspended between one hut and the next, releasing a spout of water that drenches us both as he drinks his fill—enough, I imagine, to drown even the crowd of poisons residing in his belly. As it gushes over me, I close my eyes.
When I open them, he has gone. Into the woods, if I had to guess—here by the grave-mounds where lie those few remains of the shamblers’ victims he has managed to recover. But it’s too bright, out where we have cleared the trees, to tell much of what happens in the shadows.
I could plunge in after him—I could. Risk is part of the Eater’s existence. But he doesn’t always walk like he walks in our village, jelly-kneed and springing. Wherever he went, I can be sure he makes no sound and leaves no sign. I would be lost as soon as I began.
 
I GO TO SEE THE SPEAKER,
weaving with the women after the litany is done. I help; I know how to weave well enough. In and out, sometimes twice in, twice out, sometimes looping back. Some women say the litany while they work, under their breath or together. Meki believes the Speaker teaches it that way to help us remember, to keep the rhythm.
I don’t need the litany to keep a rhythm.
“He will take no apprentice,” she says. “And me telling him won’t make it happen. I’ve asked him before—I know the threat he poses to our village.”
Not he himself, she means, but his absence. The lack of him, or of one like him.
“He considers it his sacrifice to make, one he’ll permit no other to suffer. I can’t blame him. I know better than most the life he must endure.”
He confides in her. The rest of us only hear her translation.
 
MEKI AND I SLEEP WITH THE
children, in hammocks tied like drying seed-pods to the beams of a long, narrow hut. We whisper late across the gap until the others are asleep; in the fullest darkness, we fool ourselves we are the only two left aware in the world. We invent fanciful things to discover in the empty space between us, and Meki gives them names. Tonight, a vast mushroom grows in a towering half-disk from the forest floor to higher than the trees. Animals and bees and people wriggle up between its soft gills to get at the sweet, refreshing resin they secrete. But inside, the gills curve and connect like a closed flower’s petals; beings meet and discover their bodies dissolving, becoming one with the great mushroom and with each other. Meki names this thing Soma.
For me, the game grows stale.
“We’re not creating anything,” I say. “How can we be? This thing exists only in words already made, pieces of other things—not even that. Pieces of words for other things we wish we could combine but can’t. We waste our time.”
I can see the face he makes, though it’s dark. I know it that well. “It’s practice.”
“Practice that no more prepares us for the real thing than eating roast meat prepares us for killing.”
The fibers of his hammock creak. “There is no real thing, sister. Not without words. Not wishes, not dreams, not you and me.”
“It’s easy to say so. But if what you say is true, then what were we, before the Speaker gave us names? Not nothing. The Speaker had a mother, and she had a mother, just as we did. What were they?”
He doesn’t answer. He breathes, steady. He’s asleep—or pretending—dreaming up names for the new things he’ll make when it comes his turn to name them. The Eater, I fear, has no place in his vision.
We once played other games, less delicate, just as competitive. In the dark, the only ones awake, we sat on our knees in our hammocks, struggling to knock each other down. We both know the dirt-taste of the floor, though my brother—younger, smaller—tasted of it more than I. Now we’re older, eager, greedy, both struggling to stretch our game across a wider field, and the roles have reversed.
I lie with my thoughts, alone awake in the world.
 
NOISE COMES FROM OUTSIDE—NOT THE
chitter of insects, the flutter of membranous leaves in wind above the woods, but grunts, breaths, the heavy-breathing sound of fire. The Eater’s return? I creep out through the flap.
The shamblers run among the skin walls of our village. They look like us, like people. In all the litany has said of them, it never told me that.
They smell of dried blood, soiled earth and animal musk. They move fast, with barely a sound. They set fire to the food stores, slash open the leaf reservoirs. They tear through skin walls with the cats’ teeth in their hands, emerge bloodied, dragging limp forms, and run on, gone as swiftly as they came. Their victims never make a sound. Why don’t they scream, cry out, wake the village?
Why don’t I?
The shamblers exist outside of words. Does that make them immune?
At the edge of the village common, one of them squats to piss. She turns a numb glare along the alley at the end of which I cling to the shadow of our sleeping-hut. In her hands, not a cat’s tooth nor a club of loper’s bone, but a child—scrawny, lips fastened to her dangling breast.
It is useless to speak to them.
She runs on, south across the common toward the outskirts, toward the Eater’s empty hut. I should follow, protect what is his. If she breaks inside to loot or burn, I’ll have an excuse to enter, to see the pallet where I’ve heard him thrash in the throes of the bone-rattle fever, to find what produces those forbidding scents, to rescue some rare and secret food from the rooting clutches of the shamblers.
Instead I stand in the doorway of our sleeping-hut, arms wrapped around myself, listening to the undisturbed breath of the smallest children in their sleep.
 
NINE OF OUR PEOPLE ARE MISSING.
The shamblers left no bodies, neither ours nor their own. We work to repair what we can, salvaging the good food from the burned, stamping out the fires, sewing up the holes. Everywhere on people’s lips I hear the litany: the comfort of the familiar.
The curled-fingers knot mends a break; it is made from two half-knots, the second reversed. The leaves of the ground-fan, chewed and pressed, make a poultice for wounds. The red fruit of the nine-flower vine-aged under sun, when chewed by the handful, raises spirits; by the bowlful, it induces forgetfulness, the illusion of warmth, and sleep.
I catch myself whispering along.
 
DURING THE SUN’S HEIGHT, WE REST
on the common under the shade of a leaf-roofed pavilion. The Speaker sits among us, looking old. She wears wrappings of bark on her forearm and hand; instead of weaving, she holds the distaff for another as though she were a child. Her eyes are like the shambler woman’s, numb. Did she try to fight them? Was she wounded in the raid?
When the time comes for the litany, it isn’t the Speaker who rises, but Meki.
Meki would have us treat the shamblers like the earthquakes, the floods and the storms: beyond our control, a danger, a hardship to endure, but no true threat; a thing to weather and move on. He claims he has a plan.
Meki is wise despite his youth—in some ways, he is wiser than I. Maybe our people need to hear this.
But the shamblers aren’t like the forest dogs, who act out of habit, driven only by desire or fear. They’re what we were—what we are—without words. I would rise up and shout this. I want to shout it. But the others wouldn’t understand. It would frighten them more than they’re already frightened. It’s not what the Eater would do.
Then he’s there—walking among us, nimbly dodging and hopping through the crowd—the Eater, still his own strange, laughing self. His stick body bounces on the balls of his corned feet, the necklace of roots flicks like fingers from his throat, and a weird smile warps his face, exactly as though no new tragedy has befallen his people while he was away.
He makes his way past Meki to where the Speaker sits. In her lap, he places the raggedly severed head of a shambler.
Not even Meki can deny it now: they look like we do, and the litany never revealed it. His face is pale. I’ve tried to tell him the weakness of words. But maybe until now he never believed me.
Even the Eater couldn’t protect us. But where words failed—where I was paralyzed, Meki disbelieving, the Speaker aged and weak—the Eater alone could act.
What if the shamblers had killed him?
This time, when he leaves us again, I don’t let him out of my sight.
 
HE AMBUSHES ME IN THE WOODS,
only a step from the edge of the shadows. His hand is still bloody from holding the head; the other is viscous and slick. “A girl can’t be Eater. Not after she begins to bleed. In the woods, it isn’t safe. After tasting the most dangerous plants, I am vulnerable, weak—but at least my scent doesn’t attract things that would eat me.”
“I know the taste of my blood,” I tell him. “Do you?”
The Eater ducks away. I think it’s to keep me from seeing his face.
Scrambling after him, awkward and noisy, somehow I manage to keep him in sight: silently leaping stones and fallen logs, slipping through vines, wriggling past roots and thorns man-monkey-snake. No wonder he walks the way he does.
He could lose me if he wanted. I remember what the Speaker said: he does what he does out of sacrifice. He does it to protect us. We’re far from the village now. Could I find my way back? I don’t know. My pace flags. I work hard in the village, I am strong—but we don’t run anymore, we don’t travel. Not like the shamblers. Not like him.
I slow—yet the Eater is still there, and the gap between us closes. He doesn’t speak, but his eyes question.
I wipe sweat from the wells of my eyes. “I know there are secrets you don’t share. When you die, those secrets will be lost.”
“And what if there were no way to share such secrets, no way to learn them save by experience?”
“If you won’t teach me, I’ll learn as you did.”
He bends for me a bough bearing a thick, green flower that has caught the rain. “Drink.”
What’s inside is only water, yet from the lips of that unknown flower, its flavor is changed, vegetal and sharp. My heartbeat calms. The ache flows from my muscles, down through my body and into the ground. I’ve never seen such a flower, never heard of its like in the litany. Why hasn’t he shared this? Think how such a drink could aid us. Another sip and I could—
“Follow if you must. Don’t interfere.” The slap of leaves swinging back at his release, and he’s gone.
 
I FOLLOW HIM BECAUSE I MUST:
I’m lost; I need to know.
We move south, keeping up a pace that is the fastest my body can manage, but no faster. We pause, first he, then I, to study the print of a human-like foot—the pad and toes, no heel. We eat the pulpy, sweet flesh of a fruit with skin dimpled like a baby’s. We submerge ourselves in a fast-running stream. We sip delicately the replenishing nectar of another of the cuplike flowers. Will I know these things when I see them again? I wish I could ask him the names. But he’s the Eater. They don’t have names.
We cross a ravine atop a fallen tree; at the far side, he shows me the blood on his shin. “I scrape my palm on a rough branch as I climb. I can’t get back the blood and skin I’ve lost; it’s no longer mine but belongs among the moss. But I can gain new flesh, if only I can reach the tree’s far branch and taste its fruit.
“Of the five doorways through which we never pass but come to know the world, taste is the one we can best control. In our village, at the Speaker’s word and by virtue of my sacrifice, we are permitted to neglect that privilege. Devouring and expelling without thought, we forget that process by which what we eat—in replenishing our spirits, our flesh, holding us back from disintegration—becomes indistinguishable from our own selves.
“Don’t make that mistake in the forest, or you won’t live to be my apprentice.”
In my belly, the flush of success mingles with the shiver of the flower’s nectar. He is teaching me. The Eater.
 
NEAR DUSK, WE ARRIVE AT THE
camp of the shamblers. At the hill crest where I first begin to scent their musk, their grease-stained fires, he stops me, stained hand hovering before my lips.
He unthreads one of the string of thumb-sized, yellow roots he carries tied around his neck. “Don’t eat it. Carry it with you awhile, breathe its scent. When you feel you are prepared, cut it open and taste a few drops of the milk.”
Prepared for what? I want to ask. His hand prevents me, redolent of pitch and blood.
“Words,” the Eater whispers, “allow us to share what we could not, letting many think and act as one. But a category of experience exists for which no words have been invented, and if they were, would not suffice. The Speaker understands this; it is her weakness. Your brother does not. Of the two, his danger is the greater.”
I string the root round my neck on a thin vine like his own.
“Hide.”
He leaves at an angle to the slope, moving fast, with long strides; I know because I see the saplings shudder in his wake. But when their movement ceases, he leaves no other sign: no sound, no glimpse. Seeing nothing, I begin to doubt: did he circle back? Did he stop to watch me from below, to be certain I don’t follow? Did he go on, so quiet in his springing walk-fall-tumble that I wouldn’t know him from a bird?
I climb a tree, one thick and steady so my movements won’t reveal me. I sit in a crook, squinting through leaves into the camp. I wait. The root smells like a root—of strong earth and chalk. There is wind in the trees, and the color-thief bird cries the same warning over and over like it’s the only word it knows.
I don’t know how long I sit there. The sun moves as if caught among branches, then is gone.
 
THE SHAMBLERS ARE EATING. A MEAL
of flesh seared over fire—they cook, just like we cook. Birds don’t cook their food. Neither do monkeys, forest dogs, tooth cats. People.
And the Eater walks right into their camp, right up to their fire, as though he’s one of them. He moves like they do. In his face, by the bits of it I can see in red light and leaf shadow, there is something like I saw in that woman’s face—the shambler woman with the child. I recognize it in the Eater’s face as I did not in the Speaker’s. This is how the Eater looks when his body returns to our village without him inside. Is this where he goes?
They took our people in the night like they’ve done before. I don’t see any of our people now. Except the Eater.
They let him eat with them. He shares their food, their meat. Do they know him? I don’t understand. Expressions, postures, movements, half-obscured by the screen of leaves. Meki might tell me, were he here, that seeking comprehension of these things is the same as deciphering words. He’d say I fabricate a gulf of understanding that doesn’t exist, a gulf no different from Soma, that great illusionary life- and barrier-destroying fungus of our mutual dream. He’d say there’s no escaping words, no matter how deep I go into the woods, no matter who I follow.
The Eater, who consorts with shamblers, who keeps for himself the replenishing secret of the pitcher-flower, who has tasted the yellow root’s milk and the froth from the bone-rattle tree, would say some things exist for which words have not been invented and could never suffice.
With arms and fingers soiled with juices, ash and grease, they eat, stripping roasted flesh from slick-white bone, tossing what’s left back into the fires. I watch, unable to interpret what I see, resisting the sick knot at my bowels telling me without words that I shouldn’t be here. I watch, until the winds shift in the night, the branches bend back like the flanks of Soma, and for the first time I see clearly the shapes of those bones: the five-fingered hands and heeled feet that surmount them. And I suddenly know where all our lost people have gone.
The shamblers—and the Eater—have devoured them.
I slide-scrape my way down, out of the tree, scraping arms and thighs against rough bark, leaving skin behind. I run. With no thought for where I go except away, nor for the clumsy, crashing noise my flight creates, numb to the lash of leaves and vines, the sting of superficial wounds, numb, for a time, to the cavernous rushing of breath through my lungs, to the silence of the dark woods around me, I run.
 
GASPING, I RUN UNTIL THE DRY
leaves slip from beneath my bloodied feet. They are behind me—they must have seen me, must have heard my flight. I must get to the village, to warn them what has happened to the Eater, what he has become: a wordless thing, a shambler.
But I have to catch my breath. And in all the wind-shimmering, moon-bright woods through which I’ve passed, there has been no sign of the replenishing flower. Where am I? How far have I come? Without him to lead me, I’ll never find my way.
I lie there panting, until the leaves itch and impress their shapes into my skin. How long has he been one of them? How long since he first came from the woods with that blankness in his eye, that stiffness in his step? And I envied him, wanted to be him.
If I knew what he knew…
The yellow root strangles me, its vine clenched about my throat, its weight like a stone on my chest. I snatch it off, snapping the vine, and crush it in my weak hand, not looking, but unable to avoid its dark, mineral scent. A hard knot of matter, knobbed and warm with my own heat, as much like something expelled from human flesh as to a thing pulled from the body of the earth. Why did the Eater carry it? Why did he give it to me, before he went into the shamblers’ camp to…?
I close my eyes to rippling leaves, and in the hot and red-veined darkness, I think back to the times he came home empty from the woods, before the first shambler ever appeared.
I spring to my feet, teetering, blood rushing to my head.
The Speaker knows of the bone-rattle tree. She named it in the litany: the way its wounds froth when the driller-bird has pierced its skin; the way that froth, on human lips, reproduces the same pain and delirium. But it wasn’t the bone-rattle fever that numbed the Eater to words. I have tended him, wiped his cold sweat: even in the deepest throes of fever, he is still himself.
It must have been this yellow root.
I must get home. If I can warn the Speaker and Meki, perhaps, for all the flaws in their vocation, their wisdom can find an answer. For myself, I’m lost, and only the knot in my belly and the terror at my back hold me upright against exhaustion.
I hate this. I have worried my people and my family, with my absence, caused them fear. Now I’ll return and reveal that the one they depended on, their only true connection to the world they left behind, has abandoned and betrayed them. Were I Meki, were I the one who followed the safe and obedient path, followed it with such ambition and devotion, I would feel betrayed.
 
THERE, AS THE LIGHT BREAKS: THE
green flower, in a little vale between a tall barrier root and a moss-shrouded mound. I bend it to my lips, already tasting it in memory. But no nectar is cached within. A print in the moist ground, pad and toes, no heel. We passed this way—I have already drunk once from this fount.
 
MY FEET DRAG OVER THE ROOTS
and leaves. The woods grow hot. A full day has passed since I followed the Eater away. I have escaped the petrifier-snakes that spiral the trunks of the bone-rattle trees. The wandering pack of forest dogs—I heard them from atop a bluff, but they never crossed my path. Did they mistake my scent for a shambler’s?
Nothing looks familiar. I wouldn’t have known that flower from another—but who besides the Eater could have drained it?
I slip crossing a log; the fall knocks my head—only a glancing blow, but I come alert again with a bloody rip above my shoulder blade that makes it hurt to run.
I haven’t heard anyone behind me. I should have known they wouldn’t follow—the shamblers move south, as the litany says. I wonder what they look for and whether they find it.
The shamblers move south, but the Eater has always returned.
I lie awhile in the cool of an overhang, pressing a poultice of ground-fan-leaf between my back and the stone. I eat berries and shoots when I find them—when I can remember their names, and never enough of them to satisfy me. I’ve never hunted meat. I wish she’d taught me that instead of weaving.
 
NIGHTFALL OF THE SECOND DAY, HE
finds me. The Eater, dead-eyed but walking, no less nimble than before he became this thing, finds me drinking at a brook. He drinks, and the water clouds red-brown downstream of where he sets his feet. He blocks my way across. He moves close. He smells of his deeds, and he carries a bloody bag.
He reaches out for me. I shrink back, realize he is reaching past me. Something wedged in a tree-crook: a round stone, one side stained purple with the juice of this tree’s tough-fleshed fruit. My people used this.
He springs back the way I’ve come, nimbler than I could have believed, along a trail I realize I’ve walked with Meki.
 
THE EATER LEADS ME HOME.
The woods have shrunk back from our village in the time we’ve been gone. The sun beats brighter on sharp stumps and heaps of branches wilting. And the trunks—the trunks wait at the edge of our village, upright, lodged shoulder-to-shoulder in the earth.
They’re building a thing Meki has named a Wall.
This was his plan. The Eater showed him the weakness of words; now he means to seal us off from all to which words cannot apply.
 
I FIND THE SPEAKER SEQUESTERED IN
her hut alone, shivering, frail. The wound on her forearm has festered. “Meki is Speaker,” she says.
She takes the yellow root with shaking hand, but gives it back. “Keep it awhile.” She knew all along what the Eater was, where he went, what he did. I can’t tell her anything new.
 
WHEN THE VILLAGE GATHERS FOR THE
litany that night, the Eater is himself again—whatever that means. Prancing madly through the crowd, he shows us the gory, stinking, horrible things he carried from the shamblers’ camp in the bloody bag.
Meki does not name them. We all go to bed, silent.
 
MY BROTHER SLEEPS IN HIS OWN
hut now. I’m still in the long hut with the children. Swinging in the hammock, the little sounds of their breaths all around me, I cradle the yellow root and think of Soma.
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I WAS TEN THE FIRST TIME
I saw the pearl. The soil had come loose in Sweetgrass, and to protect the family, my father dug the pearl out of its niche beneath the jamb. He had to clean it, and, since we only had one room, he had no choice but to show us. Taking it outside would have defeated the purpose. Where the dust lived. Where the problems were.
The plains were fast upon us, though I didn’t know it then. Only father knew. That’s why he extracted the pearl from its rusted tobacco tin By protecting it, he was protecting us.
He buffed it slowly, evenly, so it would hold mother’s paraffin against the dust.
There was no other way.
Jonah was fourteen, and he watched our father. He watched the pearl.
Father looked at me. “Come closer, Caroline,” he said.
 
THE TAX MAN WAS SWEATING BENEATH
his layers. He wore so many, in blacks: vests, jackets, a hat with curled rims. The landowners came in blacks, and so did the preacher and the lawyers. Black was an invasion. An outfit of shadows for coming inside. Black car, black book, black ink in the pen. Jonah and I stood against the wall, watching mother watching father. I didn’t know then that we had the pearl. Jonah had fire in his eyes. He was staring at father, staring at the tax man.
The two men sat very still at our small table. The smell of the morning’s pork hung in the air. The stove hadn’t quite heated mother’s washing water.
“It’s the stock exchange,” the tax man said.
Father nodded slowly.
“Too many sales,” the tax man said. “Nothing left to trade.” The tax man bit off the ends of his words as he spoke. Saving bits for later, maybe. Between him and my father, they tried to disturb the air as little as possible.
The tax man glanced again at his black book. Father’s fingers were resting on its spine where the tax man had settled it in front of him. It was still closed.
Father nodded again.
“Sign the ledger,” the tax man said. “Might not matter. Country’s gone broke.” He looked out the window.
“Loosened the dust,” father said, “out on the plains.”
“Most like,” the tax man said. “Nothing left of the war-cropping to keep that soil down. Too much, too fast. No time for rotation.”
Father nodded. His blond beard glistened where the light found it, oiled by sweat and sunshine. He’d been at the fields when the tax man came—when mother sent Jonah out to collect him, and the tax man stood and sweated outside our front door.
Father’s beard looked like the wheat, nodding its secret conversations with the wind and the soil. Nodding that it knew something. Father knew something. He knew what was coming.
“Might need another war, then,” he said. “Another demand.”
“Might so.”
Father signed the tax man’s ledger. He licked the pen just like it was a pencil and scribbled his name into the black book.
Jonah stared, with fire in his eyes.
Mother sighed, her hands twisted in her apron.
Outside, the wheat exhaled, stirring the first breeze.
 
HENRY’S FAMILY DIDN’T HAVE A PEARL.
They didn’t come from the same Old Country as the first Lindsay had. They had a little wax man.
It was harvest time then. Henry wasn’t working with his father and brothers because of the dust fever. He’d caught it in the summer and, for weeks, coughed and drooled and vomited dirt. He caught it in the devils. He and I and Jonah and the other young Finchers would jump into them. Make games out of who got tossed farthest. I usually won, jerked out of breath—ten, twelve, sometimes fifteen feet. Jonah said it was because I was light. Because I was a girl. The wind was different with girls, he said. It wasn’t mad at them.
Henry’s skin had changed with the fever. No longer wheat-gold, he was as pale as the new cotton. Henry’s family had switched the crops last season, before the soil came loose. Henry looked just like the little wax man, pale and sweating in his father’s tiny cellar.
Henry was getting better. He was lucky. There weren’t many of mine and Henry’s classmates left. A few had survived the fever, the wheat-to-cotton maelstrom that angered the soil. When the new rigs settled, without any fallow rest, the dirt had nested in us—in the lungs and the bellies of all of the children. Switching kids—wheat-to-cotton. Wheat-to-cotton. Those as passed on, they went underground to sleep in puddles of fairy mud, mother said, to live in dirt mounds and dark wells. Mother had stories.
Henry said the rigs were the mounds. That their classmates played underground now. He was sore that the fever hadn’t taken him down.
“It’s all of us,” Henry said. “The little man is Fincher himself.”
I looked at the little wax man. He had skin like soil rigs—mounded and uneven, pressed into form by fingers, nails, anything that could push. I could see through him a bit, lying there in Henry’s palm. Top skin was white and sweating, like Henry Fincher. Inside, he was yellow—old and golden. He was like the Finchers’ fields.
“What’s he for?” I asked.
“For farming,” Henry said. “What every Fincher is for.”
“But why do you have him?”
I wouldn’t touch Fincher—it looked warm
in Henry’s palm. Mother said to stay away from boys who looked warm. Fincher was close enough to a boy. Molly Haver disappeared last winter—mother said she got too close to somebody too warm. Some boys, most like.
“They wouldn’t be no other Finchers without the first one,” Henry said. “Father says the cotton’ll fix him. Make him all white and proper. When he’s all white and proper, we’ll be all right. We won’t have to go nowhere. Father won’t have to sign any more books.”
“Don’t you have a Lindsay in the cellar, Caroline?” he asked.
“No.”
I looked at him, looking for the fire that burned Jonah’s eyes when he talked about the pearl.
“We have a pearl,” I said. “We’re a pearl.”
Henry looked confused. “How’re you a pearl? You’re all Lindsays.”
“It’s from the Old Country,” I said.
Henry curled his fingers around Fincher. With a squint, he pulled it to his lips and blew the dust from its belly.
The little man was made of wax. Must be the Finchers’d be safe, too. Must be the same as the paraffin father smoothed onto the pearl.
Henry blew again, harder. Outside, there was yelling. There was wind. There was dirt between the cotton, as loose as the exchange, father had been saying. Jonah had been saying it, too. The exchange had collapsed, mother told me, so there was nothing to keep the soil in place, to keep them farming. There was nothing to keep their land theirs.
Even the cotton couldn’t do it. Outside, Finchers ran between the rigs, heading for the barn, for the corral, for everything that needed to be waxed against the flying dirt. Even the cotton couldn’t keep it down.
Henry kissed me then—my first one. A quick, dirty kiss on my cheek. My skin felt warm where he’d pressed his lips.
“Supposed to,” he said. “Boys kiss girls.”
He coughed.
I nodded. He was holding Fincher tightly. Outside, the sky had become dark.
 
OUR HOUSE ROLLED—END OVER END
over end. End over end. Even so, it didn’t go
anywhere. We rolled and rolled, stuck in place, everything slipping and falling and gathering in corners. Mother kept at her washing, occasionally grabbing shirts and underwear as they fluttered over her head. The water lapped and wobbled in the basin, but it didn’t drip free.
I was laid up in my pallet—a morning of dust fever, but nothing serious, mother said. I was allowed to stay home. Father and Jonah had finished most of the harvest with the other men.
Eventually, the rolling stopped with a crash. Thunder pealed outside, and the windows were dark with wind and dust. It had gathered like red snow upon the blistered panes. There were pots and horseshoes and sacks of flour everywhere. The house hadn’t broken, but mother’s ladles were still humming from the crash, singing themselves steadily back to quiet.
“Mother,” I said, dizzy. Ill. There had been red between my legs that morning. Mother didn’t tell father.
There was red again. The rolling and crashing and ringing had stopped. When mother came to put her hands on my shoulders, it was the whole house doing so. The house was dark, and earthy, and tumbled round. There were no corners now.
She gave me some clean cotton, from Henry’s grandmother. She had a loom, and her wicker-work fingers tugged at it all day. She never said anything, but she sang mumble-songs like a quiet day in church. She gave us cotton. Mother gave me cotton.
“Do you feel warm?” mother asked.
“No.”
“Mother?”
“Yes?”
“What was that rolling?”
Mother’s brows came together, gently. Their lines of packed dust like rivers squirming. They came together like fingers, like the hands on my shoulders, like the now-round house, or mother cupping dough. Over and over, cupping and pulling. Coming together again and again.
The house creaked, groaning into the rising wind. Mother looked at the door. Father opened it slowly, his fist clamped onto the back of Jonah’s collar.
Mother moved in front of me.
Father’s brows came together. In his other hand, he showed mother the pearl.
Mother sighed.
Jonah looked at me. That same fire burning. Curls of dirt rose like smoke upon the wind behind him.
Father looked at us, and without a word, closed the door.
 
THERE WAS RED AGAIN. IT WAS
on my hands, slipping in lines down my back, gathering with the dirt in the soft creases in the backs of my knees. My back felt like fire, and I thought of Jonah.
Henry had dropped the melon when the shot cracked across the farm. He kept running.
I lay between the rigs, unable to move. I didn’t cry. It was getting dark, and Mr. Bradford wouldn’t find me if I didn’t cry. My back was burning from the shot. From Mr. Bradford’s shotgun. I lay still and let the red gather. I let it shhh
the soil. The melon vines were quiet in their unstable dirt where I lay.
When Mr. Bradford found me, he didn’t look angry. He saw where Henry had dropped the melon between the rigs. It was smooth and white and red with the wet of the setting sun. He pulled me up gently and pressed a shotgun shell into my fist.
“Take that to your father,” Mr. Bradford said.
“Yes, sir.”
“You tell him it was dark.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Who was that with you?”
I thought about the little wax man. Henry said there wasn’t any yellow any more—it was all white and proper. Fincher was all white and proper.
Father’s fields were turning brown with the dusts. Two acres had already browned up and disappeared, slipping between the rigs, consumed by their own fevers. Underground in the fairy mud now. He had signed another book last week.
It had been Mr. Fincher’s book. A new, black book with white, white pages.
“You won’t say,” Mr. Bradford said.
Between my fingers, I balled sticky blood into the quiet soil, rolling and rolling it. Smooth and round. A bloody, dirty me. I wouldn’t say. I dropped the little me and pushed it into the rig with my foot.
I didn’t come out of the ground until I was back home.
Inside, father took the shotgun shell wordlessly. Mother watched, her fingers coming together at her sides when she saw the red down my back.
Father peeled back the shell’s wax and split its little, wedged mouth right open. He turned the shell over, and rock salt piled into his palm.
He gave the salt to mother, who wrapped it in cheesecloth and set it on her counter.
“You were with Henry Fincher?” he asked me, his brows parting.
I wouldn’t say. I hadn’t seen Fincher in two years. I hadn’t seen how white he’d become. Henry was just Henry. Henry Fincher
was a waxen boy who could turn the fields white and proper. His brothers could turn the fields white and proper. His sisters were always white now, pale and snowy. Their mother had hired workers of her own to pick the white fields. She and the Fincher girls stayed as white as could be. Whiter than the pearl, even.
Father’s fields didn’t turn at all.
He extracted the pearl from its tin under the jamb. For a time, he shifted his stares between me and the pearl. He had shaved his golden beard, and the lines in his jaw were like the rigs themselves.
“I’m going to see Fincher,” he said, clutching the pearl. He stared hard at me.
“Will he mind Jonah’s place?” mother asked.
“I’ll see that he does,” father said.
He didn’t look at me as he closed the door.
 
WHEN MOTHER HAD DONE WITH ME, when we’d done with Grandmother Fincher’s cotton, we joined father and Jonah outside. The winds had quieted; the fields were quiet in their rows and rows. A cluster of Jonah’s friends were watching us from far away. They looked like tiny stick men, standing so far and so still.
Father still had Jonah by the collar. When Jonah looked at me, the fire had grown brighter in his eyes.
Father extended a handful of marbles to mother. They shone in all colors, in cloudy and painted glass, chipped and smooth, like the inside of the house. Rounded by rolling and rolling and rolling.
I looked at the stick-boys. Jonah had never owned a marble.
Mother took them.
“He won them,” father said.
Jonah’s fingers came together at his sides. Fists.
“How?”
“With the pearl. He was shooting with the pearl.”
With the house. With us.
Rolling and rolling.
All of us rolling, bouncing against other tiny worlds, other dusty, waxen places with other dusty problems. With other things coming together.
“Give them back,” mother said. “You played unfair.”
Jonah said “No.”
Father extracted the pearl from his pocket. The air felt clean as it brushed against our freed skin. “This is a family, Jonah.”
“And look what it did, father,” Jonah said. “Look what I can do with the whole family.”
Father looked at him. Mother began walking toward the stick-boys.
I watched father drag Jonah to mother’s vegetable garden. I watched him stand him up on the scarecrow’s mount. I watched him tie his arms and legs against the ragged hickory beams. Father couldn’t punish him with more work. Work was the family. Work was the pearl, and Jonah would work with the pearl. He wanted to work with the pearl. His eyes burned when he looked at the pearl, watching it doing nothing. Waxy and sweating in its tiny, dark places. Waiting just to roll and shine and lord in the sun. Like mother’s stories. The fairy kings under the water. The pearls they traded in Inverness, the ones they stole on the Prince of Wales—the boat from the Old Country. The tobacco tins they collected in Carolina. That Lindsay himself worked for before coming first to Kansas, then to Texas, then everywhere else. They’d kicked him off the high land, mother said, in the Old Country.
Father could only punish Jonah by giving him to the rows for a bit. Just a bit.
He would only leave him up there for a bit, father would later say.
 
“YOU’LL GO TO BOSTON,” MOTHER SAID. “You and Henry, after the wedding.”
“Where’s Boston?” I asked.
Mother sat still at the table. “It’s near the water. A bit closer to the Old Country.”
“Were you ever there?”
“No.”
“Who will help you around here?” I asked.
“Mother won’t need help,” father said, his jaws coming together. “We’re leaving.”
He had the pearl-tin clutched tight in his fist. He hadn’t given it to Fincher. When he went that night.
“We’ll pick fruit in the sun,” mother said. “In California. I won’t need help.”
“Where’s California?” I asked.
“That doesn’t matter.”
I started crying then. The house came together. After so long. After so long since the rolling and rounding and crashing together. After so much time soft and dark and earthy, its corners came back together. Already, it looked emptier.
“What about Jonah’s grave?”
After so long since Jonah.
“Fincher won’t till there,” father said. “Gave his word.”
Father came back that night with the pearl. He paid his last debt to Fincher with our land. He couldn’t give up the pearl—it was all of us. Even Jonah.
In Boston, Henry would be going to a school. Fincher had grown so white, had begun to glow in his cellar, that the family was sending itself in all directions. The girls would go to Savannah. Henry and his brothers would learn New England business. The house would be used for the new workers staying behind. The ones with no money. The ones who had long since signed everything away with dark ink in dark ledgers. And what they had signed away had never come back together.
Father paid my way. He couldn’t release the pearl. He couldn’t close the debt without the land.
Without me.
There was red in the sky when I looked out the window. Mother’s skin reflected the red light, but father’s eyes were gathering its shadows. It had gotten into him, the red.
The plains were nigh upon us, and they were red, red, red.
 
MOTHER GAVE BACK THE MARBLES. JONAH
had only been on the hickory a little while. We were sitting at the table when the red, red clouds stole the sky. The house snapped and creaked and threw things. It blew heavy dust at us from beneath the windows, through the doorjamb, and from the small, puckered mouths in the clinker-built siding. Everything was dust and the screaming, red sky.
Father jerked open the door, and the dust came in. It attacked him. Straight from the loosened rigs, flying like so many bullwhips. Flakes of whitewashed siding, ripped from the house and pulled by the eddy inside, painted the new bloodspots on father’s skin. They filled the little wounds, white and proper. When he got up again, he screamed Jonah’s name and fought the wind, but the dust pushed him back down. The house was a cave now.
Mother shut the door from behind. She touched father’s head where it leaned against the wall. She stared out the window, as the storm screamed back at father.
The red sky turned black. The house rolled and rolled. And this time, it did not stay in place. I found the tobacco tin beneath the doorjamb, and I clutched it against my chest. Inside, the pearl rolled and rolled in circles against the edges, clanging and screaming against the metal as it went. I held it tight and rolled and rolled.
 
THE FIRE DIED WITH JONAH. NOW
there’s nothing to burn away the dark. The fields, white and proper, are as tar-black as the sky. The Finchers, scattered, are everywhere as morose as my Henry—I read as much in their letters. Troubled and displaced. I have learned.
Fincher, somewhere, must be sealed against the dusty night which is now ever-present upon the plain, in the Bowl, they call it. Fincher’s soft flesh, though it is still right and proper, can no longer breathe. He can no longer be molded within whatever safe canister his wardens have sealed him. He has lost his warmth.
The pearl went with my parents. In the sun, in California, where I imagine them picking orange after orange, coming together at night to watch the sun set over such a large place, coming together to keep the pearl in their palms. There is no wax upon its skin in all that sun, and we are vulnerable again to whatever blows upon us. Though the Bowl has gone dark, and stays so, I need only worry about what falls upon me here.
The clouds of Jonah’s great storm have blown so high, they weep upon Boston. Every day, it is red rain that falls, droplets of Old Egypt’s Nile, the rain of wrath and fire. My Henry, is, of course, nothing but wax. Static though his Wax Fincher is, nothing can get through the family’s richened, white-and-proper flesh.
But I am no longer a Lindsay, I can roll no longer, and I haven’t the flesh-of-wax Fincher blood to keep me clean against all the red rain. I have only the name. My children are as imperturbable as their father, and they wear clothes every day in shades of rich black over their cream-white skins.
I have only the red rain. Everywhere there is red, and nothing rolls in this house of many corners. Nothing comes together, not even Dr. Marchant’s laudanum-tonics. Not the rest-treatments, not even the salts, thick and rocky as they are—like the shot still burning clean against my spine, still buried in my flesh. I am my mother’s salt-filled cheesecloth, and I keep cotton for the blood.
Henry buys me Old Country pearls whenever he can, but they do not hold wax.
I listen to the wind and the rain, and between treatments, I roll. Between treatments, things come together.
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THE ISLAND ITSELF WAS MADE FROM BONES.
There was a church, in another land, similarly constructed. The decayed flesh of the saints slipped from its underlying architecture, the white bones, sacred and incorruptible, incarnating the holy place. But the Kostnice Ossuary had been built. Hands that would become bones, themselves, set the pieces in place. Divinely inspired, but a mortal work.
The island had made itself.
It began, as these things do, with a woman, and a man. An unanswered question, and a death by water.
It began with the shipwrecked and the lost. Their bones were whited of excess flesh by the small and skittering denizens of the sea. The shapes were purified, rendered down to their essence, and then coral-encrusted, decorated with the care a medieval artisan would have lavished on a reliquary.
The first bone to break the surface was the iliac crest of a suicide. As the surf foamed over it, a tempest broke from the heavens.
The island grew quickly then.
From the time of its birth, there were always three women who dwelt upon the island.
Thin and wraith-like, barely enough flesh to cover their own bones, very nearly ghosts. All had long, tangled hair, woven with sea-wrack, and though they were never old, their hair was white, white as bone.
If you were to ask one of these votaresses of the bones how she came to the island, she would not speak. If you were fortunate, she might smile, and place a scaphoid or a hamate in your palm. Worn smooth by wind, polished by the sea, the bone would be the only answer your question required.
There were those who asked. There were always those who asked.
Most who did were satisfied by the small weight of someone else’s death pressed into their hand. The island holds its secrets close. This is known, and has always been.
But there are those who arrive in search of secrets of their own, who come to the island to divine runes, to read entrails, to throw the bones.
They arrived by casting themselves upon the shore, with the other flotsam and jetsam carried on the tide. They made pilgrimage from the edge of the salt-tear sea. Over bones whiter than cloud, whiter than page, whiter than death, they walked. Past bones lachrymal and parietal they quested.
Then, of a sudden, they would begin to collect: phalanges, proximal and distal. Scapula, calcaneus, and hyoid. The pilgrims would gather bones until they could articulate a complete skeleton of disparate parts.
The bone-priestesses would not hinder the gathering, but neither would they assist. They stood witness. They anticipated the miracle.
The pilgrims would take care not to choose bones that had known each other in life. Even malleus, incus, and stapes must never have heard the same sound. Otherwise, it risks the oracle speaking in a singular voice, and who consults an oracle in the hope of hearing sense?
The pilgrims could not eat while making their collections, for nothing living could grow in a field of bones, and as their flesh evaporated, they became like skeletons themselves, animate only by blood and questions.
When all the bones were found, the quest completed, the pilgrim would speak a question to the wind. In many cases, this was even the question she had come to the island to have answered. When the last echoes had vanished to the air, the pilgrim would lie down on top of the collected skeleton, with grace and care, so as not to disturb the bones so carefully assembled.
There, she would wait.
In most cases, the skeleton never spoke. The pilgrim would lie in the calcified embrace of the lover she had labored to create, and thin, until a second set of bones fell to intermingle with the first.
Sometimes, so rarely it seemed as if this were a thing more impossible than the island itself, the bones chose to answer.
When the bones spoke, it was with the voice of the island. The very place convulsed as the answer was given.
The bones spoke only at dawn, when the newly born sun streaked the sky and water with its red-gold palette, mingling blood with ambrosia on the canvas. The voices of the three women who lived on the island at its beginning, now, and ever after, would rise in a song of transformation and mourning. Thus was the miracle marked, and encouraged into being.
The song would continue until the pilgrim screamed. Once: the keening of a storm-tossed gull. Answers, true answers, like miracles, come at a cost.
The three women, the sisters of the bone, too sharp to be graces and surely too kind to be fates, would bend to lift the pilgrim off of her skeletal lover.
One bone would be removed from the pile. It would be covered over in writing: ink dark as blood, dark as night, dark as truth. The words there written would spell out the answer to the question that had been whispered on the wind.
This bone, it should be noted, was not from the collected skeleton. It was from the pilgrim.
The bones were exchanged, one for the other, question for answer. The body of the pilgrim reshaped around the speaking bone, much the same as her life would reshape itself around the answer inscribed upon its twin.
The three sisters would guide the pilgrim to an ossuary at the center of the island, where she would remain for three days—yes, ever and always, three has been the proper length of time for resurrections—while she meditated upon her miracle. While her blood bathed the bone—lunate, perhaps, or sacrum—that had translated itself beneath her skin.
At sunset on the third day, the pilgrim would place the bone that had been hers, the one now scrimshawed over with knowledge, into the walls of the ossuary. She would be met at the door by one of the bone sisters. Return, the bone woman would tell her, and kiss her once, on each eyelid, so the path might be seen.
The next of the three would meet her at the place where the pilgrim had lain in communion with her bones. Return, she would say, and would kiss the pilgrim once on the breast, so the heart might remember.
The last of the three would meet the pilgrim where the sea wept upon the shore. Return, she would say, and would kiss her once upon the mouth, so that nothing that had passed there might be spoken of.
Then the pilgrim would cast herself upon the waves, to be borne back to the land less strange, where she had formerly lived.
In time, in days, or months, or decades, the bones of the pilgrim would return to the island. They would be reverently collected, examined, spread beneath the wind and sky. The mirror bone to the one that had been placed into the ossuary would be removed and reunited with its twin. Question with answer, speech resolved into silence.
The remainder of the skeleton—no longer pilgrim now, but saint—would be scattered across the island, the architecture of future miracles, to whisper answers to those brave enough to ask.
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THE STORY MIGHT BEGIN LIKE THIS:
“Thank you for bringing me some water,” Lewis said as Amber neared the kitchen table. “Thank you for working to pay the rent on our house, because otherwise we wouldn’t have access to the water that comes free with it.”
“Fuck you,” Amber said. She was tired of this tune, tired of its tension clamping down on her neck muscles, gripping like lightning-laden wire along her inner arms.
This morning Lewis wore an unexpected, Dr. Seuss-bright tie, along with the usual plain white shirt and stiff new jeans. The cat strode across the fabric, peppermint-striped hat tilted, infinitely more carefree than her younger brother. Lewis folded his fingers, thumbs pressed together, pointed toward himself.
“No, I mean it,” Lewis said. “Thank you.”
She thumped the glass down near his elbow, sat to sprinkle salt substitute over her own microwaved sausage-in-an-egg-in-a-biscuit. Lewis had the same, plus a paper cup holding a dozen horse-sized pills, and two glasses of oily liquid.
After three bites of sausage, he methodically downed the pills, first using the vitamin-ade, then the water. He did it with a frown, looking into the distance as though examining himself in the bathroom mirror while shaving.
Was she supposed to ask why he was wearing a tie? What sort of scheme was he involved with now? How much of her money or energy or patience or love would it consume?
She was never sure how much of his hostility was humor, but the majority was genuine rancor at being unemployed, dependent on her.
“I’m staying late at the hospital after my treatment this afternoon,” Lewis said. “Using the spare time you so generously support me with to read to children. I’m sure you’ll agree it’s a valuable use of my time, a contribution to society that you’re sponsoring.”
She wavered between opting to swat back the hostility or ignore his tone. She didn’t want to fight. “What are you reading to them?”
He gestured at the tie. “This sort of thing.”
“What time should I take you?”
“More shining generosity on your part. Don’t worry, I’m keeping track. I’ll figure out how to pay you back. Eventually. A little before two.”
“What kids are you reading to?”
“The fatalities,” he said. “Who better? The ones that aren’t going to make it.”
Like him, Plague-touched. The rare genetically gifted ones that could survive its ravages, though not neurologically intact, knowing that they had a few years left.
 
THAT, TOO, IS ANOTHER WAY THE
story might begin, Lewis and Amber listening to the doctor explain how long Lewis might live, given the right care and treatment: one to five years. And how long he would live without it: less than a year.
Amber watching a cloudy sky outside the window, ashy as Lewis’s face. He kept looking at her as though to judge her reaction. Dependency shaded by years of sibling rivalry and affection. Amber seeing Lewis as though through a window. Seeing too little time left with her brother.
And also too much time, too much to dedicate herself to him, putting aside everything but her work, in order to support him, like some nun in a solitary abbey. One to five years of watching over him. One to five years of driving him to his hospital appointments, one to five years of seeing the hospital, becoming familiar with its corridors, knowing where every bathroom, every drinking fountain, every vending machine, every waiting lounge was.
 
“ENJOY READING TO THE KIDS,” AMBER
said as she pulled up to the curb. “I think it’s a nice gesture.”
Lewis had been silent during the car ride, even when she had tried to bait conversation with conservative talk radio.
“What time should I pick you up?” she said.
“Seven.”
“That late?”
“Can you do it or not? I can take a taxi if I need to.”
And be stiff and terrified all through the ride that one of his fits would come, without her to coax him back, away from unbending panic, with a driver who wouldn’t know what to do with a hyperventilating, shaking passenger.
She could let him do it, but she’d sit there waiting, anxious, unable to work, until he came home.
“I can do it,” she said.
He stepped out, thin and frail with recent body loss. Almost time for another trip to Sears; he’d dropped another pants size. The tie flashed in the sunlight.
He walked away.
 
THE AIR WAS FULL OF COTTONWOOD
that spring, riding the air like memories of ash. Last year Mount Rainier had rumbled, as though announcing Lewis’s diagnosis, sent out a cloud that had coated the countryside for miles. Even now, traces of it lingered on roofs and rocks. Like everyone else, she had mason jars filled with the silky ash, so unsettlingly smooth to the touch.
Time and solitude in which to work. She ascended to her attic studio, settled like a weary bird into the papa-san chair, queued up Kay Gardner, Bach cello suites, then Beatles and Will Flirt For Fairy Fruit on the music player, pulled over her graphic tablet, and began to sketch.
When work was going well, it flowed, a narrow river into which she could submerge herself, almost forgetting to breathe, feeling colors, lines move through her, coming from her lungs and heart and brain, coiling together before racing through her stylus point onto the computer, words and pictures becoming the Land of Everkind, its citizens the people of Leaf and Flower, and the talking animals that helped and hampered them.
She had been working on them for two decades now. Characters as familiar to her as Lewis: Mrs. Mountebank and her be-ribboned head; the Whistling Gypsy; the Turtle-headed Woman; the Count of Cube; Pepperjill’s Magic Monkey troupe; the Tango Gotango Gotengo.
Some parents thought the books too dark. The characters too raw, too savage. But that was what children liked. The monster under the bed. The touch of fear at their heels. Mrs. Mountebank’s dark-windowed wagon; the magic monkeys’ pointed teeth.
A new character was coming to her. She could feel it fluttering at her mind’s edges. She sat still for a half hour, trying to will it closer. It stayed out of reach, as it had for months now.
She drew herself, Lewis on the pad, drew them looking at each other. Similar features. Lewis was skinnier, but not by much. Staring, caught.
Trapped.
She wiped the image away, let a story distract her. Caught herself moments after seven. She’d be ten minutes late. Not inexcusable, but he wouldn’t excuse it. And she’d wasted valuable alone-time on reading! She raced down the steps to the car with an angry clatter of keys.
She pulled into a waiting space in front of the hospital lobby. Lewis was staring at his watch. Her dashboard read 7:13.
He attacked, vicious as a wasp, as soon as he entered. “Glad you could spare time to pick me up.”
“Lewis, sorry, I lost track,” she said.
“Beggars can’t be choosers,” he said. Brittle, icy-edged in a way that sometimes signaled a fit’s immanence, sometimes just a tantrum. “Perhaps you would be so kind as to stop at the drug store? I have some things to get. Wait in the car if you want.”
He knew she’d opt for that.
After ten minutes she raised her head in time to see Lewis exiting the drugstore.
She readied her keys but saw him turn into the craft store that was next door.
What was he doing?
She waited.
The store was busy. A few dozen people came and went through the double glass doors before Lewis exited, carrying a plastic bag. Stems protruded from the opening, brown and knobby. Dried flowers?
He dumped his purchases on the back seat. She smelled eucalyptus. His look dared her to ask.
Whatever it was, he’d tell her in time.
The car chimed reproof as she started it, flashing an indicator for Lewis’s missing seatbelt. As always, she thumbed it off, rather than argue with him.
“How was reading to the kids?” she asked.
“Fine,” he said. “Good kids. Most of them.”
“Not all of them?” she said, surprised.
“Think being close to dying makes somebody automatically good?” he said.
He pressed his fingers to the ledge where door met window, marched his hand along, middle finger become a head half raised.
When they were little, Amber eight to Lewis’s three, they had pretended their hands were animals that explored the tops of the sofa and walked like tightrope dancers along the playpen’s high wire.
The memory made her smile.
“People just become more of whatever they were to begin with,” Lewis said. “Concentrated. Much more so.” Malicious smile. “Like ever so much more grateful to you, darling Amber.”
Plucking away her expression like a spider web.
 
LEWIS READ TO THE CHILDREN EVERY
Tuesday and Thursday. He continued to be inexplicably late. He couldn’t be reading to children for five hours.
Might he be dating someone?
Imagine if someone else took him on, drove him from place to place, paid for the medicine that kept him alive for the perhaps-four-years (but who knew what might happen, how that statistic might stretch with medical advances) he had left. It would be as sudden, as welcome as a fairy godmother’s wish granting, removing the responsibility for Lewis from her life.
What would it be like if someone else—perhaps a nurse with excellent health insurance, prone to wounded bird sorts—took that on?
Extracting the hospital newsletter from the mail one morning, she’d looked through the list of classes and discussion groups: Social Networking for Seniors; Health Insurance Basics; Applying for Disability Benefits; Journaling for Beginners; Intensive Journaling; Extreme Journaling, Alcoholics Anonymous; Sexoholics Anonymous; Netheads Anonymous; Strength Training and You; Ornithology for Your Window Feeder; How to Live Without Salt; You and Your Colon; Learning to Trust Doctors; Making a Living Will; Vegan Cooking.
Practical Shamanism.
She’d smelled sage and lavender wafting from his room. New habits: an odd gesture with his hands before and after eating, a phrase said under his breath. A scuttle of unintelligible words, like a tinny echo of a prayer in foreign movie. Sitting by himself, staring at plants in the garden.
What could it be other than Practical Shamanism?
She stuffed the brochure in the recycling bin as though it might tip him off that she’d been snooping. Give him something new to reproach her with.
She didn’t want to ask him directly. She wasn’t sure what to make of the concept of shamanism, or even where it fit into the world of the New Agey.
What else could she do but search on the Internet, making mental notes, bookmarking as she hopped from page to page?
A range of beliefs. Tarot and divinatory dreams. The healing properties of tourmaline and snowflake obsidian. The ability to enter other dimensions. Healers and renders of the soul, one website read. Animal or spirit guides.
She pushed her chair back and stretched. Wondered which of her characters would be her spirit guide. She loved them all. Maybe Mrs. Mountebank and the Whistling Gypsy a trifle more. Only a trifle. And they weren’t animals.
What was Lewis’ spirit guide? A snake, a wasp? Something more terrifying? She could not imagine it being benign.
But Lewis seemed happier, less snappy. Perhaps she could relax. Never entirely, though. She’d been ambushed too often.
 
FROM THE ANNALS OF EVERKIND:
Lily the Turtle-headed Woman: Something’s coming, sure as shooting stars.
Mr. Wiggly: Baa!
LtThW: No, I mean it. A chancy sort of thing, and lunatic as the moon’s frown.
 
LEWIS FLIPPING THROUGH TV CHANNELS. THE
trees rattled their fingers on the dark window, swished their leaves against the glass as though asking to come in.
“They’re called Dhami,” he said.
“Who?”
“The shamans in the school of teaching I’m studying.” He smirked. “Now you’ll tell me how nice it is I’m doing something outside the house.”
“I didn’t know you were interested in shamanism,” she said. She could see, given the list of other groups, why he might have chosen it.
His tone altered, slipped out of its usual snakeskin coated form. Became more sincere. “They teach what might happen after death. How you can prepare.”
The honesty stunned her. The first moment like this they’d had, since he’d become a nuisance. A nuisance but also something she loved fiercely, had missed like a lost forearm ever since he’d withdrawn from her.
She groped for words like someone trying not to scare an exotic, unimaginable bird, phoenix or quetzalcoatl. If the shamanism class had taught him this, she was all for it.
“What are you learning?”
But the moment had passed, sudden as a cloud’s shadow slipping away.
He folded his arms. “I’m going in Sunday mornings as well, for a drumming workshop at the coffeehouse.”
Did she need to stay and wait, in case he needed her? She could take her pad and wait in the car. He shook his head in answer.
“Some nurses from the hospital are attending. They know what to do.” He sneered. “It’ll get me out of the house, I knew you’d approve. You can make more of your little books.”
That stung enough that she retreated to her workshop. She took her buzzer. It would alert her if he fell prey to a fit.
She curled in the chair. How had she come up with Everkind? Stories she wrote as a child, crude wish-fulfillment, a kingdom of magical ponies battling a villain called Brutescruel. She’d drawn them whenever she could.
Eventually she’d added more characters, made more and more sophisticated stories. She listened to concepts, dramatic tension, denouement, foreshadowing, in a creative writing class, and found them familiar, like learning a language you knew as a child. Find your voice, one teacher kept saying, but she had already found hers.
The stories had possessed her. They emerged beneath her pen, flowed like a fountain. Even when she’d graduated and gone to work as a graphic designer, she’d still drawn them. An art director who liked to mentor had sent one off to a publishing company.
The rest was history. The Everkind graphic novels, her “little books,” might not be wildly popular, but they did provide enough to pay the rent and for the medicines that ate up four fifths of her income. He knew as well as she did that she could be living much better. His illness was responsible for the shabby but clean house that they lived in, the ten-year-old car she drove.
Downstairs, Lewis moved about, restless, turning on a nature show on the TV, then talk radio, the kitchen mini-TV sending out the ping of a bat, a crowd’s roar. Battling soundtracks. The inevitable precursor to a fit.
She was downstairs before the device in her pocket buzzed.
He lay on the floor, shuddering for breath. She thumbed the hypo-spray, pressed it into his forearm. He moved from side to side, helpless, staring up. She looked away, didn’t meet his eyes. Her fingers rested on his inner arm, letting his pulse race against her fingers, agonized, slowing at an imperceptible rate.
Her hand drooped like a sad little animal.
She wanted him to live.
She wanted, more than anything else in the world, for him to die.
Pain and hate and despair twisted his face.
Twisted her heart.
 
A CHILDHOOD MEMORY:
They’d insisted on going by themselves through the fun house, ten-year-old Amber, seven-year-old Lewis.
Amber knew it had been a terrible mistake the moment the cart jolted forward into darkness. Bones and red cloth and LED-lit eyes swooped at her. Lewis screamed. She flinched into him and put her arm around him.
“Close your eyes,” she said. “Nothing can hurt you if your eyes are closed.” She did the same.
There were noises, of course, shrieks and cackles. Twice, string brushed over her face. Lewis clutched her; she held onto his reassuring presence. The cart shuddered and tilted, ascended an incline. Doors swung open. Sunlight flooded around them, almost blinding them.
The second floor balcony track led along a ledge before returning to the funhouse. Amber could see her father and mother in the crowd below. They waved up, smiling.
Lewis screamed, trying to climb out onto the balcony. She held onto him, terrified he’d be caught in the machinery. She was the only thing protecting him. Anger flashed through her. Why had her parents left her with this terrible responsibility?
“Close your eyes. Close your eyes,” she repeated.
They returned to darkness and clamor.
Afterward they emerged, shaken and hand in hand, to eat hot dogs and throw up without preamble. Their displeased parents took them home.
In later years, they were uneasy allies. Sometimes they stole toys or candy from each other’s rooms. Other times, generosity moved them. Lewis made Amber an elaborate Christmas crèche in his art class that was still a treasured decoration in her study. She spent a month making him a dollhouse-space station in which his Star Trek figurines and her Barbies played.
 
COMING INTO THE KITCHEN, SHE SAW
him with saltshaker raised over the pot burbling on the flat stove surface.
“Don’t put that in,” she said. And exasperated: “For Pete’s sake, you know I have to watch that for my blood pressure.”
He shrugged. “Guess I forgot. I don’t have to watch that sort of thing.”
 
HE PICKED UP HIS SOCKS AND
jacket after himself, as though he had more energy. The lines around his eyes plumped out. He was nicer.
He still smelled of sage and lavender, and now other things, musk and sweet-amber and something with an odd metallic edge. Still muttered almost beyond her hearing, a phrase that sounded like calling for an errant dog.
Did she trust Lewis? No. And disliked herself for not being able to go that far. When had she become so cynical, so cold?
She kept waiting. Had a character ever taken such an agonizingly long time to come to her before? She wondered what a shaman would suggest. How to invoke it.
What had she ever known of this unseen world that Lewis dabbled in? Once, when she was eight or nine, she’d been upstairs, standing near the head of the staircase, when she’d heard a woman’s voice shout, “Help me, someone help me.” It had been so real, so close that she’d called out to her parents.
But there were no alarms from neighboring houses. Her father convinced her that she must have heard something from the downstairs television. For years after, thoughts of that woman obsessed her. She imagined her trapped, buried underground. Attacked. Lost. Alone. That mysterious figure become a motif in Everkind, was rescued in three separate episodes, once by Mrs. Mountebank, twice by the Whistling Gypsy.
In the current storyline, she was under siege again.
 
FROM THE ANNALS OF EVERKIND:
Mrs. Mountebank: Sometimes you must waltz, even with Madness in his best ball gown.
The Whistling Gypsy: I never thought I’d hear you say such a thing, madam!
Mrs. Mountebank: These things are the very bones and sinew of our world, if not the ichorous blood itself.
The Whistling Gypsy: Words were ever things of madness.
 
EXHIBIT A:
Pulling up to get him, she’d seen a mousy woman trying to talk to him. Trying to chat him up. Lewis stared straight ahead, ignoring her. The woman faltered, tried again, glanced at the sound of wheels pulling up, walked away slump-shouldered as Lewis got into the car.
“Who was that?” Amber asked.
“No one,” he said.
“Is she from your Shamanism group?”
“No, it’s men only.”
“It looked as though she wanted to start a conversation with you.”
“Shall we begin the conversation about how important it is to build friendships? Let me cut to the chase—I’ll be dead. It won’t matter.”
She refused to speak again, turned on the radio, let his jeers contend with a right-wing talk show discussing Mars’ drain on the global economy, commercials selling gold and colon remedies, a tuna fish selling car insurance.
“All right,” he shouted over the last. “We’ll play it your way. I’m sorry.”
 
EXHIBIT B:
Too unspeakable to be mentioned.
 
EXHIBIT C:
Was it something she could point to, or rather a series of things? The way her alarm clock turned itself on, on the days when she could have slept in, or how it went off twice at three am, a time she knew she hadn’t sent it for? Dogshit smeared inside her Crocs; her favorite zinnias blackened and drooping after he’d spent an afternoon contemplating them.
But still. Face to face, it was so much better that she thought she could endure this covert war for now.
After all, it was true. He would die and move on. All she had to do was outwait him.
 
A PRECIOUS WHOLE DAY TO HERSELF,
to go into the city and talk to her editor. The nurse-aide arrived at eight; Amber was gone by five past.
“You need something new,” the editor said over lunch: tender mussels and saffron pasta and a wine, tasting like the end of summer. “How long has it been since you introduced any new characters? It used to be one—sometimes two—per book.”
Had it been that long? Was that why she found the latest one’s immanence such a maddening itch?
“I’m working on a new one right now,” she said.
“What is it?”
“It’s still coalescing,” she said, seized with fear that discussing it too much would drive the new character away, back into the darkness outside Everkind’s bright borders.
The editor knew her well enough to shut up at that, to direct her attention to concerns of a possible change in paper, and where the e-rights might be picked up. It was delightful to eat and not worry about Lewis, to pretend that she was unencumbered by him.
Riding down in the elevator, laden with several advance proofs, she could feel the elevator moving downward. It made her feel vertiginous, as though she were plunging, rocketing into some unknown.
She leaned against the wall, its metal surface slick against her fingertips. The elevator was still plunging, still giving way under her feet. On and on. A dizzy reel, while the world whirled away. Amber was dizzy-dumb, and the fluorescent lights buzzed as though voicing her panic. She wanted to spread her arms, her wings and swoop upward. Escape this trap.
Would they die when they hit the bottom? Of course they would. Would she throw up before they hit or would it be quick enough to spare her that?
But no. The elevator was slowing, moving back to a normal speed. Water from a street vendor chased the taste of almost-vomit from her mouth.
She was determined, though. This would be her day. Tomorrow, when she took Lewis to the hospital, she’d stop in and find out what the dizzy spell might mean. Maybe nothing more than too much food.
She went shopping, found two tailored blouses, a pair of shoes that were comfortable, strolled through a Picasso exhibit, then a set of smaller galleries.
She could feel the new character, so close she could almost glimpse it in the crowd, following at her heels. She practiced the things she might have said to it if it showed up at her elbow, the pictures she might have pointed out to it: a serigraph of Tinkertoys in bright primaries; a skull and feather fan; a distorted face floating in an abandoned hubcap, broad-stroked in acrylic paint.
She looked up. Reflected in the glass of the frame. Hawk or woman? The menacing curve of its beak. A flower-pupiled eye, cherry and amber.
She spun.
Gone.
Breathlessness seized her. She stood in the middle of the crowd, half-expecting the dizziness to seize her again. It passed. The noise of the crowd eddying around her pressed in on her ears. She needed solitude, craved it.
She could not coax the vision back, but still—close. At the botanical garden, she sketched birds: starlings managing to be glossy and shabby all at once; rusty finches; a fat seagull; a smugly stupid robin, pigeon after pigeon after pigeon. None seemed right, but she lost herself in the detailing of lines forming each feathers’ vane: rachis and barb, plumy tufts of after-feathers.
When she returned, she was still giddy with the pleasure of drawing. The nurse-aide’s scowl ripped the mood away.
“Don’t call our agency again,” he said.
“Did he have a fit?”
“Yes. It was after that. Client was inexcusably rude. I’m blacklisting you.”
Not the first time. But she had thought Lewis’ recent good mood might extend to interacting with other people.
He slouched on the divan, watching a feed of some event in a garden, people planting a tiny tree in a circle of cameras and tulips. Tired and drawn, hunched over himself.
“What happened?” she asked.
“The usual,” he said. “You living don’t understand.”
“We living?” she asked, incredulous.
He looked up. His lips firmed. “It’s what we call you. We who are about to die.” He saluted her.
“Lewis, I didn’t cause any of this. Can’t you cut me some slack?”
“It is the nature of the wild bird to hate its cage,” he said.
“What does that mean? How are you analogous to a singing bird?”
“I didn’t say singing,” he said. “I am a representative of the wild world, though. A dimension that you can’t touch or comprehend.”
“You never even went to summer camp,” she said. “The closest you’ve ever come to the wild world is grilling in the park.”
He snarled at her, his face so distorted with fury that it drove her a step backward. “I can be anything I want to be!”
“Of course you can,” she said.
“Don’t fucking humor
me!” He plunged his face into the side of the couch. Rope-skinny arms covered his head. “Just go the fuck away!”
She did.
Was he going crazy? She couldn’t imagine the pressure of having Death a constant presence at your elbow. Had he become more himself, as he had said? Had he always been this mean at the core, just hidden it better before?
 
HE’D BEEN IN HER STUDY.
Nothing she could point to at first. Then she noticed the shelf where she kept her knick-knacks, inspirational objects, remembrances. The crèche Lewis had made her in childhood was off to one side.
The figures had been smashed, reduced to terra cotta shards.
She touched one little heap. The sheep, with its spiral curls signifying wool and funny, lopsided expression. A version of it was a frequent visitor in her novels. Mr. Wiggly.
The fragments were beyond reassembly, almost pulverized. She swept them into a shoebox, closed the lid on it. Shoved it in the bottom of a cupboard.
She rearranged her shelf to compensate for the absence. She touched a sheaf of feathers clustered in a vase. Eagle or hawk, she wasn’t sure which. Gathered by a lake one morning at summer camp, long ago. They ruffled against her fingertips, soft comfort.
The loss hurt.
The intrusion into her workspace, always off-limits in unspoken terms, hurt even more.
 
Middle of the night; waking.
Something, someone stood there in the bedroom in the darkness. But she knew the door was locked, she did that habitually, couldn’t sleep if she knew it was open.
Moonlight sliced across the carpet. Was she dreaming?
Something breathed
in the darkness immediately next to her ear.
She couldn’t move.
Surely this was
a nightmare. All she had to do was force herself awake.
The brass-framed bed creaked and tilted as it settled onto the mattress beside her. She smelled musk and smoke.
Force
herself awake.
Weight, so great it hurt, even more than the pinprick of claws, settled onto her shoulders, directly on the joints.
Another massive weight on her hip.
The ashtray reek of its breath, stink-fumbling at her lips.
Force herself awake.
She managed to pull her hands under it, shove it away by digging her thumbs into the pits directly behind its forelimbs.
She wasn’t dreaming. Her eyes were open.
She was frozen. She remembered being told what to do when attacked by a brown bear. Kick and punch and drive it away. If she was dreaming, couldn’t she drive it into that shape, fight it off?
It had seemed impossible, the idea of a human fighting off a bear, but people had, the instructor said. People had done stranger, more valiant things.
It bore down on her. Claws drove into her side.
She dug her thumbs as deep and hard as possible with a wild shriek like an eagle’s squawk.
It roared and tried to pull away from her. She let herself be drawn up, used the momentum to swing her feet under herself, clamber back away and over to the bed lamp, all in the space of one terrified breath.
Screamed, “Help me, someone please help me.” Heard it go ringing down the corridors of time.
Wake.
Clicked the light on.
Nothing.
Her room, ordinary, bedclothes askew, laundry hamper, paperback straddle-backed on the bedside table. Beige carpet. The sound of her heartbeat, hammer-blasting in her chest, her throat, her ears.
She paused. Surely the commotion would have drawn Lewis. He was the lightest of sleepers.
Only silence from the rest of the house.
She crept down the hall in bare feet, paused outside his door. Her arm was sore, pain biting at it whenever she moved.
Only the sound of his breathing inside. Nothing else. She waited. She had read you could tell when someone woke up, that no one could control the pattern of their breathing from sleeping to waking. But the sounds continued, deep regular inhalations, rhythmic as a saw blade in action.
Faking? Or exhausted by his day, by the draining effects of his disease?
In the bathroom she avoided looking in the mirror as she dabbed at the edges of the wound with a washcloth, then covered them with Neosporin and a gauze bandage.
What had happened?
But that was not the real question.
Her mind crept around and around the real question.
How had Lewis managed it?
Because Occam’s razor, the simplest explanation—who hated her, who wanted to harm her?
Only Lewis.
 
BACK IN HER ROOM, SHE LEFT
the light on.
Somehow she slept.
And dreamed. Child-Lewis, standing beside Child-Amber, hands intertwined, his voice chirping, “What’s up, sis?” Love between them like a knotted rope.
Her arm around him, protecting him. “Close your eyes.”
How could it be any other way?
 
AT FIVE-THIRTY, SHE ROSE AND
did her morning run, steadfastly not thinking of the creature and showered while avoiding its shadow. It came at her in memory snatches, so vivid she could smell its breath, fetid as old meat, feel the way its claws thudded into her flesh.
The water streamed down and down around the raw blotches along her arm. She looked at her flesh and felt herself shaking again.
Steadying herself, what would Mrs. Mountebank do? well, then, do it.
She picked dried blood from along the edges of the wound. She should have had stitches. It was not too late. Maybe when she dropped Lewis off at the hospital.
In front of her bedroom door, she stopped. Three claw marks across it like a sign. Had they been there before? She hadn’t looked.
Beside her, Lewis. “What’s up, sis?”
She looked from him to the marks.
He must be pretending not to see them. Just looked at her with a half-smile.
Not Child-Lewis. Something else. Someone else. Someone born of despair and hate and desperation.
Her brother was gone. When had he vanished? Why hadn’t she noticed?
Somehow she managed to pretend, too. She’d make him wonder. Maybe think she had some plan up her sleeve. Or that she thought it was still a dream. She pretended. She dressed, ate breakfast, took him to an early appointment.
“Seven,” he said curtly as he left the car, not even bothering to pretend courtesy or curiosity about the stiff way she held herself.
Till seven. Hours in which to figure out what to do.
She was just about to pull away from the curb when someone tapped on the window. She rolled it down.
Ginger-haired, balding. His sleeves rolled up to expose his burly forearms. Tattoos covered the left, an intricate black and white pattern of tribal thorns around crossed daggers. He smelled of cigarette smoke and sweat.
She disliked him immediately.
But his voice was unexpectedly soft-spoken as he introduced himself as the Practical Shamanism group leader, Sam Mintie. He’d seen her waiting to pick up Lewis, he said, half-apologizing for invading her privacy, imposing himself.
“Lewis is having a hard time with some of the class concepts,” he said. “Actually, some of the other members want me to kick him out of the group. Particularly Mrs. Oates.”
Her cheeks burned. What horrible things had Lewis said, to make the entire group want him to go? She could only guess.
“Mrs. Oates? But Lewis said the group was men only.”
Sam shook his head. “No. Perhaps he wanted to make sure you didn’t check it out.”
That made sense. Lewis didn’t like sharing anymore.
“What concepts is he having trouble with?”
He hesitated. “It’ll take a while. Do you have time to go-get coffee?”
“Give me the short version and I’ll decide.”
His eyes were blue and watery. “He thinks he’s a dark shaman—or can become one—and that to do so, he needs to kill you.”
“Get in the car,” she said.
 
AT THE COFFEE SHOP, HE UNFOLDED
things better.
“Why me?” she asked. “He’d have an easier time luring in some homeless guy or something.”
“Because you’re his closest blood,” he said. “To move with ease in other dimensions, he has to symbolically cut ties with this one.”
“He’s got it all worked out, doesn’t he?” she said.
“He does.”
“Lewis said people become more like themselves as they get closer to death,” she said.
Sam shook his head. “Really? I don’t think so. You get more distanced, maybe, but not in a bad way. You know the saying, don’t sweat the small stuff? You learn how to do that.”
But this, this wasn’t small stuff.
“So what is Lewis doing to symbolically cut ties with this one?”
Sam looked down at the table. His voice was low, forcing her to lean in.
“I’m sure you’ve noticed he’s been especially mean—perhaps downright nasty to you lately. Maybe destroyed something that had personal significance for both of you.”
“Lewis has always had his sharp side.”
“He is very… talented.”
The hesitation pulled her even closer. “More talented than any of the rest of the group?”
“More talented than any of the rest of the group could ever dream to be.”
“How?”
Sam shrugged. “Some mutation from the Plague? Or a genetic quirk? The right stars? But it seems to follow its own mythology. I’ve listened to Lewis expound on it at length.”
“How does his being nasty fit in?”
“He must renounce you, as the representative of his ties to this world. First by not being emotionally attached.”
“And then?”
“After he’s killed you symbolically, he must do it physically.”
“And how much of all of this bullshit of Lewis’s do you believe?”
He didn’t hesitate this time. “All of it. We don’t need more dark shamans in this world.”
At no point did she think, “I’m going crazy.” Or even, “Perhaps this is still
a dream.” She thought it should have astonished her more. Shaken her world. It was surprisingly easy to change the laws in your head, or twist them to allow certain loopholes, it seemed.
Had she believed, in some corner of her mind, in this sort of thing all along? She had always despised superstition. It was appalling to think she’d secretly been a believer in the bogeyman under the bed all along.
There had to be a rational explanation.
At some point she’d have to sit down and think out all the implications. Now wasn’t the time.
“What have you seen?” she asked. Had he also woken to find something settling onto his bed, heard its harsh erratic breathing?
“I saw a shape hovering around him when he spoke of it,” he said. “Everyone did. The room seemed to grow dark. Poor Mrs. Betts nearly had a heart attack.” His voice trailed off before he half-whispered, “Everyone wants magic. But to see it in action...that was too much. Afterward, everything seemed new, as though the world had been stripped of its skin. Too much to bear.”
“So what can I do?”
He recovered himself. “He’s made his own mythology, combined it with bits of H.P. Lovecraft and horror movies, but it has its own laws, ways it works, I presume. If I understand it right, it will be no problem thwarting him, so long as he hasn’t made the first attack yet.”
She rolled up her sleeve to show the bandages from last night. “Too late for that.”
His fingertips hovered above the wound as though testing the air around it. “So strong,” he said. His eyes were wide as he shook his head, pushing his chair away from the table.
“Where are you going?”
“I can’t help you,” he said. “This is all outside my experience.” He fished through his pockets, took out a crumpled feather. He handed it to her, “I wish I could pretend this would be of help. Maybe you can believe in it more strongly than I ever could.”
“But you’re a shaman.”
“I wish I was. I’ve pretended all my life,” he said. “Closed my eyes and willed my spirit animal close. And then, with only a few little scraps, I see your brother accomplish what I’ve dreamed of all my life. I saw his animal and it terrified me, but it thrilled me, too. But I know in my heart that nothing I can do will stand against it. I’m sorry.”
She gaped after him as he walked out. The feather rocked on the table, caught by the shifting air as the door closed behind him.
This wasn’t how it was supposed to work. He was intended to be the deus ex machina, the source of wisdom that would tell her how to defeat the evil Lewis had summoned.
When life started to act like fiction, you expected it to follow fiction’s patterns. If there was no happy ending, how would you know when the story was done?
She could flee, leave the city, go into hiding somewhere. But who was to say he couldn’t send his creature after her, that it couldn’t track her down no matter where she went? She fingered the edge of the table as though testing its solidity while her mind raced. She couldn’t deal with this. It was impossible. It was asking too much.
Could she confront Lewis? Could she bring him to his senses, let him see this wasn’t what civilized people did, moving outside the laws of reality?
That was what she would do, over food that night.
She left the useless feather there beside her half-empty coffee cup.
But in the reality of kitchen, the smell of lemon-scented dish soap, the sunlight streaming in through the windows, Formica countertop under her fingers, she couldn’t think where to start. She moved methodically from stove to table, setting up dinner. Hamburgers sizzled with senseless abandon. Broccoli melted under fierce steam.
Dessert? What best expressed “Happy Day That I Learned My Brother Is a Supervillain Planning on Killing Me?” Chocolate lava cake? Bombe Alaska? Some flaming dish?
When he entered the room, she froze like a wary animal. But he didn’t seem to notice.
“Smells delicious!” he said with a wide smile. He spread the napkin on his lap with a flourish. “Food like this, it’s worth living for, don’t you think?”
Their gazes met and locked. She felt herself pressing against a door, trying to find the handle, trying to open it. Her mouth cracked, trying to smile, trying to say anything ordinary, but only a hollow croak escaped.
“You don’t look so good,” Lewis said. His gaze traveled over her outfit. “It’s pretty warm for long sleeves, isn’t it? Are you feeling okay?”
She could almost hear the beast’s breath.
In the window-glass, a flash of copper feathers, the glint of a predatory eye. It struck along her nerves, a sudden intuition, and she smiled.
“Bad dreams, that’s all,” she said. She turned back to the stove, pretended she was busy ladling out soup. She tossed over her shoulder, “Dreams can’t hurt anyone, after all.”
Uncertainty flickered in his eyes. “Well,” he said, taking a spoonful of soup. “Sure. Dreams.”
Years of bluffing him, of not betraying how much a blow had hurt, steadied her. She could act as though she wasn’t afraid. And that made her less afraid, somehow.
Still, after he’d gone to bed, she stayed up, saying she wanted to work on a sketch.
Up in her chair, she leaned over the graphic pad. It was very close, so very close.
“Come in,” she said, and began to draw.
 
FROM THE ANNALS OF EVERKIND:
Mrs. Mountebank: It comes!
The Tango Gotango Gotengo: Whose side is it on?
Mrs. Mountebank: There’s no telling. Pray that it’s ours.
 
IT WAS HER BEST WORK. SHE
didn’t know how suitable for children it was, this one, but children liked a touch of darkness, after all—look at Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, the gruesome ends of the children there. Would children like this new character, the Madhawk?
It came in a swirl of feathers and talons; it came as swiftly as pulling the string that dissolves a tangle, lets the lines sweep free. It was graceful and deadly, and it rode the winds high above Everkind, feared but loved at the same time.
It came as suddenly as a battle trumpet shrilling, and its claws were sharp, sharp enough to defeat anything. Sharp enough to defeat fear and despair.
Sharp enough to leave Lewis in a tangle of red in his sheets, the dissipating smell of ash and smoke around him as his creature dissolved beneath the Madhawk’s fierce attack.
 
AFTERWARD.
 
ENDING NUMBER 1:
When Sam knocked on her door, he didn’t say anything about Lewis’ death. He had shown up at the funeral with the rest of the Practical Shamanism group. She didn’t know whether they had come to express their condolences or to make sure that Lewis was really dead.
Perhaps a mixture of both.
Sam was easy to talk to, though, about things other than Lewis. He loved her books, it turned out, and had dabbled in writing himself, just long enough to appreciate it. They went out to coffee.
Then dinner, then a movie, then other things.
The Madhawk was very popular, it turned out. Everything she touched turned to gold from then on. Sam read each new book with wonder and appreciation. The perfect reader.
Of course he was in love with her.
Of course she fell in love with him.
She kept Lewis’s ashes on the mantel. The criminal who had broken into the house, inexplicably killed an already dying man, was never caught.
It was a good life.
 
ENDING NUMBER 2:
Of course, the Madhawk came to her once it was done with Lewis. Roused to blood, it could not relent until its maker was gone, until she had raised her wrists one last time to let its talon slash across the surface and set the crimson floodgates free.
When she had breathed her last, shuddering gasp, wondering what they would make of her stories now, the Madhawk stayed for a few moments, as long as it took for her to leave the world and enter its dimension. It plucked a strand of her hair, and carried it back to begin building its nest.
Its chicks were strong. It was a good life.
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“A BEAUTIFUL DAY,” LANGKNECH GIRAFFE SAID
to friend Tzi-Tzi. And, indeed, it was a beautiful day. The smiling face of the sun shone down from sky blue, and where there were spigot-clouds sprinkling water (neither one quite knew who turned the handles of these munificent rain-bringers); red flowers sprang up with a cheerful “Pop!” The rolling hills were a pleasant sea of closely-cut green grass. The smell of lilac and peach blossoms was on the air. It was more than beautiful, it was a perfect day.
Tzi-Tzi’s chitin sparkled deep iridescent blue in the sunlight. “We should walk,” she buzzed, “and explore.” Her wings clattered in the clear air, the only background sound besides the shush of warm zephyrs from the east. “After all, you are a bit of a parochial fellow. Let us see the world, Langknech.”
“You are the most adventuresome insect I know,” replied Langknech, “as well as the largest. You are larger than one of my horns. How did you become so big?”
“I suppose The Maker made me so,” Tzi-Tzi buzzed.
“How can you know, friend fly?” Langknech tried to furrow his brow with suspicion but to no avail—the fabric of his forehead wouldn’t allow it. On the contrary, his unblinking button-black eyes gave his face the appearance of ongoing naïve curiosity. Plush animals are like that, even if they are draped over a frame of genuine giraffe bone, as Langknech was. So he voiced a hint of suspicion to make up for his lack of expression: “You speak as if you have seen The Maker.”
“Ah, but I have, friend giraffe, I have,” Tzi-Tzi condescended.
“But how?”
“Come. I will show you.” Tzi-Tzi flew ahead, with Langknech following her over the green hills.
They traipsed (well, Tzi-Tzi flew, actually) for days through those hills, Langknech’s hooves going fuzzy on the bottom, little pellets of fake fur curling up underfoot. Occasionally, they would see a friend—Johnny Mbango, the walking skeleton man; Imbroglio the Venetian clown; grumpy old Ndege the crocodile. They waved and moved on, heading north and west toward the Kikape Mountains, a series of high, serrated peaks that crenelated abruptly up from the absurdly flat Menge grasslands on the leeward side. It was a long, difficult climb up the mountain, and Langknech leaked stuffing by the time they descended to the grasslands on the other side. Tzi-Tzi shivered from a mountain chill. She definitely preferred hotter weather.
And hotter weather they found. After only a few miles, the short-cropped grass stopped suddenly and gave way to a blazing desert. Nothing grew here, not even the baobab. The sky spigots had disappeared. Langknech was glad he had shed some of his fake fur. This must be hell,
he thought.
Tzi-Tzi was in heaven.
“Just like home,” Tzi-Tzi said.
“But I thought our home was back over the mountain, the way we came.”
“That is your home, Langknech,” Tzi-Tzi said knowingly.
“Then where is your home?” Langknech was sometimes confused by Tzi-Tzi’s complexity. After all, he had the bones of a real giraffe but the not brains of one.
Tzi-Tzi started to say something, then stopped. Longknech noticed an insectoid confusion in the awkward tilt of Tzi-Tzi’s head. The fly wiped her face with her black arms, as if she were trying to shoo away her consternation. Then she spoke in a distant, hollow voice as if dreaming:
“I don’t know. Except I know it’s not back over the mountains. Wherever I am from, it is hot. I do love the heat!”
Then she started flying again, as if her reasoning had explained away any doubts. She whistled a happy song as she buzzed along, not a care in the world.
 
FRANKENSTEIN DON JUAN KNEW HIS DUTY
the moment he winked back into mortality. He was to watch and protect The Maker, no matter what the cost.
He awoke at about the same time as The Maker fell asleep. The irony of the situation was minor, however, in comparison to the irony of his newfound existence. His old existence seemed like a dream to him now, his existence in hell, that is. The eternal soul of Don Juan could appreciate the humor of it all. He laughed aloud with the voice of Frankenstein’s monster (whether or not The Maker and Doctor Frankenstein were the same, he did not know, nor did he much care, though the thought did idly cross his mind). In any case, he was glad to be away from the underworld. It was boring as… well, you know.
Here, however, there was plenty to do. The Maker lay on a stone slab, an altar, really, in the midst of a mad scientist’s laboratory. Tesla coils, a Faraday cage, tubular light bulbs, skulls, and telescopes were arranged in no particular order. Several books and papers lay scattered across the lab — Gray’s Anatomy, Meyrink’s The Golem, Hall’s The Secret Teachings of All Ages, and Goethe’s Faust, along with sheaves of parchment inked with calculations, formulae, and graphs so dense and intertwined as to be nearly indecipherable.
A series of photographs were interspersed with the notes. The topmost was a picture of The Maker, dressed in a brown herringbone suit, had each arm draped over a man-sized wind-up robot, one on either side of him. He was a soft-featured, middle-aged man with a slight paunch. His dirty brown hair was parted to the side, unmoving largely because it was so greasy. In addition to his suit, he wore tennis shoes and a necktie that was in need of a decade or two of updating. The expression on his face was happy, no elated: a wide smile. He might have been yelling for joy had the picture not remained silent there on the table. Across the photograph was scrawled an autograph in large, bombastic handwriting: “Me and ‘The Boys’—Call me ‘The Maker.’ “
And now The Maker lay on an altar, comatose.
Frankenstein Don Juan only felt a passing interest in these things, in the objects, The Maker, the pathos of contradiction inherent in the situation. What interested him was himself, and now he would tell The Maker all about himself, his life, his death, his rebirth.
“I will assume that you know the sordid details of my first mortality, at least literature’s portrayal of them. While not completely accurate, they give you the gist.”
His voice was not his own soothing basso with which he had grown familiar during his stay in the abyss. The sound emanating from his throat was more akin to the cunning, but nearly mindless horned demons that inhabited the eighth circle of hell. Gone was the charismatic coo that wooed two hundred women, lost to La bufera infernal, forever chased by Cleopatra, Helen, Semeramis.
Still, he had his panache (a beautiful word he had learned from someone else in… well, it didn’t matter) to think about. He cleared his throat and continued:
“My death is less well-known, shadowed as it was by the debauchery of my life,” he said with a flourish of his ungainly hand,” He noticed, to his chagrin, that his pinky had not been sewn on straight.
“Still, the stories are accurate enough. Shaw either had a crystal ball, or he talked with the Devil himself. Yes, that must be it. Who else could have tricked me so? Old Nick did have a sense of humor behind the droll exterior. Here I thought I was coming to heaven, then ‘pop!’ a flash of light, and I am encased in an undead body, like the old commander’s ‘living’ statue. I’ll bet Ana had some hand in this. I suppose that I am now her ‘Superman.’ “ The word dripped with disdain.
He leaned closer to the comatose Maker.
“And you are my father.”
He reached his roughly-sewn hand out to touch The Maker’s pale face. His fingers were so calloused that he couldn’t feel the sleeping figure’s flesh, as if the man were a phantom, insubstantial.
 
AHEAD, IN THE DISTANCE, LANGKNECH SPIED
a tall, thin black tower that looked like an ebony needle rising up from the desert floor. Tzi-Tzi, being capable of, at the very least, achieving Langknech’s vantage point, saw it, too.
“Ah, The Citadel of The Maker,” Tzi-Tzi said with the upbeat gusto of a tourist guide.
“It looks rather dark,” Langknech noted, craning his serpentine neck to try to see more detail.
“Dark and impenetrable, like The Maker’s thoughts,” Tzi-Tzi said in as low and ominous a voice as she could manage. An involuntary buzzing of her wings brought on, she thought, by fear of what lay ahead, made her feel ridiculous, but Langknech didn’t seem to notice.
Instead, he stopped, stooped, and squinted at what lay ahead. Something… else
lay between them and the citadel. Actually somethings, and they didn’t lay (or lie—poor Langknech didn’t even know the difference), they moved, very slowly, at a steady, methodical pace, in a large circle around the plain surrounding the tower. The shimmering of the desert air made it appear to be an army marching round and round, until the pair drew close enough to resolve the figures, one glowing gold, the other shining silver. Rooster tails of dust sprayed up from the being’s feet.
“Aliens,” Tzi-Tzi buzzed.
“How do you know?” Langknech asked.
“Because, friend Langknech, we are The Maker’s only creation. These,” she said, trying to narrow her eyes under her non-existent brow, “are intruders.”
“What are we to do?” Langknech asked, quite forgetting about Johnny Mbango, Imbroglio, and Ndege, whom they had seen before they crossed the treacherous Kikapes. Langknech had evidently lost some of his memory, along with the soles of his feet.
“Let me handle this.” She flew off like a bullet toward the imposters.
Immediately, a pair of flashes erupted from the beings, temporarily blinding the bug. She flew in lower in an attempt to evade their notice, but they turned their metallic, box-shaped bodies toward her.
Other than their color, Silver and Gold were, respectively, identical to one another and identical to one another. Silver had a cylindrical head atop its rectangular frame, as did Gold. Gold had a cone protruding from each side of its cylindrical head and an oval-shaped antenna that spun round and round atop it, as did Silver. Both had a mouth more reminiscent of a portcullis than any organic mouth, and neither had eyes, unlike Tzi-Tzi herself, though theirs were merely covered in a wire mesh, unlike her truly multi-faceted organs.
They were, of course, not organic, and they spoke in inorganic voices from their gate-like mouths, a static, crackling sound as if heard from a distance, though they were very close to Tzi-Tzi, who had given up her pretense of sneakiness and approached them head-on.
“Intruders!” they yelled.
“Intruders!” she yelled.
“What?” Langknech yelled, galloping on his bony legs toward the trio.
Rays of light erupted from the robot’s eyes, converging on the hapless fly. She fell to the ground, wings involuntarily twitching, fanning the smoke that rose from her body. Thankfully, she was not conscious, so she was not embarrassed again by her wings.
The plush giraffe picked up speed, racing toward his fallen comrade.
The robots’ eyes glowed and shot out their rays again, but the giraffe was unaffected. They continued firing at him. Bolts of energy spun off into the sand and sky. Langknech ignored them, stooping his head down to nudge Tzi-Tzi with his nose. She buzzed feebly.
“Impossible!” Gold said.
“Does not compute!” Silver exclaimed.
Langknech ignored them. “Tzi-Tzi, wake up.”
Tzi-Tzi woke up. She looked at Langknech, seeing even more giraffes than usual.
“That really hurt,” she said, groggy from the enfeebling rays.
Langknech no longer ignored the robots. He turned to them and lowered his head, threateningly.
“Wait!” Silver held up his inflexible arms to protect himself.
“We must know something!” Gold said in his electronic voice.
Langknech kept his head down, eyeing the pair suspiciously.
Silver ventured a little closer, his arms still upraised. “We must know—” a near-silence, sparkling with static, filled the air with anticipation “—what world you come from.”
“Why, this world.”
Gold startled himself with his own digital laughter. “Ha, ha, ha.” He had forgotten that he had a humor chip.
“But, this does not compute at all,” Silver said. Gold concluded from this that Silver did not have a humor chip, and that, though they appeared nearly identical on the outside (differing only in color), they must be very different on the inside.
“Still, it is true,” Tzi-Tzi buzzed wearily, still trying to shake off the stun. “We are from this world.”
“But you cannot be!” Silver squeaked.
“Ha, ha, ha.” Gold was enjoying Silver’s confusion, which meant that he must also have an enjoyment chip. He wondered if Silver had a confusion-compensation chip…
Silver’s head began to smoke.
…apparently not.
“And yet we are,” Langknech said, relaxing. “Isn’t that right, friend Tzi-Tzi.”
“That is right, which begs the question, metallic ones, what world do you come from?”
“How ironic that you should be asking us such a question,” Gold noted.
“But we
are the only iron ones here,” Silver protested. His vocabulary chip must have been malfunctioning.
“Never mind that,” Gold continued, then, turning back to Langknech and Tzi-Tzi, Gold made his best attempt at a mechanical genuflection. “We are, it seems, from the same world, and yet we were programmed to believe that we, Silver and I, were its only inhabitants.”
Sparks were now fizzing up and down Silver’s antenna. Gold thought his companion might not make it. He decided not to worry about it and found non-worrying rather pleasurable, unlike Silver’s obvious agitation, which must have a negative effect on his gears and rollers.
“You must be quite stupid to have been programmed to believe that,” Langknech scorned them, feeling a sense of superiority he had never felt before.
“Only as stupid as you,” Gold said without malice. “You are, after all, programmed exactly the same way.”
“We are not programmed!” Langknech was indignant. “We think!”
“And where do you think, since you are so insistent on thinking, that your fuzzy little brain came from, my friend?”
Langknech had to think about that for a moment. It hurt. The feeling of superiority and righteous indignation fled.
“From The Maker,” the giraffe concluded.
“And that,” Gold said conclusively, “is precisely where our programming came from.”
Tzi-Tzi felt she had to integrate herself into the conversation. “So you, too, are from The Maker.”
“Yes, we two are from The Maker. Or, rather, we four,” Gold quipped.
Tzi-Tzi chuckled, trying, unsuccessfully, to smile with her proboscis.
Langknech stared at the citadel, trying to piece all of this together.
Silver spun round and round in circles.
“Now, I wonder why he kept us unaware of each other,” Tzi-Tzi buzzed. “I think it would be a good idea to pay The Maker a visit.”
And so it was agreed upon that the four of them should visit The Maker.
Silver trailed a little behind, wondering why they were no longer on patrol, lurching and sparking the whole time.
 
FRANKENSTEIN DON JUAN HAD TRIED EVERYTHING
he could think of, but there was no waking The Maker. He had screamed and roared, smashed together beakers, turned on the Faraday cage, even chanted a few lines of a hymn taken from The Necronomicon
(the blood was dry on the parchment, he noticed, not that it would infect him anyway, being undead) all to no avail. Not that he had any sort of altruistic motives—he was still Don Juan on the inside, after all. He wanted an audienceLuckily, someone found him.
A huge explosion outside heralded the someone’s or someones’ arrival (he couldn’t be sure which, quite yet). He smiled at the sound of shrapnel plinking off the walls outside and the roof above. Hopefully, his visitor (or visitors) had not gone to smithereens. It would be such a shame to have left the land of the dead so recently and be unable to talk with its recently interred denizens, if that were the case. Of course, he had not tried to talk to the dead since he had awoken here. And, who knew? Perhaps his existence somewhere between the land of the living and the land of the dead, that indeterminate state called undeath, would grant him the privilege of speaking with those on both sides of the veil. On the other hand, it might, likewise, prevent conversation with either one. In any case, he felt compelled to find out. He rushed, well, lumbered, really, down the stairs that encircled the inner wall of the citadel, seeking an audience with the living or the dead.
 
“I FOUND AN EYE LENS CAUGHT on the lip of the roof,” Tzi-Tzi called out, as she flew down from the citadel’s pinnacle.
“Hereth the antenna,” Langknech said through a mouthful of metal. He lay the twisted antenna down on a pile of debris the group had been collecting.
“It’s hopeless,” Gold said, looking back and forth between the scrap pile and the smoking neck-hole where Silver’s cylindrical head was once attached to the boxy body beneath. “I can’t fix him. I don’t have the tools; I don’t have the knowledge; I don’t even have proper hands. It’s hopeless. Silver is done for.” His logic bank told him that his reaction should be one of sadness, but, instead, he felt gleeful, which made him wonder what other boards and protocols he might be equipped with… or lacking.
Langknech looked sad.
Tzi-Tzi looked like an enormous fly. She was, Gold decided, incapable of looking like anything else. Flies must not have emotions, he calculated, or at least there was a statistically good chance that flies were emotionless, since they obviously were incapable of expressing their feelings, if they had any at all.
Gold stopped looking at the smoking hole to the junk pile. His sensors detected that the door of the citadel was opening. Tzi-Tzi and Langknech followed his stare.
Four gargantuan sausages appeared around the door. No, four fingers, each as big as a bratwurst. The hand and arm that followed were grotesque, sewn and sutured in a patchwork of flesh. The rest of the body that emerged from the doorway did not look much better. The eyes were mismatched in color and size; hair was missing in patches; the torso looked like a jigsaw puzzle that had been forced together, whether the pieces fitted or not. Thankfully, the thing wore pants.
“Well, hello there! Ah…” The thing stopped, staring at the bizarre trio (or quartet, if you counted Silver, but he was dead at this point). “Ah, well, you weren’t what I expected.”
The three stared at him, unmoving.
He smiled. One of the wires holding his lips into place strained, then snapped, causing the side of his mouth to droop down.
“How rude of me. I should introduce myself. I am Frankenstein Don Juan.” He suddenly remembered, in the back of his barely functioning zombie-brain, that he had an injunction to protect The Maker. Again, his ego had gotten the better of him and put him in a bind.
“Ah, I just remembered, I have something to do.” He hurriedly closed the door behind him. He fumbled to find a bar, a lock, anything to prevent their egress.
Outside, Tzi-Tzi flew over to the door and tugged on the handle. The door swung wide, exposing Frankenstein Don Juan, on one knee trying to figure out the door’s latch mechanism.
Gold approached the door. Langknech cautiously (would he do it any other way?) followed, hiding the bulk of his plush body behind the robot, peeking around to keep the monster in his sight.
“You are not The Maker,” Gold said.
“Indeed, you are not,” Tzi-Tzi said, crawling atop the door.
Frankenstein Don Juan stood up. “Ah, well, no I’m not. But he did bring me together, in a manner of speaking. At least I think he did.”
“Still,” Tzi-Tzi said, continuing her earlier thought and ignoring Frankenstein Don Juan’s comments entirely, “you seem vaguely familiar to me.”
“I’m sure you’re mistaken,” he said with a fake, drooping smile.
Tzi-Tzi tried her best to seem suspicious, but involuntarily preened her proboscis instead.
Gold broke the tension. “We should see The Maker. We have many questions for him.”
Frankenstein Don Juan began to protest. Then, realizing he had some questions for The Maker, he decided better of it.
The four of them ascended the stairs, though Gold didn’t do so on his own power. Rather, Frankenstein Don Juan carried him on his back. Robots don’t do stairs, especially the spiraling kind.
The lab was a mess. Even more of a mess than it was before Frankenstein Don Juan had arrived or awoken or whatever it was he did. He was clearly the cause of much of the mess. At least it was clear to him. After setting Gold down, he created a path from the doorway to the table on which The Maker slept. Langknech was impressed by the monster’s strength. Frankenstein Don Juan swept aside machinery as if they were toys.
As the last screeches of metal and crashing of glass echoed off the walls, the party of four stood alongside The Maker, looking down on him as he slept.
Half thought of what he would ask The Maker when he awakened.
“What circuits have you soldered into me?” Gold would ask. And “Why is Silver so different inside? Why was he made that way?”
“How did I get here, and how do I get my beautiful young body back?” Frankenstein Don Juan would ask.
Langknech had not thought of what he should ask. He was awestruck to be here in the presence of The Maker.
Tzi-Tzi, rather than thinking of asking The Maker a question, asked herself “Where do I know this Frankenstein Don Juan from?”
“Aha!” she yelled aloud, startling the rest.
She had remembered.
“You! You scoundrel!” she accused, pointing at Frankenstein Don Juan.
He feigned surprise. “Me? Whatever do you mean?”
“Don’t try that smooth talking with me, you infernal demon!”
Gold recognized that Tzi-Tzi recognized Frankenstein Don Juan from somewhere else, another world, perhaps? Tzi-Tzi’s reaction to the realization of the monster’s identity was causing Gold to recalculate the statistical chances that a fly could have (and express) emotions.
“You go to hell!” Tzi-Tzi yelled.
Gold, with more data, recalculated again.
“Been there. Found out it wasn’t really my thing. Er, should I know you from somewhere?”
Something in Frankenstein Don Juan’s voice spawned a hypothesis in Gold: the monster suspected that he knew to whom he was speaking, but he couldn’t be sure—“He,” in the last instance, meaning both Gold and Frankenstein Don Juan.
“Not my form, Don Juan, but surely my title: Ashtoreth!”
He was visibly stricken. Gold’s hypothesis was coming together, now.
“Ah, oh, yes, you. Well, ah, that’s all behind us now, dear, isn’t it?” Frankenstein Don Juan pleaded.
“No, it’s not!” she buzzed. “Seducing mortals is one thing, but you can’t expect to seduce a she-devil and expect to get away with it…”
“But I was trying to help.” Frankenstein Don Juan’s voice was pathetic and small for such a big body.
“…especially when she is handed over to Beelzebub like some piece of property...”
“But it was Moloch who…”
“…impregnated by The Lord of the Flies with the seeds of her own destruction…”
“About that, you see, I merely…”
“…forced, just before
that moment of ecstasy to wink out of existence…”
“Well, I will give you that, however...”
“…only to awaken bursting forth from her own obliterated womb…”
“It was rather disturbing, I admit…”
“…in the form of a gigantic bug…”
“Um…”
“…and banished from her home to another plane of existence that makes absolutely no sense at all!”
“Uh… I’m sorry?”
“Not in a hundred thousand eons will I forgive or forget…”
“Quiet!” a new voice screamed to be heard.
Tzi-Tzi, Gold, and Frankenstein Don Juan turned to the voice, stunned.
Langknech was already bowing in awed reverence.
The Maker had awakened.
“Will you all kindly shut up?”
“You’re awake,” Tzi-Tzi said.
“Of course I’m awake.”
“But I…”
“Yes, you bit me. You infected me.” The Maker sat up on the altar, rubbing the back of his neck as if remembering the pain of the bite. “Your saliva contained a trypanosome that put me into a coma. Yes, I remember it all.”
“And you’re not angry with me?” Tzi-Tzi asked.
Frankenstein Don Juan awaited the answer, hopeful that she would, in some way, be punished by The Maker.
“No, I’m not angry with you. It was supposed to be that way.”
“It was planned?” Tzi-Tzi seemed confounded.
“Look, one doesn’t draw a demon from hell without some plan in mind. Do you think that skinning the sacrificial giraffe to open the gate—why a giraffe, only Lovecraft knew—do you think that was fun? Let me tell you it was not fun.”
“So you brought me here.”
Gold’s databanks were filling up quickly.
“And you brought me here,” Frankenstein Don Juan said, full of vain pride.
“Actually, you were a mistake,” The Maker said.
The monster slouched and hid behind the robot.
“You were all a mistake.” The Maker put his face in his hands as if he had been hit with the magnitude of his greatest failure.
An awkward silence filled the room.
The Maker sighed.
“It’s a mistake that I’m even here. I’m not from here. I’m from Pittsburgh, for crying out loud.”
“Then, how did you get here?” Langknech ventured a question.
“I’m not really supposed to be here.” The Maker looked at Langknech. “Sorry for the whole sacrifice thing, by the way.” He looked more carefully at the giraffe. “Still, I didn’t do a bad job on the fake fur.”
Langknech didn’t know what to do, so he nodded in a forgiving way.
“This place isn’t even real,” The Maker explained. “My reality is a soft, white room in a state mental hospital.”
The others looked at one another for an explanation. None was forthcoming from among them.
The Maker continued.
“During my worst episodes, I came here, created this place, created you.” He pointed at Gold. “By the way, wasn’t there another…? Never mind. Where was I?”
“Worst episodes,” Gold prompted him.
“Ah, yes. You see, after I lost my job, the bills came due, and my ex-wife took the kids, well, I left the ‘burgh, at least in my own mind. I came here. I could create here, make things, have some control over myself and my circumstances. I was, I thought, free. But when I slept here, I awoke there. This place is a distorted mirror of the real world.” He looked around at the room and at the four figures before him. “Very distorted.”
He paused for a moment, a look of disgust curling across his face. “Anyway, when I sleep here, I wake there, and vice versa. For a time I liked this place more than the reality that I came from. This was my escape, but at times, when I was awoke - over there, that is—I caught snippets of lucidity. In those moments I realized that the gravitational pull of irrationality was difficult to resist, even addictive. I had escaped into a trap.”
Langknech felt sorry for The Maker.
So did the others.
Except Gold, who didn’t have a pity circuit.
So I schemed, from this side, to find a way to be free again, free to face responsibility, free to face consequence, free to make decisions about life. Real life. To be involved, again, with real people. People other than my caretakers.”
“I was ready to heal.”
“This, friend fly, is why I brought you here to put me to sleep in this place, forever, so that I could awaken in the other. I didn’t want to stay here.” He looked around at the walls and ceiling with a twinge of fear in his eyes. “This is the land of the mad.”
After a short lull, Langknech spoke. “What would you have us do for you, our maker?”
“I need to rest,” The Maker said. “This time for good. I have a life to rebuild. It is time for The Maker to sleep, that I might awaken. Look, guys, I’ve really got to go.”
The Maker lay down for his final rest.
 
THEY WANDERED, DISCONSOLATE FOR THE LOSS
of The Maker, through the desert. Each one contemplated their many questions, questions that would not, that could not, be answered. Nevertheless, answers did come, unbidden, to other questions that quietly crept in from nowhere or somewhere unknown.
“My programming is inadequate for my long-term survival, yet I delight in imperfection,” Gold said.
“My body is my prison. It is worse than hell,” Frankenstein Don Juan said.
“You lied to me,” Langknech said.
“What do you expect?” Tzi-Tzi said. “I’m a devil.”
And so forth. Answers to unwanted questions led to dissatisfaction, dark murmurings in the heart that sought direction, barbs that required targets, and there were only these four in the world. Each eyed the others with suspicion and ill-intent.
Just when it seemed tensions were about to spill over into open conflict, they saw it. Mired in self-pity and anger, they had blindly climbed a high sand dune. They crested the peak and looked out to behold a vast, grassy plain over which a parade of cotton-ball white clouds floated in precisely-ordered rows. The plain was covered with tens of thousands of beds, and in each bed a person slept. Men, women, young and old, people of all races and backgrounds, some sleeping in hair rollers, some naked, some dressed in fine silk pajamas.
Suddenly, the four of them felt very alone. They craved companionship and sociality. They knew that they could drown their questions in play, in conversation, in life here, the place that The Maker had dubbed “The Land of the Mad.” And here was an entire valley filled with slumbering inhabitants, a treasure trove of Makers, each capable of creating others like them to inhabit their world.
 
THEY NUDGE THE DREAMERS.
The sleepers begin to awaken.
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SHE SIPS HER COFFEE LIKE A
lady, and then downs her whisky like a champ. Her name is not Alice, but that is what I call her, because her Korean name is hard on my tongue and she doesn’t like to hear me mispronounce it. Her hair is brown, the kind of brown that you call black until you get close enough to her to get it caught on the sides of your mouth, close enough that in the morning, you find strands of it on your pillow. But the lights in this place, strung high, blue and red, they make her hair look blonde. Christ Jesus, they lie to you.
She says, “Don’t go to Itaewon.” Her English is good. Much better than my Korean. She tells me this on the nights when she’ll be working.
And I tell her I won’t. Even though I will.
Those are the only words we share at dinner. I keep turning to the waiter and saying, “Yugio.” And he keeps coming over.
I keep saying, “Coffee.”
And he keeps saying, “커피?”
And I keep saying, “Whisky.”
And he keeps saying, “위스키?”
And we drink our
커피
and our
위스키
until eleven. And then it’s time for her to go home and for me to go someplace else.
 
I MEET KIDU IN FRONT OF
the place where the taxis gather like fat blue fish, lazy and overfed. He has a beer in each hand. One for me and one for him. From the torso up, he is dressed like a clown. His waistcoat is purple, his felt porkpie hat is red, and the tails of his black-and-white checkered jacket are long enough to brush the sidewalk. The tails will look better when he straps on the stilts, more natural. He pulls his cigarettes out of one pocket of his jeans and sticks one between his painted lips. In the dark like this, the white and black greasepaint makes his face look like an inkblot.
When he gets close enough to me, he plucks the cigarette out of his mouth, cocks his head to one side and buzzes his lips. He sounds like a kazoo.
“Cute,” I say. “I thought we were getting dressed in Itaewon.”
“I got it out of the way,” he says. “You’ve got the stilts?”
Both pairs are sticking out of the top of my backpack, stark and obvious like the stolen bones of some enormous and forgotten animal, and I know he can see them so I don’t answer.
We hail a cab. Kidu tells him where to go. When we are together, Kidu talks, and I am silent. When I am with Alice, it’s the same way. In Korea, I don’t ever have to talk to anyone.
 
ONCE AT DINNER, ALICE TOLD ME, “It isn’t like the States. It’s not something that nobody does; it’s something that everyone does. Women expect it. Men don’t even think about it, they just do it.”
“That’s just so fucked up,” I said.
She wrapped a piece of barbequed pork in a piece of lettuce and slid it into her mouth, occupying that space so that she wouldn’t have to respond.
“You’ll get hurt,” I told her. “Don’t you have a pimp or something?”
“I have a boss,” she said. “A female boss, by the way. Not a pimp. Some girls have pimps. I have a boss. I’m not a slave.”
That was the first time I’d ever talked to Alice about what she does for a living. We haven’t talked about it since. Alice is just this girl I know. A girl with whom I’ve had sex a handful of times—silently in my bedroom, the window open, letting in the sound of a language I can’t understand and she can, because when it’s closed the streetlight catches on the frosted glass and turns the window into a sparkling eyeball—because it was something to do, and because we like each other enough to do it. She lives in Itaewon six days a week, and spends the other day in Hopyeong with me. I’ve never paid her. It’s not serious.
 
WE GET OUT OF THE CAB
in Itaewon and dump our empties on a ledge outside a restaurant. The streets are jammed with people. The nightlife here is maybe thirty percent native. Everyone else is a lost boy, a wandering girl. During the day, this place is a multicultural center, packed to the gills with Africans and Brazilians and Iranians and Japanese and Greeks. They open restaurants and barbershops and bars. They build communities. Some time before I was born, they found their way to Korea and carved a groove into her face where they could hide, a clubhouse from which they never had to go home. At night, it’s overrun with English speakers lost in a strange and magnificent country, frightened by the alien traditionalism of the towns where they work and live, desperate for a slice of home where the other expats on the street are common enough to be ignored. This is Foreign Town, a filthy Epcot Center, a small-world-after-all that smells like fried food and cigarette smoke. Nobody stares at me here. They all stare at Kidu, because he’s dressed like a clown.
We foreigners come here for the same reasons. You can talk about the innate drive to teach, or service to your country, or the rich pursuit of collecting stamps in your passport, but that’s just the paycheck, or (at its noblest) the PR. That’s just what you do when you’re not running away from the person you were back home. Everyone who leaves home wants to be a different person when they get off the plane in Incheon; everyone wants to find some definitive and primal force to help them become a better and more interesting human being.
I found some tricks. See, Kidu has this book that he won’t let me read.
We duck into a convenience store, buy two more beers, and then lock ourselves in the bathroom. I get dressed, put my street clothes and Kidu’s jean into my backpack, smear on my greasepaint, and then we strap on our stilts and hobble out of the bathroom, ducking to make our way through the convenience store. Now we are both clowns. Korean clowns, the kind with stilts and long pantlegs, our war paint angular and precise and only whimsical in theory. As we emerge, the guy behind the counter—the wrinkles in his face granted added depth by the harshness of the overhead lights—smiles and claps and says, “Ah! Ah! Very good.” I hand him my backpack, and he stows it behind the counter without being asked. I buzz my lips at him. I sound like a kazoo.
 
I INTRODUCED ALICE AND KIDU ONCE.
Alice hated Kidu.
This was three months after I’d gotten into the country. Three weeks after I’d met Alice, and only one week after Kidu had found me wandering at night, looking depressed with my hands in my pockets, squinting at the neon lights and trying to read them as though the words would make any sense to me, even if I could read the alphabet. Which I couldn’t. Kidu the clown, with his giant black plastic clown shoes fastened to the end of his stilts, staring down at me and buzzing his lips. A night clown, as complete a non sequitur in Korea as me.
I said something stupid. I didn’t know he could understand me.
He said, “Go fuck yourself, elitist. Fucking Americans are all elitists. Too cool to smile. Well, who needs you?”
His English was good.
I apologized. I bought him a drink. And then he bought me twelve more. And I guess we were friends after that.
On the day I introduced him to Alice we were hung over. Kidu and I, not Alice, who never gets drunk. I was having lunch with Alice on the terrace of some café that served sandwiches that almost tasted American, and I saw him walking by on the street, his hair longish and cut jagged beneath his low-slung BoSox cap. I called him over. We talked. We laughed. He said goodbye.
And then Alice said, “I fucked him once. Your friend.” And then she sneered and rolled her eyes and took a drink of her coffee. Then she said, “I’m going home now.” And she left.
I don’t know when I became a night clown. Not long after that day, I suppose.
 
We set up shop in the sloping alley behind the Hamilton Hotel, where the shops and bars loom and cast down their lights and damn the narrow corridor to perpetual daylight. We have our megaphones in hand, and our pockets are full of salt. Kidu has a book that he won’t let me read, and it says that you need to fill your pockets with salt and that your fingers mustn’t ever brush through it. So we keep our hands where everyone can see them.
The foreigners are pointing to us and laughing, many of them too drunk to remember we were ever here. One guy—big and white with a bristly scalp that folds beneath the elastic of his ball cap, military if I had to guess—grabs me around one stilt and hugs it tightly. He says, “Clowns, baby! Time for clowns! Time for clowns, baby!” in a broken, drunken falsetto.
There was a time when I would have stumbled, when I would have fallen on my face and broken my nose and left a smear of grease paint and blood on the cobblestones. But that time is not now, and so I lean down and buzz my lips at him. Then I snatch his cap off his head and kiss him on the forehead. Then I focus on the salt in my pockets, and I whisper, “You will dream of having wings, and in your dreams, your feathers will be plucked out.” For a second, he looks solemn, like his knees might go out and he might start crying. Then he laughs, mocks disgust for the benefit of his friends, and backs off.
Into my megaphone, I say, “Clap your hands! This is a magic show!”
Into his megaphone, Kidu says the same thing, only in Korean.
Everyone claps and cheers.
I say, “Of what is a man made? What are his ingredients? Is there some part of him that is permanent, some part that is important?”
Kidu says this too.
Someone says, “My cock!” and everyone cheers.
I smile and look at Kidu. He smiles too, and his face paint makes his dimples into deep, dry riverbeds.
We hold our hands together, his left, my right. His on top, mine below. Then we pull them apart. We focus on the salt in our pockets.
The book that Kidu won’t let me read taught us how to do this.
Now there is a little man between our hands, a puppet, a cartoon character made three-dimensional. He is naked, and brown, and sexless. His eyes are absurdly big, and green, and they shine like glass. He looks out at the crowd and waves. He says, “안녕하세요! Hello! I am made of wood! Are you made of skin? Wood burns! It keeps you warm! If you burned your skin, would it keep me warm?”
Then we close our hands around him, and the little man disappears. And the crowd cheers. I know how they feel. There is a filter in your brain, something designed to reject things like this. The trick is to slip through it, to infiltrate. Magic is an addictive animal, and it only takes a little taste. After that, you want more. You crave it. You will follow it into the crevasse and fall for years just to brush the tips of your fingers against the rough, unfriendly bristles over its shapeless spine. They’ll do whatever we want now, if we promise them another chance to stroke that great feral eyeless cat.
We walk, shouting into our megaphones, “End of Days! End of Days! End of Days Parade!”
 
WHEN I HAD KNOWN HIM FOR
three weeks, Kidu told me about the book. He said, “If you knew all about the end of the world, you would do what?”
I stole one of his cigarettes and lit it with his lighter. “Get drunk,” I said, because I was drunk.
He laughed, but it sounded fake. Then he said, “No. I’m serious. Pretend you know all about the end of the world. You do what?”
I groaned and let my head fall back against the back of the booth. Then I thought about it. “I don’t know. Try to stop it, maybe?”
“Bullshit,” Kidu said. “That’s the wrong feeling. That’s the wrong…” He looked down and pounded lightly on the table, searching for the word. “The wrong attitude.”
“Oh,” I said. “Okay, Kidu. Enlighten me.”
“What does this mean?”
“It means tell me what you’re talking about.”
“Okay, okay,” he said, and filled my glass with another shot of soju. “The world is ending. Every day, it’s ending. All of the universe is eating itself until it is gone. There is chaos like a blister beneath the skin of the world, and the blister is… What is it… it is bleeding. And soon it will burst completely.”
“Fancy words, Kidu! Impressive.”
“They aren’t my words. I read them in a book I have. Where was I?”
“Bleeding blister, end of the world, etcetera.”
He snapped his fingers and then pointed at me. “Good. Yeah. So what you will do? Try to stop it? No. This is foolish to think. What you will do is, um… enjoy the ride.”
“Okay,” I said. Because I was drunk and I didn’t know what he was talking about.
“In the book I have,” Kidu said, and drew with his finger in the condensation on the table, “it says that the only thing to do is drink the blood of the blister. To be drunk on the… taeryo… the ingredients… beneath the skin of the world.” He looked suddenly sheepish and childlike, staring up at me from beneath the uneven fringe of his bangs. “Do you want to do that with me?”
I said, “Kidu, I don’t understand what you’re—”
“This is your only chance. You can be someone special. Someone better than anyone else. Or at least you can feel that way for a while.”
We locked eyes then. I couldn’t look away from him. He looked like he might cry or maybe reach out and grab my face and kiss me. Behind us someone shouted something at the soccer game on the bar TV.
“Fuck it,” I said. And we clicked glasses and took our shots. Then I said, “Sounds like a hell of a book. Can I read it?”
“No,” said Kidu.
 
THEY FOLLOW US UP THE HILL,
we the pied pipers, they the rats and the children of this place, hooting and singing and weaving around our stilts. We perform tricks for them as we walk. Little things to keep them entertained, to keep them interested. I summon up a magpie from my mouth, eight inches tall, its black and white wings wet and folded to its sides, its white chest heaving with new breath, and it flies out of my mouth, frantic and afraid, and down Kidu’s throat. Kidu turns his hands into blue fire, and I buy a sausage from a street vendor, and we roast it over his hands and hand it to a pretty girl at our feet. We recite the scripts we’ve written, translating each other, trying to sound gigantic and theatrical, actors playing actors playing soothsayers playing clowns. Night clowns. Non sequiturs.
We stop in front of a seafood restaurant with giant blue fish tanks stacked up outside. Up there to our left, up that alley where the lights are high and pink, is where the brothels are clustered like a honeycomb, each sticky-sweet door leading to essentially the same place. The crude colloquialism of Itaewon’s expats declares: Hooker Hill. The Zoo. We’ll catch the lonely ones, the shame-faced first- and second-timers and the stony old veterans, give them another show, a better one.
I pull a balloon out of my pocket, careful not to let my fingers slide through the salt. And I blow it up.
Kidu says something in Korean. I don’t understand, but I know what he says. He tells them about the blister beneath the skin of the world, the chaos boil ready to burst and flood the streets of man. Any decade now. I catch the word taeryo. Ingredient. Those under the world, or those inside our skin.
The crowd is growing. Moment by moment, the crazy abandon, the celebration, leaks out of them and is replaced by wonder and fear. We’re a car wreck, a fistfight, a house fire, a crime scene. They drink us down.
My balloon is red and crawling with a lattice of veins. An excised tumor, an organ shuttering in my hand. It pulses. It squirms. Blood sloshes beneath translucent rubber skin, backlit by the spinning barber poles and pink neon lights of Hooker Hill, cast into silhouette. Into the megaphone, I say, “A deception has been committed by we, your humble night clowns! This is a magic show, but not a free one! This is the Itaewon Eschatology Show! Pay your admission! Love me! See me! Give me your eyes and your attention! Know me! This is the End of Days Parade! So march!”
I present the balloon to Kidu and he pops it with a needle. Bang. A flurry of butterflies. They rise toward the casino-colored lights, enough of them to cast a shapeless shadow onto the faces of the open-mouthed drunks below us. There is silence. A woman in a tan halter-top says, “I hate clowns. I always have.” She is crying a little.
 
THERE’S A GIRL BACK HOME. A
girlfriend, I guess. A fiancée. Okay, yes, a fiancée. Someone waiting for me to come home, someone whose face I see once a week on the computer screen, an illusion. Her voice sounds different from the way I remember it. She’s changed her hair since I last saw her. She asks me if I’m having fun, and I tell her I am. She is brunette, and her face is too thin, and she seems shy and cautious when we talk, the way she was when we first met, before we became comfortable with one another. We’ve regressed. She tells me about her week, and I listen. And then she tells me she loves me, and I tell her I love her, too. She does most of the talking.
Last week she said, “Your mom asks about you.”
I said, “Oh?”
She said, “Yeah. I saw her at the pool. You’re a terrible pen-pal.” Then she laughed as if it were a joke. And then we both got quiet for a while.
 
WITH THE CROWD CHANTING, “END OF
Days Parade! End of Days Parade!” and dancing around our feet, with the thump and zap of a dozen nightclubs frying the night air with their noise, with the drinks spilling and the cigarette smoke swirling, we pass out the tal. Traditional Korean theatrical masks, made from alderwood, painted and lacquered. We pluck them from the air, perfect and solid, hidden behind open space, and hand them around. Everyone ties them on. I say, “Become someone else for a while! Change your ingredients! Remake yourself! Fashion yourself in wood, and burn! This is a magic show! When else will you have the chance?”
Kidu says this, too.
And now we are surrounded by the grinning idiot face of Maldduki,
the servant, his eyes set too far apart, his teeth sparse and white in his wide-open mouth, his face imposed over the bodies of slump-shouldered English teachers and tattooed air-force guys, of slender Korean rockstar-boys in tailored, open-necked shirts and unbuttoned vests, of drunken party girls in shiny club-wear. People look around at each other, pointing like children, laughing, reveling in weirdness, in silliness. It’s always like this. They’re never totally aware. They never grasp the impossibility of what they see. They can’t. After all of this over, they’ll wake up on buses and subway cars, hung over, remembering only that they passed, for the briefest moment, a pair of night clowns dancing through Itaewon.
It’s worth it. Every night, it’s worth it.
We hold up our hands, Kidu and I, and the partiers become quiet.
We drop our megaphones at our false feet. We won’t need them. We will whisper.
“Now,” I say, and I focus on the salt in my pockets, and the streetlights flicker. “The hour grows late. Or early. The sun will rise, and the night will die. So we have a final trick for you. A farewell present. The grande finale.”
Kidu buzzes his lips. Some people laugh, quietly, appreciatively.
And then we show them how the world will end.
 
ONCE, LYING IN BED WITH ALICE, naked and sweating, our backs to one another, I asked her a stupid question.
I said, “Alice?”
She said, “Yes?”
I swallowed hard, trying to force my homesick tears back down and to leave me alone. This was in those days when I could still feel homesick, when I was still someone else. I said, “Why do you like me? What about me keeps you around?”
She sighed and said, “What an incredibly insecure thing to ask.”
THIS IS HOW THE WORLD WILL END:
The fish tanks behind us boil and burn bright-white. They hold a spectacular luminescence, an impossible glow that sets every color-catching cone in every eyeball in this narrow corner of Itaewon to blaze with white fire. The fat blue fish in the tanks turn in unison, in synchronized choreography, and they open their mouths. Their lips peel back and their faces wrinkle up like elephant trunks and make them look as though they are scowling. Maybe they scream, or maybe they sing. I don’t know. Kidu doesn’t know. No one here knows. Because whatever they do with their open mouths in those impossible light-tanks, they do it silently.
Let’s paint a tableau. Our little rats, having danced away from Hamlin, a captive audience in sudden awed silence, collected at the mouth of a corridor of bright neon pink whorehouses, masked, standing in a semicircle around a pair of obscenely tall night clowns, night clowns who bow and gesture at the scene between them, the dead-station television-glow of half a dozen angry fish singing the End of the World anthem.
I glance up from my bow, lock eyes with Kidu. Or the clown that is sometimes Kidu. The Kidu of daylight, slender and vain, awkwardly passionate about the stupidest shit, painfully aware of his own oddness, socially crippled by the conflict between his natural openness and the secrets he keeps—that guy is gone. And as for me? I must be gone, too. I’m a memory momentarily recalled by the night clown. My cynicism. My self-doubt. My thinning hair and my gut and my yellow teeth and my shitty alcohol tolerance. Obscured, and finally shut away.
We buzz our lips at each other. We sound like kazoos. Then the tanks crack. And then they shatter.
Then the night drops away, and we are all drowning in nonsense.
This is how the world will end:
It ends in a forest of tentacles rooted deep in slick mucous, waving and twitching and reaching so high that none of us, not even Kidu and I on our stilts, can see the sky, and in the center of each sucker, set like a glittering gem, a glassy blue eye, rolling like a pinball. We run through the forest, brushing past tentacles that reach for us, stick to us, see us with their multitudinous eyes, caress our calves and the napes of our necks, and we pull our shoes out of the mucous, producing protracted sucking noises, a wet percussive heartbeat to mark our footfalls. The club music has followed us here, intense and electric: artificial endorphin music, heart attack music. A chubby black guy with rimless glasses hung on the collar of his t-shirt reaches up and tugs on my shirt. I lean down to him, cupping one gloved hand around my ear. He says, “This is real, isn’t it?”
I say, “Tell me you love me, and mean it, and I’ll answer your question.”
He says, “I love you,” and he means it.
I say, “That’s the wrong question. The wrong feeling. The wrong attitude.”
Beneath his mask, glimpsed between the comical teeth of Maldduki, I think he smiles, and then he starts to cry. He says, “Thank you,” like a small child, and he runs off into the forest.
This is how the world will end:
It ends in barbershop poles, and they erupt from the mucous ground like mechanical pistons, spinning with fever-heat and seizure-quickness. Another symbol of sex in Korea, like the neon pink lights on Hooker Hill, a signpost directing you onward to the next lonely moment. You see them everywhere in this country, hanging over storefronts with dark windows. It’s not the same as it is in the States. It’s not something that nobody does; it’s something that everybody does. Here, at the end of the world, they stretch higher than the tentacle trees, higher than the sky, turning the forest into a flashing funhouse. Red, white, blue, red, white, blue, red, white. The club music thumps and buzzes, vibrating the barbershop poles, making them shake and click. A Korean woman grabs onto my leg and rides me through the forest, sitting on my oversized rubber shoe. I ruffle her hair.
She says something in Korean, so I carry her to Kidu.
He leans down to her and tells her that if she tells him she loves him, and if she means it, he’ll answer her question.
She tells him she loves him. And she means it.
So he answers her question.
This is how the world will end:
In images. In empty symbolism. In movie magic and nightmares and wet dreams. It ends in chaos, bubbling up from beneath the world, unweaving the natural fabric of the universe, confounding the wonders of law with the travesties of disorder. It ends in scientific criminality. We use it. We use it to succeed where others have failed. We become something special, Kidu and I. We’re night clowns.
The big military guy who hugged my stilt at the beginning of the night, the one who will dream of having wings and losing his feathers, bumps into me and almost knocks me over. He tries to talk, but every time he opens his mouth, he vomits honey through his Maldduki
mouth and onto the sticky ground. It’s caked onto his shirt and his khaki shorts and his flip-flops. His eyes are gigantic and pleading and afraid and ecstatic. He’s lost his hat. I lean close to him, put my ear on his head, and hear him think, Can I go home now?
I say, “Tell me you love me, and mean it, and you can.”
He thinks, I love you.
And he means it.
So we go home. We all go home.
 
IT’S FIVE O’CLOCK, AND THE
sun is staining Itaewon in morning colors. Kidu and I wander back to the convenience store. I fetch my backpack and we go to the bathroom and wash our faces and change. We buy two beers and Kidu buys cigarettes and we walk out of the store feeling tired and sweaty. My calves ache from standing on the stilts all night. I catch my reflection in a dark window. Me. Just me again.
“Where you heading?” I ask.
Kidu says, “I don’t know. I feel lonely.”
“Take a stroll through the Zoo,” I say, joking but knowing I’m not, and I steal one of his cigarettes. He lights it for me.
“I might,” he says.
“I’ll walk with you,” I say, and we head in that direction. There’s a bookstore near there that sells English books. I’ll hang out until it opens and then I’ll buy something short and unchallenging. I’ll read it in an afternoon some day when I’m bored.
We part ways at Hooker Hill, and I sit on the curb outside the bookstore. It won’t open for another four hours, but I don’t care. I have nothing else to do. In the gutter, face down, I find one of our Maldduki masks, and I pick it up, slide my fingers into his mouth.
After thirty minutes, I get bored and I get up to leave. I pass Hooker Hill, and I glance in that direction. I see Kidu coming out of a juicebar. He turns and walks up the hill, away from me. Alice comes out behind him. She is wearing a short black dress and impossibly high heels. She is smoking one of Kidu’s cigarettes. She turns her head and looks at me. She doesn’t wave, and she doesn’t say anything. Her eyes are calluses, thick and tough, and I can’t read them. Mine are American, eyes written in English, and her English is so goddamned good. She looks at me for a long time, and I look at her for a long time.
Then I put on the mask and tie it behind my ears. And I walk toward the subway, grinning with someone else’s face.
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POINT OF INFECTION +61 DAYS
I suppose there are things one can only learn through experience; the fever is coming on faster than I had expected, making it difficult to organize my thoughts. In the distance, I can hear them ringing, louder than the sirens, louder than the screams. Can you hear them, my daughters?
Can you hear the bells?
 
POINT OF INFECTION +50 DAYS
They hold my trial in absentia; an empty gesture intended only to placate the screaming public. The growing silence outside the courthouse walls only serves to illustrate the pointlessness of the proceedings. It takes three days to present the evidence: the charts, the lab results, the videos. It would take longer, but after the fourth prosecutor fails to return from recess, the court decides to pass judgment on the case as it stands. There is enough—more than enough—to convict.
Each time the court is called to order, they add the name of every person who succumbed to my daughters between sessions to the charges already against me. More than enough.
I am found guilty of treason, fraud, bioterrorism, and sixteen million counts of murder. The sentence is broadcast over every channel and every radio frequency in the world, in every language someone might be listening for. No one cheers. There would be no point.
They all know that they’ve been beaten.
 
POINT OF INFECTION -13 DAYS
It’s another meaningless late-night talk show, another opportunity not every author gets, as my agent is only too happy to remind me. “They love you,” she says, in that breathless bedroom tone she uses when she wants to convince me to do something. I’m fairly sure she thinks I’m a lesbian. It doesn’t matter. This exercise takes me away from the lab, but things aren’t at such a crucial juncture that I can’t leave Alan and Jeremy to watch them, and every bit of publicity helps. We must keep the public reading, after all. Isn’t that what every author wants?
The lights are too bright and the leather couch stinks of sweat. I perch as prettily as I can, feeling the pancake makeup crack on my cheeks as I force myself into a rictus of a smile. The host is unfamiliar, but I can’t say whether that’s because he’s new or because I didn’t bother to remember him the first time. He’s nowhere near worth the trouble of committing to memory.
“As a special treat for the intellectuals among us tonight, we’re joined by Dr. Diana Weston, whose latest medical thriller, Symptom, is holding strong at the top of the New York Times Bestseller List.” The smile he flashes at the camera doubtless cost more than most workers will make in a lifetime: a false, artificially white advertisement of genetic superiority. “Thanks for coming on the show, Doc. I’m thrilled that you’re here—see, I’ve been having this pain in my side…”
He trails off as the studio audience erupts into laughter, comic Vesuvius spewing mirth into the air like ash. My smile stiffens a bit more, manicured nails biting into the skin of my palms. I must endure this. I have come so far, worked so hard, and I will not be defeated at the eleventh hour by some buffoon only looking for a cheap laugh.
“I’m not that kind of doctor,” I reply, with as much amusement as I can muster. “But if you have an interesting boil you’d like me to take a poke at—”
This time the laughter is mine to command. My host isn’t pleased. He recoils with exaggerated fright, putting up his hands. “On second thought, Doc, I’m feeling fine. Just fine.”
“If you’re sure,” I say, still smiling.
Even sharks can smile. The host looks genuinely uncomfortable now, but also deeply confused. I am, after all, an attractive woman—I work hard enough to maintain my camouflage—and successful besides. My smile shouldn’t be enough to turn his bowels to ice, and yet it does. His hindbrain recognizes what his thinking mind can’t, and it knows enough to be afraid.
“I’ll let you know if I change my mind,” he says, finally. More chuckles from the audience. “Now, Doc, in Symptom, you’re going back to some themes you’ve visited a time or two before. The horrible virus, the brilliant, attractive CDC doctor—”
Knowing laughter from the studio. They assume I model my heroines on myself, living out my intellectual lust for adventure in the safe confines of the story. They’ll learn the truth soon enough. Soon enough.
“—and of course, the sexy federal agent who’s standing by to help her when it seems like modern medicine will fail. Do you feel like you’re running out of stories?”
“Not at all.” For the first time, my smile is sincere. That doesn’t seem to ease his nerves. “My readers know what they like, and what they like is the triumph of individuals over seemingly impossible odds. At the same time, I truly believe that most spectacular advances in medical science have been made outside the strict confinement of the lab, outside the boundaries of protocol. We learn by getting right out in the heart of things and letting ourselves truly experience the threats around us.”
“I understand you’ve received some criticism from the medical community over your portrayal of quarantine procedures. Why do you think that is?”
Careful, careful; this is the baited hook, and I’m too close to the finish to let myself be caught. I lean back into the couch, shake my head, and say, “Quarantine is important—we’ve known that since the Middle Ages—but it’s a scalpel, not a hammer. No one should suffer alone.”
“But doesn’t suffering alone mean that your loved ones will live?”
I give him a pitying look. “Would your
loved ones give up on you that easily?”
He nods and moves on, answer accepted. More senseless questions, more pre-programmed banter. I laugh, smile, play the part he scripts for me, and let my thoughts drift to the lab, where even now Alan is watching the cultures, checking the settings on the incubators, feeding the test subjects. My beautiful daughters are growing up.
This show will be canceled soon… along with all the others.
 
POINT OF INFECTION -6 DAYS
“Are you sure?” asks Alan, breathless with excitement. He’s standing too close, his shoulder almost brushing mine, but I’ll allow it, just this once. This is a moment too momentous to be spoiled by something as small as his inability to respect my personal space. “Is it ready?”
“The results speak for themselves. Our kill rate is up to ninety-seven percent in a population with a high immunity, and as close to one hundred percent as our tests can measure in a non-immune population.” I smile at the figures on the screen, my oldest daughter’s fingerprints transcribed in elegant, inarguable truth. “We’re ready.”
“That’s… Dr. Weston, that’s incredible.” Light flashes off his glasses as he turns to me, earnest fanaticism written plain across his face. “What happens now?”
“Now we enter the final phase.” I turn my smile on him. This close to the finish, I don’t have to worry about leading him on. Things are coming to their natural conclusion. “Call Xiang and Jeremy. Tell them we’re ready to begin dispersion.”
“What will you be doing?”
Untrusting little assistant, worried that he’ll miss the glories yet to come. He shouldn’t be. No one will miss the fires ahead of us, when my daughters burn across the world like the phoenix of myth made sweet reality. When the world realizes at last that they’ve been listening, all this time, to the tolling of distant bells.
I touch his cheek, watching his eyes widen in surprise. “Why, I’ll be getting ready for my book tour, of course. Now hurry. There’s work left to do.”
 
POINT OF INFECTION
They started handing out tickets to this event two days ago, an army of publicists and interns doing their best to control the crowd. I take no pride in their number, only a quiet satisfaction at a job well done. My authorial career has been the most difficult research project I have ever undertaken, and I have acquitted myself more than decently. This moment is the proof of that, eight hundred people eager for the chance to breathe my air and shake my hand, skin contacting skin.
Has there ever been a race more eager for its own extinction than mankind?
The vaccines are untested in the field on human subjects, but they have been reasonably successful in monkeys, in dogs… in the lab. Even if they fail me, they should buy a few weeks of time to cloud the issue. That, coupled with the latency we tailored in so carefully—sixteen days from exposure to first symptoms, ten of those days spent in an infectious state—should muddy the waters further, buy a little more time for the latter stages of dispersion. The injections will be sufficient, or they won’t. There’s no point in worrying about it now.
Empty perfume bottles are easy things to buy, and carry no suspicion. The bottle I produce from my bag is full now, and smells, ever-so-faintly, of fresh linen and lilacs. I spray the contents in a fine mist over my wrists and at the hollow of my throat, my oldest daughter kissing me sweetly before I take her, for the first time, out into the world. The human race is over at the first breath she takes in the open air.
There is no turning back now.
 
POINT OF INFECTION +9 DAYS
Jeremy is dead, shitting out his intestines in a tenement in downtown Berlin. His last e-mail was barely coherent, filled with typos and sentences that went nowhere. He made it further than I thought he would, carrying my second daughter all the way from California to New York, and from there to New Zealand, England, Europe. I hope he died proud of what he’d done, and that he had no final regrets. I watch the news feeds for hours, monitor the CDC alerts, but see nothing to indicate that anyone has noticed his travels, or that his death has made any mark upon the world.
Even now, the bacteria he carried in his bloodstream and on his skin are working their way into the world’s water supply, spreading, multiplying, becoming present in ever greater numbers. By my calculations, the first “cholera” outbreaks should begin in eleven days, four days after my oldest daughter has made her presence known.
Jeremy is our first martyr, and our first sacrifice. The bells are ringing louder all the time.
I have never been more proud.
POINT OF INFECTION +11 DAYS
My little girl is swifter and stronger than I had ever dreamed she’d be. People are dying already, the weak, the homeless, the elderly and the young. Doctors are baffled, and the seeds I spent so many years sowing are beginning to bear their bitter fruit. “Smallpox is dead,” the doctors say, and because they’ve convinced themselves that’s so, they believe it. They keep looking for another answer.
They won’t find it.
Patient zero has been identified. A middle-aged male in South Dakota checked himself into the hospital at three o’clock this afternoon, presenting a set of symptoms as frightening as they are perplexing. Headache, fever, backache—all symptoms of common flu. So many things can masquerade as flu...but this flu is followed by subcutaneous blistering, leading to hemorrhaging of skin, eyes, tongue, intestines. The large blisters will begin forming soon. They’ll start on his hands, feet, and belly, spreading to his throat and tongue. By that point, some cocky young doctor will be shouting “Smallpox” loudly enough to avoid being shouted down by older, wiser colleagues.
If I knew that doctor’s name, I would arrange for a bottle of wine and a razor blade to be delivered, along with a note recommending a hot bath and a swift demise. Sadly, that grace is not mine to give, and he, like all the others, will die dancing with my oldest daughter, listening to the sound of distant bells.
 
POINT OF INFECTION +13 DAYS
My daughter’s reach is spreading. I take my immune boosters regularly, watching the human race respond to her presence. Slowly, too slowly, and without the conviction they’ll need if they’re to survive. I don’t believe they will.
It isn’t too late for quarantine to save them. A great many are infected—thousands, potentially millions, if my calculations are correct—but even more are still healthy, still outside the reach of my oldest daughter’s glorious debut. If they were to stay home, avoid the company of strangers, and wait for a vaccine, they might stand a chance. But no one listens to the doctors, or to the newspaper headlines begging them to stay indoors. Instead, they rush the airports and clog the freeways, rushing to their families, and my daughter travels with them, invisible, spreading further with every step they take.
The visibly sick are left to die in their homes and in the hospitals, while the seemingly healthy flee into the night. The bells are ringing, guiding them along, and the people of the world obey. Ding. The hospitals aren’t safe. Dong. The doctors are lying to you to protect themselves. Ding. Bad things happen to other people. Dong. If you can’t see it, it can’t get you. Pavlov had his dogs. I have the human race. The bells ring, and the people follow.
I go on a few cable shows, speak of the need to observe certain precautions while this “mystery epidemic” is brought under control. In the process, I casually mention the chance that supply chains might collapse, that water-borne diseases might be able to work their way past aging municipal filters. The first cases of my tailored super-cholera reach the news then, and the looting starts swiftly after that. Panic is becoming a contagion in its own right, one that spreads from those who saw the reports to their neighbors, and onward and outward. Other nations report the situation in America, and watch in confusion as that same panic springs up in their own lands. They don’t understand the importance of the bells, but they ring them for me all the same.
Pavlov would be proud.
Alan and Xiang have overseen the North and South American releases. Now, Alan sees to Africa, while Xiang performs his duties in Europe and Asia. It’s so easy to travel, even now, if you have medical credentials and an earnest face. Both of them are known for their work with my lab, for their devotion to mankind, and they have gone unquestioned thus far. Our luck can’t hold forever, but forever was never a factor in my plan. The latency has ended, and the burning has begun. If my youngest doesn’t finish her release, the rest will still proceed. The bells are ringing loudly now. Even if I wanted to silence them, that power is beyond me.
I reach for the loaded syringe that contains the booster vaccine. I need to keep my health and wits about me for a little longer yet; long enough to see whether the human race can grow beyond the tolling of the bells. If they can, they may survive. If they can’t…
My little girls will rule the world.
 
POINT OF INFECTION +19 DAYS
A stupid accident and a weak-willed fool: that’s all it takes to tell the world what’s coming. Alan was careless with the rats he was releasing into the African countryside. A soldier spotted him, and came to ask what he was doing. He might well have talked his way out of the situation—I hired him, in part, for his finesse with words—but the trap in his hands still contained a rat, terrified, confused, receiving a thousand conflicting commands from its tiny rodent mind. It chose the clearest path, and ran.
Alan, unthinking, grabbed for its tail… and it bit him.
He’s in CDC custody now, begging them to save his life, telling them everything he knows. There has never been a guaranteed cure for rabies, and my youngest daughter is rabies writ large, incurable, unstoppable, already burning out his nervous system. In another day, she’ll mature enough to enter her secondary phase, the one possible only in a primate host. A day after that, she’ll be airborne, and Alan, and everyone who comes into contact with him, will be lost.
I wonder if they’ll realize what’s happened before they spread the virus further, or if my darling will burn through Africa like a match set to dry grass. It makes no difference. So much of what Alan knows is wrong. My lab moved three days ago, after the last of my assistants was safely gone. The “vaccine” he has to give them is tailored for an enhanced strain of the bubonic plague, a project I abandoned years ago. He has no protection against what’s coming. Neither will they.
Still, I wish he’d been stronger. I wish he’d lived up to the potential he once displayed.
I wish he’d been more ready to close his eyes and listen to the bells.
 
POINT OF INFECTION +28 DAYS
Alan and the African CDC are dead, leaving conspiracy theories hanging heavily in the air. My detractors say he wouldn’t have fingered me if he didn’t have proof. My supporters say he was jealous and embittered, that I would never do such a thing, especially not now, with such a crisis facing humanity. Such beautiful, misplaced faith they have in me.
I say nothing at all. I simply sit in my small, secure lab, and watch as my little girls begin to dance their way around the world. Rabies burns in Africa; smallpox in Asia; cholera across America’s heartlands. Humanity spreads its own destruction with every breath, every kiss, every drink of unpurified water. That’s why I needed all three of my daughters. One alone might not have carried the lesson plainly enough, might have been twisted into the judgment of God. But three… three can be nothing but a lesson.
One that is, perhaps, too late for them to learn. The time for quarantines is running out, and still the people listen to the cold, commanding bells. I wonder if I ever expected anything more of them. Once, perhaps. Once, but no longer.
 
POINT OF INFECTION +38 DAYS
The streets are clogged with the dead and dying. Yesterday afternoon, a group of individuals in the final stages of their illness burned Chicago General to the ground. People were seen walking into the flames as if they had done the math of suffering and decided that the pyre was better than the poison prisons of their bodies. They may have been correct. My daughter is quick, and cold, but kindness is not a mercy she possesses.
The infrastructure will start failing any day now. The rolling blackouts have already started. For the most part, the power has stayed on, but that will change. Now is the time. There will be no better.
Xiang constructed the equipment I use to commandeer the signal of a local television station. “You don’t need to take CNN,” he explained, so patiently, so long ago. “As soon as the report goes live, the world will have it. Stay local and get the best broadcast you can. That way you don’t have to worry about static changing the message in ways you wouldn’t want.”
He was a smart man. All my assistants were. He died of my youngest, like Alan. Unlike Alan, he used his own infection as a way to carry her deeper, all the way into the heart of Tokyo. I am so very proud of him.
I am wearing my best white silk blouse and the pearls my agent bought me after our fifth book together. My makeup is simple but carefully done, to make me look as healthy and well-rested as possible. Taking the signal is a matter of flipping a series of switches and stepping in front of the camera. Until I move into the frame, it records nothing but the plain white wall of the lab. I have no illusions—what remains of the authorities will surely find a way to track my signal, find my hiding place—but I see no reason to make it easier for them than I have to.
“Hello,” I say to the camera, to the world. “My name is Diana Weston. I am a microbiologist, specializing in the study of pandemic behavior in viruses and bacteria. Many of you have read my books or seen the movies based on them. I have worked with the CDC, the World Health Organization, and dozens of smaller groups over the course of the past twenty years. You have every reason to trust me, and every reason to believe what I’m about to tell you:
“You are going to die.
“Maybe you’re already sick. Maybe a friend or relative fell sick a few days ago, but you feel fine, and you assume that you’re out of the woods. You’re not. Each of the infections moving amongst you has a latency period of more than ten days. Without getting too technical, this means that you’re infectious but asymptomatic for some time before the first outward signs of illness appear. According to my tests, this particular mix of pathogens stands an excellent chance of wiping out ninety-seven percent of the human population. Consider that for a moment. Ninety-seven percent. Ninety-seven people out of every one hundred.” I’m lying, of course. The human race represents a non-immune population, and the kill rate is likely to be closer to ninety-nine percent. My other two children will have very little work to do when their sister’s work is done.
“I’m sure you wonder why I’ve done this. I would wonder, in your place.” My books followed such careful, specific patterns, and this was one: just before the tide turned and the cure was found, the villain would reveal the evil plan that carried the human race so close to extinction. I want them to obey the bells. That means I, too, must play my part. “To put it plainly, I have done this because I can. I have killed your parents, your children, your lovers and your friends, and I have done it because I was capable of doing so. You allowed
me to do this. You have refused medical care to the sick and to the poor, even when presented with proof that this encouraged the development of stronger, more effective strains of common viruses. You have abused antibiotics, creating strains of resistant bacteria capable of undoing decades of medical progress. You have ignored the needs of your own bodies, and you have ignored the needs of the world around you, all while using surgeries, dyes, treatments and needless cosmetics to obscure your own degraded state. You have turned your backs on nature, forgetting your place.
“You have disregarded the laws of quarantine.
“The human race is not the first to have ruled this world. The dinosaurs came before us, and when they saw the comet coming, they could only stand and stare. You had the opportunity to turn your ‘comet’ aside. You had years of medical knowledge behind you, scores of experts beside you, and still you chose to run like dumb animals, useless and panicked, to infect the world that you were so sure existed to obey you. I am disgusted by what humanity has become. Shallow. Stupid. Undeserving of its place. I gave you every warning, gave you every opportunity, and you ignored them all.” Ignored them, and worse, laughed at them. Laughed at the reports, penned years before my first work of fiction, that spoke of drug-resistant diseases and rampant bacterial infection. Laughed at the suggestion that survival of the many might require the sacrifice of the few.
I tried so hard, for so long, to make them see. All those years of scrupulous, back-breaking research, all those journal articles and double-blind studies. I wasted years on careful clinical trials with crippled viruses and “germs” of colored dust, struggling for funding and support, being told all the while that science and common sense were downers, and that effective precautions were too depressing to promote. My hope died first, then my sanity, and finally, my humanity; one so-called “virtue” for each child I would later bring into the world. My medical career mutated in the face of their laughter, leaving me dedicated, not to stopping the comet’s descent, but to guiding it to ground.
Still. I felt that I owed the few the chance to save themselves; the chance to run for cover, to close the gates and struggle for survival. So I rang the bells, and watched as mankind danced to their tune. “My name is Diana Weston. I am the death of the human race. And I am not sorry.” I straighten, still smiling. “You deserved it.”
The camera is still rolling when the authorities reach the lab twenty minutes later, broadcasting nothing but the plain white wall. I am long gone, all my files and samples either with me or destroyed. My daughters are loose upon the world, and there is nothing anyone can do to stop them. Perhaps if they’d known where to start—perhaps if they hadn’t been listening, from the beginning, to the sound of bells—but it is far too late for that.
I watch the raid from the safety of a nearby hotel room, paid for under an assumed name, and realize with joy that I have told the truth: even now, I am not sorry.
 
POINT OF INFECTION +50 DAYS
The bar is quiet, the television on the wall airing my trial over and over, for any who care to watch. There are only five of us here, and three are too ill to remain much longer. The fifth looks only at his drink; I might as well be nothing but a shadow on the wall. That’s good. My disguises are meant to hold up under scrutiny; that doesn’t mean I should go taunting fate.
I am almost disappointed when they only sentence me on sixteen million counts of murder. My little girls have killed far more than that. I leave a twenty on the bar—meaningless currency of a dying world—and walk into the daylight, leaving the dark behind.
 
POINT OF INFECTION +61 DAYS
The streets are quiet, the stores long since looted, the few survivors fled to the country, where they think they can be safe. My middle daughter waits for them there, dug deeply into the water tables and hiding in the streams. Cholera is an efficient killer. All I’ve done is improve on the tools that nature put before me.
My fever spiked an hour ago. The first blisters have already sprouted on my lip, tiny kisses from my masterpiece, my oldest, my baby girl. Immuno-depressant smallpox with the latency of Lassa Fever, silent assassin of the human race. I knew the vaccine couldn’t hold forever, that she’d come to thank me for her freedom eventually. I’m simply grateful that she let me watch the world die before she came to take me in her arms. It is a fitting reunion.
I have no regrets.
When I was young, I dared to believe in the good of man. When my beliefs proved flawed, I set a challenge before the world. Given the wrong lessons, shown the wrong examples, would they cleave to survival, or would they let themselves be led? Time and time again, they showed their willingness to take the easy way, like Pavlov’s dogs slavering at the jingle of a bell. So I have rung the bells for them, and they, pampered creatures that they were, reacted according to their conditioning. The quarantine notices lie in tatters in the streets, the hospitals are clogged with the dead and with the dying, and every broken rule was one more sweetly solemn chime.
I know my daughters; I know their lack of mercy. The poison I’ve carried since the start is cool on my blistered lips. I recline upon the bed, closing my eyes, and listen with all my heart to the sound of my beautiful children, laughing, and the distant, endless tolling of the bells.
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AQUILO VICKERY MAKEPEACE, ANATOMY STUDENT, WAS
looking for corpses when he found the undine.
It was late morning and blustery. The lighthouse at the end of narrow-necked Point Judith had been destroyed by the gale two days ago, and there she was in the wreckage, silt-drowned and weeping.
Quill could almost hear Babs recite, singsong, “You will know the daughters of the water by the storm that precedes them, by the waste that harrows close behind. Look for the gold on their ankles. Beware their tears. Beware their song.”
Storm—waste—weeping—by these specifications, the girl was doubtless an undine. That was, of course, if Quill believed in magical water elementals.
He was a scientist; he did not.
He breathed out. He adjusted the very little spectacles that perched on the bridge of his big beaky nose (“Women,” Babs had told him repeatedly, “will love you for your nose, but not for any reason that will please you.”) and straightened his neck cloth. He made up his mind to approach. He did not.
Quill had seen women’s bodies before. Dead ones. Well, once he had spied on Babs and Caddie, that afternoon by old Mossy Bowl back in Windham, but his twin sister and her school friend could hardly count, could they? Especially as he had caught just the barest flash of flesh, wet breast, round hip, before stealing their shimmies and hiding them under some rocks.
That was the sticky summer of 1813, the green pond, the midnight bonfires. Two years ago. Quill was grown now, shorn of the apron strings, eighteen years old and enrolled in the medical school at Brown, under crusty old Dr. Ingalls. He was no longer a boy.
These days, Quill could see only one purpose in a naked body, and for that, he preferred the male specimen, and a poor one, since it came in a flimsier coffin. Easier to pry open in the dead of night.
But this storm-tossed flotsam was definitely female. And alive.
Muttering, “Good Lord,” seemed insufficient.
Quill had ridden a borrowed nag all the way from Providence on rain-lashed roads: thirty miles of mud and uprooted tree and wide-eyed refugees. He had ignored them all. He had a purpose. To a student of anatomy, disaster on this scale was a sweet thing. It meant corpses. Fresh corpses. Corpses you didn’t have to dig for, or store in barrels, shamefully. They would just wash up to you on the shore, barely bloated.
Thinking to hunt away from home, he had come to Point Judith. Weeping women, eldritch or otherwise, simply weren’t in his plans.
And then she stood up from her keening. She had caught his eye. She was coming closer.
Quill recoiled slightly. Her dress, if you could call it that, was thin, cotton, damp. The sleeves were tight and short and the hem barely reached her knees. And it clung to her…
She was upon him.
“My brother!” she moaned, clutching Quill’s lapels and hanging from them, heavy as the albatross in Coleridge’s ballad. “My brother is out there! I was thrown from our boat. He cannot find me!”
She managed to spare one trembling hand to sweep the panorama of the Atlantic, the late September roil. Blue wine, storm wine. Her hair whipped and tangled around her, blacker than the clouds that still lingered hatefully about the horizon.
“We took our boat out, right before the storm!”
She pointed, and Quill couldn’t help noticing her hand. A fine set of phalanges. Skin a bit too brown. Slave blood? No. Maybe a touch of the Red Indian. A Narragansett Princess, torn from her tribe by the force of the storm. A wind dancer. A witch. Delicate in the carpals, perfect at the wrist, where ulna met radius. Had Quill dissected such a hand, he would never have forgotten it.
“I’m sorry,” he said. His tongue felt thick; three syllables was an effort.
“You don’t understand!” she cried. “He is my twin! He is my twin and I hear him calling!”
That stymied him. Quill thought of his own twin. He could not, quite, imagine himself wailing for Babs in the wreckage of a wooden lighthouse, at the very tip of a ragged talon pointing east, sodden and alone. Babs had been born first. She would die last. That was what she always said, anyway.
His voice, when he found it, came out stuffy, as if he had salt up the nose.
“Do you, er, belong to a farm around here? Do you have parents…?”
The girl glared up at him. Her eyes were black, too, full of subtle lightning.
“We are orphans,” she said. “We live on that island…” She pointed again, at nothing Quill could see.
“On Block?” he asked. “You’re a New Shoreham girl?”
She shook her head, turning away from him.
“Marin!” she called. “Marin, my darling! Where are you?”
Her voice flew out over the waves like a white gull, wind-ripped.
For a moment, Quill thought he heard an answer. Like a flute, if flutes were made of bone, played by the breath of ghosts. Then—was that a name, her name, familiar and sweet, splashing up with the spume and the smell of rotting fish?
No.
No name. No voices on the wind. Quill was growing fanciful on this broken shore, standing about like a bantling. Dreaming.
“Nothing for it,” he murmured.
Power, their father often said, was not in decision but in action. Quill took off his great coat. With the exactness, the almost-tenderness he afforded his cadavers, Quill placed the shabby brown coat over the woman’s gleaming shoulders. Her skin was slicker than he’d expected. Colder, too. A radiant cold. Peering closer, Quill imagined he could detect a pattern of golden scales. The woman twisted to scowl at him.
“You, boy,” she said. “Find me a boat. If Marin cannot come for me, I will go to Marin.”
Quill jutted out his chin. He often wished he had more of a chin. Physicians, he believed, required an air of absolute authority. A lantern jaw and a healthy pair of Mutton Chops would go a long way in addressing this.
“Miss Marinette.” Uneasily and with dignity, he addressed her by name, though he could not remember being introduced. Just a song on the wind, and her name on it. “I am a medical student. I know nothing about boats.”
“You lie.”
“I do not.”
He did, of course. Quill was about as good with boats as he was with horses; he was better at bodies, but he could get by.
Now Marinette was pressing closer to him, now wrapping his coat around both their bodies, looking sly. How old was she? Fifteen? Five hundred? She smelled dank and fishy, like kelp.
(“To a fellow of your temperament, dearest Vickie,” Babs had written in a recent letter, apropos of nothing Quill could recall, “all women will smell too strongly of the sea.”)
“Please,” said the sea-stinking girl. “Please—my Marin is out there. Waiting. He is waiting on the boat, to take us back to the island.”
Impossible to breathe. Too much salt in the air, and grit, and anyway, trying to inhale this close to Marinette was like volunteering to drown and freeze at the same time.
Hypothermia, hypoxia, acidosis, Quill recited to himself, asphyxia, cardiac arrest…
“Find a boat,” she whispered, laying cold kisses on his collarbone. “Find me a boat, a boat, a boat, and row me to the sea…”
A gentleman ought not to look at a lady’s ankles. But, after all, Quill reasoned, he was foremost a student of science. And he felt the need to put at least an arm’s length of distance between himself and his… subject. So, pushing away, he looked at Marinette’s ankles, with their tendons and taluses and all that ankles implied. According to Babs’s hypothesis, if this girl came from an ocean kingdom, there would be a golden chain.
It glimmered.
Golden links, ringing ‘round the slim bones like slave bells, a leash leading from her foot into the waves. Such that undines wore. Or any dangerous monster from the depths, bound by sorcery to a stronger will.
A quick, fiery thrill shot up his spine. In this one case, just for one day, he was willing to cede Reason’s victory back to the Occult. But how to proceed from here? He was lost.
“Please,” the girl was saying. “I beg you. Please. Help me, funny boy. Bird boy.” She tapped his nose. His spectacles wobbled in protest.
Then she was kissing him down his chest, loosening his cravat. Quill stood stock still, wishing himself back at Brown, safe in the upper story of University Grammar School, helping to prepare the lecture materials. Safe in the company of men. With Dr. Ingalls, who hated the commute from Boston, whose resignation was imminent. Even Dobbin Peebles and LaFayette “Fate” Crumpacker, neither of whom could tell a patella from a pelvis, would be a welcome sight. Someone to tear this desperate succubus away from his nipple…
Babs would know what to do, if she were here. How to put her off. How to help her.
“It’s simple,” Barbara Caroline Makepeace would say. “Find a blasted boat, Vickie, and don’t be such an ass.”
Quill would not be called an ass, even in the privacy of his own mind. He detached Marinette.
“Very well, Miss Marinette. I will help you find your boat,” he told her. “But do not expect me to row you anywhere.”
“Yes! Yes!” Marinette did a dance and punched her fists in the air. Those fine, sharp fists.
For the next three hours, she towed him up and down the coast, scouring the shore for any unravaged craft. The chain around her ankle permitted ten paces beyond the tide line, no farther, so mostly she stood with arms akimbo, giving orders while Quill did all the work. This felt obnoxiously familiar.
By the time they found a boat, half buried in the sand, the quarter moon was glowering through unhappy clouds. There were noises in the high winds. That flute again. The bone whistling.
Marinette hummed along. “A song our mother taught us,” she explained. She came more fully alive as darkness disintegrated the light, chattering happily as Quill inspected the boat for damage and tried to locate its oars.
“We are orphans, but we remember our mother. She was very tall, with a crown of diamonds. I look exactly like her, because we have a portrait. Mrs. Hamm’s pig-daughter tried to take it away from me, but I laid the spell of toads upon her, and after that, she let me be. Poor Marin said, Be kind to her. We owe her mother much. But I said, Let Miss Hepsibah vomit a warty toad for every warty word she speaks to me.
You see, and I was right to do so! Not a year later, on our crossing from Saint-Malo, she threw me overboard into the sea! While her mother looked on, mind you. But I found wonders down there. And worlds beneath. They welcomed me and covered me in gold. It’s where I got my pretty chain.”
She stuck out her foot and wiggled it. Pausing in his huffy search, Quill stopped pretending to ignore her. He could not help admiring the purity, the beauty, of function. It was a graceful ankle. And how like her skin was the gold she wore. If only she would stop talking.
“Marin was very, very sad without me,” Marinette went on, “so by and by, he came down too. Perhaps the Pig-Daughter was making eyes at him. He would never say. But it is better now—for we are Queen and King of the Island, and we will never be parted again!”
Shaking his head, Quill stood up and brushed off his clothes. “Miss Marinette, this craft seems sturdy. Now, if you will pardon me—I have work to do and I am expected elsewhere tomorrow. It has been enlightening…”
But it had not been, really. It had been irritating. Exhausting. He ached and suffered, and for what? A criminal waste of time. He had not found his bodies. The waves refused to churn forth the silent, white victims of the gale. And he needed them. Not only for study, but also to supplement his income. He was paid handsomely (if in secret) from a “special flesh” fund for cadavers, and no one ever asked questions.
Marinette was smiling at him. She had a thin mouth, like a chimpanzee or the Mona Lisa, with lips so dark they were almost black. Her smile was cruel and impersonal and a little pitying.
“You will want to see the island.”
“No,” pronounced Aquilo Vickery Makepeace. “I most assuredly do not.”
“Oh, but you do,” she said. “For the island draws the bodies of the drowned. And I must pay you for your work today.”
Afterwards, Quill could not claim he had been enchanted, or under duress, or that his mind had snapped under her regard. Simply, her eyes, like the polished obsidian mirrors of Teotihuacán, had reflected his dearest desire. He must have his dead. He had come all this way.
So Quill rowed his undine out to sea in a little wooden boat.
The change came almost immediately.
There was a shift in the wind, a wash of glittering color, and the dark Atlantic swelled to meet the sky.
“Whoa,” called Quill, in the soothing voice Babs used for spooked horses. “Easy there.”
But the ocean paid no attention, and neither did the sky, lowering itself like a lover upon the waters, coaxing, moist and tropical. Above, the sullen storm shreds had flattened out, thickening until they gleamed like hammered gold. Whatever lit and limned them, Quill noted, it was neither sun nor moon, for the source came from below. Something large and glowing, in the sea.
Still rowing, Quill cast about for any evidence he was still on earth. His heart galloped like Revere’s stallion on the road to Lexington. His spectacles steamed up, ran with water, and slipped askew from the pressure of the air. There was a smell of salty honeysuckle, or something equally unlikely, and the taste of metal on his tongue. He rowed. His shoulders pulled and strained. His arms, like the rest of him, like beanpoles, were taut beneath his rolled up sleeves. Despite the windy warmth, his marrow felt frozen.
Marinette sat opposite him, her back turned. She hunched inside his coat, silent as a masthead. Only the ebony worms of her hair moved. And the entire Atlantic beneath them.
Then he glimpsed what lit the sky. It was there, behind the next sea wave: the pale island, a shining island. At the island’s summit stood a figure, which, having spotted their boat, descended to a luminous canoe beached on the shore below. The shore was jagged—not of stone or coral or sand. It resolved itself into shapes Quill knew well: vertebrae, scapulae, femurs, tibias, fibulas, ribcages, skulls…
The figure guided the boat off the bones, deeper into the water.
White-knuckled, clutching the oars, Quill watched.
What steered the shimmering canoe was like an engraving out of Cowper’s Anatomy of the Humane Bodies. Like Leonardo’s perfect man, but skinned. Quill could see every striation of muscle, the veins and bulges and tendons, unguarded sexual organs pink as milkwort, a weed that Babs referred to, with waggling eyebrows, as, “the Seneca Snakeroot.”
The figure stood just aft of the midships, one stripped foot propped up on the portside of the canoe so that Quill might observe the golden twin to Marinette’s shackle. His left hand was raised in greeting, or warding, or possibly supplication. His right hand was palm down and stretched taut, held a little behind him, as if for balance. He was bald. Worse than bald—scalped. His eyes, lidless, stared wide. Right at Marinette.
“Marin!” she cried, flinging aside her own paddle and jumping to her feet. Quill shouted as their boat rocked like a cradle.
Marinette paid him no heed. Her arms stretched out ahead of her as though she meant to fly from Quill’s wooden boat to her brother’s, which was of pearl and of alabaster, as beautiful a structure as its captain was hideous. Marin’s naked mouth gaped open. No sound came out. His stare was accusatory.
“He is nothing!” Marinette cried joyfully. “He is nothing—an ape, a slave, a gross thing clothed in flesh. You are my only darling!”
A playful breeze, so warm and humid that Quill would not have been surprised if it sprouted spontaneous flowers from airborne seeds, wafted the stink of rotting meat into Quill’s nose. It reminded him of the Anatomy Museum. It reminded him of his nocturnal excursions, his narrow miss last April with the night watchman… It came from Marin.
The boat rolled, and the shock that had kept his breakfast tucked politely at the bottom of his belly gave way, and Quill had to hang his head over the edge of his boat and loose it back into the sea.
No more, no more, he begged through his retching. Quill could not bear the pitchings and tossings, the smell, the man with no skin, the sea-monster who laughed like a girl. He could not take one more minute of this terrible golden world. He was almost too miserable to notice Marinette catching him by the cravat and yanking him to his feet.
“He will serve us, my darling. He will tend the bodies and prepare them for your beautiful instruments. You will make a thousand flutes, and I will eat the flesh.”
Quill’s nose was fugged, his eyes blurred with tears, but one thing was clear in his mind: if he stepped from his shabby wooden boat onto Marin’s delicate and starry canoe, he would be lost. They would tie a golden chain around his ankle and bed him down in corpses. All the corpses he could want, body piled on body, limbs stiffening, skin sloughing, the heap of drowned men, drowned women, drowned gold, that made the Island. They would be his Queen and his King, and he would never go home again.
Born last, die first. Babs would be right, after all.
“She won’t!” he cried.
The shriek that ripped from his throat astonished but did not stop him. Quill pulled away from Marinette’s winding fingers, thrust out his arms and pushed, palms first, at Marinette. His palms connected with Marinette’s cold, stiff, little breasts, and he was aware of a faint, flash reaction in his groin right before she fell backwards. By this time, the white canoe was so near it scraped the side of Quill’s boat. The sound was like a saw cutting bone.
Marinette never touched the water. She lurched into her brother’s flayed arms, and he pulled her close to him, bloodying her cheek. She was sobbing, but her sobbing was so much like laughter, full of such hysterical relief, Quill could not spare attention to bother about it. He fell with a thunk, bruising his tailbone, grabbed up both oars and heaved. The paddles hit the water, and the sky shattered.
The black, black ocean roared.
Salt spilled into his mouth. A great, dark swell overtook Quill’s little craft, and he could feel his stomach rolling right out of his open mouth and plopping into the water. Sinking, sinking like a whaleship, like the angel Rahab who would not be tamed, right to the bottom of the world.
Quill was conscious of a deep disappointment, but he did not have time to pinpoint why.
He had swallowed the ocean. Now the ocean would swallow him. And he would rest.
 
“VICKIE. VICKIE, OPEN YOUR EYES.”
Light, the color of blood. Sound, like sand in his ears. Quill tried to speak, found himself convulsively swallowing water as soon as he opened his mouth. At least it was sweet and fresh, and did not taste of salt and death. When the glass touched his lips again, he shook his head. The red light shifted. The glass went away.
“Are you awake? At last?”
The voice rode roughshod over his feeble attempts to explain.
“What maggot ate your brains? Taking a boat, a little boat—not even your
boat, Vickie!—Out there—all alone—after such a storm! Vickie, you chowderhead! You are lucky to be alive! You are lucky you washed up at all, and were found, and found by good folk and not… opportunists… like yourself!”
The voice, less sandy now and more familiar, squawked like a tame magpie.
“I was on that Island, with the dead,” he said.
The strident voice stuttered to silence.
“She wanted to eat me. He wanted my thighbone for his flute.”
“Who?”
“They were—like us.”
“Who!”
“Drowned.” Quill shifted on his pillow. He was thirsty again, but everywhere, as if his body were one parched throat. His sister’s hair was too red; it scraped his crusty eyes. “You would have understood her, Babs. You would’ve… done better.”
“Hush, Vickie,” said his sister, more gently, mollified. “You did all right. You came back.”
Quill must have made some involuntary sign of dissent, for Babs placed her hand on his head. Quill could feel the shape of it blossom inside his skull. A good hand. A bit blunt, large-knuckled, dry, with calluses from needlework, riding horses without gloves, handling oars in the sticky deeps of summer. Like his. Like his own. He groped for it, found it restless near his hair, pressed hard.
He tasted salt on his lips. One splash, then another, coming from above.
Babs had been right—all women carried the sea. Where they walked, so would the undine. Where they dwelled, so would the Island. And Quill would always live among them, skinless, nerves naked to the storm and the salt and the song on the wind.
“Don’t let her take me back. Don’t let her take me down.”
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WEEDS RISE FROM THE ROOF. WE
live beneath an accidental garden. It got worse with the summer rains. The shingles grew moldy, and yellow stalks rooted and sucked at the tar, turning black as they drank it like little oil wells. Then the mushrooms sprouted, and then the bushes, woody stalks that make me think of mountain laurel. Our ceilings bulged and split around the roots; tendrils poked through our bungalow’s rotting walls. In the backyard, green gourds proliferated. Purple vines constricted and killed the orange tree.
And then the radishes came.
I call them radishes because of the color. But they’re smaller, sharper—meaner, somehow. Melody noticed them the last time she went to the hospital for bread: bright nubs clustering around the front door. She tried to pick one, but it was rooted fast, and the thing began to stink when squeezed.
She shrugged it off.
It’s evening, now, and we sit down to talk strategy. The bread ration is smaller than ever, the last of the potato plants has died, and our peanut contact has dried up. Literally. He was an old mummy of a man, more rawhide than person, with twenty inches of plastic intestines and a transplanted lung. Some drifter switched his water for brine, and he didn’t think anything of it until the convulsions hit. I can still remember the last time I saw him, puffing and shaking as he handed over the Shop-Time bag of nuts. We figured he had the DTs. Turns out he had gotten his taste buds yanked out at the local hospital, after the cafeteria closed. Couldn’t stand the taste of home-grown food.
I understand that attitude. The dinner Melody sets on the table looks like something from a mad scientist’s laboratory, and I suppose that may be precisely what it is. The bread is a dense, spongy substance that you can squeeze into a ball and bounce off the walls. Our last potato looks like a giant turd, and the stuff we’re calling corn makes me think of skin diseases. Fat, pale kernels like blisters full of mucus, big as an eyeball and tough to chew. It may be good for making fuel, but it sure isn’t something you’d want at a picnic. No matter how hungry I get, it makes me gag.
“Let’s see,” Melody says. She sets the latest government binder on the table with a thump. Melody’s always been a practical type. She still keeps up with the binders, running down the lists of foods approved by the Colonial Department of Agriculture, checking off the ones that grow locally with strokes of her felt-tip pen. It’s painful to see her heaving blocks of pages over the metal rings with her trembling fingers, searching with straining eyes for plants we can identify. Nearly everything in our town is either poisonous, untested, or an unidentified species, new and uncataloged.
“We’re a week behind on our donations to the commune, which means we’re pretty much SOL for meat, this week.” She licks her finger and turns a page in the binder. “Not necessarily a bad thing, really, considering the chickens they brought in last time. But it means we’ll have to search for alternative sources. I wish we hadn’t lost our peanut guy!”
I remember the chickens: white balls of fat with necks like wet tube socks. “What about soybeans? Are there any of those left?”
“Soybeans, soybeans…” The pages flutter from her thumb. “Not around here. All our local oilseeds are from the Hay Baby brand; that seems to have pretty much taken over this continent. Internal bleeding, itchy eyes, anal leakage, mild hallucinogenic effect… We’re probably better off looking for haricots.”
Continent. Hay Baby brand. It’s painful to be reminded where we are: on a remote world’s one, small habitable land mass, with all our resident biomass provided by big agribusiness gene doctors. The colony founders told us that government scientists would be incapable of building and managing a human-friendly ecosystem, that only the free market could build a biosphere in a “natural” way. I’m sure they were right about the government scientists, but we always winced at the market idealism. It was the word natural, I think, that made us nervous. Even then, we knew that nature is not exactly a friend.
“They used to have haricots,” I reminisce, “at the cafeteria in Hastings. Before the June riots, at least.”
“Yeah, right.” Melody isn’t listening. She taps the butt end of the pen against her remaining front teeth. She does this a lot, now: goes off into a reverie, shuts down for five or ten minutes at a time. A kind of waking sleep. Preserving energy, I guess.
At last she snaps to attention, shuts the binder, smiles at me. Her face sags around missing teeth and her cheeks are drawn, but she still looks pretty, to me. I know it’s cheesy to say it, but it’s personality that counts. There’s something inside Melody that really glows, something that’ll look young and beautiful till she’s eighty. If the two of us ever make it to eighty, that is. These days it seems like thirty-one might be ambitious.
“Last I heard,” Melody says, “they were still shipping haricots out of Michigan. We’ll put in a request at the meeting.”
 
ON FRIDAY NIGHT, WE HEAD DOWN
to the hospital for the commune meeting. It’s only a mile away, but the trip takes half an hour. Melody’s dizzy spells are getting worse. I’d packed a pretty good amount of weight onto my bones by the time the shortages hit, a post-college padding of burgers and fries, and I seem to be lagging a few steps behind the general decline. No such luck for Melody; she’s always been petite. She still insists on walking by herself to pick up the bread ration, but whenever we take walks together I make sure to put an arm around her, give her that little extra support. I try not to touch the tender bruises on her arms.
The commune meetings are held in the hospital’s main waiting room, an ugly fluorescent-lit space where patients used to languish after going through triage. We shuffle along the rows of bolted-down seats like kids playing the world’s lousiest game of musical chairs. There are twenty-two of us left now that the Renfroes have decided to trek west in search of cropland. Roger, our coordinator, passes out coffee, nodding his bald head drowsily over the paper cups. Seems like coffee is the only thing we have in abundance these days—superabundance, in fact. Everyone put plenty of money into protecting their cash crops, and now we get vast shipments of them every month: New Columbian beans and ethanol-corn in big cardboard boxes, unloaded straight from the inter-zonal shipping modules that come in each month on the government’s superlight planes.
“All righty.” Roger lowers his grey frame slowly into a seat. “We have a few pieces of news before we get to the agenda: good and bad. The good news is that I’ve been talking, as you know, with the fine fellows in the mayor’s office, and we’ve worked out a new schedule for the bread ration. The amount itself will be scaled for increased sustainability, but we’ll be getting the allotments twice as often for enhancement of contingency management.”
Groans all around. We’re well-versed, by now, in the special jargon used by Roger and those “fine fellows” in the government. Delonda, from the end of our street, sums things up.
“More deliveries, less bread.”
Roger can’t deny it. He nods.
And it gets worse from there. Avocado shipments have stopped throughout the county. Not that I’ve seen an avocado lately, but it was always nice to think those monounsaturated fats might be waiting out there somewhere. Melanie’s and my request for more protein is flatly shot down. And the herbicide for the purple vines has been withdrawn after being linked to a spate of allergic reactions. Finally Delonda speaks up again.
“Not to be rude, Roger—but is anything looking up?”
“Well,” says Roger, straightening his glasses, “I don’t know if you’ve been reading the news, lately. But they’ve been working on a new breed of cucumber—”
More groans. Delonda shakes her head. “Sorry, Roger. We don’t want more monster cucumbers. We don’t want more super foods. We just want something decent to eat.”
“I know,” says Roger. “I know.”
“We just want them to get a grip on this thing, and start growing the stuff they used to grow. Instead of one monster food after another, making a crop to compete with some other company’s killer crop, or a weed to kill some other company’s killer weed, or—to be honest, I don’t even know what
they’re doing anymore.”
Killer crops: that’s what they call them. First they kill the competition. Then…
Roger says, “It’s hard for us all.”
“And I’ll tell you what they need to do. They need to back up, and get back to basics, and—”
“Actually,” Melody interrupts, “I’ve been thinking.”
We all look at her in surprise. Melody rarely speaks in meetings. When she does, it’s usually to console someone who’s breaking down. We sit expectantly while she touches her forehead with her fingers, closes her eyes, waits for a spell of dizziness to pass—and then leans forward with her elbows on her knees. “I think it’s pretty clear now,” she says, “that it’s not going to get better. The advisories aren’t even keeping up anymore. Whatever’s happening, whatever set this off, it’s not going to stop anytime soon.”
“Your point being?” Delonda says.
Melody pushes her hair back. “I think… I think we’ve got to try new foods.”
There’s a long pause. Delonda, again, is the one who speaks out loud.
“New foods?”
“You know.” Melody glances around, as though expecting to find new foods right there in the room. And indeed, there are some large, evil-looking mushrooms in one corner, feeding off the rotted floor. “Some of these new breeds have to be edible, even if they haven’t been tested or approved. Those yellow roots we’ve started to see, for instance. They look fine. They smell fine. It’s just a matter of experimenting. That’s how our ancestors did things, ten thousand-odd years ago.”
“Well, great for them,” says Delonda. “But what happens when I put one of those yellow roots in my mouth, and next thing I know my guts are falling out?”
“Well…” Melody sighs. “You’ll die a little faster. Look, I know it sounds harsh. But we’ve got to take the risk. I don’t think we can wait any longer for the government to take control.”
I look down into my coffee cup. I can hear shoes squeaking on the vinyl-tile floor, bolted chairs creaking as people shift their weight. Melody’s always been the weakest of the group, and I know what people are thinking. Maybe
you can’t wait any longer, Melody. But what about the rest of us? What about those of us who still have some flesh on their bones?
I know I should come to her defense. I just feel so tired. Before I can work up the strength to speak, Roger puts in his two cents.
“I don’t know, Melody.” His remaining hairs wisp like smoke around his ears as he shakes his head. “People may have relied on trial-and-error once. But it took a long, long time. And a lot of them got poisoned along the way. And… well, what was it all for, if we’re just going to throw it all out and start again?” He glances around the room uncertainly. As always, it’s difficult to tell from Roger’s expression whether he’s concluding an argument or looking for advice. “I like to think—I, personally, like to think—that we’ve learned a few things from our mistakes.”
 
THE NIGHT IS DIFFICULT, AS ALWAYS.
We spray down the sheets with our all-purpose Windex bottle, filled, at the moment, with a chemical that’s supposed to kill the latest crop of mold. The bed feels sticky and smells funny. Melody reaches for me under the blankets. “Thanks.”
“For what?” I say.
“For being there. At the meeting. Giving me moral support.”
I go stiff in her arms. I don’t want to, but I can feel myself doing it. I keep thinking of those yellow stalks on the roof, sucking the tar like blood. Of the sound the orange tree made when it fell, constricted by the thick purple vines. Of how I failed to speak in the commune meeting—failed, in actuality, to offer support of any kind.
“I hope they weren’t upset by what I said,” Melody continues. “I just keep thinking…”
I wait for her to finish, but she goes into one of her silences. Her arm gets heavy on my chest, her breathing grows fainter. It happens to both of us, these days, though it happens to Melody more often. An intermittent lethargy assails us, stifling speech and thought. Sometimes we come to our senses, five minutes or half an hour later, and resume a sentence left unfinished. It’s probably the lack of carbohydrates. I cry for no reason, sometimes, too. I don’t even realize I’m doing it until Melody reaches out and taps my face with her finger, plucking the tears from my skin.
In a moment, lulled by Melody’s faint breathing, I feel my eyes slipping shut. I used to be an insomniac, but not anymore. Now, I find it all too easy to retreat into sleep.
 
WHEN MELODY AND I MOVED DOWN
from Lake City, we didn’t care that our off-world colony was in crisis. We were young and in love and we wanted a house. It’s hard to pay attention to things like economics and crop imports when you first figure out how to have good sex.
Bayside seemed like the perfect scene for a honeymoon that would last the rest of our lives. It was some kind of planned town, Plato-Urbanist or Agrarian Revival or something along those lines: the kind of town popular in the colonies, a make-a-fresh-start sort of place. Every street had a bike lane and the houses were all neocolonial with pillared porches and lots of gables. The attached bungalow colony by the sea had its own tiny hospital, its own adorable post office, its own DMV: a whole miniature infrastructure tied together by pedestrian walkways of concrete and brick. Our bungalow had an orange tree in the backyard, decorative shutters painted to match the sea. We planted jonquils around our new verandah.
Even when the first warnings came out and the riots started—when the colonial administration decided our free market had enjoyed its freedom enough, thank you—even then, we brushed off politics. I had a job at the spaceport and Melody was writing technical copy for a biotech firm. I used to say over and over that we were in a fertile climate, at least—as if that had any bearing on anything.
It seems funny, now, in a sad sort of way. I remember when Melody’s first tooth came out. We were sitting on the verandah, eating sandwiches made with fake cheese and slabs of stale bread, and Melody put her sandwich down, poked it, plucked something out, and released a small mew of surprise. A white thing rolled in her palm. She stood, her sandwich spilling from her lap, its dry ingredients flapping to the concrete like the remains of a torn-up sneaker, and shoved past me. I found her at the bathroom mirror, mouth open wide, wiggling teeth with her thumb. She plucked out one, then another; they clattered and spun in the basin. I put my arms around her just as she started crying.
“Hon, it’s all right. We’ll get false ones, it’s all right.” The hospitals were still running then; you could get surgery cheap. Tools, tests, prosthetics—anything but drugs.
We still worried about appearances, you see. Bright smiles, healthy complexions, everything like that. And as things went on, as she gradually broke down, Melody had horrible tantrums. She would say nasty things to me, tell me I was patronizing her, mocking her, I was just like all other men; and she’d throw things with her stick arms. It always ended with crying, shaking, both of us so weak we could hardly stand. Eventually, we got too tired to fight, and that seemed to solve the problem better than anything I could have said.
In the end, the whole thing brought us closer. How can anyone care about white teeth, now? This thinning girl, with her drawn face, her missing teeth, black circles around her eyes and bruises on her arms; whenever she touches me, it’s like sunlight on my cheek. And if we can get in one walk together each week, just the two of us, arm in arm, helping each other down the sidewalk under the vine-choked trees, it’s like having all the summers I experienced as a kid back on earth—the willow trees and the lawns and the pond in Menotomy Rocks Park—compressed into one intense experience… as though some pitying god has taken the joy we would have had in a longer life and packed it into a half-hour.
 
IN THE MORNING, I WONDER IF
I’ll be able to get out of bed. My body feels like wood and my eyes are crusty; my tongue is swollen behind my teeth. The sheets cling to me as I move my arms, peel from my shoulders like sunburned skin. I stagger through the house. In the kitchen, Melody is frying mushrooms in Canola oil. They look familiar, the mushrooms, but it takes me a while to place them.
“Those aren’t from the roof?”
She doesn’t answer, just shoves a few onto my plate with the spatula. I poke them, lift them slightly with the fork. “Are these in the CDA binders?”
Again, no answer. Melody pulls out her chair. She scrapes the rest of the mushrooms onto her plate and picks up a fork.
Twenty minutes later, I decide I’m going to die. A bubble of awfulness swells in my stomach. It pulls the strength from my limbs, pulls heat from my body, pulls everything into itself like a private black hole. I run to the verandah, and thin vomit explodes from me, soaking the red weeds that grow through the concrete. Chewed mushrooms spatter the ground around my toes—thoroughly undigested.
Melody’s no better off. We spend most of the day recuperating, running tap water through the filter and talking about electrolytes. But that afternoon we feel better, and Melody decides to try the purple vines. She chops them up, bakes them in the oven with oil and salt. The things sit on our plates like butchered snakes, tough as garden hose, the color of a finger slammed in a door. I jab at one with my fork, but it’s too rubbery; I have to scoop it up. I do my best, but I can’t get it down. I gag and gag, and eventually spit it out. For minutes afterwards, the taste eats like acid at my gums. Melody seems to be doing better; she slips one purple section into her mouth and closes her lips over it solemnly. But a moment later she retches, turns away.
“What are we going to do?” She dumps the vines like so many severed toes into the trash.
I don’t answer.
The evening wears on. We sit on the couch holding hands. It occurs to me that we’re making a sacrifice of sorts, for people who will never appreciate it. We’re the front lines, the lab rats, the explorers who may not come home. I squeeze Melody’s fingers, and from the way she squeezes back, I can tell she’s thinking the same thing.
Just before bedtime, Melody goes out the front door.
“What are you doing?” I call, but there’s no answer.
I hear tearing, snapping, cutting. Melody comes back with the clippers in one hand and something hidden in her fist. I follow her into the kitchen, where she’s busy at the sink, running water. She turns, says, “Hold out your hand,” and drops two round things into my palm.
I’d almost forgotten about the radishes. They sit there, pink-red, beaded with water, curved and sharp at one end like canine teeth. Somehow they almost look intelligent, trembling slightly in my hand. I lift one to my mouth, and Melody does the same. The thing stinks to high heaven, but it has a nice texture. Tough but not rubbery. Succulent. It tastes different from its smell, salty and satisfying. The taste is oddly familiar. It’s the taste of meat.
We eat the whole batch—six radishes in all—and go to bed. When Melody says good night, I love you, the words are heavier somehow. As I stare into the darkness, they sit in my mind like stones, pulling me down into sleep.
 
I WAKE IN DARKNESS, BUT I
can see. The air forms shapes, textures, smells: an arch of fibers, a square of grains, a patch of warmth beside me. I identify them slowly: blanket, window, sheet. It’s as though I can taste them, the various textures and shapes, curl my mind around them like a tongue.
I rise and move. It’s wonderful. My arms fly through their motions, fleet as thoughts and tough as rope. My fingertips probe the air like rodent noses. My feet pad the rough floor, sucking up its texture like two pumps.
The world has a rhythm, a steady thump that drives me forward like the beat in a song. It’s my heartbeat, grown huge with presence and power. The walls respond to it, the floor, the darkness itself. The world responds to it like a valve to blood.
I step out onto the verandah, and Melody is there. I taste her before I see her, a thing of water and salt. I can see her hair growing slowly, crawling from her scalp. She turns and acknowledges me, lips slithering back from the moist hole of her mouth. I see something in there, a white shape on her tongue. One of the mushrooms we tried to eat earlier. She seals her lips around it, chews, smiles.
Her hand extends. Another mushroom rests in her palm.
I take it, hesitant, but intrigued. Somehow I know it will be different this time. I can feel the difference inside me like a word recently learned. The mushroom, crushed in my teeth, is impossibly rich, impossibly tender, impossibly satisfying. It is better than steak, better than chocolate, better than cake. When I swallow it I feel its presence inside me, joy instantiate, a tiny star.
Melody bends over, the skin of her groin chafing faintly, grinding tough hairs between her thighs.
The last jonquils sit in stone pots by the door, their soil protected by paper plates with holes cut in the center for the stems. Melody lowers her head. The white tip of one flower vanishes into her mouth. She clamps her jaws shut, rotting teeth and raw gums interlocking in a rough puzzle, and drags on the stem. The paper plate shifts and dirt spills onto the concrete. She swallows the flower head and sucks up the stem, the withered leaves, the dangling hairball of roots and dirt, looks at me with soil on her lips like chocolate. I can see it all, the facts of her, the whole of her: mucus pooling at the corners of her eyes, the pupils breathing light, the filigree of blood vessels, the million hungry bonded molecules.
The remaining jonquils nod beneath her, and when I touch them, I can see them, too, the tiny bonds that hold them together, the fire hidden inside. I bend over, just as Melody did. It’s as though I’ve learned a secret, a new skill. The flowers dissolve inside me like an image dissolving in bright light.
I glance at Melody, and together we step forward into the backyard—into a monstrous dark garden throbbing with life.
 
“WHAT THE HELL WAS THAT?”
Melody sits at the table, the government binder under her hands. She looks better than yesterday: brighter, more alive. Even—it sounds strange to say—more intelligent. Her lips are a deeper red; her cheeks are firm. Her hands, resting on the vinyl cover of the binder, are smooth and strong. Maybe it’s just my imagination, but I think her nails have grown.
“Was that a hallucination?” she says. “Was there some sort of chemical in there? A natural drug?”
“Probably,” I say.
Melody doesn’t seem to remember the flowers. She tells me she went out on the verandah, took a deep breath, and felt as though she were drinking moonlight. I suppose that supports the hallucination theory. But I’m not sure I believe it. I can still see things clearly: the pale bulge of the mushroom on her tongue, her lips squirming over that flower stem, a smudge of mud on her chin. I can see the backyard spreading before me, dark and inviting, full of flavor and nutrients. And I still feel a kind of hungry power in my body, a new vitality, the sense that I’m sucking in the essence of the world like soup.
“I feel so much better,” Melody says, looking vaguely at the ceiling. “I feel as if I’ve grown bigger, somehow.”
I nod deeply, point at the binder. “Any mention of… you know. In there?”
She shakes her head.
The day passes slowly because we both know what we’re going to do, and yet we’re putting it off. We fuss around the house, spraying vainly at encroaching mildews and molds, trimming back the tendrils that come through the walls. At last, in the late afternoon, Melody heads to the front porch with her clippers. The radishes once looked sinister to me, but not now. I snatch them eagerly from her palm and stuff them into my mouth, pushing them back to my strongest teeth. I savor the tenderness of their flesh, the warm meaty taste. And then I sit down at the table with Melody, and we wait.
The change happens quickly, yet it still sneaks up on me. One moment I’m in the kitchen with Melody, the next I’m in a garden of smells, textures, shapes. Language fades from my mind. I have to dig for words in the chaos of sensations, the stew of flavors and feelings. Slick and damp, thin and tough: that’s linoleum on the floor. Warm and fibrous, hard and rich: the wooden table. Rich, sweet, foul, thick, heavy with rot and yet wetly delicious: the air.
Melody is no longer Melody. She’s a presence hunkering near me, a thing of great variety and weight, a reek of damp involutions and oil and grease, a stench of tooth decay, an odor of salt, a symphony of hair scratching and fluid pumping and wet tissues sliding one against another.
We stand. I leave the kitchen, enter the living room. The house spreads before me, a cornucopia of smells. I find a green shoot poking from the drywall and examine it, fondle it, savoring its small delicacy, triumphing in the hungry alertness of my nose and skin. The shoot already has a frail leaf, a tiny bud. The bud pops free easily and rolls in my palm, teasing my skin, a sweet little bead. It bursts between my incisors, washing my gums with a tart coolness. I look at the shoot. Once I would have been unable to eat it, would have turned away in revulsion. Now the shoot offers itself; it has grown here for me. I grasp, pull. The wall cracks and crumbles. Green ropes pour out and drape me like scarves, and I can’t help myself, I scoop them into my mouth like noodles. It’s not enough. I make my way down the wall, scraping off the lichens and mold. I tear up fistfuls of the rotted carpet. It’s not enough. I discover the slimy paradise of the bathroom. It’s still not enough. The cells of my body, those innumerable small stomachs, scream for satiety. I lose track of what I’m doing, where I am; I only know that the world is offering itself to me and entering me and exploding inside me, an eternal fuel dying violently in an eternal engine, a green spark traveling a wire with no end.
 
IN THE MORNING, I DON’T EVEN
need to think about getting up. Sun hits my face and I’m out of bed, muscles and senses responding like a tuned machine. The air rushes up to me, eager to be inhaled. The thousand odors of the world rush up to me, eager to be savored. Somewhere out there is a banquet of succulent things, all of them eager to be eaten.
When I go to the kitchen, something is waiting for me there.
It sits at the table, hunched and pale, a mass of respiring flesh. Stringy muscles, wrapped in weak hide, cling to its thin bones, interspersed occasionally with meager pockets of fat. Its mouth is a raw hole, supplied with five corroded teeth that seem ready to snap off at a tap. Its fingers look thin and breakable as crayons. I see how the fingers could be crushed, the teeth driven in, the warm belly exposed. I see how the belly could be divulged of those last reserves of vitality, the wet organs in their bone hollow—the muscular heart and the liver rich with fat, the salty pasta of the kidneys. So, then: this, too, has been offered to me, or rather offers itself to me. But when I advance I see a fierceness in the eyes, a latent tension, a secret threat that warns Not yet…
I shake my head. What am I thinking? It’s Melody, of course, my own Melody. Laughing at my confusion, I sit at the table across from her.
“I feel weird,” Melody says.
I don’t answer at first because I’m still distracted, overcome by the richness of everything. God, it’s wonderful! I didn’t realize how sick I was getting. It happened so gradually that I took it for granted, forgot who I really was. But now I remember what it means to be alive. The blood runs here and there inside me on its urgent errands; the cells greet it and exult and swell. I feel disgusted by who I used to be. I could take that person, the person I was only a few days ago, and break him in half with one hand.
I sense Melody’s eyes on me and realize she’s waiting for me to say something. With some effort I recall her last words. “Yeah,” I say, “weird.” My voice is like an involuntary sound, a sigh or cough. “I know what you mean. Strong, right? New.” I take a napkin from the holder, pick at it absentmindedly.
“Strong,” Melody says, narrowing her eyes. “Yes. I feel stronger.” Dry creases form in her face as she frowns. “But wrong, somehow. As though I hurt someone, and can’t remember how it happened.” She looks me in the face. “Do you remember anything about last night?”
“A little. I remember eating the radishes.”
“After that?”
I tell her what I can recall of my forage in the living room, the roots spilling from the wall, the sweet bud in my palm. “I felt… confident. As though I knew what I had to do.”
Melody nods slowly. I can hear her nod, the flexing of her skin. If I listen closely, I can hear all sorts of things, wet events happening inside her. “But didn’t you also feel… different? As though you weren’t really you? As though you were… just a thing, like anything else?”
“Not really.” I laugh. “I felt more
like me, really!”
Again, she nods slowly. Then pushes back her chair. “Would you come out to the verandah, for a second?”
I shrug and follow. On the verandah, Melody stops just outside the door and stands looking down at something, holding the storm door open with her hand. I stand behind her and look over her shoulder.
“What do you think it is?” she says softly.
It seems obvious what it is, so I don’t say anything. After a moment, Melody adds:
“Where do you think it came from?”
“Maybe one of the neighbors?” I say, though I’m not sure why it matters.
“Do you think it could be someone’s—oh, God!” She breaks off suddenly, putting a hand over her mouth.
I stoop and prod the small shape, surprised at how stiff and heavy it feels. If you turn your head so that you can’t see the front end, it almost looks alive, ready at any moment to dart away. “I don’t think people keep pets anymore,” I say. “Too expensive.”
“Even so,” Melody says. “I mean, it looks well fed. Or as though—”
She breaks off. “Maybe a stray dog got to it.” I straighten. “There are still some around, even with the patrols. They say a dog killed two children in Parksville, last month.”
Melody doesn’t seem to be listening. She keeps staring at the little shape on the ground. “I’m worried,” she says softly. “I really am.”
 
THAT NIGHT, MELODY ISSUES A DECREE.
No more radishes. We’re through. She was wrong about trying new foods. We’re going back to the old strategy, relying on the commune and the CDA binder, eating approved foods and supplies off the government planes. At the next commune meeting, we’ll say we’ve reconsidered our proposal. No more experimenting. No more trial and error.
We nod solemnly and even shake hands on it in a formal, semi-ironic sort of way. No more. We prepare a little package for the FDA, using one of the special envelopes marked with a modified biohazard symbol, placing a radish inside along with a wad of forms, little checkboxes marked next to ominous phrases: “Suspected unsafe;” “May contain toxins;” “Mood-altering or hallucinogenic properties.” We agree to bring it to the commune for the bulk mail pickup.
By evening, we’ve ripped open the package and eaten its contents, and we’re back at the front porch, clipping and tearing at the vines around the door. The radishes have a friendly appearance now. Their pointed ends curl like beckoning fingers and their red-pink skins are a bright invitation. They seem to beg to be inside us.
This time I know what to expect, and it’s wonderful, even better than before. I walk out into the backyard and wait for the effects to kick in. Life sneaks up and possesses me. The gourds, which the CDA binder lists as poisonous, crack open around microcosms of yellow mush and panicked ants; I open whole universes to the light before sending them down to a deeper darkness, laughing at the fermentation of tiny legs in my mouth. I reach for the low-hanging roots that depend like hairy icicles from the roof and tear down chunks of the rotted structure, woody branches and velvet leaves and clumps of shingle and mud and leaf-litter washing me with their esculent rain. Even the purple vines are no match for me now, once I’ve ripped them from the orange tree.
It’s like tearing open a pastry to find hidden cream, like ripping the soft parts from a boiled lobster. It’s like saying the cruel words that can destroy a person, cut away his confidence and strength, bring him completely under your control.
 
THINGS ARE BETTER, NOW. I’M STRONGER. I don’t cry without reason. Weeks have gone by, and I no longer need to rely on the plants that grow around the house. I go foraging far afield, hunting for different flavors. I chase things, too. Even things that are quick.
Best of all, I can see clearly. I used to be confused. I couldn’t tell one thing from another, the things that are growing from the things that are dead, the things that are sweet from the things that are sour. Couldn’t tell the weak from the strong.
Take Melody. She used to be a mystery. Now I see the cords that move her fingers, the fibers that move her legs. She has lost all her teeth, but she is still strong. She carries a pouch with her, a ragged tote bag full of stones and knives and sharpened bones, and these have become her teeth. For big food she begins with her hands, pounds with stones, slices with knives, pries with bones, then licks her fingers clean. For small food, she sends out a hand—fast—sometimes there is a small cry—and she swallows, and that is all.
She is like all things: a little fire burning a little while. I am a bigger fire, but not by much. Of all the things I see clearly, these facts are the clearest. We are strong; for now, that is enough. Even the stray dog we encountered was too weak. A big animal, but sickly and uncertain. He bit once, and missed, and exposed his throat.
The radishes are everywhere. The more we eat, the more there seem to be. They have overtaken the roof and filled the backyard. They have even invaded the house. They line the doors and litter the carpet, pale and firm, pointed at the ends. At night they catch the moonlight and shimmer like enamel, standing out brilliantly from the soft moldy darkness, the whole house like a mouth lined with teeth.
 
ON FRIDAY, WE WALK TO THE
hospital for the commune meeting. The mile-long trip is no ordeal now. There are plenty of things to eat along the way.
The hospital stinks of chemicals and artificiality. The people inside stink of salt and urea, of the sour vapors that ooze from organisms in crisis. Their bodies are shriveled and tender, dead fruit. As we enter, they stare at us with a watchful intensity, the watchfulness of the weak in the presence of the strong.
“Hello, there,” Roger says. “Haven’t seen you two in a while.” His voice has the thin, inconsistent quality of something running on low power.
We seat ourselves on chairs at the rear of the room. A rustle passes through the group, as the people unconsciously lean away from us like grasses bending away from a helicopter.
“Are you two all right?”
I struggle to remember the speaker’s name. Delonda, that’s it. She looks at us with one eye squinted, an unmistakable expression of disgust. But it’s she who is disgusting, with her sagging, wasted face.
“You look dirty.”
“You smell bad,” someone else says. “And your clothes…”
“Now, now.” Roger pats the air, silencing them. “We’ve all had some hard times. But let’s try and stay focused. If we all can stick together—”
“It’s not just their clothes. There’s something else about them. Something wrong with their mouths.”
“I said,” Roger continues, in his low-wattage voice, “if we just stay focused… I have some news from our friends in the government.”
Pointless sounds tumble out of him, words and terms of a lost world. Something about the CDA and protein shortages, arthropods, gastropods, annelids. I’m more interested in the response of his audience. They stare at him in horrified disbelief.
“Let me get this straight,” the woman named Delonda shrills. “They’re asking us to eat bugs?”
I look at them all with sadness, with disgust—these creatures who can’t bring themselves to eat bugs. I suppose I am sad because their very presence seems wasteful. No meat on their bones. No will even to grow strong.
Shouting ensues, protests, arguments. But the people soon fall silent. Melody has stood up.
She approaches them slowly, holding out her hand. Roger and Delonda and the others stare at the radishes in her palm.
“Well, what is this?” Roger adjusts his glasses, trying to sound amused. “You… you want us to eat those?”
Melody shakes her hand, and the radishes tumble about, beckoning with their pointed tips—seeming, as always, to sue to be consumed.
“Jesus.” Delonda looks at Melody’s face, turns to Roger. “You see? You see what could happen?”
She swings her arm; the skin wags like Spanish moss. I watch, intrigued—attracted, really, by the sight of this dead-yet-living thing, this walking carrion animated by anger, by her eyes that are round and wet like sweet seeds. I pinch a lock of her hair. It comes out easily, just as I had expected. And now I can taste Delonda, her special mixture of salts and oils, her tickling particularity in my throat.
I almost laugh at the roomful of silent, dazzled faces, the weak jaws and trembling cheeks, the muscles that shrink and loosen by the second. Delonda waves a finger.
“Sick… crazy…”
“Now, now,” Roger keeps saying. “Now, now. Now, now.”
Melody and I step forward together. The silence, at first, is marvelous, a tense quiet full of reserved strength. I wonder if these creatures, in their fear, might actually be dangerous. But Roger says again, “Now, now,” and with these words, a spell is broken. People scamper from their chairs. Roger’s voice dies the way all things die, with a quiet inevitability. He stares at us with an absorption close to rapture: a sick animal in a healthy world.
Melody passes me the remaining radishes. As she does so our hands meet, and she does something strange, curls her fingers into mine. We stand there holding hands, the radishes between our palms. I realize it is a gesture of farewell. I study this animal I have lived with for so long. Sadness, which I thought I would never feel again, comes to me from a distant and mostly forgotten place. Perhaps it is not sadness, exactly, but awe, amazement, before the sheer invincible fact of Melanie’s face. Delonda is shrieking something about monster crops, about success and failure, and I admit into consciousness a thought which has been waiting for a long time at the back of my mind: that in a perfect world, the monster always wins.
Still holding Melody’s hand, I pluck three radishes from the warm cell of our clasped palms. I chew slowly, savoring the peculiar flavor, salty, complex, reminiscent of summer barbecues and smoke. When I swallow, my Melody goes away forever. It is no longer a person holding my hand but a joining of many tiny beautiful animals, free in a trapped way, like a billion tiny flickering fires rooted to one log.
The people are fleeing now, actually running for the doors. They’re too weak to run far. I release the hand holding mine. I’m independent, solitary at last, and yet have a strange sense of communion—as though innumerable beings are at my side, wandering severally to a single place, back to a bounty that waits to receive us all.
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IF I DIE ON THIS PIECE-of-shit road, Lubna’s chances die with me.
Ali leveled his shotgun at the growling tiger. In the name of God, who needs no credit rating, let me live!
Even when he’d been a soldier, Ali hadn’t been very religious. But facing death brought the old invocations to mind. The sway of culture, educated Lubna would have called it. If she were here. If she could speak.
The creature stood still on the split cement, watching Ali. Nanohanced tigers had been more or less wiped out in the great hunts before the Global Credit Crusade, or so Ali had heard. I guess this is the shit end of “more or less.”
More proof, as if he needed it, that traveling the Old Cairo Road on foot was as good as asking to die.
He almost thought he could hear the creature’s targeting system whir, but of course he couldn’t any more than the tiger could read the vestigial OS prompt that flashed across Ali’s supposedly deactivated retscreens.
God willing, Faithful Soldier, you will report for uniform inspection at 0500 hours.
Ali ignored the out-of-date message, kept his gun trained on the creature.
The tiger crouched to spring.
Ali squeezed the trigger, shouted “God is greater than credit!”
The cry of a younger man, from the days when he’d let stupid causes use him. The days before he’d met Lubna.
A sputtering spurt of shot sprayed the creature. The tiger roared, bled, and fled.
For a moment Ali just stood there panting. “Praise be to God,” he finally said to no one in particular. I’m coming, beloved. I’m going to get you your serum, and then I’m coming home.
A DAY LATER, ALI STILL WALKED
the Old Cairo Road alone, the wind whipping stinging sand at him, making a mockery of his old army-issued sandmask. As he walked he thought of home—of Free Beirut and his humble house behind the jade-and-grey-marble fountain. At home a medbed hummed quietly, keeping Lubna alive even though she lay dying from the Green Devil, which one side or the other’s hover-dustings had infected her with during the GCC. At home Lubna breathed shallowly while Ali’s ex-squadmate Fatman Fahrad, the only man in the world he still trusted, stood watch over her.
Yet Ali had left on this madman’s errand—left the woman who mattered more to him than anything on Earth’s scorched surface. Serum was her only hope. But serum was devastatingly expensive, and Ali was broke. Every bit of money he had made working the hover-docks or doing security for shops had gone to prepay days on Lubna’s medbed. And there was less and less work to be had. He’d begun having dreams that made him wake up crying. Dreams of shutting down Lubna’s medbed. Of killing himself.
And then the first strange message had appeared behind his eyes.
Like God-alone-knew how many vets, Ali’s ostensibly inactive OS still garbled forth a glitchy old prompt from time to time
God willing, Faithful Soldier, you will pick up your new field ablution kit after your debriefing today.
God willing, Faithful Soldier, you will spend your leave-time dinars wisely—at Honest Majoudi’s!
But this new message had been unlike anything Ali had ever seen. Blood-freezingly current in its subject matter.
God willing, Faithful Soldier, you will go to the charity-yard of the Western Mosque in Old Cairo. She will live.
Ali’s attention snapped back to the present as the wind picked up and the air grew thick with sand. As storms went, it was mild. But it still meant he’d have to stop until it blew over. He reluctantly set up the rickety rig-shelter that the Fatman had lent him. He crawled into it and lay there alone with the wail of the wind, the stink of his own body, and his exhausted, sleepless thoughts.
When the new prompt had appeared, Ali had feared he was losing his mind. More than one vet had lost theirs, had sworn that their OS had told them to slaughter their family. Ali had convinced himself that the prompt was random. An illustration of the one-in-a-trillion chance that such a message could somehow be produced by error.
But it had repeated itself. Every night for a week.
He’d told the Fatman about it, expected the grizzled old shit-talker to call him crazy. Half wanted
to be called crazy. But Fahrad had shrugged and said “Beloved, I’ve seen a few things in my time. God, who needs no credit rating, can do the impossible. I don’t talk about this shit with just anyone, of course. Not these days, beloved. Religion. Hmph! But maybe you should
go. Things sure ain’t gonna get any better here. And you know I’ll watch over Lubna like my own daughter.”
So now Ali found himself following a random, impossible promise. It was either this or wait for the medbed’s inevitable shutdown sequence and watch Lubna die, her skin shriveling before his eyes, her eyewhites turning bright green.
After a few hours the storm died down. Ali packed up his rig-shelter and set back to walking the ruined Old Cairo Road, chasing a digital dream.
 
THERE WAS FOOT TRAFFIC ON THE
road now, not just the occasional hover-cluster zipping overhead. He was finally nearing the city. He had to hurry. If he was gone too long, Ali could count on the Fatman to provide a few days of coverage for Lubna. But Fahrad was as poor as Ali. Time was short.
Running out of time without knowing what I’m chasing.
Ali blocked out the mocking words his own mind threw at him. He took a long sip from his canteen and quickened his pace.
Eventually, the road crested a dune and Old Cairo lay spread before him. The bustling hover-dock of Nile River Station. The silvery spires of Al-Azhar 2.0. The massive moisture pits, like aquamarine jewels against the city’s sand-brown skin. Lubna had been here once on a university trip, Ali recalled. His thoughts went to her again, to his house behind the jade-and-grey marble fountain, but he herded them back to the here-and-now. Focus. Find the Western Mosque.
The gate guards took his rifle and eyed him suspiciously, but they let him pass. As he made his way through the city, people pressed in on every side. Ali had always thought of himself as a city man. He’d laughed at various village-bumpkin-turned-soldier types back when he’d been in the army. But Old Cairo made him
feel like a bumpkin. He’d never seen so many people, not even in the vibrant Free Beirut of his childhood. He blocked them out as best he could.
He walked for two hours, asking directions of a smelly fruit-seller and two different students. Finally, when dusk was dissipating into dark, he stood before the Western Mosque. It was old, and looked it. The top half of the thick red minaret had long ago been blown away by some army that hadn’t feared God. Ali passed through the high wall’s open gate into the mosque’s charity-yard, which was curiously free of paupers.
God willing, Faithful Soldier, you will remember to always travel with a squad mate when leaving the caravansarai.
“Peace and prosperity, brother. Can I help you?” The brown, jowly man that had snuck up on Ali’s flank was obviously one of the Imams of the Western Mosque. His middle-aged face was furrowed in scrutiny.
Ali stood there, unable to speak. He had made it to Old Cairo, to the charity-yard of the Western Mosque as the prompt had said, and now… Ali didn’t know what he hoped to find. A vial of serum, suspended in a pillar of light? The sky splitting and a great hand passing down cure-money? He was exhausted. He’d faced sandstorms and a tiger to get here. Had nearly died beneath the rot-blackened claws of toxighuls. He’d traveled for two weeks, surviving on little food and an hour’s sleep here and there. He started to wobble on his feet.
Why had he come here? Lubna was going to die and he wouldn’t even be there to hold her.
The Imam stared at Ali, still waiting for an explanation.
Ali swallowed, his cracked throat burning. “I… I… my OS. It—” his knees started to buckle and he nearly collapsed. “It told me to come here. From FreeBey. No money. Had to walk.” They were a madman’s words, and Ali hardly believed they were coming from his own mouth.
“Truly? You walked
all that way? And lived to tell the tale? I didn’t know such a thing was possible.” The Imam looked at Ali with concerned distaste and put a hand on his shoulder. “Well… The charity-yard is closing tonight for cleaning, but I suppose one foreign beggar won’t get in the way too much. You can sleep in safety here, brother. And we can talk about your OS tomorrow.”
Ali felt himself fading. He needed rest. Food. Even a vet like him could only go so long.
He sank slowly to the ground and slept.
IN HIS SLEEP HE SAW THE
bloody bodies of friends and children. He saw his squadmates slicing the ears off dead men. He heard a girl cry as soldiers closed in around her.
He woke screaming, as he had once done every night. His heart hammered. It had been a long time since he’d had dreams of the war. When they were first married, Lubna would soothe him and they would step into the cool night air and sit by the jade-and-grey marble fountain. Eventually, the nightmares had faded. Her slender hand on the small of his back, night after night—this had saved his life. And now he would never see her again. He had abandoned her because he thought God was talking to him. Thinking of it, his eyes began to burn with tears.
God willing, Faithful Soldier, you will deactivate the security scrambler on the wall before you. She will live.
Ali sucked in a shocked breath and forgot his self-pity. His pulse racing, he scrambled to his feet. He looked across the dark yard at the green-glowing instrument panel set in the mosque’s massive gate. But he did not move.
God willing, Faithful Soldier, you will deactivate the security scrambler on the wall before you. She will live.
The prompt flashed a second time across his retscreens. I’ve lost my mind.
But even as he thought it, he walked toward the wall.
Screen-jacking had never been Ali’s specialty. But from the inside interface, the gate’s security scrambler was simple enough to shut down. Anyone who’d done an army hitch or a security detail could do it. Ali’s fingers danced over the screen, and a few seconds later it was done.
Then a chorus of angry shouts erupted and an alarm system began droning away. Two men in black dashed out of the mosque and past him, each carrying an ornate jewelry box.
Thieves.
By the time he decided to stop them, they had crossed the courtyard. He scrambled toward them, trying not to think about him being unarmed. Behind him, he heard the familiar clatter of weapons and body armor.
“Thanks for the help, cousin!” One of the thieves shouted at Ali. Ali was near enough to smell their sweat when they each tapped their h-belts and hover-jumped easily over the descrambled wall. Infiltrators waiting for their chance. They used me, somehow.
He panicked. What have I done?
His stomach sank. They’ve been using my OS all along!
How and why did they call him all the way from FreeBey? He didn’t know and it didn’t matter.
I’m screwed.
He had to get out of here. Somehow he had to get back to Lubna. He turned to look toward the mosque—
—And found himself staring down the barrel of the jowly Imam’s rifle. The holy man spat at Ali. “Motherless scum! Do you know how much they’ve stolen? You helped them get out, huh? And your pals left you behind to take their fall? Well, don’t worry. The police will catch them, too. You won’t face execution alone.” He kept the weapon trained on Ali’s head. Ali knew a shooter when he saw one. This was not good.
“I didn’t—” Ali started to say, but he knew it was useless.
A squad of mosque guardsmen trotted up. They scowled almost jovially as they closed in. Ali didn’t dare fight these men, who could call on more. He’d done enough security jobs himself to know they wouldn’t listen to him. At least not until after they’d beaten him. He tensed himself and took slaps and punches. He yelped, and they raked his eyes for it. He threw up and they punched him for it. His groin burned from kicks and he lost two teeth. Then he blacked out.
 
HE WOKE IN A CELL WITH
four men in uniforms different from the mosque guards’. Cairene police? They gave him water.
God willing, Faithful Soldier, you will report to queue B7.
Ali ignored the prompt. The men slapped him around half-heartedly and made jokes about his mother’s sexual tastes. Again,
He pushed down the angry fighter within him. If he got himself killed by these men he would never see Lubna again.
They dragged him into the dingy office of their Shaykh-Captain. The old man was scraggly and fat, but hard. A vet, unless Ali missed his guess.
“Tell me about your friends.” the Shaykh-Captain said.
Ali started to explain about being framed but then found the words wouldn’t stop. Something had been knocked loose within him these past few days. He talked and talked and told the old man the truth. All of the truth. About Lubna and the messages, about leaving Free Beirut, about the toxighuls and the tiger, the Western Mosque and the thieves.
When he was done he lowered his eyes, but he felt the old man glare at him for a few long, silent moments. Ali raised his gaze slowly and saw a sardonic smile spread over the Shaykh-Captain’s face.
“A prompt? Half the guys with an OS still get ‘em—what do they mean? Nothing. I got one that said I fucked your mother last night. Did she wake up pregnant?” The men behind Ali chuckled. In the army, Ali had hated the Cairenes and their moronic mother jokes. “Sometimes I don’t even know where the words come from,” the old man went on. “Random old satellites squawking? Some head-hacker having a laugh? Who knows? And who gives a shit? I got one a couple weeks back that told me to find some guy named Ali, who was supposed to tell me about ‘great riches lying buried beneath a jade-and-grey marble fountain.’”
For a moment, Ali listened uncomprehendingly. Then he thought his heart would stop. He did everything he could to keep his face straight as the Shaykh-Captain continued.
“Do you know how many fountains like that there are here in OC? And how many sons of bitches named Ali? What’s your name, anyway, fool?”
“My name? Uh, my name is F-fahrad, Shaykh-Captain, and I…”
“Shut up! I was saying—I told my wife about this prompt and she said I should go around the city digging up fountains. As if I don’t got enough to do here.” He gestured vaguely at a pile of textcards on his desk. “’In the army,’ I told her, ‘I got a prompt telling me about some pills that could make my dick twice as long. Did I waste my pay on them?’” The old man gave Ali an irritated look “Y’know, you and my wife—you two fucking mystics would like each other. Maybe you could go to her old broads’ tea hour and tell them about your prompts! Maybe she’d even believe your donkey-shit story about walking here from the north.”
The Shaykh-Captain stood slowly, walked over to the wall, and pulled down an old-fashioned truncheon. “But before the teahouse, we have to take you back downstairs for a little while.”
Ali felt big, hard hands take hold of him and he knew that this was it. He was half-dead already. He couldn’t survive an Old Cairo-style interrogation. He would never see Lubna again. He had failed her, and she would die a death as horrible as anything he’d seen in the war.
Faithful Soldier, she will live.
The prompt flashed past his retscreens and he thought again of the Shaykh Captain’s words about riches and the fountain.
This was no head-hacker’s trick. No thieves’ scheme. He did not understand it, but God had
spoken to him. He could not dishonor that. He had once served murderers and madmen who claimed to act in God’s name. But Lubna—brilliant, loving Lubna—had shown him that this world could hold holiness. If Ali could not see her again, if he could not save her, he could at least face his death with faith.
He made his voice as strong as he could, and he held his head high as he uttered words that would seal his fate with these men. “In the name of God, who needs no credit rating, Shaykh-Captain, do what you must. But I am not lying.”
The Shaykh-Captain’s eyes widened and a twisted smile came to his lips. “So that’s
it! In the name of your mother’s pussy, you superstitious fool!” The big men behind Ali grumbled their southern disgust at the fact of Ali’s existence and started shoving him, but the old man cut them off with a hand gesture. He set down the truncheon, pulled at his dirty grey beard, assumed a mock gravity. “A genuine Free Shi’ah Anti-Crediteer. The scourge of the Global Credit Crusaders. Hard times for your kind these days, even up north, I hear.”
The Shaykh-Captain snorted, but there was something new in the man’s voice. Something almost human. “You think you’re a brave man—a martyr—to show your true colors down here, huh? Pfft. Well, you can stop stroking your own dick on that count. No one down here gives a damn about those days any more. Half this city was on your side of things once. Truth be told, my fuck-faced fool of a little brother was one of you. He kept fighting that war when everyone knew it was over. He’s dead now. A fool, like I say. Me? I faced reality. Now look at me.” The old man spread his arms as if his shabby office was a palace, his two goons gorgeous wives.
He sat on the edge of his desk and gave Ali another long look. “But you—you’re stuck in the fanatical past, huh? You know, I believe this story about following your OS is actually true. Not a robber. Just an idiot. You’re as pathetic as my brother was. A dream-chasing relic. You really walked
down the OC Road?”
Ali nodded but said nothing.
A sympathetic flash lit the Shaykh-Captain’s eyes, but he quickly grimaced, as if the moment of fellow-feeling caused him physical pain. “Well, my men will call me soft, but what the fuck. You’ve had a rough enough trip down here, I suppose. Tell you what: We’ll get you a corner in steerage on a hover-cluster, okay? Those northbound flights are always half-empty anyway. Go be with your wife, asshole.”
Ali cold not quite believe what he was hearing. “Thank you! Thank you, Shaykh-Captain! In the name of—”
“In the name of your mother’s hairy tits! Shut up and take your worn old expressions back to your falling-apart city. Boys, get this butt-fucked foreigner out of my office. Give him a medpatch, maybe. Some soup. And don’t mess him up too bad, huh?”
The big men gave him a low-grade medpatch, which helped. And they fed him lentil soup and pita. Then they shoved him around again, a bit, but not enough to matter.
When they were through they hurled him into the steerage line at the hover-docks. Ali was tired and hurt and thirsty. Both his lips were split and his guts felt like jelly. But war had taught him how to hang on when there was a real chance of getting home. Riches buried beneath the jade-and-grey-marble fountain. Cure-money. Despair had weakened him, but he would find the strength to make it back to Lubna. He would watch as she woke, finally free of the disease.
Faithful Soldier, you will
The prompt cut off abruptly. Ali boarded the hover-cluster and headed home to his beloved.
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SHEIKHA YASMIN AL-BINAWI WRITES IN
the first chapter of her book,
Culinary Etiquette for the Islamic Undead, “It is commonly believed among the living that the Qur’an forbids all Muslims from eating blood. What the Qur’an actually says, is ‘He has forbidden to you only carrion, and blood, and the flesh of swine, and that over which any name other than God’s has been invoked; but if one is driven by necessity—neither coveting it nor exceeding his immediate need—no sin shall be upon him: for, behold, God is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace.’ (Chapter 2, The Cow, verse 173) Clearly, as the vampire requires blood for survival, it is completely permissible for him to consume his natural food, so long as he does not become gluttonous, gorging himself and going to extremes. God is indeed most Gracious, His Favor upon us Most Complete!”
 
THE WOMAN SMELLED GOOD—VERY, VERY
good. Ibrahim trailed her scent through the Suq al’Ala, following her fragrance amid the stench of vendors who had been standing in the hot sun since dawn, the stink of rotting vegetables, the pungent odors of coriander and cinnamon hanging above tables of stacked apples and lemons, the fumes of oil and gas from passing cars, the musk of donkeys and camels and fowl destined to be dinner.
Ibrahim paused at a stall of watermelons, catching a whiff of perfume. It was late, and the woman was hurrying, leaving only the faintest of traces as she passed through the market. She was, he surmised, looking for merchants who had begun packing up their wares for the night, trying to get a good bargain, hoping to stretch her few guineas into a full meal for her family. His pulse quickened, agitated by the challenge of tracking her amid the riot of odors.
The adhan
for sunset prayers rang out from a dozen mosques, echoing down the narrow alleys of Cairo, and a collective sigh seemed to go up from the suq. Evening was falling; soon it would be time to rest. The streets began filling with men hurrying to worship, a press of white thobes, sheesha smoke, and cologned mustaches. A cripple hobbled by, seeking alms, swinging a hazy censor of myrrh. For a moment, he lost her scent in the onslaught, and Ibrahim thought that he should let her go anyway. He knew better than to track such a woman. There were plenty of easier marks, and plenty more suitable. He could smell half a dozen men who would not trouble his conscience afterwards.
But, as he turned to follow the men, he caught a waft of her scent again. His nostrils flared, and his mouth watered at the thought of her taste. She didn’t just smell good, he knew. She was
good. The good always smelled—and tasted—the best, their blood sweetened by devotion, by kindness and patience and pure intentions. He wavered for a moment, and then turned to follow her. He simply couldn’t resist, despite his better intentions.
He caught up with her near the edge of the suq. She had paused to purchase flat bread from a skinny, browned boy. He fell in behind her as she hastened down darkening alleys toward her home, picking up the hem of her abaya
so she could lengthen her steps. He could have taken her any time he wanted. But he waited. He didn’t want to deprive her family of their food. And he knew that she’d come out of her house after dinner, if for nothing more than to throw the dirty dishwater in the street.
Besides, Ibrahim preferred not to pounce on his meals the moment he found them. It made him feel more virtuous, more devout, if he waited. If he was patient, he was able to feel that just maybe he had complied with God’s command not to covet his food.
 
IN THE INTRODUCTION TO
THE RULES
and Regulations of Halal Harvesting’ Sheikha al-Binawi writes, “It would seem ideal for the Muslim vampire to partner with the Islamic Butcher. After all, one of the essential elements of Islamically sound slaughter is the removal of all extractible blood from the carcass. And who better to remove said blood than a vampire upon whom one can rely to fulfill all the other
Zabiha obligations! Unfortunately, vampires require human blood. That of chickens, sheep, goats, cattle and other humanly consumable creatures is of little nutritional value to the undead, and, naturally, human meat is completely unsuitable for human consumption. Nonetheless, the virtuous vampire can take much comfort in the knowledge that he has fulfilled his duty to God by taking life in accordance with Divine Law—pronouncing the name of Allah over the intended individual, making the kill quickly and compassionately, and completely draining all blood. Fulfilling the requirements for halal butchery can indeed ease the conscience of the devout vampire who worries that his very constitution propels him to sin!”
 
THE WOMAN’S HOME WAS QUITE LITERALLY
a hole in the wall of the grand compound where a branch of the Minshawi family lived, and her entire family served. She ducked into the hovel, and Ibrahim took a position across the alley where he could keep watch through the open doorway.
“Look, Safa, Marwa!” she cried out, greeting her children. “Chicken and bread and fresh mulukia!” Her haggling had gone well today, and tonight they would feast.
She turned to her parents and an elderly aunt, kissing them one by one on the cheek and receiving warm hugs in return. She pulled a blanket across the doorway, and Ibrahim lounged against the wall, listening to the rattle of pots as she helped her mother prepare the food, and to the soft rise and fall of her voice as she shared the gossip of the market. When her daughters complained of the spoiled and slovenly children they waited upon, the woman merely laughed, and teased them gently. “If we were as rich as the Minshawis, I dare say you’d be just as lazy as them, bossing around whole troops of servants.”
Ibrahim felt a prick of conscience when he thought about how the woman’s family would feel when they discovered her body. She was clearly the pillar that helped them all survive the deprivations of being poor and Egyptian. He turned to go, but a peal of laughter turned him back. The sound of her happiness was as irresistible as her scent.
 
IN CHAPTER THREE OF
ETHICAL EATING:
Seven Steps to a Godly Diet’ Sheikha al-Binawi explains, “Selecting the appropriate individual for dining upon can seem quite a daunting prospect. However, the Muslim vampire can take heart, for God does not leave us without guidance. The Qur’an, in a most appropriately titled chapter—The Table Spread—tells us that ‘whoever slays a human being, except for murder or spreading corruption on the earth, it is as though he had killed all of humankind, and whoever saves a life, it is as though they had saved all of mankind.’ Keeping these words firmly in mind, a righteous vampire can not only have his cake but eat it, too! His heart can rest at ease as he dines upon murderers, arsonists, rapists, philanderers and other nasty criminals, knowing that he is not only ridding the Earth of those who would corrupt it, but also saving innocent lives in the process! Truly, we must be deeply grateful for the double blessing the Lord has showered upon the Everliving!”
 
IBRAHIM WAS BEGINNING TO THINK HE’D
have to wait all night when the aroma of an overfed woman assailed his nose. If the woman he’d followed was a slice of basboosa, this woman was a bowl of flat beans and dirty rice. She lumbered down the road toward him and stopped in front of the hovel. “Lina,” she bawled, “Sidi Ahmed is calling for you!”
The woman—Lina—came to the door. Her dark eyes glistened in the light of the streetlamps. Her face was pale, and her long hair fell across her bosom in a mass of inky curls. Ibrahim realized that he hadn’t even noticed she was as beautiful as she was good.
“Tell him I have a headache. I worked in the garden all day in the ferocious heat.”
“Three days in a row, Lina! You can’t avoid him forever, you know. Already he is getting impatient. Your reluctance may have seemed charming and coy for a while, but if you don’t go to him soon, your defiance will anger him, and then things will go worse for you.”
Ibrahim stiffened, and so did Lina. She stared at the older woman in silence for a moment, and then choked out, “Just tell him.”
“It’s your hide,” Beans-and-Rice muttered. “Too bad you didn’t remarry after Hamza died.”
“Like that would stop him,” Lina said. “Just like it stopped him with Maha.”
The older woman shrugged, shook her head slowly, and headed back toward the main gate. Lina collapsed against the wall, sobbing. Ibrahim licked his lips slowly. He could solve her problem. One quick bite, a few moments of lightheadedness, and all her worries would come to an end.
If only it weren’t so unjust. Lina wasn’t the one who deserved to die.
Ibrahim grimaced. Sidi Ahmed was sure to smell like a slab of mutton forgotten in the back of the icebox, and to taste like a head of cabbage left too long in the sun. And worse, killing him wouldn’t really solve Lina’s problems. She would be spared the ignominy of an unwarranted beating, of being forced into this man’s bed, but her family would still be poorer than fellaheen. Worse, blame for his death might fall on Lina’s father, or her brother, or herself even, given the conversation with Beans-and-Rice. And then they would all be thrown out on the street or end up in jail. And if not, the man’s son would take over the household, or his wife, and there would be new depredations, or maybe more of the same old ones. He had to admit, no matter what he did, there was no way he could save Lina from the life God had chosen for her.
At least, Ibrahim thought, if he dined on Sidi Ahmed, he could take comfort in the knowledge that he’d ridded the world of one more scumbag. Except… what pleasure could there be in an act that might make the life of an innocent woman even bleaker than it already was?
Ibrahim scowled. He was tired of rancid blood and moral conundrums. He should go back to Israel, to Palestine, where the pious so often veered into extremism. Muslim or Jewish, he didn’t care; both sides were liable to self-righteous fury. If he caught them quickly enough after they turned, they still smelled sweet, and he had no doubt he was preventing murder—a noble end in itself. If only conditions weren’t so grim. It was hard to blame people who lashed out after missiles fell in their backyards or tanks bulldozed their homes.
Sometimes he wished he hadn’t been born with a conscience at all, that his heart didn’t so easily swell with empathy. At least that way he wouldn’t be standing in the dark, utterly ravenous and unable to decide which course of action would cause the least harm.
He should have known better than to follow Lina home. He had long ago promised not to take the good, to cull only society’s dregs. But temptation was strong, and this wasn’t the first time he’d stood outside the home of a good person, unwilling to take an innocent life. Nor was it the first time ethical quandaries had paralyzed him into inaction.
He turned to go. It would take six hours to reach the border of Gaza, six long, hungry hours, but at least he wouldn’t have to face the choice between killing the man and making Lina’s plight all the worse, or taking her life and damning his soul to hell in the process.
His foot scuffled against a loose paving tile, and Lina looked up toward him, her dark eyes wide and frightened.
“Who’s there?” she asked, her voice trembling, barely above a whisper. Her eyes found his in the dark, and she shrank back against the wall, so scared, so vulnerable.
Ibrahim knew he was in trouble. Deep trouble.
 
SHEIKHA AL-BINAWI’S
UNTIL THE END
of Time, or, What the Qur’an has to Teach the Undying about Living begins with the following words, “Every vampire must come to terms with death. By this, I do not mean the death he causes—although that is a matter for serious moral contemplation—but rather his
own death. Immortality, I’m sad to inform you, is not forever. Every human being, even those who have become vampires, will meet his Maker on the Day of Judgment. The wise vampire prepares for this meeting by sending ahead a wealth of good deeds, and by holding back his hand from all the sins that tempt us every day. To do otherwise is to court eternal damnation.”
 
HE COULDN’T RESIST HER. SO
helpless. So defenseless. Her eyes beckoned to him. Her voice. Her skin. Her blood. He wanted her. Wanted to sink his teeth into the softness of her neck, to taste the ferrous syrup of her in his mouth, to drink her down into the very core of his being, mingling her life with his own. And yet, at the same time, every fiber of his being wanted to protect her. To keep her safe, sheltered, at his side. Forever. Free from any harm the world could do her. To destroy and to preserve. The predator and the protector both welled up inside him, instincts grappling for supremacy in the fleeting moment before impulse impelled him forward.
He was at her side in an instant, his mouth upon her throat, his hands on her shoulders holding her against him, his canines piercing through to veins. He drew greedily at the wound. Oh God, she was good! After so many years of fetid blood, she tasted so incredibly good.
The thought pushed through the haze of desire, and Ibrahim jerked away. He mustn’t kill her! She was an innocent, as pure a human as he’d ever met. He stumbled down the street a few steps and leaned against the thick stucco of the compound wall, grasping his hair in his hands and pulling hard, hoping the pain on his scalp, the coolness of the wall would quash the thirst that threatened to overwhelm him again.
She made a soft gasping sound, and he turned back toward her. Her hand was on her neck, staunching the flow, her eyes wide with shock. The sight of crimson leaking between her pale fingers hit Ibrahim like a kick in the kidneys. He knew what it meant, what he had done. It was a horrible transgression, one he couldn’t take back, one he couldn’t even begin to atone for.
 
FATWA NUMBER1: DO NOT DESPAIR!
There is no sin so great that Allah will not forgive it. Does He not say “O you servants of Mine who have transgressed against your own selves! Despair not of God’s mercy: behold, God forgives all sins, for, verily, He alone is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace!’ (Surah Zumar, verse 53) Even if you have feasted on a hundred virgins, sent to their deaths a thousand imams, and reveled in the terror our kind is able to wreak upon the living, God
will forgive you. All you have to do is admit your errors, beg for clemency, atone for the wrong you have done, and start living the life you know you should, the life of a Believer, the life of Good Deeds.
~From Sheikha al-Binawi’s
50 Fatwas for the Virtuous Vampire
 
IBRAHIM TOOK A STEP TOWARD LINA
and sank to his knees. “I’m so sorry,” he said, covering his eyes with both hands. He couldn’t bear to look at her. “So, very, very sorry.”
She didn’t say anything, and when he looked up, she seemed to be dazed, her eyes unfocused, staring down the alley at the spot where he had stood only a few moments ago. She could have no idea what was happening to her, how the microbes that made him what he was were even now infecting her, swirling through her veins, altering her DNA irrevocably. It was the suddenness of his attack, the unexpectedness of his withdrawal that had stolen her voice and stunned her into passivity, he knew. He remembered.
It would take several days, a week perhaps before she realized what she had become, what he had done to her.
Maybe it would be better to kill her after all.
He shuddered in revulsion at that thought, the predator thoroughly suppressed, his thirst abated by the mouthfuls of blood he had taken. He wanted nothing more, now, than to fold her in his arms and keep her safe. How could he ever forgive himself for what he had done to her? How could she ever forgive him when she realized he had made her into a vampire, a killer of humankind, a drinker of human blood?
 
“WHENEVER YOU BRING A NEW VAMPIRE
into this world—whether in a well-planned act of love or through a casual encounter that went in unexpected and unintended directions—you must fulfill the parental obligations required of all Muslim parents. Primary of these is providing a sound moral and religious education. Without proper guidance, a newborn vampire, like any other human child, is liable to fall into a spiritual morass, to develop a multitude of unsavory habits, an unhealthy deficiency in self-esteem, an unwholesome attitude toward the Divine, and an entirely amoral dietary regimen. Thankfully, Islam is a complete way of life and offers direction for every detail of human existence, making the education of the newly undead much simpler than you might imagine. Nonetheless, such an education should not be taken lightly; indeed, the responsibility for moral and spiritual guidance is a lifelong obligation, the right of the child over the parent for as long as you, or he, should live.”
~From Sheikha Al-Ninowi’s
Family Dynamics for the Undead Mom and Dad chapter 1, “The Cultivation of Character”
 
HE STEPPED FORWARD AGAIN, TOUCHED HER
shoulder briefly, respectfully. “I want to help you, Lina,” he said.
Confusion clouded her eyes, and she reached vaguely toward her neck, where the trail of blood had already dried.
“You what?”
“I want to help. I can protect you from Sidi Ahmed.”
“You know about him? What he wants?”
“I overheard.”
She was his responsibility. And she would need to feed soon enough. Sidi Ahmed could be her first kill. He had an unexpected vision of the two of them hunting together, the thrill of the chase, the cool, clean night air in their lungs, fresh, strong blood on their lips, blood shared lip to lip, tongue to tongue. A shudder of desire coursed through his veins. Her scent, her voice, the sweetness of her blood still in his mouth, the softness of her skin under his fingers, the joy in her laughter, the purity of her soul. He wanted her in more ways than he had ever known before.
“What can you do? We depend on him for everything. We’re completely under his thumb.”
“I can marry you,” he said, surprising himself. It was impulsive, unexpected, but the thought was a good one, a fitting one. He knew in his bones it was the right thing to do. “I can give you a good dowry. Enough for your family to open a little shop by the suq, or perhaps a taxicab operation.” He wanted so badly to please her, to see her smile.
“But you don’t even know me,” she protested.
But he did know her, he realized. Her scent, her taste, told him everything he needed to know about her. She was good. Profoundly, deeply, to the core. She could give him the peace he so desperately sought. The surety of her moral compass would guide him through his ethical dilemmas.
“Even so, I want to make you an honest woman,” he said, and then gave a crooked grin. “Well, help you stay an honest woman.”
It was not just the right thing to do; it was the only thing to do. The attentions of an unknown male benefactor would certainly raise the eyebrows of the gossips. People would assume relations that did not exist. Even her family might assume she had given away what a good Muslim woman did not give.
Besides, they were bound together by blood, by fate. He had made her a vampire; it was his duty to stand by her, to help her. The idea of a lifetime with Lina at his side was growing more and more appealing by the second. He hadn’t realized how lonely he’d been since he’d run away from the vampire who had made him. Yousif had not been a good man; he’d delighted in his own depravity, sinking further and further every day into decadence and vile, corrupt behavior. Despite the many shortcoming of Ibrahim’s moral probity, he had known from the start that he would live his life as a vampire much the same way he had lived his life as a normal human—trying to be good, even if he failed miserably most of the time.
Lina squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head lightly as if he were a dream she could chase away.
“This is just so sudden,” she said when he refused to disappear.
“We have all the time in the world to get to know one another.” She’d find out soon enough that he meant that quite literally.
“Lina? Who are you talking to?” a man’s voice called from within the house.
“No one, Baba.”
“Is that Sidi Ahmed?”
“No, Baba. I was just talking to myself. Go back to sleep. I’m coming in soon.”
Ibrahim touched her shoulder fleetingly again. “Get some rest, Lina. And don’t go to work tomorrow. I… I couldn’t bear it if he tried to…to harm you in any way. I’ll come for you after dinner. I’ll talk to your father, and we can go for a walk in the park, get to know each other better.” There was no need to rush her, or her family. As he’d said, they had all the time in the world.
“I have to go to work or my whole family will lose their jobs.”
“Once we’re married—” she gasped again, but he ignored the sound “—they won’t have to work here anymore. None of you will. I’m going to take care of you, all of you.”
It felt so right that, for once, Ibrahim had no second thoughts.
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My dear friend,
I am copying this out while I can. Leuwin is away, has left me in charge of the library. He has been doing that more and more, lately—errands for the Sisterhood, he says, but I know it’s mostly his own mad research. Now I know why.
His mind is disturbed. Twelve years of teaching me, and he never once denied me the reading of any book, but this—this thing has hold of him, I am certain plays with him. I thought it was his journal, at first; he used to write in it so often, closet himself with it for hours, and it seemed to bring him joy. Now I feel there is something fell and chanty about it, and beg your opinion of the whole, that we may work together to Leuwin’s salvation.
The book I am copying out is small—only four inches by five. It is a vivid green, quite exactly the color of sunlight through the oak leaves in the arbor, and just as mottled; its cover is pulp wrapped in paper, and its pages are thick with needle-thorn and something that smells of thyme.
There are six different hands in evidence. The first, the invocation, is archaic: large block letters with hardly any ornamentation. I place it during Journey Year 200-250, Long Did It Wind, and it is written almost in green paste: I observe a grainy texture to the letters, though I dare not touch them. Sometimes the green of them is obscured by rust-brown stains that I suppose to be blood, given the circumstances that produced the second hand.
The second hand is modern, as are the rest, though they vary significantly from each other.
The second hand shows evidence of fluency, practice, and ease in writing, though the context was no doubt grim. It is written in heavy charcoal, and is much faded, but still legible.
The third hand is a child’s uncertain wobbling, where the letters are large and uneven; it is written in fine ink with a heavy implement. I find myself wondering if it was a knife.
The fourth is smooth, an agony of right-slanted whorls and loops, a gallows-cursive that nooses my throat with the thought of who must have written it.
The fifth hand is very similar to the second. It is dramatically improved, but there is no question that it was produced by the same individual, who claims to be named Cynthia. It is written in ink rather than charcoal—but the ink is strange. There is no trace of nib or quill in the letters. It is as if they welled up from within the page.
The sixth hand is Leuwin’s.
I am trying to copy them as exactly as possible, and am bracketing my own additions.
Go in Gold,
Dominic Merrowin
 
[First Hand: invocation]
Hail!
To the Mistress of Crossroads, [blood stain to far right]
The Fetch in the Forest
The Witch of the Glen
The Hue and Cry of mortal men
Winsome and lissom and Fey!
Hail to the [blood stain obscuring]
Mother of Changelings
of doubled paths and trebled means of troubled dreams and salt and ash
Hail!
 
[Second Hand: charcoal smudging, two pages; dampened and stained]
Cold in here—death and shadows—funny there should be a book! the universe provides for last will and testament! [illegible]
[illegible]
I cannot write, mustn’t [illegible]
they’re coming I hear them they’ll hear scratching [illegible]
knives to tickle my throat oh please
They say they’re kind. I think that’s what we tell ourselves to be less afraid because how could anyone know? Do [blood stain]
the dead speak?
Do the tongues blackening around their necks sing?
Why do I write? Save me, please, save me, stone and ivy and bone I want to live I want to breathe they have no right [illegible]
 
[Third Hand: block capitals. Implement uncertain—possibly a knife, ink-tipped.]
What a beautiful book this is. I wonder where she found it. I could write poems in it. This paper is so thick, so creamy, it puts me in mind of the bones in the ivy. Her bones were lovely! I cannot wait to see how they will sprout in it—I kept her zygomatic bone, but her lacrimal bits will make such pretty patterns in the leaves!
I could almost feel that any trace of ink against this paper would be a poem, would comfort my lack of skill.
I must show my sisters. I wish I had more of this paper to give them. We could write each other such secrets as only bones ground into pulpy paper could know. Or I would write of how beautiful are sister-green’s eyes, how shy are sister-salt’s lips, how golden sister-bell’s laugh
 
[Fourth Hand: cursive, right-slanted; high quality ink, smooth and fine]
There is strong magic here. Perhaps Master Leuwin in his tower would appreciate such a curiosity. Strange that I write in it, then—strange magic. Leuwin, you have my leave to laugh when you read this. Perhaps you will write to me anon of its history before that unfortunate girl and my wayward Sister scribbled in it.
That is, if I send it to you. Its charm is powerful—I may wish to study it further, see if we mightn’t steep it in elderflower wine and discover what tincture results.
 
[Fifth Hand: ink is strange; no evidence of implement; style resembles Second Hand very closely]
Hello?
Where am I?
Please, someone speak to me
Oh
Oh no
 
[Sixth Hand: Master Leuwin Orrerel]
I will speak to you. Hello.
I think I see what happened, and I see that you see. I am sorry for you. But I think it would be best if you tried to sleep. I will shut the green over the black and you must think of sinking into sweetness, think of dreaming to fly. Think of echoes, and songs. Think of fragrant tea and the stars. No one can harm you now, little one. I will hide you between two great leather tomes—
 
[Fifth Hand—alternating with Leuwin’s hereafter]
Do you know Lady Aster?
Yes, of course.
Could you put me next to her, please? I love her plays.
I always preferred her poetry.
Her plays ARE poetry!
Of course, you’re right. Next to her, then. What is your name?
Cynthia.
I am Master Leuwin.
I know. It’s very kind of you to talk to me.
You’re—[ink blot]
forgive the ink blot, please. Does that hurt?
No more than poor penmanship ever does.
 
Leuwin? are you there?
Yes. What can I do for you?
Speak to me, a little. do you live alone?
Yes—well, except for Dominic, my student and apprentice. It is my intention to leave him this library one day—it is a library, you see, in a tower on a small hill, seven miles from the city of Leech—do you know it?
No. I’ve heard of it, though. Vicious monarchy, I heard.
I do not concern myself overmuch with politics. I keep records, that is all.
How lucky for you, to not have to concern yourself with politics. Records of what?
Everything I can. Knowledge. Learning. Curiosities. History and philosophy. Scientific advances, musical compositions and theory—some things I seek out, most are given to me by people who would have a thing preserved.
How ironic.
…Yes. Yes, I suppose it is, in your case.
[[DECAY, SEVERAL LEAVES LOST]]
Were you very beautiful, as a woman?
What woman would answer no, in my position?
An honest one.
I doubt I could have appeared more beautiful to you as a woman than as a book.
…Too honest.
[[DECAY, SEVERAL LEAVES LOST]]
What else is in your library?
Easier to ask what isn’t! I am in pursuit of a book inlaid with mirrors—the text is so potent that it was written in reverse, and can only be read in reflection to prevent unwelcome effects.
Fascinating. Who wrote it?
I have a theory it was commissioned by a disgruntled professor, with a pun on “reflection” designed to shame his students into closer analyses of texts.
Hah! I hope that’s the case. What else?
Oh, there is a history of the Elephant War written by a captain on the losing side, a codex from the Chrysanthemum Year (Bold Did it Bloom) about the seven uses of bone that the Sisterhood would like me to find, and—
Cynthia I’m so sorry. Please, forgive me.
No matter. It isn’t as if I’ve forgotten how I came to you in the first place, though you seem to quite frequently.
Why
Think VERY carefully about whether you want to ask this question, Leuwin.
Why did they kill you? …How did they?
Forbidden questions from their pet librarian? The world does turn. Do you really want to know?
Yes.
So do I. perhaps you could ask them for me.
[[DECAY, SEVERAL LEAVES LOST]]
If I could find a way to get you out…
You and your ellipses. Was that supposed to be a question?
I might make it a quest.
I am dead, Leuwin. I have no body but this.
You have a voice. A mind.
I am a voice, a mind. I have nothing else.
Cynthia… What happens when we reach the end of this? When we run out of pages?
Endings do not differ overmuch from each other, I expect. Happy or sad, they are still endings.
Your ending had a rather surprising sequel.
True. Though I see it more as intermission—an interminable intermission, during which the actors have wandered home to get drunk.
[[DECAY, SEVERAL LEAVES LOST]]
Cynthia, I think I love you.
Cynthia?
Why don’t you answer me?
Please, speak to me.
I’m tired, Leuwin.
I love you.
You love ink on a page. You don’t lack for that here.
I love you.
Only because I speak to you. Only because no one but you reads these words. Only because I am the only book to be written to you, for you. Only because I allow you, in this small way, to be a book yourself.
I love you.
Stop.
Don’t you love me?
Cynthia.
You can’t lie, can you?
You can’t lie, so you refuse to speak the truth.
I hate you.
Because you love me.
I hate you. Leave me alone.
I will write out Lady Aster’s plays for you to read. I will write you her poetry. I will fill this with all that is beautiful in the world, for you, that you might live it.
Leuwin. no.
I will stop a few pages from the end, and you can read it over and over again, all the loveliest things…
Leuwin. no.
But I
STOP. I WANT TO LIVE. I WANT TO HOLD YOU AND FUCK YOU AND MAKE YOU TEA AND READ YOU PLAYS. I WANT YOU TO TOUCH MY CHEEK AND MY HAIR AND LOOK ME IN THE EYES WHEN YOU SAY YOU LOVE ME. I WANT TO LIVE!
And you, you want a woman in a book. You want to tremble over my binding and ruffle my pages and spill ink into me. No, I can’t lie. Only the living can lie. I am dead. I am dead trees and dead horses boiled to glue. I hate you. Leave me alone.
 
[FINIS. Several blank pages remain]
 
You see he is mad.
I know he is looking for ways to extricate her from the book. I fear for him, in so deep with the Sisters—I fear for what he will ask them—
Sweet Stars, there’s more. I see it appearing as I write this—unnatural, chanty thing! I shall not reply. I must not reply, lest I fall into her trap as he did! But I will write this for you—I am committed to completeness.
Following immediately after the last, then:
 
Dominic, why are you doing this?
You won’t answer me? Fair enough.
I can feel when I am being read, Dominic. It’s a beautiful feeling, in some ways—have you ever felt beautiful? sometimes I think only people who are not beautiful can feel so, can feel the shape of the exception settling on them like a mantle, like a morning mist.
Being read is like feeling beautiful, knowing your hair to be just-so and your clothing to be well-put-together and your color to be high and bright, and to feel, in the moment of beauty, that you are being observed.
The world shifts. You pretend not to see that you are being admired, desired. You think about whether or not to play the game of glances, and you smile to yourself, and you know the person has seen your smile, and it was beautiful, too. Slowly, you become aware of how they see you, and without looking, quite, you know that they are playing the game too, that they imagine you seeing them as beautiful, and it is a splendid game, truly.
Leuwin reads me quite often, without saying anything further to me. I ache when he does, to answer, to speak, but ours is a silence I cannot be the one to break. So he reads, and I am read, and this is all our love now.
I feel this troubles you. I do not feel particularly beautiful when you read me, Dominic. But I know it is happening.
Will you truly not answer? Only write me down into your own little book? Oh, Dominic. And you think you will run away? Find him help? You’re sweet enough to rot teeth.
You know, I always wanted someone to write me poetry.
If I weren’t dead, the irony would kill me.
I wonder who the Mistress of the Crossroads was. Hello, I suppose, if you ever read this—if Dominic ever shares.
I am going to try and sleep. Sorry my handwriting isn’t prettier. I never really was myself.
I suppose Leuwin must have guessed, at some point. Just as he would have guessed you’d disobey him eventually. I am sorry he will find out about both, now. It isn’t as if I can cross things out. No doubt he will be terribly angry. No doubt the Sisters will find out you know something more of them than they would permit, as I did.
It’s been a while since I’ve felt sorry for someone who wasn’t Leuwin, but I do feel sorry for you.
Good night.
 
That is all. Nothing else appears. Please, you must help him. I don’t know what to do. I cannot destroy the book—I cannot hide it from him, he seeks it every hour he is here—
I shall write more to you anon. He returns. I hear his feet upon the stair.
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EVERY EVENING WAS A FIN DE SIÈCLE
in the great sprawling castle-city of Nycthemeron. But, of course, to say it was evening meant no more than to say it was morning, or midnight, or yesterday, or six days hence, or nineteen years ago. For it was every inch a timeless place, from the fig trees high in the Palazzo’s Spire-top cloud gardens all the way down to the sinuous river Gnomon encircling the city.
Nycthemeron had tumbled from the calendar. It had slipped into the chasm between tick and tock, to land in its own instantaneous eternity. And so its residents occupied their endless moment with pageants and festivals and reveled in century-long masques, filled forever with decadent delights. They picnicked in the botanical gardens, made love in scented boudoirs, danced through their eternal twilight. And they disregarded the fog that shrouded their city with soft grey light.
As for time? Time was content to leave them there. It felt no pity, no compassion, for the people stuck in that endless now. This wasn’t because time was cold, or cruel, or heartless. But it had no concern for that glistening place, no interest in the people who existed there.
Except one. Her name was Tink.
And it was said (among the people who said such things) that if you sought something truly special for your sweetheart, or if you yearned for that rarest of experiences—something novel, something new—you could find it at Tink’s shop in the Briardowns. For Tink was something quite peculiar: she was a clockmaker.
Indeed, so great were her talents that normally staid and proper clock hands fluttered with delight at her approach. Time reveled in her horological handiwork. If it had to be measured, quantified, divvied up and parceled out, it would do so only on a timepiece of Tink’s design.
How could this be? She was a clockwork girl, they said. And indeed, if you were to stand near Tink, to wait for a quiet moment and then bend your ear in her direction, you might just hear the phantom tickticktickticktickticktick
serenading every moment of her life. Who but a clockwork girl would make such a noise, they said. And others would nod, and agree, and consider the matter settled.
But they were wrong. Tink was a flesh and blood woman, as real as anybody who danced on the battlements or made love in the gardens. She was no mere clockwork.
Tink was the object of time’s affection. It attended her so closely, revered and adored her so completely, that it couldn’t bear to part from her, even for an instant. But time’s devotion carried a price. Tink aged.
She was, in short, a living clock. Her body was the truest timepiece Nycthemeron could ever know; her thumping heart, the metronome of the world.
But the perfectly powdered and carefully coifed lovelies who visited her shop knew nothing of this. They made their way to the Briardowns, in the shadow of an ancient aqueduct, seeking the lane where hung a wooden sign adorned with a faceless clock. Midway down, between an algebraist’s clinic and a cartographer’s studio, Tink’s storefront huddled beneath an awning of pink alabaster.
Now, on this particular afternoon (let us pretend for the moment that such distinctions were meaningful in Nycthemeron) the chime over Tink’s door announced a steady trickle of customers. The Festival of the Leaping Second was close, and if ever there was an occasion to ply one’s darling with wonderments, it was this. Soon revelers would congregate on the highest balconies of the Spire. There they would grasp the hands of an effigy clock and click the idol forward one second. Afterward, they would trade gifts and kisses, burn the effigy, then seek out new lovers and new debaucheries.
If you were to ask the good people of Nycthemeron just how frequently they celebrated the Festival of the Leaping Second, they would smile and shrug and tell you: When the mood descends upon us.
But Tink knew differently. The Festival came every twenty years, as measured by her tick-tock heartbeat. She felt this, knew it, as a fish feels water and knows how to swim.
To a marchioness with a fringe of peacock feathers on her mask, Tink gave an empty, pentagonal hourglass. “Turn this after your favorite dance, and you’ll live that moment five times over,” she said.
To a courtier in a scarlet cravat, Tink gave a paper packet of wildflower seeds. “Spread these in your hair,” she said. “They’ll blossom the moment you kiss your honey love, and you will be the posy she takes home.”
Tink requested only token payments for these trinkets, expecting neither obligation nor gratitude in return. Some, like the marchioness, paid handsomely; others, such as the tatterdemalion scholar, gave what they could (in his case, a leather bookmark). And sometimes she traded her wares for good will, as she did with the stonemason and gardener.
Though she was young and strong and did not ache, Tink spent what her body considered a long day rummaging through her shop for creative ways to brighten static lives. Her mind was tired, her stomach empty.
Unlike the rest of Nycthemeron’s populace, Tink had to sleep. She announced her shop closed for the remainder of the day. Cries of dismay arose from the people queued outside (though of course they had long ago forgotten the meaning of “day”).
“The Festival!” they cried; a chorus of painted, feathered, and sequined masks. Everyone wore a mask, as demanded by the calculus of glamour.
“Come back tomorrow,” she said (though of course they had forgotten the meaning of this, too). But a tall fellow in a cormorant mask came jogging up the lane.
“Wait! Timesmith, wait!”
Nobody had ever called her that, but the phrase amused her. Few people dared to let the word “time” touch their lips. The rest of Tink’s petitioners grumbled at the bold fellow’s approach. They dispersed, shaking their heads and bemoaning their bad luck.
“Sorry, pretties. Sorry, lovelies,” said Tink. “You’ll get your goodies tomorrow.”
The newcomer laid a hand upon the door, panting slightly. His breeches, she noticed, displayed shapely calves. “Are you Tink?”
“I am.”
“Fabled maker of clocks and wonderments, I hear.”
“Let me guess,” said Tink. “You’re seeking something for the Festival. Something with which to impress your lady love. You want me to win her heart for you, is that so?”
His shrug ruffled the long silk ribbons looped around the sleeves of his shirt. Some were vermilion, and others cerulean, like his eyes. “It’s true, I confess.”
“The others wanted the same,” she said. “I told them I could do no more today. Why should I become a liar?”
“Do it for my flaxen-haired beauty.”
Tink thought she recognized this fellow. And so she asked, knowing the answer, “Will you love her forever?”
“Forever? That is all we have. Yes, I will love her forever, and she me. Until the Festival ends.”
Aha.
“You are Valentine.”
He bowed, with a flourish. The ribbons fluttered on his arms again. “You know me?”
“Everybody knows you.”
Valentine: the legendary swain of Nycthemeron. Valentine, who could spend centuries on a single seduction. Valentine, famed for his millennial waltz. Charmer, lothario, friend of everyman, consort of the queen.
Though it was against her better judgment, Tink beckoned him inside. Valentine’s eyes twinkled as he examined her space. The shelves were stacked with odds and ends culled from every corner of Nycthemeron: strange objects floating in yellow pickle jars; workbenches strewn with gears and mainsprings, loupes and screws and a disassembled astrolabe; the smell of oil and peppermint.
He said, “Your sign says ‘Timepieces’.”
“Is that somehow strange?”
“But you gave that fellow with the scarlet cravat just a packet of wildflowers.”
“You know this how?”
“I stopped him and asked. I knew he’d come from your shop because he looked happy.” He crossed his arms. “Flowers are nice, but they’re no timepiece.”
“Everything is a clock,” said Tink. “Even the buckles on your shoes and the boards beneath your feet. But this place,” she said, with a gesture that implied all of Nycthemeron, “has forgotten that.”
“The stories are true. You are a peculiar one.” And then he cocked his head, as if listening to something. “They say you are a clockwork, you know. “
His gaze was a stickpin and Tink a butterfly. She shrugged, and blushed, and turned away.
Which was odd. Time had never seen her fall shy.
“As for your lady love,” said Tink, changing the subject, “I know what to do. Come with me.”
She led him to shelves stacked with clocks of sand, and candle wax, and other things. (Time frequently sprawled here, like a cat in sunlight.) She stopped at a grandfather clock carved in the guise of a fig tree. Tink set it to one minute before midnight.
“Hold out your hand,” Tink said. She gave the clock a nod of encouragement, and it began to tock-tick-tock its way toward midnight. Valentine watched with fascination. But, of course, he had never seen a working clock.
A miniscule hatch opened above the twelve and a seed plinked
into Valentine’s hand. Tink repeated the process.
“What are these?” he asked.
“Intercalary seeds. At the Festival, put one under your tongue. Have your lady do the same. The seeds will release one minute that belongs solely to the pair of you.”
Valentine tucked the seeds into the tasseled sash at his waist. He took her hand. His touch, she noticed with a shudder, was warm and gentle. With his other hand he removed his mask, saying, “I am in your debt.”
He winked and kissed her hand. Now, Tink was prepared for this, for Valentine was nothing if not notorious for his charms. But when she saw the laugh lines around his eyes, and felt his breath tickle the back of her hand, and felt his soft lips brush against her skin, her metronome heart—
…diners in a sidewalk café marveled at a turtledove hanging motionless overhead, just for an instant…
—skipped—
…the candles in a Cistercian chapel, all 419 of them, stopped flickering, just for an instant…
—a—
…all the noises of life and love and revelry and sorrow, the voice of Nycthemeron, fell silent, just for an instant…
—beat.
Tink did not sleep that night. Lying on a downy mattress just wide enough for one—she had never needed anything more, having never known loneliness—she replayed those few minutes with Valentine in her head, again and again. She smelled the back of her hand, imagined it was his breath tickling her skin.
Tink could win his heart. All she needed was time.
 
SHE AWOKE WITH A PLAN.
In order to win Valentine’s heart, she had to know him, and he had to know her. In order to know him, she had to be near him. To be near him, she had to get into the Palazzo. She could get into the Palazzo if she brought a birthday gift for Queen Perjumbellatrix.
Of course, birthdays held no meaning in a place exiled from the calendar. But the eternal queen was fond of gifts, and so she held masques and received tributes once per year (measured, as always, by the ticking of Tink’s heart). And Valentine, her consort, attended each. Even so, Tink would be fortunate to get more than a few moments with him.
Thus, after the Festival, Tink went to work on a special series of clocks. Each was designed to delight the revelers in Her Majesty’s grand ballroom.
And each was designed to steal one minute from Her Majesty. Each clock would swaddle Tink and Valentine in sixty purloined seconds. Nor was that all.
For Valentine—pretty, perfect Valentine—minutes held no meaning. One was much the same as another. Thus, it would be nothing odd for him to experience a conversation strung across the decades, one minute per year.
But Tink—mortal, metronome Tink—had to live
her way from one stolen minute to the next. So she designed the clocks to string those moments together like pearls on a necklace, forming one continuous assignation with Valentine.
 
THE FIRST CLOCK WAS A SIMPLE
thing: a wind-up circus. But Her Majesty disappointed courtiers throughout the Palazzo when she declared it her favorite tribute.
Tink curtsied, feeling like a dandelion in a rose garden. The braids in her silvery hair had unraveled, and her gown—the finest from the secondhand shop in the Briardowns—was not fine at all in this company.
She retreated to a corner of the ballroom. Tink had never learned to dance.
Valentine danced with every lady in the hall, always returning to Perjumbellatrix in the interim. He hadn’t changed one tock from the way he’d appeared at Tink’s shop. The ribbons on his sleeves traced spirals in the air when he twirled his partners so, the feathers of his cormorant mask fluttered when he tipped his ladies thus. Tink fidgeted with her embroidery, waiting until the clockwork elephants on the queen’s gift trumpeted midnight.
Everything stopped. The ballroom became a sculpture garden, an expressionist swirl of skin and feathers and jewels and silks. Beads of wine from a tipped goblet sparkled like rubies suspended in midair; plucked harp strings hung poised to fling notes like arrows.
“Well done, Timesmith.” Tink turned. Valentine bowed at her. “It is a wonder,” he said, marveling at the motionless dancers. “But I think your wonderment has missed its mark, no?” He pointed: Tink’s clock had made a statue of the statuesque monarch.
Tink swallowed, twice. She found her voice: “The clock is for her. But this,” she said, “is for you.” And me.
Valentine smiled. “I’ve never seen its equal.” He took her hand. Her skin tingled beneath his fingertips. “Thank you.” Her metronome heart skipped another beat when he touched his lips to the back of her hand. But the world had stopped, so nobody noticed.
He asked, “How long will they stay like this?”
“That’s complicated,” said Tink. “But they’re safe.”
The room blurred about them. Merrymakers blinked into new positions around the ballroom. The eternally tipping wine goblet became an ice sculpture of the queen. And her gift, the clockwork circus, became an orrery.
A year had passed.
“I see! I see, I see!” Valentine clapped. He understood, for every moment was the same to him.
“Do you like it?” she asked.
“It’s marvelous,” he said. “Now let me
show you
something you’ve never known. Dance with me.”
She wanted to waltz with him, but feared to try. She had impressed him. But could that be undone by a single awkward step? Valentine was a graceful creature, accustomed to graceful partners.
“I don’t, that is, I’ve never—”
“Trust me,” he said.
Valentine pulled her to the center of the ballroom. His hand warmed the small of her back. He smelled like clean salt, like the distant sea. Dancing, she discovered, came naturally. It was, after all, a form of rhythm. And what was rhythm but a means of marking time?
The room blurred around them. The orrery became an hourglass. They wove and whirled amongst the motionless dancers. Tink laughed. It was working.
“Look,” said Valentine. “Look at their eyes.”
Masks hid their faces, but not their eyes. She looked upon a man who wore the burgundy cummerbund of a baronet. His eyes glistened with hidden tears. They pirouetted past a countess with a diadem on her brow, butterfly wings affixed to her cheeks, and soul-deep weariness in her eyes.
Valentine asked, “What do you see?”
“Sorrow,” said Tink.
“They’ve lost something. We all have.”
“Three things,” said Tink. For suddenly she knew what Valentine wanted and needed. He didn’t know it himself.
Yet still they danced. It was wonderful; it was magical. But his eyes returned again and again to Perjumbellatrix. He danced with Tink—and what a dancer he was—but his heart and mind were elsewhere.
The final timepiece expended its stolen minute. The bubble of intimacy popped under the assault of music, laughter, and voices raised in tribute to the queen.
“Truly marvelous,” said Valentine. “Thank you for this dance, Timesmith.” With a wink, a bow, and a kiss, he returned to his place beside the queen.
Tink’s feet ached. Her lungs pumped like bellows. Her skin wasn’t quite as smooth as it had been when their dance began. She had aged twenty years in twenty minutes. But it was a small price for the key to somebody’s heart.
She returned to her shop, deep in thought. And so she did not notice how the hands of every clock bowed low to her, like a bashful admirer requesting a dance. Time had seen how she had laughed with joy in Valentine’s arms. It yearned, desperately, to dance with her.
Tink spent months (measured, as always, by the thumping of her heart) holed up in her shop. She labored continuously, pausing only for food and rest. And, on several occasions, to climb a staircase of carved peridot and dip a chalice in the waters atop the aqueduct.
Far above the city, craftsmen and courtiers built an effigy clock atop the Spire. Valentine, Tink knew, was there. She wondered if he ever gazed from that aerie upon the Briardowns, wondered if his thoughts ever turned from queen to clockmaker.
When the Festival of the Leaping Second returned to Nycthemeron, and a crowd again milled outside Tink’s shop, they found it locked and the storefront dark. Her neighbors, the algebraist and the cartographer, told of her forays along the aqueduct and of strange sounds from her workshop: splashing, gurgling, the creak of wooden gears.
By now, of course, the queen had grown quite fond of Tink’s wonderments. And when she heard that the clockmaker had arrived, promising something particularly special for the Festival, she ordered a new riser built for Tink’s work.
There, Tink built a miniature Nycthemeron: nine feet tall at the Spire, six feet wide, encircled by a flowing replica of the river Gnomon, complete with aqueducts, waterwheels, sluices, gates, and even a tiny clockmaker’s shop in a tiny Briardowns. There, a model clockmaker gazed lovelorn at the Spire, where a model Valentine gazed down.
When the revelry culminated in the advance of the effigy, Tink filled the copper reservoir on her water clock. And everybody, including the queen and lovely Valentine at her side, marveled at Tink’s work.
The water flowed backward. It sprang from the waterwheels to leap upon the aqueducts and gush uphill, where special pumps pulled it down to begin again.
It was a wonder, they said. An amazement. A delight.
Only time, and time alone, understood what she had done. Tink had given the people of Nycthemeron something they had lost.
She had given them their past.
 
TINK WENT HOME FEELING PLEASED. JUST
a few more clocks, just a few more stolen moments, and Valentine would express adoration. But she couldn’t work as many hours at a stretch as she had in her youth. She had to unlock his heart before time rendered her an unlovable crone.
But there were interruptions. People peppered her with strange requests: vague notions they couldn’t express and that Tink couldn’t deliver. The fellow in the scarlet cravat returned, seeking a means of visiting “that place.”
“What place?” Tink asked.
“That—” he waved his hands in frustration, indicating some vague and distant land “—place.” He shrugged. “I see it in my head. I’ve been there, but I don’t know how to return. It’s here, and yet it’s not here, too.”
Tink could not help him. Nor could she help the baroness who requested a clockwork key that would open a door to “that other Nycthemeron.” At first they came in a slow trickle, these odd requests. But the trickle became a torrent. Tink closed her shop so that she could finish the next sequence of birthday clocks for Queen Perjumbellatrix.
 
VALENTINE INVITED TINK FOR ANOTHER SPIN
around a ballroom filled with motionless revelers. He was, of course, as handsome as ever. But when he doffed his mask, Tink saw the crease of a frown perched between his cerulean eyes. Her metronome heart did a little jig of concern.
“You look troubled,” she said as he took her hand.
Valentine said, “Troubled? I suppose I am.”
“Perhaps I can help,” said Tink. “After all, my skills are not inconsiderable.” She added what she hoped was a coquettish lilt to these words.
Valentine wrapped his arm around Tink’s waist. They waltzed past a duchess and her lissome lover. “I find my thoughts drifting to a new place. A different Nycthemeron.”
Tink faltered. The dancers blurred into a new configuration. Another precious year had passed.
Valentine danced mechanically. His movements were flawless, but devoid of the grace that had made Tink swoon when first they had danced together. And for her part, her whirring mind couldn’t concentrate on one thing or the other; she stepped awkwardly, without poise or balance.
It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Her gift was meant to impress Valentine, not confuse and distract him. But she had her pilfered minutes and intended to use them.
She rested her head on his shoulder, enjoying his scent and the fluid play of muscles in his arm. “What sort of place?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” he said. “It’s a place I’ve been, someplace close, even, but I don’t know how to get there.”
The revelers snapped into new arrangements; another year lost. Valentine led her in a swooping two-step around the ballroom. There was, it seemed, more room to move.
“Is it here in Nycthemeron? A forgotten courtyard? A secluded cloister?”
“I can’t say. I feel like it may be… everywhere. Strange, isn’t it?” He shook his head and smiled. “No matter. Once again you have done a magnificent thing.”
But Tink barely heard his praise. She had given the people of Nycthemeron their past. But what did that mean to timeless people in a timeless city? Nothing. They were afflicted with strange thoughts they couldn’t comprehend: memories of times past. To them, the past was a foreign place they couldn’t visit.
They waltzed. Tink’s feet ached, twinges of betrayal from her aging body. Blur. They danced a sarabande. Her back ached. Blur. Her lungs burned. Blur.
Tink saw
the thinning of the ballroom crowd.
“Valentine, have you noticed there are fewer people in this ballroom every year?”
“Yes.”
“Where are they going?”
“They’re trying to leave Nycthemeron,” he said.
“Oh, no,” she said, and crashed to the floor.
“Timesmith!” Valentine leapt to her side, cradled her head in his hands. “Please forgive me. Are you hurt?”
The ballroom floor was hard and her body less resilient than it had been minutes and years ago. But she disregarded her bruises, because Valentine was sopping wet. His slippery hands had lost their grip on her. He smelled of river grass and mud.
“What happened?” she asked.
“The queen sent me to stop her half-brother from trying to swim his way out of Nycthemeron. That’s where they’re going. To the river.”
But, of course, nobody could leave Nycthemeron. Not even Tink. The luminous fog was chaos, its touch deadly.
In a tiny voice, she asked, “Did you save him?”
“No. He entered the fog before I was halfway across.”
And at that moment Tink realized her gift, bestowed upon the people of Nycthemeron with love and intended to win love in return, was killing people.
Tink’s clock chimed midnight. Their stolen time had lapsed. And when Tink saw herself in the golden mirrors of the ballroom, she saw that her hair, once a lustrous silver, had tarnished to grey. She had aged another twenty years, but had gained nothing from it.
Tink returned to the Briardowns and her lonely, narrow cot, unaware of the clocks that capered for her attention. Time ached to comfort her, to console her. It sang her to sleep with a lullaby of ticks and tocks.
She’d been so foolish. She might as well have given a penny-farthing bicycle to the koi in the fishponds. The people of Nycthemeron couldn’t comprehend her gift. Right now they had the past bearing down on them like a boulder rolling toward a cliff. But that time had nowhere to go, no safe landing. It was disconnected. Meaningless.
She could salvage this. She could cure the malady she had created. She could still win Valentine. She could fix everything. All it required was a simple pendulum clock.
Tink paid a visit to the smithy in Nycthemeron’s Steeltree district. There, she commissioned the finest double-edged blade the smith could forge. No hilt—only the blade, with a tang for fastening it. A strange request. But it was considered no small honor to help the clockmaker create one of her fabled wonderments.
Thus, when she returned to his forge, he presented her with thirty inches of gleaming steel. It was, he proclaimed, the finest and sharpest blade he’d ever forged. Sharp enough to shear the red from a rainbow.
She thanked him. But it was not sharp enough.
And so, in the months before the next Festival (measured, as always, by the thumping of Tink’s broken heart), she spent every moment in her workshop. Things took longer these days. Her eyes strained at the tiniest cogs; her grip quavered as it never used to do.
People again reported odd noises in her shop. At first, the grinding of a whetstone. Later, a rasping, as of sand on steel. Then, the susurration of cotton on steel. And finally, if they pressed their ears to her shop, they might have heard the whisper of breath on steel.
And those who stayed until Tink emerged might have noticed something different about her. For where before there had always been the phantom tickticktick
that followed her like a devoted puppy, now, when she carried the pendulum blade, there was sometimes only a phantom ti-ti-ti, and other times a ck-ck-ck, depending on how she held it.
Tink loaded her cart with a crate the size of a grandfather clock, then drove to the Spire. By now, of course, she was one of the queen’s most favored subjects, and so the ballroom had a place of honor reserved for Tink. There, she assembled her contribution to the Festival.
The revelers advanced the effigy. Tink wound her clock; the pendulum swung ponderously across its lacquered case. It was silent. Not even a whisper accompanied the passage of the pendulum. It sliced through the moments, leaving slivers of ticks
and tatters of tocks
in its wake.
At Tink’s request, the queen posted guards around the clock, for the pendulum blade was a fearsome thing. Its edges were the sharpest things that could ever be, sharp as the now
that separates past and future.
But only time, and time alone, understood what she had done. Tink had given Nycthemeron something it had lost.
She had given it the present: a knowledge of now.
 
TINK RETURNED TO THE BRIARDOWNS. HER
body would be eighty years old at the next Festival, while Valentine would still be a stunning twentysomething. How many lovers had he charmed since his visit to Tink’s shop? How many stolen kisses, how many fluttering hearts? Her life had none of these things. Her pillow never smelled of anybody but Tink.
What chance had she of winning him now? It was a foolish hope. But she had spent her life on it, and couldn’t bear to think it had all been for nothing.
She tried to concentrate. But time’s desperation had become jealousy, so it had imbued the pendulum blade with a special potency. Anything for Tink’s attention.
The man in the scarlet cravat returned. He asked Tink for a trinket that would “set him moving” again. She couldn’t help him. Nor could she help the pregnant woman whose belly suggested imminent labor and whose eyes were the most sorrowful Tink had ever seen. She’d been that way, Tink realized, since time had lost its interest. Since the moment Nycthemeron had fallen from the calendar.
Tink was passing beneath the aqueduct, on her way to the Palazzo, when a man in a cobalt-colored fez crashed onto the street before her cart. The wind of his passage ruffled her hair, and he smashed the cobbles hard enough to set the chimes in Tink’s clock to ringing. Plumes of dust billowed from between the paving stones. She screamed.
Not because he had perished. He hadn’t, of course. Tink screamed because his sorrow had driven him to seek death, the ultimate boundary between past and future. And because he’d never find it.
He shambled to his feet, for his body was timeless. But when the poor fellow realized that nothing had changed, that he hadn’t bridged the gulf between was
and will, he slumped to the ground and wept. He waved off Tink’s offers of a ride, of conversation, of commiseration.
A quiet gasp of dismay reached her ears. She looked up. People lined the tallest edges of the aqueduct.
The pendulum blade carved a personal now
for every soul in Nycthemeron. And drove them mad. Tink had shown them they were entombed in time, and now they were suffocating.
Tink rushed to the Palazzo. The ballroom was emptier than she had ever seen it. Couples still danced, but just a fraction of those who had toasted the queen in pageants past.
The ribbons on Valentine’s arms still fluttered; his shapely calves still flexed and stretched when he waltzed with the queen. But was it Tink’s imagination, or had his eyes lost their sparkle? Was it her imagination, or did he seem distracted and imprecise in his movements?
An earl in an owl mask requested a dance, but she declined him and all the others who sought a few steps with the famous clockmaker. She might have been flattered, but now, with age weighing upon her, she lacked the energy for much revelry. She saved herself.
Her clock chimed. Once more, Tink and Valentine were alone together in a private minute. He took her hand.
“You look worried,” he said.
“How are you? Are you well?” She studied his face.
“I am the same as ever,” he said, a catch in his voice.
He was silent for what felt like eternity. Blur. Blur. Blur. It broke her heart, every wasted instant. This was her last chance. It wasn’t meant to be like this.
“Something is bothering you,” she said. “Will you tell me about it? You’ll never have a more devoted listener.”
That, at least, elicited a slight sigh, and a weary chuckle. “What is it like?”
“What is what like?”
“Aging.”
Tink said, “My body aches. I can’t see or hear as well as I could. My mind isn’t as sharp, my fingers not as nimble.” She paused while he gently spun her through a pirouette. “But I am more wise now.”
“More wise?”
“Wise enough to know that I’m a foolish old woman.”
Grief clenched her chest, ground the gears in her metronome heart. The years had become a burden too heavy for her shoulders. She faltered. Valentine caught her.
He asked, “Are you ill?”
She shook her head. “Just old. Will you sit with me?”
“Of course.”
They watched motionless dancers blink through the celebrations. Tink rested her head on his shoulder. She wanted to remember his scent forever. That was all she’d ever have of him; her efforts to win his heart had failed. Worse than that: she had transmuted his joy into melancholy.
“May I ask something of you, Valentine?”
“Anything, Timesmith.”
“Your ribbons. I would like to take one, if I may.”
“Allow me,” he said. He removed a vermilion ribbon and tied it into her grey hair. “Remember me, won’t you?”
That made her smile. She would remember him until the end of her days. Didn’t he realize this? Had she been too oblique in her bids for his affection? Blur.
Tink turned to thank him for the token, and to tell him that he was ever on her mind. But she didn’t. His shirt was tattered, his ribbons were frayed. Feathers had come loose from his cormorant mask. He was dusty.
“What happened to you?” she asked.
“I… I fell,” he whispered.
“Oh, Valentine—” She reached up to touch his face. His changeless, beautiful face. Her stolen time came to an end. It left her very old, very tired, and very alone.
VALENTINE’S HEART WOULD NEVER BE HERS; she could accept that. But it would never be pledged to anybody ever again, and that she couldn’t bear. It was broken. Because of her.
If Tink could do one final thing before she succumbed to old age, she wanted to mend him. Mend everybody. But though she knew what that would require, she did not know how to do it. The future was an abstract thing, built of possibilities and nothing else. It was impervious to cogs, springs, pendulums, blades, sand, beeswax, and water.
She paced. She napped. She ignored the urgent knocking of would-be customers. More napping. More pacing.
And then she noticed the model castle-city she had built years earlier. Her water-clock Nycthemeron sat in a corner, draped in cobwebs and dust.
Tink looked upon the Spire, and the surrounding gardens, and knew exactly what to do.
 
FIRST, SHE PAID A VISIT TO
the stonemason. He welcomed her. But when she told him what she needed, he balked. It was too much work for one person.
But Tink had not come alone. For she was famous, and drew a small crowd when she ventured outside. Some followers, such as the fellow in the scarlet cravat, had been waiting outside her dark and shuttered store, hoping to wheedle one last wonderment from the aging clockmaker. Others had followed the siren call of her tickticktick, hoping it would lead them to a novel experience.
Next, Tink called upon the gardeners who maintained the parklands along the river. Their objections were similar to the stonemason’s. But she solved their concerns as she had those of the stonemason: she presented the gardeners with strong and beautiful volunteers.
She supervised as best she could. But often the volunteers found her dozing in her cart because she had succumbed to weariness. They took turns bringing her home and tucking her into bed.
The changes to the outskirts of Nycthemeron drew more volunteers, and more still, as people abandoned their decadent delights. But nobody knew why Tink needed so much granite carved just so, nor why she needed the gardens landscaped just so.
Only time understood her plan. Only time, which had felt first confusion, then jealousy, then heartbreak while she squandered her short life yearning for Valentine.
TINK AWOKE WITH VALENTINE’S HAND BRUSHING
her cheek. At first she thought she had died and had gone to someplace better. But when she touched his face and saw her aged hand, she knew she was still an old woman. Her pillow was moist with tears.
His eyes gleamed. Perhaps not as brightly as they once had, but enough to cause a stutter in her metronome heart. “I’ve come to take you to the Festival.”
That caused a jolt of alarm. “But my work—”
“Is finished. Completed to your every specification. Although nobody can tell me what your instructions mean.”
His face was smudged with dirt.
“What happened to you?” she asked.
“I’ve been gardening,” he said, and winked.
Valentine carried her to her cart. She dozed with her head on his shoulder as he drove to the Palazzo. Once, when the jouncing of the cart roused her, she glimpsed what might have been an honor guard with shining epaulettes and flapping pennants. It may have been a dream.
Tink dozed again during the funicular ride up the Spire. The view did not transfix her: she had seen it every year for the past sixty (measured, as always, by the beating of her failing heart). She preferred the drowsy sensation of resting in Valentine’s arms, no matter how chaste the embrace. Her glimpses of Nycthemeron, between dreams and sighs, showed an unfamiliar city.
Ah, she recalled. Yes. The Festival.
It had seemed dreadfully important once, this final gift. But she was too exhausted and too full of regrets to care.
“Why do you cry, Timesmith?”
“I’m a foolish old woman. I’ve spent my entire life just to have one hour with you.”
She closed her eyes. When next she opened them, Valentine was setting her gently upon a cushioned chair in the gilded grand ballroom. It was, she noticed, a place of honor beside Queen Perjumbellatrix. The queen said something, but it was loud in the ballroom. Tink nodded, expressed her thanks, then returned to her dreams.
A jostling woke her, several minutes or decades later. Her chair floated toward the balcony. Valentine lifted it, as did the courtier in the scarlet cravat, and several others whom she felt she ought to recognize but didn’t.
Silence fell. All eyes turned to Tink.
She stood, with Valentine’s assistance. (His hands were so strong. So warm. So young.)
“This is for you,” she said to Nycthemeron.
The fog brightened, then thinned, then dissipated. A brilliant sun emerged in a sky the color of Valentine’s eyes. The Spire cast a shadow across the sprawling castle-city. Its tip pierced the distant gardens where so many had labored according to Tink’s specifications.
Nycthemeron had become a sundial.
Cheers echoed through the city, loud even to Tink’s feeble ears high atop the Spire.
Everyone understood what Tink had done. She had ended Nycthemeron’s exile. She had given the people a future.
Tink collapsed. Her metronome heart sounded its final tickticktick. Her time had run out.
 
BUT NOT QUITE.
Time understood that this magnificent work, this living sundial called Nycthemeron, was an expression of her love for Valentine. She had set him free.
Tink found herself in a patch of grass, staring up at a blue sky. The grass was soft, the sky was bright, and her body didn’t ache.
“Ah, you’re awake.” Valentine leaned over her, eclipsing the sky with his beautiful face. He wasn’t, she noticed, wearing the cormorant mask. Nor his ribbons. And his shirt was new. “I have something to show you,” he said.
When Tink took his hand, she saw that her skin was no longer wrinkled, no longer spotted and weak.
These were the Spire-top gardens. But everything looked new and different in the sunlight. Even the trees were strange: row upon row upon row of them. Strange, and yet she felt she somehow knew them.
Valentine saw the expression on her face. He said, “They’re intercalary trees. It seemed a waste to toss the seeds after they’d been spent. So I planted them.”
Seeds? Ah…
Tink remembered when she’d first met Valentine, decades ago, when he’d wanted to charm a flaxen-haired beauty. Back when Tink had been young.
The first
time she had been young.
And time, knowing it had failed to win Tink’s heart, had given her a parting gift, then set her free.



 
THE GIRL WHO HAD SIX FINGERS
 
BRENDA STOKES BARRON
 
Brenda Stokes Barron is a writer from southern California. She enjoys long walks across forgotten lands and making up stories about the people who inhabited them. She also plans imaginary Halloween parties, battles off relentless cat nuzzles, and is expecting her first child, a daughter, in September. Her work has appeared in
The Drabblecast and
Electric Velocipede and you can find out more about her at The Digital Inkwell (digitalinkwell.wordpress.com).
 
AND WHEN THE GIRL WHO HAD
six fingers saw the grizzled fisherman, she knew he was the right one for her. The way his eyes set on the water like pins. How his bent frame showed little strain against the constant pull of the catch. How his hands gripped the pole with defiant might.
He was strong in spite of his age and she loved him for it. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out the round stone and grasped it between the two fingers of her right hand. Though her grasp was tenuous, she did not perspire. She knew what she must do.
“Good morning Old Fisherman. How is Blue Fish biting today?”
“He’s reluctant, I say. Reluctant as a frost to melt in the dead of winter.”
The girl, whom many simply called Hardly Handed, smiled at his pleasantries.
“I’m sure he’ll latch on soon enough.” Her voice lilted, but her face dropped all expression. The stone in her hand turned fiery in an instant. The deep sting singed her skin but she made no noise. And as smoke rose from her charring flesh, she did not scream.
“I reckon it will,” Old Fisherman said, keeping his eyes on the still water. “And what have you—” he started, but when he looked up to where the girl they’d named Hardly Handed at the ceremony almost sixteen years ago had stood just a moment before, only an empty space remained. A small clearing in the brush and spindly trees.
Then the stone slapped onto his arm. The soft linen of his shirt frazzled immediately, connecting the red-hot stone with his flesh. His skin sizzled, imitating a roasting pig or snapping, popping eggs.
But when she looked into his eyes, he knew the round spot on his forearm—which would always leave a circular scar like a brand—was the least of his worries. Her eyes relayed a clear message. He had something only he could give her.
 
AND WHEN THE GIRL WHO HAD
seven fingers passed the potter’s shop, she knew she was the right one for her. Her hands sat poised on either side of the pot, molding the clay into something functional, something usable. The girl peered through the open window at row after row of completed pieces, each with the sharp geometric shapes so signifying of her heritage.
As Potter worked, her fingers shaped the rim, being careful to smooth out any bumpy indentations an individual finger left. Hardly Handed had learned when she was a child that it was important to leave no mark of the human hand on the pot, the vessel from which water was to be delivered to the village. The pot that stored healing salves and potions. The pot was of the earth, merely shaped by the potter then given back again. She knew this and respected this.
“Well are you just going to stare at me all day or are you coming in?” Potter asked.
“I’m sorry, Good Potter.” She walked over the threshold, her hands buried beneath the fabric at her waist. “How are you this morning?”
“Fine, fine. Working it away,” she said, smiling but never looking up from the emerging shape in front of her. “What is it you’ve come to see me about?”
Hardly Handed seized the opportunity to pull the round stone from her pocket. It was blazing hot, but its radiant surface did not burn her. Not this time. “I’ve come to speak with you about a new basin, Good Potter. My mother requires it.”
But there was no new basin to be made. Good Potter gasped more in surprise than in pain at the prickly heat of the Melding Stone—the stone of all Keepers. It would be done quickly, at least.
 
AND WHEN THE GIRL WHO HAD
eight fingers saw the carpenter poised with his hammer in the air, she knew he was the right one for her. His back bent with the work. He reached far with each arc of the hammer. His body shook as the blunted metal tool hit the wooden surface. The young girl, whom some had called Hardly Handed, smiled. “Good afternoon, Strong Carpenter. How has the world treated you on this fine day?”
Strong Carpenter paused mid-stroke and turned to the sound of her voice. His eyes widened. “W-why hello, young maiden. The world has treated me fair. How has it been received by you?”
“It’s been received with graciousness,” she said, providing the customary reply.
“Good,” he said, eyes downcast at his hands. He flexed the right one around the hammer, shook his head then set the tool aside. “Are you to lay the Melding Stone on me now?” he asked, eyes finally meeting hers.
She didn’t reply. Instead, she pulled the smooth rock from her pocket and rubbed its surface with her left forefinger. She was so close her steamy breath made contact with his neck. He shivered. Then came the pressure of her partly-handed grip on his forearm, the heat and the sizzle. The smile never left her face.
 
AND WHEN THE GIRL WHO HAD
nine fingers saw the blacksmith hunkered over the anvil, sweat dripping from his brow, she knew he was the right one for her. Dirt smudged his muscular arms. Constant work heat had permanently darkened his face. He didn’t so much as look up when she spoke.
“Good day Young Blacksmith. How are you?” Her expression strained in the heat. She wanted to bypass the formalities. But that wasn’t the way it was supposed to be carried out.
“I’m fine, m’lady. I’m awfully busy though. Mind stating your business so I can maintain my living wage?” he said, in between the harsh strikes of his hammer against the molten metal.
As she pulled the rock from her pocket, it warmed up immediately. The Melding Stone had a memory for its task. It got to work.
“I know you’ve come to take the last one,” Young Blacksmith said. “But I’m here to tell you one thing, young lady. Some of us are born more fortunate in life than others. And if you ask me, the way you come out of your Mother Dear is how you ought to stay. How you’re meant
to stay.”
The girl who had nine fingers was only missing her right thumb now. The Melding Stone rested in her palm, clenched tightly by four fingers. One was strong and another gnarled and old, but this only made the hand more beautiful. A patchwork quilt of flesh and bone. And on her left hand, one was good and the rest her own. And though she felt more complete than she ever had, it still wasn’t enough. There was no question she was to be Fully Handed by day’s end.
“I’ve a right to it,” she said.
“More than me, who was born with all ten?” Young Blacksmith asked.
“Even more than you. Because I am the Keeper in the darkness. I need the steadiest of hands. The Keeper must lay her hands on the flesh of the wicked. Don’t you see? Without your thumb, I cannot be whole. I will still be Hardly Handed, and that is not enough.”
“But I think it is, child. It is enough.”
“It’s not.” And she slapped the stone against his arm, and he recoiled in pain. “My mother was Keeper so I will be Keeper. My mother wielded the stone, so I will wield the stone. My mother became Fully Handed so I will be Fully Handed. This is the only way to fulfill the burden as laid before me at my birth.”
“I refuse to be a part of this. I require my thumb to work and create the metal-works you use each day and night. I require it!”
But his yells were futile, for once the girl who had nine fingers set on something, she was not to be distracted or turned away.
“I require it more,” she shouted, covering his pleas with her own.
 
THE GIRL WHO HAD TEN FINGERS
saw the milkmaid and knew she was the right one for her. Her hair was long and golden, catching the sun’s rays and reflecting them in shiny tendrils. Her hands moved along the cow’s udders with care and elegance. She made a mundane task beautiful, and that was enough to set Once Hardly Handed in motion. She had enough now to keep the town for another generation, yes. But more would be better. More was always better.
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RAT OPENS THE DOUBLE DOORS AND
the stairwell smells of baking, the air thick with dull warmth and the smell of yeasty dough. He wrinkles his long nose and wonders if it will be like this for the entire way down, or if the doughy stink will gradually transform itself into the aroma of fresh-baked. He hopes not. Rat worked in a bakery one summer, and he hasn’t enjoyed the smell of bread since. It reminds him of the finger burns and the thick coats of lard painted into hot bread trays to keep the dough from sticking as it cooked.
He flexes his fingers. The big backpack is so heavy it’s cutting off the circulation to his arms, so he has to remember to keep his fingers moving.
Someone has bolted a sign to the mahogany balustrade, warning people not to throw coins or pebbles down the centre of the stairwell. The guidebook says this is for the safety of fellow climbers. Every year someone is struck on the head when they’re 130 flights below, and there’s no chance of getting help in time when you’re that far down.
There’s another sign that warns people not to jump. Rat’s guidebook says this isn’t, in fact, the warning to the habitually stupid that it appears to be on the surface. Originally it was posted as a warning to the suicides that come to contemplate the twisting drop of the stairwell’s core. It is easy to assume the stairwell has an end because that’s what stairwells do, but the fact that no-one has ever reached the bottom leaves the question open. No-one ever thinks of stairwells as being bottomless, not even the people who stand on top of big buildings like the Empire State where the ground is a distant and hazy memory over 1,800 steps below. There’s a hierarchy to such things determining what truly can go on forever. Wells? Yes. Pits? Yes. Trenches in the seabed where giant squid may live? Sure. But stairwells? No. Never. Hence there’s a sign, a warning, to make the suicides rethink before leaping.
Rat isn’t thinking about jumping over the railing. He turns around and looks at the first step. It’s a foot high and four feet wide, a lump of grey marble that’s cracked and covered with a random assortment of tags and graffiti. Rat looks at some of the things people have written and snorts. It’s easy to write graffiti on the first step; it’s the lower ones that require commitment. He wonders how far he’ll need to descend before he reaches virgin territory.
The guidebook says that the lowest step anyone has reached is 120,828 steps down. People have probably gone lower, but they haven’t come back. It’s assumed that the suicides make it to the bottom.
If there is one.
If they were lucky.
The stairwell requires a lot of assumptions. The guidebook tells you to get used to that.
Rat figures the guy that hit the low-point 120,828 steps down probably had better things on his mind than leaving graffiti. He shrugs off the backpack and starts searching for his sharpie. It’s a big backpack full of cunning pockets and hidey-holes for passports. The sharpie is in one of the cunning pockets Rat never uses, right next to the outer pocket that contains the plastic baggie filled with Marlo’s ashes.
The smell of the uncapped sharpie is soothing. Its mentholated tang cuts through the yeasty heat. Rat chews on the cap for a few minutes, thinking, then leans over and writes But I love you
on a blank patch of the first step. His handwriting is awkward, full of childish loops and a tendency to curve without the benefit of a ruled line.
Rat wishes he had something better to write; But I love you
seems trite, and it probably didn’t need to be said. He’d lost arguments with it before, with Marlo and others. He could have skipped the first step and used the first 500 to think of something better. He could have used the time to think of something poetic and elegant.
“No,” he says, and his voice echoes down the stairwell. “No poetry.”
Poetry would defeat the object. Just because something is trite, possibly even expected, doesn’t make it any less true. He hasn’t spent the last month preparing just so he could sacrifice truth for elegance. Marlo deserves better than that. So does he.
Rat puts the lid back on the sharpie and returns it to the backpack. He snaps everything shut and makes sure it’s secure, twice. He’s only packed three sharpies. It wouldn’t do to lose them; he may need all of them before his descent is done.
He pulls the backpack onto his shoulders again, sagging with the weight. His hands are slippery. The air’s not that hot; the guidebook says it’ll get hotter, but Rat sweats easily. He spent a whole week planning ways he can stay hydrated. One hand rests against the railing, holding him steady. Rat places his left foot on the next step and lowers himself down.
“Two,” he says, thumb hitting the click-counter at his belt. He keeps clicking away as the descent begins in earnest. “Three, four, five, six…”
 
THE GUIDEBOOK IS SMALL ENOUGH TO
fit in Rat’s pocket, but he keeps it tucked into the backpack. Just in case.
They found the guidebook together, Rat and Marlo. It was hiding in the bottom of a used book bin, out the front of a Salvation Army store. Marlo found it; Rat has never been a big reader. The guidebook is the only book he’s ever read all the way through. It’s the only book he’s ever attempted to read more than once.
“Check it out,” Marlo said. “A book about the Endless Stairwell.”
“What?” Rat said.
“The Stairwell. You know about the Stairwell, right?”
Rat shook his head. He’d never heard of the Stairwell before Marlo found the guidebook. That wasn’t unusual. Rat rarely knew about the things Marlo knew about. Marlo was smart. Rat was smart, too, but he didn’t think on his feet. Marlo said his talent lay in cunning, and Rat was okay with that.
“We should go one day,” Marlo said. “Promise me we’ll go.”
Rat didn’t promise. He thought an endless stairwell sounded stupid.
 
RAT MEETS SIX YOUNG COUPLES COMING
up the stairs, all before he reaches step 500. The couples are young and giddy, with young men dressed with understated elegance. They are men dressed in casual clothes that are meant to look impressive. One of the couples has a camera.
Another couple, the second-last couple Rat passes, looks dour. They stand on separate sides of the steps, maximizing the space between them. Rat is forced to cut between, muttering an “excuse me” between clicks of his click-counter.
Rat’s surprised by the number of couples he passes, but he shouldn’t be. The guidebook says that step 657 is a popular place to propose, a landmark right up there with Niagara Falls and New Year’s Eve fireworks.
When he reaches step 500, Rat uncaps a sharpie and thinks about the dour couple, unhappy in their long climb back to the surface. He leans over the step and writes That would have been us, I think, if only things had gone differently.
He stands up and looks at his scrawl. Better, but still not great. Rat wonders if this really needs to be said.
“Five hundred and one,” he says, “Five hundred and two.”
He descends. There are no more couples. He has a smooth run between step 500 and step 657.
The romance step; the step where proposals happen. The guidebook gushes about its ambiance.
Rat schedules a rest stop on step 658. He drinks his water and looks up the stairwell, trying to work out what makes the step just above him so special. The step smells of old prophylactics. When Rat peers over the banister, he can see used condoms stuck to the side of the stairs. The stink mingles with the dough smell, turning Rat’s stomach. There’s nothing special here; grey marble with a worn patch on the centre; endless graffiti that links two sets of initials with a crude heart around the outside and the number “4” between the names.
Rat digs Marlo out of the backpack, cradles the plastic against his cheek.
“Will you marry me,” he says. “You should say yes, you know. It’s traditional to say yes when you love the person who asks you.”
The baggie says nothing. It’s cool against his cheek, but he feels cold talking to it.
It’s hard to have a conversation with Marlo these days. Somehow, it just doesn’t seem right.
Rat digs the ring out of a pocket in his jeans. There’s only one diamond, small and flawed. It should have been better. Rat was going to propose to Marlo outside a cinema after a really good film, but the moment slipped away before he got the chance. He puts the ring on the romance step, the proposing step, right in the corner where step meets wall. Its yellow band is pale, hard to see against the darkness and the marble’s whorls.
“Last chance, babe. You should have said something if you wanted the ring.” Rat takes a long sip of water and shoulders the pack. “Six hundred and fifty-nine…”
 
AT STEP 1,000 HE WRITES OUT
the lyrics to a Leonard Cohen song and underlines the refrain. He stops 500 steps later and writes out the number of times he thinks Marlo faked orgasm during their time together. He stares at the number, unsure of its accuracy, then adds a question mark. At 2,000 steps he admits in writing that Marlo was right, that he did sometimes fantasize about dating her sister.
There is a plaque on step 2,109. It tells Rat that he’s climbed the length of the Sears tower. Rat doesn’t look at the plaque; he knows what it says because he’s read the guidebook.
He stops again at step 2,500. He writes: I wish you were here. I’d like to kiss you right now.
Rat stops when he reaches step 3,000. According the guidebook, most people turn before they reach step 3,000. A lot of people lie about reaching it. Rat takes out a sharpie and writes: I wasn’t sure if I would cry for you, but it appears that I can.
It’s a lie; Rat hasn’t cried yet. Rat isn’t a crier, not really.
He stops and camps on step 5,418. He drinks water and pecks at trail mix for dinner, saving the substantial fare in his pack for further down. Nights are cold on the Stair; the guidebook has warned him of this. He unpacks a green sleeping bag and nestles against his pack, using it as a pillow. He listens to the wind echo as it slides down the stairwell.
 
A
RASTAFARIAN IS THERE WHEN RAT
wakes up, lounging against the balustrade while Rat struggles to open his eyes. Rat looks up, noting the long line of the Rastafarian’s body, the black dreadlocks that brush against the marble step.
“Your hair must weigh a lot,” Rat says. The Rastafarian grins, and his teeth are a flash of white amid his face. Marlo dated a Rastafarian once. She used to tell Rat stories about kissing him, letting her hands get lost in the tangled chords of his hair.
“It’s light,” she said. “So much lighter than you’d expect hair like that to be.”
Rat wonders whether it was this Rastafarian. It seems unlikely, but so does an endless stairwell. Rat is prepared to embrace the unlikely at present.
“Good morning,” the Rastafarian says. He has an English accent, upper crust. Rat keeps waiting for him to say “Mon”, but he doesn’t. The silence seems awkward.
“Hi,” Rat says. He sits up, still wrapped in the sleeping bag. “Sorry, am I in your way?”
“Not at all,” the Rastafarian says. “Maybe you were, once, but I’ve adapted, yes?”
The Rastafarian drops into a crouch, his face filling Rat’s vision.
“Up or down?” the Rastafarian says.
“Down,” Rat says.
“How far?” the Rastafarian says.
“As far as I can,” Rat says. “Then a few steps further, just for good luck.”
“Brave,” the Rastafarian says.
“Maybe,” Rat says. “Maybe I’m just stupid.”
The Rastafarian grins again. His dreadlocks are pooled around, spreading over step 6,417. He looks at the backpack that Rat’s been using as a pillow.
“Big pack,” the Rastafarian says. “You’re prepared, so you aren’t stupid. Foolish, maybe, but not stupid.”
The Rastafarian looks at Rat, his brown eyes so dark they look like giant pupils. Rat squirms.
“So,” Rat says. “Up or down?”
“Both,” the Rastafarian says. “Neither. Depends on my mood.”
“You’re a strange man,” Rat says. The Rastafarian nods, dreadlocks sliding across the marble. He stands up and offers Rat a hand.
“Come on,” the Rastafarian says. “Big day ahead.”
Rat nods. He lets the Rastafarian lift him onto his feet. He folds the sleeping bag and stows it in the backpack while the Rastafarian watches. It’s hot again, the air thick with yeast, but the Rastafarian smells like hair-oil and cinnamon.
The Rastafarian ascends. Rat descends. Both of them have their hands on the mahogany banister. Rat can hear the Rastafarian’s hair swishing against the marble as the Rastafarian walks away.
 
STEP 6,500: I NEVER WANTED TO
hear about your exes.
Marlo loved her Rasta boyfriend because he scored her free weed. She’d told Rat as much when she was explaining her ex-boyfriends. The revelation made Rat feel inadequate. He’d never scored Marlo weed, free or otherwise. The only greenery he’d given her was a potted plant, and that died on her windowsill after three weeks of neglect.
Step 7,000: I loved you. I didn’t love you. I can’t really remember anymore.
 
RAT STOPS FOR LUNCH. IT ISN’T
much; a cheese sandwich on rye bread, slightly squashed after two days in the pack. It tastes great. A day-and-a-half over, and Rat is already sick of trail mix. The cheese is waxy, a little flavourless, but it hits the spot. He wasn’t supposed to eat it today, but the stairwell is hotter now, and the cheese wasn’t travelling well.
He sips water from a flask. It’s tepid. He digs through the pack and pulls out the guidebook, looking for the pink post-it tag that marks Rat’s notes for the second day.
The guidebook says that this is the toughest part, the second day of descent. It’s the part where most people start to think about turning around, heading back up to the surface in order to escape the heat. A day-and-a-half of climbing means you’ve lost sight of the top of the stairs.
Rat stands up and leans over the balustrade. He looks down. He looks up. The guidebook is right—both directions look the same. He knows the top is up there, somewhere, but he can’t see it.
Rat checks the clicker. He has covered 8,369 steps. He could turn around now if he wanted. No-one would really know. It’s not like he told anyone his plans. It’s not like he should be ashamed. He’s already eaten the sandwich he was saving for the third day. Most people turn around on the second day of climbing. Rat has always been good at giving up.
 
HE CAN’T THINK OF ANYTHING TO
write on step 8,500. He sits on the marble, chin in his hands, staring at Marlo’s ashes. Eventually he uncaps the sharpie and writes Happy birthday.
It doesn’t really work. Rat crosses it out. Then he writes Happy Birthday Happy Birthday Happy Birthday.
Marlo always said that repeating something thrice meant you didn’t really mean it.
 
THE WORLD’S SECOND-LONGEST STAIR IS
in Switzerland, dug into the side of a mountain. Rat knows this because the guidebook told him, and because someone has put a plaque on the appropriate step. The world’s second-longest stair has 11,674 steps.
Rat stops to read the plaque this time, trying to feel like he’s accomplished something.
He doesn’t. He just feels sore. His legs are burning
He stops for the night on step 11,700. He writes I’m sorry. I did love you
on the marble because he’s too tired to think of anything better. He sets up his sleeping bag and uses it to cover the declaration. He tosses and turns all night, bothered by the heat. The yeasty smell gets worse at night. It makes Rat’s nose twitch.
 
MARLO WAS GOING OUT WITH ONE
of Rat’s friends. He probably shouldn’t have slept with her that first time, even after she said she was broken up. He wasn’t always called Rat, but he’d earned himself the name and it suited him too well to go away.
On step 12,073 he sees his first suicide. The body whistles past, not even screaming anymore. Rat’s surprised by the way the arms and legs twist, struggling against the fall.
On step 50,500 he writes There were many expressions you used that drove me crazy. I still think of killing someone every time I hear the words “done and dusted” in conversation. Nothing is ever done. Nothing is ever dusted.
He is on his second sharpie. He killed the first after forgetting to replace the cap while writing on step 15,000.
 
HE RUNS OUT OF SANDWICHES ON
the forth day of climbing, but there’s plenty of trail mix and tins of beans. The plan was to descend until he ran out of things to say. Rat never bothered thinking about how he’d ascend once the task was done.
 
ON STEP 120,000 HE WRITES FUCK
cancer. He crosses this out and writes It wasn’t my fault. Deep down, he believes neither of these things, despite the fact that he should. The doctors were wrong; it wasn’t the cancer that killed her.
The heat turns slick and humid 300 steps later. His rubber soles squeak against the moisture coating the ancient marble.
 
AT STEP 120,828 HE PAUSES AND
pulls the guidebook out of his backpack. He flicks through the worn pages, looking at the detailed notes he’s scrawled into the margins. Pauses on the photograph of the step he’s reached. The point of no return, the deepest step anyone’s reached and still returned to the surface. He’s followed the guidebook’s advice when it comes to supplies. His pack is lighter now, easier to handle, but he could still return.
Rat tosses the book over the balustrade. He looks up the stairwell, then down. Sweat streams across his forehead, soaks through his T-shirt. Rat’s been wearing the same outfit for days. He’s pretty sure he smells.
“Hello?” he says, and his voice echoes across the stairwell. His throat is dry, so he drinks some water. More than he should, regardless of his decision. Rat figures he can extend his supply a little this far down, assuming he’s willing to lick condensation off the stairs.
He pulls Marlo out of his pack and holds her in both hands. Better to do it now, regardless of the decision. This is where they were headed when they’d first planned to come here. Too many things could go wrong once he moved into uncharted territory.
“We made it, babe,” Rat says. His thumbnail punctures the plastic and sets the ashes free. The cloud disperses across the empty space, descends on the breeze. Slow-moving, delicate, waiting for the next suicide to freefall through its mass. Even in death Marlo is beautiful. Rat misses her more than anything.
He sits down on step 120,829 and grieves, shedding tears for the first time.
 
STEP 121,500: WE WERE NEVER MEANT
to be happy. I’m no longer sure that matters.
On step 200,000 Rat commits an act of poetry. He chooses to keep descending. Poetry bothers him less this far down the stairwell.
 
RAT KNOWS THREE THINGS TO BE
true. The first is this: he will run out of food and water before he runs out of things to say. Two: what goes down need not emerge at the surface. Three: there will be no ending. The ending lies above, at the first step, in the life he’d live if he walked away. Endings are destinations and the Stair has but one, found only by backtracking and returning to the beginning.
The heat gets worse as he hits the lower depths. The balustrade is hot enough to redden his palms. Rat sheds clothing, equipment, leaves his sleeping bag on a step. The sharpies leak in his pockets, bleeding ink across his thighs.
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WHEN IT CAME TIME TO CARRY
her father’s soul down from the mountain, she had nothing to carry it in. The bowl her mother had carved from heirloom ivory, fitted together like a puzzle mosaic and watertight without needing glue, had been shattered that morning in an argument with her father’s retainer. No other bowl had been carved with the requisite love for him. But her father’s soul couldn’t be left up at the temple on Mount Ossus, so she went with the pilgrims to claim him before the sun did.
She stood in rank with them as the soul-preparers poured distillations from the cleaned skulls of the dead. When they came to her, a girl whose name was soon-after forgotten, she set her jaw and cupped her hands like a beggar. “Give me my father,” she said.
They did. She took him down the mountainside cupped in her hands, tightening her fingers until they ached against every drop, until the piercing blue sky gave her terrors because it, too, was the color of soul water and it had spilled across the horizon, out of her hands.
Three times she stumbled. Three times she caught herself and looked breathlessly at her father’s reflected face. The third time found her on her knees, staring into his dead green eyes, halfway down the mountain. She was choking back tears.
What could she have done? Her task was to bring him down for burial in the sea that had buoyed his mother’s hips. Continue like this, though, and he’d spill into the damning dirt of Mount Ossus. Her hands were numb, and the last descent in darkness was the most treacherous. The sun was already sinking.
What else should a dutiful daughter have done? She put her lips to her father and drank.
 
WHEN HER FEET TOUCHED THE ROADS
of her town, her countenance was already strange. She looked about as though she hadn’t seen this place since her father was a boy—as though the sprawling streets had grown while she was away, and the huts dotting the hillside should have been goats and goat-herders. She walked the path to her home, ignoring the stares at her funeral garb, and her hand was on the door when her father’s retainer grabbed her.
It was a shock that the retainer was so tall—as tall as he’d been since she was born—and she looked up into his cragged face, his watery eyes. His familiar cedar complexion looked strange and pale.
He hit her. His ringed knuckles rang against her nerves, and she looked down as a dutiful daughter should have.
“Where is Ouris?”
She looked at her feet, bare and blistered, and the dirt. She was a girl, and couldn’t contradict him. What could she say that wouldn’t compound that anger?
Her father’s retainer stood up straighter. His hand tightened on her shoulder and his voice rose, calling for witnesses against the girl who’d betrayed her father’s soul. “Where is Ouris!”
“I didn’t bring him,” she said.
She had a vision of him going back for his whip, the same whip he cracked at the shoulder of oxen; she imagined him flaying her open with it, blood to the cold air. At the same time she had a vision of him on his knees before her, and when his rings cracked against her cheek again, anger and not shame brought tears to her eyes.
“Girl, why haven’t you brought your father from the mountain?”
She looked up to see if the wrinkle of his nose and the squint of his eyes still made him look like an incensed hog.
“You broke the bowl.”
She saw his lip twitch, and the corners of his eyes twitched, before he raised his hand to strike her. The anger which had lit her vanished and she cowered as his hand came down. More, though, she cowered because that anger had not been her own.
She felt the shocks ring through her body, and imagined that she’d be the bowl stricken from her mother’s hands. She’d hit the ground and shatter, and who would pick up her pieces?
When the retainer stopped beating her she ran to her mother, buried her face in her mother’s apron, and cried until her tears ran dry.
 
THE RETAINER CAME BACK WITH A
priest at each side. Their hoods put their faces in shadow, and their breath jostled the stillness of the air. The girl climbed away from her mother’s arms to stand before them, knotting her knuckles, her head bowed.
“This is the girl who forsook her father?” one asked, and stepped forward. The girl’s throat burned, but a girl had no place addressing priests who had not directly addressed her. Behind them, with his eyes wide and angry, the retainer stood with his head bowed.
“I sent my daughter up without a bowl to carry him in,” the girl’s mother answered for her.
“You are wealthy enough,” another priest asked. “Why was a bowl not provided?”
“The bowl was provided and lost,” the retainer spoke out. “The crime is this girl’s. After leaving her father she was sullen and disobedient. Not a fleck of contrition surfaced in her. Who in this family loved Ouris as they should have?”
“And what became of the soul?” the second priest demanded.
The girl looked at the ground. A girl was not allowed a voice to speak; without knowing her duty on the mountain, mother could not, and the retainer would not speak for her.
The priests turned to each other, conversing in liturgical tongues. Then they turned back.
“Leave this place,” the foremost hood-priest said. “Walk alone in the world for two days before coming back to our city, and we will have decided what your punishment is to be.”
The mother’s hands tightened on her daughter’s shoulders, but the girl stepped forward, eyes still on the ground. On her way out of the door and onto the red dirt path she reached for her father’s walking-stick, her hand aching for an imagined familiarity, but the retainer slapped her hand away.
 
IT WAS LATE ALREADY WHEN HER
stomach pained, and she crouched and lifted her dress to relieve it. She dug her toes against the dirt, she gritted her teeth, and then she broke open: the stream broke out of her, too yolk-yellow and burning like a brand between her legs. She shoved both hands against her mouth to hold in her screams.
When the last drops had passed, she put her hands to herself and they came back glistening with blood. All she felt was skin. Only skin, and the raw heat of her body.
The crack of an iron drum split the air. She leapt away from the hole in the earth, for a moment possessed by the thought that the crack had come from between her two legs, but it was the priests’ drum, the god-drum. She ran three paces toward the town before she caught herself.
Crack—the iron drum called again. This time another one from far off answered it: a deeper drum carrying from overland; one which leapt, too ponderous, into a dance. After some time the iron drum answered it, two cities conversing in a language only the gods and priesthood understood.
She looked into the bled-out blue of the sky. What have you done with your father’s soul?
was its question.
I have it,
was the answer.
I have it,
because the stuff which had come out of her was yolk-yellow and more vivid than the sky, but not the blue of the waters of soul.
I have it,
somewhere nestled in the pit of her stomach, and as the drums sped into an argument, she rested her palm beneath her navel. She felt that the argument concerned her, and this reticence to tell them was foolish. In fact the foreign anger burned her stomach again, yearning for the sharp tones of argument the men of her household had used.
Her legs were hard to goad, but when the drumming of the far village turned abruptly to iron, her feet found the path and she ran toward her home.
She would ask her mother first, she thought; her mother, who could argue her widow’s right to speak if the retainer would release, for a moment, his status as a man of their house. Her mother could go to the priests and not be surrounded by them, not be stoned for audacity. She resolved to do this, but when she reached the door to her house and looked in, she saw her mother on her knees.
Her mother knelt and called the retainer My Lord, and her voice was smooth and low. His was rough. The girl watched from the doorway for only a moment, her heart beating out an argument and her jaw trying to split her teeth. This was her mother, hers, kneeling to a man who was not her father Ouris, and she ran in and seized the retainer by his shoulder.
He knocked her to the ground. Her mouth split on the dirt and she spat, she howled “How dare you!” But when he reached for his belt in lieu of a whip, the anger was swept away and she protected her head in her hands and told him “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” instead. The world danced around her; fears and impulses and the anticipation of the lash crowded her nostrils, clogged her ears.
The retainer wrapped the belt around his hand, fingers on the leather. “What makes you think a girl like you,” he said, “who left her father damned on the mountainside, has anything to say to me?”
The girl rolled over and got her knees underneath her, spitting out dirt.
Her father had chewed bitter herbs. For health, he’d always said. Nothing good in life comes without a bitter edge.
The dirt was dry and choking, but nothing about it was good.
“What makes you think,” she said quietly and, like a tide advancing and ebbing, the fear receded again from the shore of anger. “What makes you think a man like you, who was charged to look after Ouris’ family, should take off your belt and lash them?”
“What’s this?” The retainer’s hands became tight on his belt. “What’s gotten into you, girl?”
“My father,” she said without meaning to. “He should have told you this.”
The retainer raised his hand to whip her.
“Go on, then!” she yelled. The yelling was harsh in her throat; her voice was the rough path down the mountain. “Go get the priests. Aren’t they your refuge? Go pay them to stone me!”
“Jamind,” her mother said, calling the retainer by name. Her voice was bruised, though also sweet, like a fruit with a hard pit. “Can’t you see the girl is driven mad by this? I beg you: go, and let me handle her.”
Jamind, Jamind,
jangled the name between her ears, and she raised her chin. He pulled on the belt, tighter and tighter around his hand.
“This girl is exiled,” he said. “Woman, what will you do about her blasphemy?”
“What have I been begging you for, Jamind?” Her eyes were still lowered. “If you have compassion, leave me what I’ve not yet lost. Leave me my daughter.”
Jamind glowered, but he turned away. The girl’s lip curled. Who was he to walk away at her mother’s urging and not at hers? Even that question made no sense to her.
“Daughter,” her mother called.
Her fingers itched. She could already feel the linen of her mother’s apron at her fingertips, how her hands should already have clutched to her, her voice should have said Mama, what’s wrong with me?
Should have said Ouris is here, here.
They paid taxes so the priests would watch over their souls. So a girl’s steps would be light across the floor until she came of age, and then graceful, not the deliberate tread in which she walked to her mother and helped her to rise.
She called her mother by her name.
“Mousa,” she said, “are you all right?”
Mousa looked down at her, scrutinizing the angles of her face.
“Listen to me,” her mother said. “There are things in a household that the father never knows. And just like that, there are things about him that the children never know, that only the mother knows. Leave your father’s retainer to me.”
The daughter shook her head slowly.
“Go out of the house now,” her mother touched her forehead and said. “And don’t come back until you’ve prayed. Pray to every god you remember the name of.”
“I have something to say,” she said, attempting that peach-pit hardness to her voice.
“Tell the gods,” her mother answered. “They can help you better than I.”
She watched her mother with a strangeness about her eyes, one which manifested in her mouth as a noise unlike a laugh. She turned and walked out of their house, measuring the deliberation in her tread until it felt foreign again.
Outside the door the hood-priests watched her. She turned her back on them. They followed her when she walked toward the spot in the foothills which had taken her yolk and blood, and she ran when they didn’t fall away at the edge of the city. She looked up at Mount Ossus, stalwart against the sky. When it faded to a silhouette, she curled by a bush and slept.
 
SHE DREAMED THAT NIGHT OF ANCESTORS
who had died when her father was a boy, whose faces she had never seen. She saw their faces as she dreamed of them dying. She dreamed of carrying their souls down from the mountain, their eyes watching from the water. She brought them down toward the hills where huts were just joining goat-herders. Every time her dream-step faltered she woke with a start, listening for the retainer coming to berate her.
She woke in the morning without being rested. Now her chest ached, too, and her hands and feet felt out of proportion; her bones were heavy, her muscles tight.
It was still early; off in the town she could see the smoke from the bakers’ ovens, and her mother would be off with the oxen. A fog hung on the mountain, making the air and horizon chalky. She went to the crack in the earth to relieve her swollen bladder, and when she unwrapped her skirt she saw something hanging down between her legs.
A roll of flesh. She touched it and her hand leapt back—the skin was soft as a newborn, and the roughness of her fingers and nails shot to the pit of her stomach.
Her head swam. The sky dipped on all sides to press against the horizon, press all around the bulk of the mountain, to hem her in. She tried to leap back from her own body, but it followed with her and allowed no escape.
She tried to run to the village—to the comfort of home, her mother’s arms—but the priests found her first.
Her steps were uneven, her mouth and throat dry, and the eye of the sun burnt the air. The hood-priests surrounded her; her ribs surrounded her heart. Uncaring of how it might pound, they provided no escape.
They said, “You are a girl who has transgressed too far to be forgiven by the artifice of man or the grace of the gods.”
Their voices rose to drown her.
They said, “The stones of Ossus will take your body.”
She searched their hooded faces, looking for a lenient one, a compassionate one, but all she saw were shadows.
They said, “Let it be done with,” and closed around her. While she screamed they tore off her clothes but then they paused; they looked at her body, at the flatness of her chest and belly, at the set of her shoulders, at what descended from her gut. While she kicked they took her wrists and turned her palms toward the sun.
“These are the bowl,” one murmured. “Look at how these lines reflect the sky. Look at how these fingers curl together. Do you see the scoop of her palms? These hands here were the bowl.”
When she closed her eyes they took hold of her jaw and opened her mouth, smelling her breath, staring into her throat, listening to the breath which had abruptly stilled from screaming. As their hands loosened she felt a great solidity, and an eagerness which anticipated the name.
Ouris.
One by one they released her, the name moving from mouth to mouth like a snake.
Ouris is here. His soul stands just before us.
The girl backed away, one step, three, until her feet were stilled by that same anticipation. Her heart still thundered, fear and uncertainty and an anger which was still not wholly hers. The foremost hood-priest followed and stretched out his hand as though to a supplicant, and though she willed her hands to stay her own, she reached out and took it.
The priests led her to the sea.
They walked into the lapping waves, sun-warmed and forming a mirror to the sky. It was their hands that buoyed her, that washed her, that brought mens’ clothing to the edge of the shore. It was their hands that dressed her as they would have dressed her father at birth: a child, a boy, precious in the light of the sun.
The sun watched by the side of Mount Ossus.
 
SHE WAS DRESSED IN HER FATHER’S
clothing and standing on her own two feet. Her feet at least remembered the passage down from the mountain, the blisters of long walking. Her shoulders had forgotten the cramps of sleeping on the slope.
Only one priest stayed behind, and as night drew its hood across the world, he put his own hood down and spread his hands over and before her. He spoke: liturgical words, words said to the dying, and let his hands fall.
His face was strangely human, she thought. Darker than Jamind’s. Like her mother’s.
“Daughter of Ouris,” he said, “your sins are forgiven. Depart this world gladly in your father’s name.”
As he left, she put a hand to her heart. Its beating had slowed, but pressed steadily onward.
The name Jamind
rang in her ears—the breaker of the bowl, the father’s retainer. She had never called him that, but her lips wanted to form the name, and her gut wanted him to turn to see her, for his face to smile, for him to go on one knee. Her heart thought he might, and was sickened. If her body had been her own, she might have dashed it against Mount Ossus herself.
She went home.
The retainer slept on his cot in the main room. She walked to him, listening to her drum-like steps, muffled as though they came from a great distance away. She put her hand across his mouth.
On her palm she could feel the warmth of his lips, and she felt his body jerk as he was startled from sleep.
She looked into his eyes. Her own burned in the dark; the pressures of accusations and unrealized tears tore the corners, and she held onto the strength of anger and the sense of her own heart.
“Listen,” she said, catching his hand as he tried to push her off, forcing his wrist down against the bedroll. “You listen to me.” Her voice was not her own. “There’s nothing in this family for you. Ouris’ wife tolerates you. His daughter hates you. And Ouris, your master, the father, has died.”
The retainer raised his other hand to push her off, but she lifted her hand and caught it. For a moment his lips parted to shout but she shifted into the window light, and when it caught her eyes, he stopped.
They were green eyes. Not cat-green but not Mousa’s or the daughter’s brown, and they watched him. And when the sliver of light cut her mouth, that mouth was hard and taut. The illuminated cheekbone was high and sharp, where hers had been generous like the curve of a bowl. Now the retainer’s lips parted in wonder.
“Leave me what is mine,” she begged him, and the part of her which begged disappeared. “Jamind,” she whispered, “leave.”
He rose from his bed, studying the face before him. “How is this possible?” he asked, breathless; he added, “I swore to serve your family.”
“You can no longer serve it,” she said.
“I would serve you,” Jamind whispered.
Not me,
rang inside her head. Never me.
“Go.”
In the darkest part of the night, her eyes watched the retainer pick up his things and go.
Outside, she could hear the pounding of an iron drum. Far-off, from another city, a drum was beginning to answer.
In the darkest part of the night, the daughter disappeared as well.
 
MOUSA WOKE AND WENT TO TEND
her oxen, as Ouris and Jamind had. She found them already tended. Her hands went to her mouth and she saw him.
His face was young. His clothing was large on his narrow frame; the wrists had yet to grow heavy, the jaw had yet to beard. Yet he was unmistakably a man she recognized; he sat on the back of an ox while it grazed, just as he had when her parents had brought her to him. After a while, he turned and saw her.
“You were always beautiful,” he said.
She let her hands drop, her voice quaver. “I’ve grown old. I’ve lost a husband and a daughter I loved dearly.”
“Your husband has come home to you,” Ouris said. He spread his hands; she shook her head.
“And for what?”
He watched her, waiting for the first tears to fall. “Am I such poor consolation?” he asked, and Mousa fought the give of her knees.
“Ouris,” she whispered, “where is my daughter?”
“Our daughter,” he said. “She saved me. I never asked her to.”
“As any of us ask to be born?” Mousa yelled back. “As she asked to be a girl for me? As you asked that I should love you, despite my loneliness, despite Jamind?”
“And you were one to talk of things only a mother knows?” Ouris asked. He stepped down from the ox and took her by the shoulder. “I gave you a child. And I loved you beside that, even if only as brothers love their sisters. I didn’t choose to die, or to be brought back into this world. What would you have me do?”
Mousa watched him with wet and asking eyes. “I would have you be buried in the sea,” she said. “And give me back my daughter.”
“I can never,” Ouris said.
Mousa pressed her lips together. Still, they shook.
“Then I would have you leave.”
 
THE SUN OF THE DEAD SEASON
bled out along the slopes and the foothills, and in the town beneath, a man stepped out of a household with his walking stick in hand. In that city where a girl had disappeared, where her name would be soon-after forgotten, Ouris shielded his eyes from the sun and looked overland.
Jamind had walked to a different town, he knew; perhaps to a caravan town where many lives converged and then went their separate ways; perhaps to the town whose drums spoke to this one on nights when men died or were born. Ouris, in the body of his daughter, walked after him.
Behind him day came over the city, over Mount Ossus and the lapping sea.
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SHE WASN’T MY GRANDMA, BUT GRANDPA
junior’s eighteenth or nineteenth wife, and I couldn’t help her. “Your computer belongs to the Internet now, Grandma,” I said, as I removed my hands from the seething slit of rotting sweetmeats and quivering nerves she kept on what used to be a nice oak side table. The computer wheezed and shuddered with all the viruses she had downloaded, and then there were the eyebuds; even as I tried
to explain to grandma that she’d just need to go down to the butcher and get a new computer, a few of the buds grew into fully prehensile eyestalks and started looking around. Spyware, malware (it was growing claws now), lolware, diseased pustules blooming into firm tits with suckling mouths for nipples, and now the whole mass jerked back and forth as competing scripts demanded that it jump off the desk and kill me, and stay where it was and kill itself. Really squalid and moving, this computer was, because grandma had opened every letter she ever got from her spammy correspondent, the lifelike Percocet G. Viagra. (An ancient name that brings to mind quaint taffy pulls and cellular phones and dying of old age.) I reached back to signal grandma to hand me the rifle—”You’ll need to store pictures of Quint on a whiteskin rug somewhere else,” I told her—but grandma was already dead, probably from some horrible and entirely fictional disorder she’d read about. I had to burn the whole house down, but the computer would crawl forth from the wreckage and haunt me for the rest of my near-infinity of days as the least famous member of the most famous family in the whole wide world.
Little girls in wonderful little dresses loved to follow me around, whistling and squeaking in tones only members of my family could hear thanks to the same set of mutations that make us all perfectly irresistible and lucky and virtually immortal besides. When I made my first billion at age sixteen I was only aiming for one hundred million, and was doomed to pay through the nose—literally, the feds wanted the precious fluids of my pineal gland—in taxes, but then Sergeant X, my IV-great grandson, recently hatched and ready to rule, toppled the government. That, plus the fact that my name was Ivy and he was my IV, made him a favorite. Today he marched across the planet in his mighty Ideological State Apparatus, with its octopus legs and blazing death-ray cannons. The only thing he couldn’t kill or tame was that damned computer, which haunted me in the nights like the disease of delirium. The girls he could mow down with impunity and with the greatest of compassion; there were always more where they came from. And indeed that was the locus of my great4grandbaby’s compassion—Make room! Make room!
One of the girls, whose brainpan suggested a bit more development than the usual, came up to me to squee one early evening. “Squee squee,” she said, as they do, but then she looked up at me with her brown eyes and asked if we couldn’t begin a life-changing correspondence that spanned generations and would allow her to fully understand existence before she grew old enough to simply accept her lot.
“Why me?” I asked her. “And not someone closer to your own age, like my grandson Se—”
“Sex, no,” she said, “lolol.” Lolol because she got the double-meaning of the boy’s name. “He never struck me as very intelligent. Once, he threw a bottle of whiskey through my auntie’s window. The window was open, mind you, which made the action a total waste. There was no flaming rag, no explosion, nothing. Does that sound very intelligent to you?” I had to admit that it did not. “You’re the smart one of your multigenerational litter,” she told me, “which is why you are not as well-liked as either your ancestors or your descendants.”
“What about Non?” I asked. X’s father, Non, had been stuffed full of quantum explosives and sent on a European vacation to end the menace of socialism forever. It worked too, but solely against the benign sort of socialism that allowed children to drink themselves to death in a Parisian McDonald’s only to be sparked back to life during the next lightning storm.
“He’s a martyr,” she told me. “A hero. Wiped utterly from existence—a real negation of the negation. Who couldn’t get behind that, except for everybody, amirite?”
“Lol,” I said.
“Lol,” she said, and the deal was struck. Little did I know that she, too, was a tool of the menacing Percocet G. Viagra, but in fairness neither did she. That was how the world worked: in one corner there was fourth-generation me and my family, in the other, ol’ Viagra. The planet and everything in it were only so many tiddlywinks for us to flick at one another. Her betrayal and Viagra’s master plan took years to come to fruition, but in those years our correspondence was fruitful and tearful. The little girl was a genius beyond measure, like a pocket full of antimatter. I found her terribly cold and would cheer and strut for days whenever I managed to get an enthusiastic, rather than formal, “squeeeeee!” out of her. And she’d squee like a born fangirl, loud enough and long enough to make my teeth melt on those rare occasions, and in my heart I would swear to remember her forever.
We were in Japan, Sergeant X and I. There were holdouts in the mountains of the snowy north—sensuous and compelling robot schoolgirls with magic wands and kneesocks who muttlaughed with their shoulders and covered their glowing pink mouths when they did. And worse, when they did laugh, their vocal circuits articulated an entirely different onomatopœiac phoneme from the kind we liked—”JISMJISMJISM” instead, “SHNEESHNEESHNEE.” I mean, what the hell? We had to melt their cities to sand and then fuse the sand into a sea of glass and then sculpt the glass into the glorious and translucent image of my father Tripp posing with the decanter from which I had sprung, his arms stretched toward heaven. X’s Ideological State Apparatus was good at the melting and fusing and sculpting; I was mostly there to issue press releases and win hearts and minds. Generally at cards, which I still played with cards because I enjoyed being fanciful.
Percocet G. Viagra had nothing in his hand and I was pleased to tell him once again to “Go fist,” and he did. His wrists and fingers were stained with all sorts of terrible fluids; his knuckles were rubbed raw. Lolol. He told me to keep laughing, and then he called me laughing boy. I told him I fully planned to keep laughing. Then he mentioned that he had killed Seppie and Octo, my great and great-great grandsons. Lololol. Bored, I stuck out my tongue—an appendage of startling length—and offered him a glorious tribute to the world he and I had worked so hard to make.
“That reminds me,” Percocet G. Viagra said, “when I skipped over here from the States, I found a smoldering island full of your fans. Tiny animals, every one of them. I’m amazed you haven’t had them all melted into fertilizer. They squeed at me endlessly, like hungry mice, and one passed me a letter to give to you.”
“That’s how you killed my grandma,” I reminded him. “Surely you don’t expect the same trick to work twice.” One of the hydraulic legs of the Ideological State Apparatus smashed through the ceiling and slammed to a stop mere feet away from us like a period, only to bring down much of the rest of the roof as it withdrew to take another step, much like an ellipsis.
“Oh,” Percocet said, “this is a real letter. Like these are real cards resting in real orifices. She said she wanted to be fancy like you, so she’d arranged for a bit of deforestation.” And he slid me a piece of paper in an actual paper envelope across the back of the people we were using for a table. I gave Percocet G. Viagra all my money and power for a moment in the hopes that he’d gorge himself and choke on a wayward if carefully placed bananafish bone, and read the letter.
17, ———— CRATER
SMOLDERING ISLAND, PACIFICA
DEAR IVY (MAY I CALL YOU IVY, OR DO YOU TRULY PREFER IV?)
I hope you will forgive this resolute and expeditious betrayal of our correspondence, but I have been extremely busy, having undergone streptococcus of the throat and nearly perishing, which of course led to me being saddled with all sorts of responsibilities among my people, girlkind. While I do have fond memories of the time we spent together and the many words that have passed between us like self-destructive ideas (i.e., alcoholism, capitalism, religion, and individualism), I am compelled by my new responsibilities to stop bleating and whistling like some sort of simpleton and finally take an action. Indeed, I have taken two actions.
Please find enclosed a lock of my hair, which I remember from the era in which hair was a precious and finite resource to be the sort of gift a young woman might offer to an older man on the eve of a lengthy separation so that he might be able to reproduce her body from the hair’s genetic material and create some sort of doll for the release of certain physiological tensions. That is my first action.
My second action is to hand over my pen and this piece of paper to the shapeless congeries of protoplasmic bubbles, faintly self-luminous, and with myriads of temporary vaginal slits forming and un-forming as pustules of greenish light that has born down upon me here in my refuge and has expressed its wish to add a few words. In addition it claims to have known your grandmother, which suggests to me that this letter will not end well, and it told me that it would find a man who could actually deliver this missive to you, and would even offer Mr. Viagra its back as a faithful mount. Anyhoo, here it is:
HELLO HELLO HELLO HELLO HELLO HELLO HELLO HELLO HELLO HELLO LOVE AND KISSES SHOGOT
It was a long time before I was able to set aside the note, and indeed by the time I had, Percocet G. Viagra had died of old age, as had my little great-great-great-great grandbaby, the brave and merciless Sergeant X. The Ideological State Apparatus lay in ruins and squatting atop it, pseudopodia writhing and whipping at the dirt, was grandma’s old computer, which belonged to the Internet, was of
the Internet, and thus had always been beyond my reach. What else could I do, a miserable creature stripped of power, name, and even my number—what good is it to be IV if there are no V through Xs to lord over?—but hold my hand to my eye and with my forefinger and thumb pretend to crush the monster’s gelatinous form into the crevasses of my very fingertips? And that I did. Then I fled into the mountains I had so thoroughly ruined, with no possessions save a lock of my favorite girl’s hair, which I thought I might one day train to squee again. The computer lifted itself up into a city-high cone that occluded the sun and I was suddenly, ecstatically happy. Everything I had was gone, which meant that I had a world to win again without friends or allies, one conveniently sized hole at a time. This time I’d take New Hampshire. Ta!
You take a really happy man—lolol—and he always stands a chance of becoming an ambitious and bloodthirsty man again. A man who can make you chirp and dance and flush red and expire just by being li’l ol’ me. And that’s spelled es kew ewe ee ee.
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WHEN RUDOLF ARNHEIM HEARD WHAT HIS
father had done, he kicked the leg of a table that his mother had brought to Malo as part of her dowry. It had been in her family for two hundred years, and had once stood in the palace of King Radomir IV of Sylvania. The leg broke and the table top fell, scattering bits of inlaid wood and ivory over the stone floor.
“Damn!” he said. And then, “Damn him!” as though trying to assign blame elsewhere, although he knew well enough what his mother would say, both about her table and about his father’s decision.
 
“WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO?”
asked Karl, when the three of them were sitting in leather armchairs in the Café Kroner.
Rudolf, who was almost but not quite drunk, said, “I’ll refuse to see her.”
“You’ll refuse to obey your father’s orders?” said Gustav.
They had been at the university together. Gustav Malev had come to the city from the forests near Gretz. His father’s father had been a farmer who, by hoarding his wealth, had purchased enough land to marry the daughter of a local brewer and send his son to the university. The brewing operation had flourished; glasses of dark, bitter Malev beer were drunk from the Caucasus to the Adriatic. Gustav, two generations removed from tilling the soil, still looked like the farmer his grandfather had been. He was large and slow, with red hair that stood up on his head like a boar-bristle brush. In contrast, Karl Reiner was small, thin, with black hair that hung down to his shoulders in the latest Aesthetic fashion. He knew the best places to drink absinthe in Karelstad. His father was a government official, like his father and his father’s father before him. Most likely, Karl would be a government official as well.
Rudolf looked at his friends affectionately. How he liked Karl and Gustav. Of course, he would not want to be either of them. I may not have Karl’s brains, he thought, but I would not be such a weasely-looking fellow for all the prizes and honors of the university, none of which, incidentally, had come to Rudolf. And while Gustav is as rich as Croesus, and a very good sort of fellow to boot, what was his grandfather?
And he remembered with pride that his grandfather had been a Baron, as his father was a Baron. His father, the Baron. He could not understand his father’s preposterous—preposterous—he could not remember the word. Yes, Gustav and Karl were his best friends.
He stood up and stumbled, almost falling on Karl. “Really, you know, I think I’m going to throw up.”
Karl paid the bill, while Gustav held him under the arms as they wound their way around the small tables to the front entrance.
“The Pearl,” said Karl later, when they were sitting in their rooms. They shared an apartment near the university, on Ordony Street. “I wonder what she’s like, after all these years. No one has seen her since before the war. She must be forty, at least.”
Rudolf put his head in his hands. He had thrown up twice on his way home, and his head ached.
“Surely your father won’t expect you to—take her as a mistress,” said Gustav, with the delicacy of a country boy. He still blushed when the women on the street corners called and whistled at him.
“I don’t know what he expects,” said Rudolf, although his father had made it relatively clear.
“As far as I can tell, Rudi, your entire university education has been a waste of money,” his father had said. Rudolf hated to be called Rudi. His father was sitting behind a large mahogany desk and he was standing in front of it, which put him, he felt, in a particularly disadvantageous position. “You have shown absolutely no intellectual aptitude, and no preference for any profession other than that of drunkard. You have made no valuable connections. And now I hear that you have formed a liaison with a young woman who works in a hat shop. You will argue that you are only acting like the men with whom you associate,” although Rudolf had been about to do nothing of the sort. “Well, they can afford to waste their time drinking and forming inappropriate alliances. Karl Reiner has already been promised a position at the Ministry of Justice, and Gustav Malev will return home to work in his family’s business. But we are not rich, although our family is as old as Sylvania, and on your mother’s side descended from King Radomir IV himself.” Rudolf thought of all the things he would rather do than listen once again to the history of his family, including being branded with a hot iron and drowned in a horse pond. “I have paid for what has proven to be a very expensive university education, in part because of the dissolute life you have led with your friends. You sicken me, you and your generation. You don’t understand the sacrifices we made. When I was in the trenches, all I could think of was Malo, how I was fighting for her and for Sylvania. However, now that you have completed your studies, I expect you to take your place in society. Your future, and the future of Malo, depends on the position you obtain, and on whom you marry. You will immediately give up any relationship you have with this young woman.” And then his father had told him about The Pearl.
“I will pay for her apartment and expenses. It will be a heavy burden on my purse, but you must be taken in hand. You must be made to attend to your responsibilities. I would do it myself, but I cannot leave Malo until I know how the wheat is performing. If you paid any attention, you would know how precarious a position we are in, how important it is that you begin to consider more than yourself. She will introduce you to the men you need to know to advance your career, and keep you from forming any unfortunate ties.”
The Pearl. She had been one of what a Sylvanian writer of the previous generation had referred to as the grandes coquettes, mistresses of great men who had moved through society almost as easily as respectable women because of their beauty and wit. She had been called The Pearl because she had shone so brightly, first in the theater and then in the social world of Karelstad, when Rudolf was still learning to toddle on his nurse’s strings. She had been famous for her luminescent beauty, adored by the leading noblemen and government officials of her day and tolerated by their wives. Until, one day, she had disappeared.
Rudolf’s relationship with Kati, who did indeed work in a hat shop, was less serious than his father suspected. She had allowed him to go so far and no further, in the hope that someday she would be offered a more legitimate role and become a Baroness. He would have been eager, if somewhat apprehensive, at the thought of having an official, paid mistress. But not one who must be at least twice his age, and certainly not one chosen by his father.
“How in the world did your father find her?” asked Gustav, but Rudolf had no idea.
 
THEY HAD BEEN WALKING FOR AT
least an hour, farther and farther away from what Rudolf called civilization, meaning Dobromir, the town closest to Malo, the estate that had been in his father’s family for generations. When the roads had ended, they had walked on paths marked by cartwheels, and finally over fields where there were no paths. Now they stopped at the edge of a wood. Rudolf looked down with distaste at the mud on his boots.
“There,” said his father.
Rudolf looked up and saw a cottage built of stone, like the cottages of farm laborers but without their neat orderliness or the geraniums that always seemed to grow in pots on their windowsills. This cottage seemed almost deserted, with moss growing on the stones and over the thatched roof. It was surrounded by what was probably supposed to be a garden, but was overrun by weeds, and although it was late summer, the apples on the ancient apple trees by the fence were small and hard. In the garden, a woman was working with a spade. As they approached, she stood up and looked at them. She had a straw hat on her head.
“Wait here,” said his father. He opened a gate that was leaning on its hinges and walked into the garden. When he reached the woman, he bowed. Rudolf was astonished. Who, in this godforsaken place, would his father bow to?
Rudolf heard them speaking in low voices. To pass the time, he tried to wipe the mud off his boots on the grass.
His father and the woman both turned and looked at him. Then, his father walked back to where Rudolf stood waiting. “Come,” he said, “and keep your mouth shut. I don’t want her to think that my son is a fool.”
She looked thin, almost malnourished, in a dress that was too large for her and had faded from too many washings. When she lifted her head to look at him and Rudolf could see under the brim of her hat, he saw that her skin was freckled by the sun, with lines at the corners of the eyes and mouth. Her eyes were a strange, light green, almost grey, and they stared at him until he felt compelled to look down. Despite the sunlight in the clearing, he shivered.
“This is your son,” she said. “He looks like you, twenty years ago.”
“It would, as I have said, be a great favor to me, and I would of course make certain that you had only the finest…”
“I have no wish to return to Karelstad, Morek. If I do as you ask, it will not be because I want to live in a fine apartment or wear costly jewels. It will be because once, long ago, when I needed kindness, you were kind. Kinder than you knew.”
“And the boy is acceptable?”
“He could be lame and a hunchback, and it would make no difference.”
Rudolf felt his face grow hot. He opened his mouth.
“Excellent,” said his father. “The keys to the apartment will be waiting for you. Send for him when you’re ready.”
The woman nodded, then turned back to her weeding.
Rudolf trudged over the fields and along the country roads behind his father, wondering what had just happened.
 
THE SUMMONS CAME TWO WEEKS LATER.
Meet me at 2:00 p.m. at Agneta’s, said the note. It was written on thick paper, soft, heavy, the color of cream, scented with something not even Karl, who considered himself a connoisseur of women’s perfumes, could identify. “It’s not jasmine,” he said. “Sort of like jasmine mixed with lily, but with something else…”
“What do you think she wants?” asked Gustav.
“She’s his mistress,” said Karl. “What do you think she wants?”
“I don’t know,” said Rudolf. What would he say to her? He imagined her in a straw hat and a faded dress in the middle of Agneta’s, with its small tables at which students, artists, and women in the latest fashions from Paris sipped cups of Turkish coffee or ate Hungarian pastries. Suddenly, he felt sorry for her. Karelstad had changed so much since she had last seen it. It had been impoverished but not damaged during the war, and since the divisions of Trianon, it had become one of the most fashionable capitals in Europe. She would look, would be, so out of place. He would be kind to her, would not mind his own embarrassment. Perhaps they could come to some sort of agreement. She could live in her apartment and do, well, whatever she wanted, and he would be free of any obligations to her.
He looked at himself in the mirror. He looked rather fine, if he did say so himself. He practiced an expression of sympathy and solicitousness.
 
BY THE TIME HE WAS SITTING
at one of the small tables, he was feeling less sympathetic. How like his father, to embarrass him in front of all these people. He did not know most of them, of course, but sitting next to the door—surely that was General Schrader, whom he had seen once in a parade commemorating Sylvanian liberation from the Turks, and he was almost certain that the woman with the ridiculously long feathers in her hat was the wife of someone important. Hadn’t he seen her sitting on the platform at his graduation?
General Schrader had risen. There was a woman joining him, a woman so striking that Rudolf could not help staring at her. She was wearing a green dress, a dress of almost poisonous green. A green cowl of the same material framed her face, a pale face with a bright red mouth, so vivid that Rudolf thought, I’ve never seen anything so alive.
But she did not stop at the general’s table. Instead, she walked across the room in his direction. At every second or third table she stopped. Men rose and bowed, women either turned their heads, refusing to look at her, or kissed her on both cheeks. In her wake, she left whispers, until the café sounded like a forest of falling leaves.
“So nice to see you again, Countess,” Rudolf heard her say, and the woman with the feathered hat responded, “Good God! Can it really be you, come back from the dead to steal our husbands? Where did I leave mine? Oh my, I’m going to have a heart attack any minute. My dear, where have you been?”
A long, lean man sitting in a corner rose, kissed her hands, and said, “You’ll sit for me again, won’t you?”
“That’s Friedrich, the painter,” said Karl. “I’ve never seen him talk to anyone since I started coming here four years ago. I’ll bet you twenty kroners that she’s a film actress from Germany.”
“I don’t think so,” said Gustav. “I think—”
And then she was at their table.
“You must be Rudolf’s friends,” she said. “It was so nice to meet you. Must you be leaving so soon?”
“Yes, I’m afraid so,” said Gustav, hastily rising. “Come on, Karl. I’m sure Rudolf wants some privacy.”
And then he was alone with her, or as alone as one can be in Agneta’s, with a roomful of people trying, surreptitious, to see with whom she was speaking.
“Hello, Rudolf,” she said. “Thank you for being prompt. Could you order me some coffee? And light me a cigarette. I haven’t had a cigarette in—it must be twenty years now. I’ve made a list of the people you’ll need to meet. You can tell me which ones you’ve met already.” She waited, looking at him from beneath long black lashes. Her eyes were still green, but somehow they had acquired depth, like a forest pool. “My coffee?”
“Yes, of course,” said Rudolf. He gestured for the waiter and suddenly realized that his palms were damp.
 
THE PARTY HAD LASTED LONG PAST
midnight. The Crown Prince himself had been there. The guest list had also included the Prime Minister; General Schrader; the countess of the feathered hat, this time in a tiara; the painter Friedrich; the French ambassador; Anita Dak, the principal dancer from the Ballet Russes, which was staging Copélia
in Karelstad; a professor of mathematics in a shabby coat, invited because he had just been inducted into the National Academy; young men in the government who talked, between dances, about the situation in Germany; young men in finance who talked about whether the kroner was going up or down, seeming not to care which as long as they were buying or selling at the right times; mothers dragging girls who danced with the young men, awkwardly aware of their newly upswept hair and bare shoulders, then went back to giggling in corners of the ballroom. At first Rudolf had felt out of place, intimidated although as the future Baron Arnheim he certainly had a right to be there, should probably have been there all along rather than smoking in cafés with Karl and Gustav. But it did not matter. He was escorting The Pearl.
She walked beside him down the darkened street, her white furs clasped around her. She had not wanted to take a cab. “It’s not far,” she had said. “I want to see the night, and the moon.” It shone above the housetops, swimming among the clouds.
“Here it is,” she said. It had been three weeks since he had met her at Agneta’s, and he had never yet seen where she lived, the apartment that his father was paying for. He had wanted to, but had not, somehow, wanted to ask. He still did not know, exactly, how to talk to her.
“Could I—could I come up?” he asked.
For a moment, she did not answer. Then, “All right,” she said.
Her apartment was larger than the one he shared with Karl and Gustav, and luxuriously furnished. He recognized a table, a sofa, even some paintings from Malo, and suddenly realized that his mother must have sent them. His father might have paid for an apartment, but he could never have furnished one.
She turned on a lamp, but the corners of the room remained in shadow. She shone in the darkness like a pale moon.
“You made me dance with every girl at the party, but you wouldn’t dance with me,” he said.
“That wasn’t the point,” she said. “How did you like the French ambassador’s daughter? Charlotte De Grasse—she’s nineteen, charming, and an heiress.”
“I want to dance with you,” he said.
She looked at him for a moment. He could not tell what she was thinking. Then she went to the gramophone and put on a record: a waltz.
Nervously, he took her in his arms. She was wearing something grey, like cobwebs, and her eyes had become grey as well. A scent enveloped him, the perfume that Karl had been unable to place.
“You’re exquisite,” he said, then realized how stupid that had sounded.
“Don’t fall for me,” she said. And then, almost as though he did not know what he was doing, he started to dance with her in his arms, around and around and around.
 
SHE SAT ON THE EDGE OF
the bed. In the morning light coming through the windows, her robe was the color of milk. She had washed her face. Once again she looked like the woman that Rudolf had seen near Malo: thin, but now paler and more tired, with blue shadows under her eyes. Older than she had looked last night. It was just after dawn; the birds in the park had been singing for an hour.
“This is who I am, Rudolf,” she said. “Beneath the evening gowns and cosmetics. Do you understand?”
He pulled her to him by the lapel of her robe, then slipped it off her shoulder. He kissed her skin there, then on her collarbone and her neck. The scent still clung around her, as though it were not a perfume but an exhalation of her flesh. “I don’t care,” he said.
“No,” she said, sounding sad. “I didn’t think you would.”
Last night, he had touched her carefully, hungrily. At times he had thought, She is delicate, I must be very gentle.
At times he had thought, I would like to devour her.
Her fingers had traveled over him, and he had thought they were like feathers, so soft. At times he had shuddered, thinking, They are like spiders. She is the one who will devour me.
He had looked down into her eyes and wondered if he would drown, and wanted to drown, and had at times felt, with terror and ecstasy, as though he were drowning and could no longer breathe. Finally, when he lay spent and she kissed him on the mouth, he had thought, It is like being kissed by a flower.
He pulled her down beside him and kissed her, insistently.
“Rudolf,” she said. “The French ambassador’s daughter—”
“Can go to hell,” he said. And a part of him noticed, gratified, that this time she touched him as hungrily as he had touched her. Afterward, he lay with his head just beneath her breasts, moving as she breathed, his fingers stroking the skin of her stomach.
“I can’t stay,” she said. “Soon, I’ll have to return to Dobromir. Once you have a position and are engaged, you won’t need me anymore, and then I’ll go.”
He raised himself up on his elbow. “Don’t be ridiculous. Why would you want to go back there, to that hovel? And why should I marry anyone? I want to be with you.”
“I told you not to fall for me.” She sighed. “The first time I came to Karelstad, all I wanted was to dress in silk, wear high heels, smoke cigarettes. Motorcars! Champagne! The lights of the city at night, so much more exciting than the moon and stars. The theater, playing a part. It allowed me to be something other than myself. And then the men bringing me flowers, white fox furs, diamonds to wear around my neck, like drops of water turned to stone. Many, many men, Rudolf.”
Frowning, he turned his head. “I don’t want to hear about them.”
She stroked his hair. “But I became sick. Very, very sick. I had to go back, live among the trees, drink water from the stream. If I stay here much longer, I’ll become sick again.”
“How can you know that?” he said.
He turned to look at her and saw a tear slide from the corner of her eye. He pulled himself up until he lay beside her and kissed it away. “All right then, I’ll come to Malo. I’ll live in that hovel of yours, or if you don’t want me to, I’ll visit every day. At least we can see each other.”
She smiled, although her eyes still had the brightness of unshed tears. “Now you’re being ridiculous. Don’t you realize what Malo is? It’s been there, the forest and the fields, for a thousand years. The Barons of Malo have cared for that land, and you must care for it, as your son must care for it after you. If I thought you would abandon Malo, I would leave today, knowing that my time here in Karelstad, with you, had served no purpose. Tell me now, Rudolf. Will you abandon Malo?”
Her smile frightened him. She seemed, suddenly, kind and sad and implacable. “If I don’t, how long do we have?”
“I promised your father that I would stay until your wedding day. But you must not delay it, you must not put off taking the position I’ve found for you. You must not try for more than I can give.”
“Damn my father,” he said. “All right, then. I’ll do as I’m told, like a good boy. And if I’m good, what do I get, now? Today?”
She wrapped her arms around him, and suddenly he felt a constriction in his chest, a sudden stopping of the heart he had felt only when seeing a serpent in his path or listening to Brahms. He could not breathe. He wondered why anyone had thought breathing was important.
 
“YOU KNOW,” SAID KARL, “I WOULD
probably kill you if it would make her look at me.”
They were sitting in the park. Karl and Rudolf were smoking cigarettes. Gustav was smoking a pipe.
“How you can stand that foul stench…” said Rudolf.
“It’s no worse than Karl’s French cigarettes,” said Gustav. “Good Turkish tobacco, that’s what this is.”
Rudolf knocked ash off the tip of his cigarette. “Well, it smells like you’re smoking manure.”
“He doesn’t want to stink for The Pearl,” said Karl. “Rudolf, I hope you enjoyed my announcement of your probable demise.”
“If
she would look at you, but she won’t,” said Rudolf. He had spent the night with her. He spent every night with her now, knowing and yet refusing to believe that his time with her was coming to an end. Several months ago, he had shared with Karl and Gustav every detail of his frustratingly slow and not at all certain conquest of Kati. But he had told them nothing about the nights he had spent with The Pearl. Karl had hinted several times that he would like to know more. Gustav had stayed silent.
“Why is that, do you think?” asked Karl. “While your face is pleasant enough, you’re not exactly the Crown Prince, and my uncle is a Minister. Hell, I may even be a minister myself someday.”
“Because she’s a Fair Lady,” said Gustav.
“A what?” asked Karl.
“My grandmother told me about them, once when I had the measles and had to stay home from school. You really don’t know about the Fair Ladies?”
Karl blew cigarette smoke through his nose in a contemptuous sort of way. “Why should I?”
“Because they’re dangerous,” said Gustav. “They live in the forest, inside trees or at the bottom of pools, and when they see a woodsman or a hunter, maybe, they beckon to him, and he goes to dance with them. He dances with the Fair Ladies until he’s skin and bone, or maybe a hundred years have passed and all his friends and relatives are dead, or he promises to give the Fair Ladies anything they want, even the heart out of his chest or his first male child. I tell you, Fair Ladies are dangerous.”
“And imaginary,” said Karl.
“Ask my grandmother. One of her nephews was taken away by a Fair Lady. She had him for three days, and when she returned him, there were things missing from his house. All of his mother’s clothes, some jewelry that had been sitting on her dresser, phonograph records. He said that had been the price of his return—he had promised them to the Fair Lady.”
“Sounds like a thief, not a fairy,” said Karl.
“Fairies are imaginary. Fair Ladies are real. How else do you explain the fact that when she comes into the room, you actually, unbelievably, shut up?” Gustav put his pipe to his mouth, inhaled, and blew out a smoke ring. “I think she’s getting ready to steal our Rudi away. What do you think she’ll want, Rudi? The heart out of your chest?”
“Well, Rudi, what do you think? Is she a Fair Lady?” asked Karl. “You haven’t said anything for a while.”
“She’s found me a job,” said Rudolf. “I’m going to be secretary to the Prime Minister.”
“Hell!” said Karl. And then, “Bloody hell!”
“And I’m supposed to marry someone named Charlotte. She’s the French ambassador’s daughter. As soon as I’m married, she says, she’s going to go back to Malo.” He threw his cigarette on the path and ground it out, savagely, with his boot heel.
 
HE WASN’T GOING TO DO IT.
He wasn’t going to marry Charlotte.
He had to tell her. Go to her and say, “Come away with me. If you don’t want to stay in Karelstad, we’ll go to Berlin or Vienna. I’ll work to support us, and if you do get sick—why should you get sick when you’re with me? But if you do—I’ll find the best doctors to treat you. At Vienna they have the best medical school in Europe. Don’t you see that I can’t live without you?”
What had Gustav said? That Fair Ladies were dangerous. Well, she had taken the heart out of his chest, all right.
“Be happy, Rudolf,” she had said to him. And, “Tomorrow is your wedding day. I will not see you again, after tonight.” He had made love to her fiercely, angrily. And when he stood for the last time in the hallway, she had cupped his cheek with her hand, kissed him as tenderly as a mother kisses a child, and said, “Goodbye.” Then, she had closed the door.
But here he was, standing in the street across from her apartment building. He would cross the street, go up the stairs to her apartment, knock on her door, bang on it if she refused to open, and tell her that he wasn’t going to go through with it.
“What are you doing here, young Arnheim?” He felt a hand on his shoulder, and turned to see the painter Friedrich standing beside him. “I passed Szent Benedek’s on my way here and saw the wedding guests going in. You don’t want to disappoint them, do you? If you run, you can be there in ten minutes. So go already.” He waved his hand, as though shooing a fly.
“I can’t,” said Rudolf. “I have to see her, talk to her.”
“To say what, exactly? That you’re in love with her, that you want to spend the rest of your life with her? Don’t you think she’s heard it all before?”
“I don’t care. This is different. She loves me too, I know she does.”
The painter put his hands in his pockets. He looked down at the pavement, then spoke slowly. “It’s possible. She’s capable of love, although you wouldn’t know it from the stories people tell, sitting around their fires in the winter, in places like Lilafurod and Gretz. I’m going to tell you a story of my own. It will take five minutes, which will give you ten minutes to get there, just in time for the wedding.
“Once upon a time, there were three young men as stupid, if that is possible, as you and your friends. Their names were Péter Andrassyi, Morek Arnheim, and Herman Schrader. Andrassyi was a Count, and he was rich enough to buy himself a mistress, the fabulous Pearl of great price, who had just finished a successful run as Juliet at the National Theater. The famously irascible theater critic Mor Benjamin wrote that no other actress could die as convincingly as she could. She had been sitting for me—I had painted the posters for the play, and I asked her to sit for another project of mine, a small painting of a sylph standing naked by a stream, reflected in the water. Twice a week she would come to my studio, and I would paint her—naked, as I said. Have you ever seen a case of tuberculosis? No? Well, that’s what it was like. She just started wasting away. I asked her what was wrong, what she was eating. She said she was well enough, that she didn’t want to talk about it. But when she started coughing up blood, or whatever she has in those veins of hers, she told me. Her kind—they don’t belong here, and if they stay too long, they sicken and then die. I went to Andrassyi’s apartment. I told him about her condition, about what I had seen and what he must have noticed himself. Do you know what he said to me? That I shouldn’t stick my nose into what was not my business, that I had always been jealous of him and simply wanted her for my own. He would not let her go, and as long as he wanted her, as long as he told her that he could not live without her, she would not leave Karelstad. I argued with her! How I argued. But she said, “He loves me. You know what I am, Friedrich. My nature binds me to him, more strongly than any of your legal ties. It isn’t in the stories, is it, that we can be so caught?”
“I thought Gustav was joking,” said Rudolf. “Do you mean that she’s really—”
“Quiet, pup,” said Friedrich. “I only have three more minutes to finish my story. So, I challenged him to a duel. It was stupid—he was an excellent shot and I was a poor one, but I was young and in love with her myself, although in a different way than he was. Artists aren’t quite human either, you know. They also love differently. Schrader was his second. Arnheim, your father, was mine. I had no friend of my own to second me, and I knew that your father was an honorable, if intolerably boring, man. We met in the park at dawn, when there would be no observers. Andrassyi should have shot me—I should have died that day, but the luck that rewards all fools was with me, and he missed. I, who had never before hit a target, shot him dead. I was brought before a judge, but what could he do? There were two witnesses to swear that we had agreed on the place, the time, the weapons—Andrassyi had even shot first.
“When I told her, she screamed at me and beat me with her fists. Then, she wept for a long time. And then she went back to Malo. I asked your father to take her—there was no train back then, they went in a carriage and the journey took two days. She wrote to me, once. The letter said only, Thank you. I am better now.
And there I thought she would stay, until your father decided that his ambitions for you were more important than her life. Why she would agree to come back for a pup like you—”
“Not for me,” said Rudolf. “For Malo. She cares about Malo—” He felt as though he had been hit, by something he could neither understand nor name. The street seemed to be reeling around him.
“Why do you think I’m here?” asked Friedrich. “To take her back. I don’t know if she feels about you as she felt about Andrassyi, but I’m fairly certain that if you walk into that apartment, if you tell her that you want her, she will not leave. She values her life, and knows that staying will kill her. But that’s what it means, to be what she is—she would stay for you and die.”
“I—I love her. I would never hurt her.”
“Then let her go. Do you know what love is, young Arnheim? Ordinary, human love. It’s when you see another person—see her as she is, not as you would like her to be. Have you seen her?”
Her pallor, these last few days. The dark circles under her eyes. The sharpness of her ribcage under his hands. Rudolf looked up at her window. What was she doing now? Packing, no doubt. She had accomplished what she came for. He thought, I hope she weeps for me, a little.
Then, he turned in the direction of Szent Benedek’s and began to run.
 
GUSTAV CAUGHT HIM JUST AS HE
was about to step through the door to the courtyard.
“Where are you going, so early?”
“Hunting,” he said, as though the answer were obvious. He wore his flannel hunting coat and carried a rifle.
“I think I’ll go with you,” said Gustav.
“You’ll ruin your shoes.”
“They’re more appropriate than boots, for a funeral.”
The grass was still wet from the night’s rains. They walked over the lawn, away from the house that had stood there for fifteen generations, looking, with its battlements and turrets, like a miniature medieval fortress. They passed the privet maze and rose garden, then the herb garden where bees were already at work among the lavender, and followed the road that led to the old chapel.
“Once,” said Gustav, “this forest used to stretch across Sylvania. That’s why the Romans called it Sylvania—The Forest. There was plenty of room, then.”
“For what?” asked Rudolf.
“For whatever you’re hunting.”
They walked in silence. The sky was growing brighter, and the birds in the trees were filling the air with a cacophony of song.
“Mary, mother of God!” said Gustav suddenly. He surveyed one of his shoes, which was covered with mud. He had stepped into a puddle.
“I told you,” said Rudolf.
“You know what that reminds me of?” asked Gustav. “Karl. He always insisted on wearing his city clothes in the country. You should have seen him when he visited me last year, at Gretz! But I knew that if I stopped to change, you would leave without me. Have you talked to him lately?”
“Karl? We don’t talk anymore. He believes in the Reich. He thinks it will unite all of Europe. There will be no more war, he says, when Europe is united. He says we must all be international—under a German flag, of course. I don’t believe in peace at that price.”
“Well, perhaps he is a realist and we are the romantics, clinging to our old ways, our country houses and the lands our parents have farmed for generations. Perhaps in his new world order there will be no place for us.”
“Speak for yourself,” said Rudolf. “Any German who comes to Malo will get a bullet through the head, until I run out of bullets. And then they can shoot me. There are worse things than dying as a Sylvanian. My father said that to me before he died. He could barely speak after the stroke—but he was right.”
“What about Lotta and the baby?”
“They leave for France next week. My mother will take them. If there’s going to be a war, I want them out of it.”
They stopped. They had come to the chapel. It had been built of the same grey stone as the house, but was now covered with ivy that was starting to obscure even some of the windows, with their pictures of saints and martyrs. It was surrounded by a graveyard.
“We used to come here on Sunday mornings,” said Rudolf. “The family and all the laborers on the estate, worshiping together. Karl would call it positively feudal. But now everyone goes to the church in Dobromir. No one comes here anymore.”
Nevertheless, among the gravestones stood a priest, beside a fresh grave, reading the burial rites. Around him stood the mourners, their heads bowed.
“So she died,” said Gustav.
“She died,” said Rudolf. “I would have taken her to a doctor, but she sent me away. And when I heard that she was sick, here at Malo—I wrote to her twice, but she never answered. I could not go to her without her permission—she would not have wanted that.”
“What could a doctor have done?” asked Gustav. “Given her medicine? Who knows what it would have done—to her. Or cut her open, and found—what? Would she have had a heart, like a woman? Or would she have had—what a tree has?”
“He could have done something,” said Rudolf.
“I doubt it. How do you save a fairytale?”
“And so we commit her body to the ground, as ashes return to ashes and dust to dust. The Lord bless her and keep her, the Lord make his face to shine upon her, the Lord give her peace. Amen,” said the priest. The funeral was over.
The mourners lifted their heads and looked at the two men. Later, when Gustav described it to his wife, sitting by their fire at home in Gretz, he shivered. “It was as though someone had thrown cold water at me. A shock, and then a sensation like water trickling down my back, as long as they continued to look at me. So many of them at once.” Girls from the cafés and dance halls of Karelstad, some in silk stockings and fur stoles and hats that perched on their heads like birds that had landed at rakish angles, some in mended gloves and threadbare coats. Girls who acted in films, or modeled for artists, or waited tables until a gentleman friend came along. Slim, pale, glamorous, with dark circles under their eyes.
They walked out of the graveyard, passing the two men. Several nodded at Rudolf as they passed and one of them stopped for a moment, put her hand on his lapel, and said, “You were good to her.” Then they walked away along the muddy road in their high heels, whispering together like leaves in a forest.
“Good morning, Baron,” said the priest. “Would you like to see the stone? It’s exactly as you ordered.” They walked over and looked. There was no name on the stone, only the word:
Fairest
“I’m surprised, Father,” said Gustav.
“Why, because she lies in holy ground? God created the forests before He created Adam. She is His creature, just as you are, my son.”
“Then you believe she had a soul?” asked Gustav.
“I wouldn’t say that. But I’ve worked with these—young ladies for many years. We have a mission for them in the city. They go there, like moths to a flame. They can’t help themselves. It’s something in their nature. The priest that served here before me—your father knew him, Baron, old Father Dominik—told me that once, when the forest was larger than it is now and the cities were smaller, it was not so dangerous for them. A farmer would come upon them and they would force him to dance all night. He would find his way home the next morning, with his shoes worn out and no great harm done, although his wife or sweetheart might be angry. But now the forest is logged by the timber companies, and the cities glow all night with electric lights. They go to Karelstad and the theater managers hire them, or the film directors, and eventually they become sick. It’s as though a cancer eats them up inside, draws the life, the brightness, out of them. They die young.”
“Did I kill her?” asked Rudolf. It was the first thing he had said since entering the graveyard. “Did going back a second time make her sick again?”
“I can’t tell you that,” said the priest.
“But I loved her,” he said, as though to himself. “I wonder if that matters.”
“It mattered to her,” said the priest.
“Father,” said Gustav, “what will happen to those girls, if the war comes?”
The priest looked at the gravestone for a moment. “I don’t know. But you must remember that they’ve survived. The Romans wrote of the puellae albae
who lived in the forests of Sylvania. A thousand years ago, they were here. We’re no good for them, with our motor cars, phonographs, electric lights. Tanks won’t be any better. Father Dominik thought there were fewer of them, after the last war. But as long as the forest remains, they’ll be here. Or so I prefer to believe. And as long as they’re here, Sylvania will be here, in some fashion.”
The two men walked back along the path, without speaking. Then, “What will you do now?” asked Gustav.
“Have breakfast. Send my wife and son to France. Fight the Germans.”
“Sausage and eggs?”
“Do you ever think of anything other than immediate pleasures?”
“Frequently, and I always regret it.”
Rudolf Arnheim laughed. A flock of wood doves, startled, flew up into the air, their wings flashing in the light of the risen sun.
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