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A Rocket for Dimitrios

Ray Nayler
 
Now
 
“JUST HANG ON, Alvin. We’re going to get help.”
Alvin was slumped in the passenger seat of the open-top Willys terraplane. Two thousand feet below us, the Black Sea lived up to its name: a sheet of ebony darker than the sky above, its featureless surface relieved only by the scattered flecks of night trawlers and freighters.
The bad stabilizer on the Willys kept pulling its nose down. I had both hands on the wheel and was just fighting to keep it level, glancing over at Alvin.
“Talk to me.”
“Okay, I’m talking.” Alvin said. In the dull yellow light of the dashboard lights I could see the pain lines at the side of his mouth.
“Where were you hit?”
“Chest. High. Left side. Can I . . . not talk for a while?”
I unfastened my seat belt and leaned over, one hand on the wheel. “I need you to buckle yourself in, Alvin. I know it’s hard, but I need you to help me.”
Alvin searched for the latch plate. His fingers were clumsy and slow. Finally he came up with it. I dug on the other side of the seat, found the buckle, snapped the belt closed.
“There.”
“Safety first,” Alvin grinned through bloody teeth.
“Such a comedian. Now I’ll do mine.”
Then they hit us.
I didn’t see them until they were just a few meters away: a black sedan, running lights off. It clipped us high in the rear fender . . . and I was out of the terraplane, falling through space, arms outstretched, toward the black water below.
Days Earlier
 
“You travel with your own private army.”
I was balancing a gimlet on the alabaster railing of the villa’s balcony, looking out at the Bosporus. Across the strait, the lights of the city’s European side were strung like watchfires between the winding ribbon of black water and Belgrad Forest flowing down from the isthmus’ hills. Ferries crossed the water slow as comets hanging in the sky.
I had been gazing out at this view for fifteen minutes now. Alvin was running interference, keeping the Turks attending the diplomatic reception away from me with a stream of banter, drink refills, and war stories. Alvin had played football in high school before the war—linebacker, state champion. He knew how to block. Years in the OSS had translated that footwork and stiff shoulder to subtler techniques. But somehow this one had gotten through.
I didn’t turn around right away. He continued:
“During the thousand-year rule of the Byzantine Empire, a view of the Bosporus was considered so essential to happiness it was illegal to build a home that blocked anyone’s window on the strait. The Greek records are filled with lawsuits to this effect. I think it is Istanbul’s greatest treasure, this view to the water from nearly everywhere.”
Now I did turn around. “It’s nice.”
He was tall, with an old-fashioned brilliantined hairstyle that made me think of silent film stars. Like all the other men at the party, he was in coat and tails. His bowtie was as immaculate as his well-barbered face and the affected gray streak in his hair.
“As I was saying, Miss Aldstatt—you travel with your own private army.”
He gestured at the two MPs taking up space in the balcony’s recesses. I wondered if he knew they were just a fraction of the people keeping an eye on me.
“Allow me to introduce myself. I am Chief Inspector Refik Bayar.”
Yeah, he knew. Chief Inspector Bayar, if the briefing from the Consulate was even half accurate, had nets everywhere sifting through the sea of information, sorting the plots and counter-plots and counter-counter-plots from Istanbul to the newly won possessions in the Balkans, the Caucasus, and Transoxiana. He was the center of everything in the Istanbul Protectorate’s network of informants. Our OSS attaché called him by the nickname everyone in Turkey knew him by: Balıkçı—“the Fisherman.”
He continued: “I was hoping to get a chance to speak with you before your—performance—tomorrow.”
“Performance? Like a séance, or a magic trick?”
He shook his head. “Perhaps I have insulted you. If so, it was not intentional. My English is . . . imperfect. What I mean is that I would like to give you some background, some helpful context, before you begin to . . .” he struggled to find a word “. . . investigate Mr. Dimitrios Makropoulos.”
“With all due respect . . .” But we were interrupted by a general commotion. The U.S. ambassador’s stretch terraplane had come sweeping in over the Bosporus, and was making a smooth half-turn in the air before beginning its descent, its landing lights playing across the villa’s marble terrace. Below, white-gloved Marines snapped to attention, unflinching as the terraplane lowered itself to the ground no more than a few meters from them.
I left my half-empty gimlet on the balcony rail and walked inside. Chief Inspector Bayar followed, but Alvin intervened, taking my arm with a disarming grin directed at the Fisherman. “I see you’ve met our national treasure,” he said. “You’ll excuse me, but I’ve got to borrow her for a minute or two. Duty calls, you know.”
“What did he want?” Alvin whispered in my ear.
“Didn’t have time to find out.”
The U.S. ambassador was a California Tech scion, one of the hundreds of beneficiaries of the boom in patents and manufacturing that had come after the government began to parcel out discoveries from the saucer crash of ’38 for research by the universities and private companies. His family was in the terraplane and anti-gravity transport end of things—hence his grand entrance in his custom flying car. It was said he had Roosevelt’s ear, too—but I doubted that: I’d had an in-briefing with the ambassador that morning, and he’d struck me as about as much puffed-up, self-important ignorance as you could cram into a suit. Mr. Roosevelt, now well into his seventh term, didn’t seem like the kind of man who would need advice from this particular species of buffoon.
◆◆◆
 
“So, you’re the girl that talks to dead people,” the ambassador had said as I came into his office that morning.
I noticed he had one of those idiotic gold Roosevelt silhouette pins in his lapel. A badge of loyalty. They weren’t required, but I was beginning to see them crop up more and more among the sycophants of the diplomatic corps.
So, you’re a puffed-up, aging boy whose daddy was smart enough to grab up the saucer patents early, I wanted to say. But I didn’t. I wasn’t feeling combative. I was feeling fragile and tired, struggling to fight off a cold caught on the transatlantic rocket flight. The flight in that tin can might have been under an hour long, but it had been long enough breathing in the germs of my fellow humans for me to come down with something, and afterward I’d spent a day in a guarded room at the Pera Palace Hotel, too miserably congested to see the sights—which had given me nothing to do but stew in my own anxious thoughts about this assignment.
“Sir, I’m a combat veteran of the Second World War and the Afterwar. I was in General Hedy Lamarr’s Technical Corps. I pilot the loops, if that’s what you mean.” Maybe that would help him sort the word “girl” out of his speech.
He didn’t even blink.
“I hear you’re the only one who can do it. Pilot the . . . the loops, as you call them. I hear everyone else who they hooked up to that machine died. That true?”
“I might not be the only one, but it’s too much of a risk for them to find out if there’s anyone else out there who can do it. They tested it on ten of us undergraduates back then, and the other nine died. That put a stop to recruiting, sure enough.”
“How long ago was that, now?”
“I’ve been in this business over a decade now. Signed up for a trial with the other students, back when I was on the G.I. Bill at Cal. There were lots of psychological and technical studies, and the money was okay: it would buy you a meal or two anyway.”
I listened to my own voice. The throwaway tone. Very casual, as if there had been nothing to it, surviving something that had killed all the other students who took the trial with me. I tried not to think of that day at the lab—my hand shaking so badly I could barely light a cigarette, sitting under the cherry tree in the courtyard half-mad, saying my name over and over to myself while the men in white coats ran back and forth. Dead. All of them. Dead. All of them but me. And my head had hurt so bad I couldn’t crawl out of bed for two days. But then Alvin had come to see me in the hospital, and offered me the opportunity of a lifetime: to go from struggling undergraduate on the G.I. Bill, trying to make my way in the world, to overpaid specialist in piloting the loops. A great offer, and all I had to risk for it was my life.
I didn’t mind: I’d risked my life plenty already. At least with this offer, the pay was good.
That had been the beginning.
“Anyhow,” the ambassador said, “I guess that makes you pretty valuable. But I hear you aren’t OSS. Refused to join. Government service not good enough for you?” He tossed the phrase off lightly, as if he were joking, but there was an edge to it. How can we trust someone who won’t join the team?
“I guess you’ve met Alvin, my handler.”
“I have.”
“Well, then you can see he’s OSS enough for the two of us. I figure with him around there’s no need for me to sign up. And anyway I was never much of a joiner.”
“But you volunteered for the war. Served in General Lamarr’s Technical Corps. Saw action both in the war against the Axis and the Afterwar. The fall of Berlin . . .”
I cut him off. “I was never much for standing by and watching Adolf Hitler and Hideki Tojo murder millions of people, either.”
“Fair enough. And I suppose you know what’s at stake here.”
“What I know is you’ve got a corpse in a Turkish morgue by the name of Dimitrios Makropoulos. And Alvin tells me you folks think he had a line on the location of another crashed saucer.”
“That’s right.”
“Which is why I’m here: to dig into his brain and see what I can find.”
“That’s right,” he said. “And I don’t think I need to tell you what would happen if someone else got the information first. Say, the Russians. What consequences that would have for the balance of power.”
What balance of power? I wanted to ask. We own the balance, and we’ve got the power.
The ambassador was sweating, and it wasn’t hot in the room. At first I thought he was just that kind of froggish, clammy-handed man who sweats a lot, but now I realized he was nervous—really agitated.
“We think our Turkish allies have only agreed to this—uh, interrogation—because they don’t believe it will work.” He had gotten up and gone to the window, looking out. “If they thought it would work, I don’t think they ever would have allowed it.”
“Why not?” I leaned back in my chair. “They did pretty well by us, coming in as allies in the last months of the war and then sweeping up most of their old Ottoman holdings in the Balkans, as well as expanding into the Caucasus and Transoxiana to boot. We’ve been good to them.”
I was playing dumb, of course: everyone knows there’s nothing more dangerous than an ally. You know where your enemies stand, but your allies are another thing.
Half the time you’re too close-up to see what they are doing clearly. And close-up is right where someone can put a knife in your belly.
“And anyway,” I said, “I heard the story of a second flying saucer is just a fairy tale. It’s been floating around in the ether since the war. Sometimes it’s at the bottom of the Pacific, sometimes it’s on Mount Ararat along with the woodchips left over from Noah’s Ark. Sometimes it’s in the Himalayas along with Shangri-La and the Yeti.” But if it were true, I thought—if there really were a second saucer out there—it would change everything. The tech we got off that saucer in ’38 allowed us to whip the Axis and the Soviets both. Then we ganged up with the “Free German Army,” which is what Patton recommissioned the remnants of Hitler’s Wehrmacht as, and pushed the Russians back across their border. Not to mention helping Chiang Kai Shek wipe out the Chinese Communists.
We’d kept the world safe for democracy with that saucer tech—and turned millions of people to ash to do it. I know—I helped us do it. Now things were pretty good: Chiang Kai Shek was running most of Asia for us, with his occupying armies in Japan, and Europe was fast becoming a U.N.-run American province. You could fly your terraplane coast to coast along Beacon Chain 50 from San Francisco to Washington D.C. in twenty-four hours, then hop on a rocket at the National Launch Zone, land in Austria in an hour, and get the cancer burned out of your lungs in a Viennese clinic. Then if you were hungry, you could eat at a Howard Johnson’s right across from the Opera House.
A world of opportunity, brought to you almost gratis by your friendly American overlords. Okay, we don’t use the word “overlords”—but Hegemon sounds a bit old-fashioned, too. We just don’t talk about it, if we can avoid it.
Turkey had waffled a little too long, and sure—we’d made them pay for it: in the end they had to accept the official name of “Istanbul Protectorate and Associated Territories,” with a U.N. monitoring team in Istanbul to make sure they didn’t get out of line. The Istanbul Protectorate’s title and subject status was their Scarlet Letter—and fair enough, I thought: that’s what you get for playing footsie under the table with the Nazis right up until 1943.
But the fact was Turkey, or the Istanbul Protectorate, or whatever you wanted to call it, had benefited from siding with us in the end. After all, even a friend who shows up a little late is still a friend, right? Even if he does have a bit of your enemy’s lipstick on his collar. So we’d allowed them to expand into the vacuum the Soviets and the Axis left behind in the confused Eastern edge of Europe, where it tangled into Eurasia—places that were too far away from us, with politics too complicated for us to deal with. We were glad to hand it to them: it was a mess. Better them than us.
And our Security Council allies Britain and France rubber-stamped the decision. The French hesitated for about two days, just to show they weren’t our puppets. Smoked a Gauloise and walked around being moody, I suppose. Then they caved and signed the resolution like they always did.
But another saucer—well, if the Russians found it, it would change everything. And much as I didn’t like the way things were now sometimes, I knew they could get a lot worse if Marshal Zhukov got his hands on the kind of tech we had.
“What makes you think this Dimitrios knew anything about your second saucer?”
“He’d been on our radar a long time. He was at the center of a web of Balkan informants and double agents, criminal gangs, terrorist nationalist movements—the line between all of them is thin out here. He’s been a part of every story surrounding the second saucer. His name just kept turning up. If anyone knew, it was him.”
“Too bad he wound up bobbing around in the Bosporus, then.”
The ambassador wiped his forehead with a handkerchief. He stared out the window, not turning to look at me.
“That’s where you come in, if what they say about you and this machine you operate is true.”
“It’s true. But it’s not always possible to get the answers we are looking for.”
“What do you mean?”
“It might not surprise you to know that even with alien technology, fishing around in the brain of a dead person is a tricky business. We’re following neural memory pathways—what we call the ‘loops’—that disintegrate as we run along them. I might get three, maybe four tries at pulling the information out of his head, maximum. Sometimes I only get one or two tries before the loops fall apart. And then there are distortions: think of your own memories—how clear are they, really? Much of the time, you’ll find you don’t remember things accurately at all: you just have an image in your head that might be something someone told you about something that happened to you, or that is distorted by a lie you told someone about what happened, or a false memory based on a photograph you saw of yourself. The loops are like that, only worse. These are the memories and thoughts of a dead person, falling apart as we try to glean what we can from them, and getting tangled up with my own thoughts and memories. We say the loops are ‘sticky’—they pick up your own fears, your own preconceptions, and wind those up with the subject’s.”
I could tell he was getting more nervous: he kept opening his mouth like a fish, then closing it again. I decided to calm him down a bit: “Still, Alvin and I’ve solved murders with the loops, broken up spy rings, retrieved secrets. Sometimes it all comes together.”
He mopped his forehead with an expensive looking silk handkerchief that didn’t look like it was designed to touch human secretions. “So what you’re telling me is bringing you all the way out here might have been useless. That it might have been a waste of time we don’t have.”
“No, Ambassador. What I’m telling you is that bringing me all the way out here might be of use. It might actually be your only chance to find out what you want to know.”
◆◆◆
 
The ambassador didn’t look sweaty or hopeless this evening. This was his forte: gladhanding everyone, back slapping and giving acknowledging head-tilts to acquaintances across the room. He was a dinner party creature—one of that breed of people whose confidence is a public performance—as soon as he is alone, or with just one or two other people, his personality collapses in on itself like a flan in a cupboard.
I stayed long enough after his arrival to let him pump my hand and then told Alvin I was still feeling poorly from the rocket over, and maybe he could have my armed contingent march me back to the Pera Palace so I could keep my strength up for tomorrow.
“You should come along as well,” I said. “You look like you could use a little rest.”
Alvin shook his head. “Still trying to get the lay of the land here. With things complicated back home, I’m having trouble keeping my factions here straight.”
“Complicated?”
Alvin leaned in close enough for me to scent the lime edge of his aftershave. “Word is, she fled the country months ago. They’ve managed to hush it up for the time being, but the press has finally caught on. The story is about to get out, and that means all hell will break loose. And what’s maybe worse is who she took with her.”
“Where did she go?”
“Get some rest. You’re going to need it.”
◆◆◆
 
They had set the loops up in a wing of a semi-abandoned building near the shore of the Golden Horn. It looked to have once been a factory or research facility. I hadn’t slept well, and I was perhaps still feeling a little off from my cold: all morning, my mind had been full of abstract associations, runaway thoughts. As I stepped into the building my first thought was of how difficult it would be for the archaeologists of some future era to understand anything about us, these people of the twentieth century, the beings who had once lived on Earth and constructed such places, filled with such strange contraptions—iron rails in the ceilings, salt-rusted chains hanging from massive pulleys, huge enameled sinks, walls covered in cracked, clinical white tile. The cement floor bore strange oil and chemical stains.
What had been made or done here? I was contemporary, or nearly so, with the people who had built these things, and I could not even begin to guess. There were ramps outside the building that led down to the Golden Horn itself, but there was nothing nautical about the place.
In the center of the cavernous room the OSS techs had set up my Loop chair, something like a cross between a dentist’s chair and a prop from some old mad scientist movie. The massive headset, like an evil version of the hair dryers the old ladies love to hang out under at the salon, was propped on its stand. Thick cables led away from the set and disappeared under a white curtain. It was the same kind of curtain you might find in a hospital room, separating patients in a ward.
Seagulls screamed outside, their voices echoing through the building’s broken windows. The air was filed with the rot-salt scent of shoreline. Behind the curtain would be Dimitrios, laid out on his zinc slab, awaiting communion.
I wondered what kind of subject he would be. Would there be only one or two loops, fragments of some of the last things he saw, or would his mind be one of the rare ones, a labyrinth of memories to wander in?
Whichever it was, the sheer cost and risk of transporting the Loop Set from California, the armed guards, and the ambassador’s sweaty performance in his office, all spoke to the importance of what I had been brought here to do. Looking at the white curtain with the rubber-sheathed tentacles of connecting wire winding under it, I felt suddenly afraid and helpless. I wanted to back out of there, say I needed another day to rest up. But I knew there wasn’t time: Dimitrios was fading with every passing moment.
Besides the white-coated technicians milling around, there was Alvin, who had flown me here in a Willys terraplane that kept dipping its nose due to a stabilizer problem, and the Fisherman.
Chief Inspector Refik Bayar looked as immaculate in the middle of this gloomy techno-industrial barn as he had at the party the night before, though he was now dressed in a military uniform complete with polished Sam Browne belt and riding boots to the knee. As the kind of person who is constantly discovering I have lipstick on my teeth, a popped button giving folks a glimpse of my cleavage, or toilet paper on my shoe, I resent people who look like they come stamped off some assembly line at any hour of the day. They don’t impress me: they just make me dislike them and their shallow fastidiousness.
“The chief inspector is here to give you some background on Dimitrios Makropoulos. He won’t observe the session.”
“I usually just dive right in,” I said. “You know that, Alvin.”
The chief inspector nodded. “Yes. I’m sorry—this was at my insistence. There are issues of Balkan politics involved that are thorny, and you may not be able to understand without context. I was briefed by your colleague on the normal procedures you follow, but usually you are operating within the context of your own country. Here you are out of your element, so to speak. I would like to be your guide, if you will allow me. To give you just a sketch of who this man was, so you can place his mind in the proper context.”
“Fair enough.”
He glanced at Alvin questioningly. I sighed. “Yes, I can look at the body without needing smelling salts, Chief Inspector. I’ve seen a thing or two.” Ashes blowing down a street in Konigsberg. Russian tanks exhaling the ashes of their crews when you opened the hatches, Russian planes dropping from the sky, clouds of ashes in their cockpits. The ashes of the people of Berlin drifting in the shade of the lime trees on Unter den Linden. Ashes I helped make. “I think I have the stomach for it.”
Refrigeration bars created a cube of cold around us. In the center of this chilled space, the body was laid out on its enamel slab, naked. The flesh was slightly swollen from its time in the water, the corpse pale and purplish under the glare of the high-powered electric lamps suspended from the room’s ceiling. At the body’s feet was a neatly folded pile of clothing: underclothes and socks, a salt-stained serge suit that had once been blue, a garish floral tie. The man looked to be about fifty, with a neat moustache meticulously dyed black that stood out, in its absurd immaculateness, from the wreckage of the rest of him. He had a face you pass on the street a thousand times a day, and a balding head he was trying to conceal with a bad comb-over. The mortician had done him the favor of neatly smoothing his hair into place for him in death—a surprising touch of human kindness in this strange setting.
The Fisherman looked down at the corpse of Dimitrios with such raw distaste that, for a moment, it seemed as if he were going to spit on the dead man.
“The man you see on the slab before you is a professional of a kind that is far too common in this part of the world. His type is the true cause of violence and chaos in Europe and Eurasia. He was not a spy. He was not an assassin. He was not a politician. He was not a part of any mafia. No. Instead, he was the connective tissue between all of it. He was the link between all of them—the cowardly politicians, the organized crime interests, the spies, the violent fanatics. His kind is the sinew on which assassinations, political coups, and sabotage rely. He was a middleman. A broker in information and innuendo, an arranger of deals. He knew people, found things, made sure other things were not found. He never risked himself: he allowed others to take the risks. He had no allegiance to any cause: he saw allegiance and causes as pathways to what he wanted. The Serbian nationalist, the Greek heroin-smuggler, the Bolshevik, the Nazi: it was all the same for him. They had ideologies: he had self-interest, and self-interest alone. There are thousands like him: they infest this part of the world like cockroaches in a cheap hotel.
“We know little about his early days. If he is the Dimitrios we think he is, then he was found abandoned in 1909 in Larissa, Greece. Parents unknown. Mother believed Rumanian. He was adopted by a Greek family, goat herders on the Mani Peninsula, we believe. Their identity is lost. Makropoulos was likely nothing but an alias. He carried papers as a Greek subject when we found him floating—but they were forged.
“We know almost nothing of his life until he was arrested here in Istanbul for the robbery and murder of a duenme money lender in 1933, then released due to a lack of evidence after the fig picker that fingered him for the crime was himself found dead in the Elephant Stables Cistern. The fig picker had been garroted and then stabbed for good measure. But not by Dimitrios: he was in our custody at that time. So we had to let him go.
“And he went: he disappeared. Maybe he is the Dimitrios involved in the theft of naval documents in Zagreb for a Croat nationalist faction in 1936, but then again maybe not: that Dimitrios claimed to be a Greek from Izmir. He fit our Dimitrios’ description, but who can say? And the rumor is the documents were stolen by the Croats on behalf of France—even more complicated, then. A few months after his arrest there is a violent uprising in the prison, and many of the prisoners escape. Dimitrios is among them.
“There is a drug smuggling ring in the mountains north of Thessaloniki run by a Greek named Dimitrios who is never caught. This is in 1937. Was it him? We believe so—but we cannot be sure. We don’t pick up his trail again with certainty until he is sighted by one of our agents at the Athene Palace hotel in Bucharest. There, we know it is him. Our Dimitrios. Now he’s playing the role of a Greek freighter captain, but what he is really involved in is selling Black Sea naval intelligence to the Nazis via their emissaries in Rumania. This is 1940. We have our eyes on him until 1942, when our services are”—he paused, considering his words—“compromised. We catch a glimpse, perhaps, of him again. The port town of Varna, in fascist Bulgaria. First mate of a salvage vessel. He approaches one of our double agents embedded with the Axis Bulgarian government with information he says will alter the course of the war. This is 1943. The course of the war, by then, is largely unalterable. It took you Americans a few years to crack any of the technology you found on that saucer that crashed in your Western desert, but by 1943, things were much more certain.”
Ashes, ashes, you all fall down, I thought. And Turkey wakes up from its semi-Fascist dreams and joins the winning team to make sure it gets a slot in the U.N. But what was Turkey up to before that?
“And then?”
“And then our double agent in Bulgaria is compromised. And shot.”
There was a long beat of silence, with only the seagulls screaming over the Golden Horn to fill it.
“That was over fifteen years ago,” Alvin said.
“Yes. Two lifetimes, for a man like Dimitrios. The war ends. He disappears. Where does he go? His world has changed—where once there was the disarray of the period between World War I and II for him to play in, now there is the Allied Occupation. Does he go East, to places still in flux? The Caucasus? Transoxiana? Mongolia? It seems too far for him. I think perhaps he just puts his head down. It could be he even becomes what he says he was—a sailor, a freighter captain, under an assumed name. Maybe he goes from playing the part to living it. Whatever it is that happens during those years, we don’t hear of his existence again until he tries to contact a double agent of ours at the Russian Consulate. But by the time we share that intelligence with you, as we are obligated to do by our U.N. protectorate status, Dimitrios Makropoulos is face down in the Bosporus with a jellyfish in his lapel pocket.”
“What was he offering the Russians?” I asked.
The Fisherman grinned. “Your OSS boys know as well as I do. He was offering them a second flying saucer.”
“It’s preposterous, of course,” Alvin said. “But not the kind of thing we can let pass by without checking up on it.”
“By checking up,” the Fisherman said, again with that flash of white teeth, as immaculate as his shirtfront, “Mr. Greenly means dragging priceless equipment and an even more priceless woman halfway around the world to dig into a dead criminal’s brain. Surely, Mr. Greenly, you do not expect us to believe you think the existence of a second saucer ‘preposterous’ if you are willing to make those kinds of investments.”
Alvin shrugged his All-American shoulders. It was easy, with his cornhusker good looks and aw-shucks demeanor, to forget who Alvin was. To forget that the OSS had parachuted Alvin into a shattered, Fascist Yugoslavia in 1942 to help organize Serb resistance. It was hard to imagine the midnight knifings and garrotings he must carry around in the nice-guy bone structure of his skull. It’s hard to imagine a man like Alvin killing someone at all—but I had personally seen him do it, on two separate occasions, and he had not even flinched.
“I guess we just like to be thorough,” Alvin said.
The Fisherman gave a slight bow. “Indeed. As do we—especially in the maintenance of our relationship with our American allies, and in our U.N.-obligated sharing of relevant intelligence with your OSS. We consider this a sacred obligation.”
He turned to me. “Ms. Aldstatt, I hope my briefing will be of some assistance in your work here.” He gave a slight bow.
“I will take my leave of you, then.”
“A sacred obligation,” Alvin said once the chief inspector had left, “to be fulfilled only when they see fit. They waited until the Russians had murdered Dimitrios to tell us they had a line on this second flying saucer. They thought his mouth was shut for good, so it was safe to let us in on it. They had no idea we have the tech to pull information out of dead minds. You can bet if they’d known, they would have made sure his body never turned up.”
◆◆◆
 
A hotel lobby. Rust-colored marble walls inlaid with gold-framed mirrors. Chairs and settees covered in raspberry plush surround heavy yellow marble pillars. Clusters of people are talking quietly. There is no band in the lobby, as in most great European hotels, so I can hear the creak of shoe leather, the hum of conversation. A man with a face like a sick greyhound is leaned in to talk to me: I note the red ribbon of a Legion of Honor in the lapel of his coat, the yellowed moustache clinging to a face made fragile with age. Another man, gray-haired and heavy eyed, with a pointed beard, is eyeing me over his Turkish coffee. He is holding a copy of the Voelkische Beobachter. I cannot see the date. And I cannot guess the time of year from the light in the lobby: it is all electric. There is not a window to the outside anywhere in this seasonless place.
Pointed beard says to me, leaning in conspiratorially: “You had said you wanted to meet Frau von Coler, and we have arranged it.”
The loop winds immediately into another: I am in a salon, filled with gilt chairs arranged at conversational angles. A door is open to the warmth of a summer night. Before me stands a woman with hair the color of bamboo, braided and pinned flat to the back of her head like a Black Forest peasant child’s. Moonstone earrings dangling from her ears rhyme with her blondness.
“I cannot tell you how happy I am that the French have declared Paris an open city. Can you imagine having to bomb the Louvre?”
Her perfume has the edge of jasmine in it, but I—Dimitrios—am more interested in the expensive German radio near the most comfortable table in the room. I have been amusing myself by devising ways in which I could steal it and have decided I could pay one of the hotel staff to do it for me.
“I am on my way out,” the Frau is saying, “to attend a movie screening at the ministry. A banned French film. I do wish I could invite you, but you know how it is, darling. You are entirely too Greek for a party of Rumanians. They’re bound to start asking questions. Couldn’t you just give me the information now?”
I am back in the lobby. A man in the uniform of a German general is leaning into me, over his sharp nose and the Pour le Merite and Ritterkraus military decorations at his throat.
“You can bring this back to your friends, as a sign of my sincerity. Just a tidbit of information: Molotov was unhappy when he was in Berlin in November. Hitler has refused, you see, to recognize Russian claims on Turkey. The Balkans, he says, including Turkey, are a German ‘zone of interest.’ This has cast a certain cloud over Russian-German relations. Perhaps the presence of several German divisions in Poland and the Balkans will be enough to keep the friendship between Germany and Russia intact,” his gray eyes squinted through a nest of fine wrinkles. “But somehow I fear it will not.”
“And what of my information?”
He raises a glass of mineral water to his lips. “There is so little time for the speculative, Mr. Makropoulos, in the middle of a war. We have time only for the practical—and barely enough time for that. And even if the research vessel you are asking for was under a flag of convenience, there are risks some find unacceptable. Also they are asking where you came by this information and what evidence you have to back it up. Perhaps there is something you could allow me to see? A map? This might help me to convince them.”
“I’m afraid that’s not part of the bargain,” I say.
I am just a boy, tending goats on the side of a mountain. There is hardly anything here but stone and thistle and sun, but crossing that sun is a biplane tumbling, burning, through the sky. I hear the thump of the plane hitting the ground in the distance—the same sound a sack of flour makes, when tossed from a truck to the pavement.
I am sitting on the floor of a barren, whitewashed little room. A trapezoid of sun through the window lights the page where I am drawing. Now it is not a biplane: it is a rocket. And it is not falling: it is roaring upward into space.
I am in the water. On the horizon, a ship burns. I can hear myself praying.
Then suddenly I am looking at the face of Dimitrios himself.
This is a Dimitrios much younger than the man on the refrigerated slab. He is slender, with a thick head of curly black hair. The mustache that was preposterous on his corpse now seems rather dashing. He is not looking directly at me: he gazes over my shoulder, somewhat absently.
In immaculate King’s English, he says: “Groppi’s in Cairo had a splendid sort of decadence. Morning coffees and éclairs among the silver-spotted, ancient mirrors. The women in their expensive furs, and the men eying one another’s chromium cars. Cairo. A city as old and still as the desert itself. It seemed as if nothing could happen there. The war would never truly start. We blamed the light: the flat white desert light made everything unreal.”
I turn in my seat. The Cairo café is filled with British soldiers chatting over plates delicate and yellowed as slivers of bone.
“They thought I would be useful to them, perhaps. And that was enough. I imagine their intelligence services were stringing along thousands of informants, in those days. Everyone was buying and selling information. The market was flush with it. But this war—it had been declared, but what of that? Still there was no fighting. It was all theory. All a game. The phony war, they would later call it. Hitler and Stalin had divided Poland between them, yes, but what of that? Who cared about the Poles, in the end—who cared enough to die for them?
“In England they ran advertisements in the paper: ‘At the Royal Victoria Hotel at St. Leonard’s on the Sea, the ballroom and the toilets have been made gas and splinter-proof.’”
He took a sip of his coffee, and now his eyes found mine. (Mine? What eyes were mine? I was supposed to be him, here in the tangles of his mind . . . what was happening?) “Of course, in Finland the wolves were already eating well that year. But they invited me to England to tell them my story. It was another world, there: Everyone seemed to be determined to get in one more set of tennis before the storm descended. Cricket on a village pitch. Smoke rising not from burning huts, but chimneys. England, behind her sea barrier, smugly content.”
He took a bite of his éclair. I could even hear the clatter of silverware on plates and tables in the café, the hum of conversation. Someone, in that dead man’s mind, laughed at a clever joke.
“They invited me, and they listened, and they nodded and considered. Then they sent me away. Theoretical. Impractical. No proof. The same things the Nazis would say to me later, in Bucharest. The Brits smuggled me out by merchant ship. Dropped me in Athens. My contact there was a good man and kind to me. I think he believed me: I remember that last day—at the Acropolis, rain streaming from shattered eaves. We had our waterproofs on, of course, and good rubber boots, very English. Very practical. We were quite drunk on raki, but I got him back to his hotel all right. I remember his last words to me. He was insensibly drunk, sitting on the edge of his bed as I toweled his hair dry:
“‘Tomorrow, Dimitrios,’ he said, ‘I’m almost sure, if it stops raining, our war will begin.’”
◆◆◆
 
“What else?” Alvin asked. We were sitting in a couple of pseudo-antique chairs in the salon of my room at the Pera Palace. Along with his team, Alvin had meticulously swept the room for bugs. “Tell me exactly what else he said.”
I closed my eyes. “He said, ‘I told them exactly where it was, as had been told to me. As had been shown to me on a map. The wreck had been discovered by a French ship exploring along the Rumanian coast with a Rouquayrol-Denayrouze diving apparatus in 1934. They sketched pictures of it but didn’t know what it was. The captain kept the sketch. I bought it and the map from him in Trabzon in 1939 for a hot meal. He hadn’t put two and two together, but I had: I used to read the stories when I was a boy, reprinted in Greek from the American magazines. The rockets and the ray guns. It was an Ιπτάμενος δίσκος—a flying saucer.’”
“There has to be more,” Alvin said. “What else did he tell you?”
“Then he smiled across the table at me and said, ‘Come visit me again sometime.’ And snapped his fingers. The loop broke, and I was out.”
Alvin shook his head. “This isn’t the way the loops are supposed to work.”
“No, it isn’t. I’ve never had a conversation with a dead person in the loops before: I am supposed to be them, reliving their lives. But this isn’t that: Dimitrios is somehow . . . there. Speaking to me directly.”
“It’s impossible.”
“You know as well as I do we don’t really know the first thing about how the loops are supposed to work. We don’t understand what we’re doing with this tech: we just know the uses it has for us. But you’re right: I’ve never experienced anything like it. Not only are there loops within loops—a whole maze of them inside his head—but somehow he knows I’m there. He’s telling me his story himself. And he knocked me out of his own head.”
“Does your head hurt?”
I shrugged. “It always does, after a loop session. But it doesn’t hurt more than when I think about how I have to defend my doctoral dissertation to Professor Freud once we’re back in California.”
“You’re finished with your dissertation?”
“Mostly. Do you think if I was a doctor, our ambassador here would hesitate before calling me ‘girl’?”
Alvin shook his head. “Probably not.”
“I didn’t think so. Look, I’ll take another shot at it tomorrow. For now what I need most is a drink at the hotel bar, some food in my stomach, and a good night’s sleep.”
◆◆◆
 
I got the first two on the list (four of the first one), but in the middle of the night I found myself bolt upright, staring into the dark in terror, trying to will my eyes to adjust to the darkness faster.
Once they had, the fear got worse: a figure stood in the middle of the room. There was an icy chill in the air, and the ghost of a breeze across my face although I knew the balcony doors, now open, had been closed when I went to sleep.
“Do not be alarmed,” the figure said. “Do not call out to the guards in the hall.” There was a strange modulation to its voice that drained it of inflection. “We simply need to speak, you and I. You may reach over and turn on your lamp.”
I did so. It was hard to make my hand move: fear had locked my muscles. The bedside lamp cast a dim parchment glow into the room.
The person was in a sort of fur-lined jumpsuit, something like a bomber crew’s suit, with a thick belt crowded with canvas and leather pouches that all seemed wired together. I could make out that the figure was a woman. But above the collar, the face was a blur—like the play of sunlight on the eddies of a rocky stream, or leaves shuddering in a breeze. Colors writhed. There was no face. I had to clap my hand over my mouth to stifle the scream that tried to push its way out.
The figure put a gloved hand up.
“It’s just a device. A way of disguising one’s identity. We call it an abglanz. It changes the voice, as well.”
“It’s . . . it’s a bit disconcerting.”
“Yes,” the strangely flattened voice said. “I agree. But precautions are necessary. Now . . . I need you to listen to me. Please.”
Half of my mind was thinking of the disintegration pistol in my nightstand. The other half was listening.
“All right.”
“We know what you are looking for. And we’d like to ask you . . . very politely, you see . . . not to find it.”
“You mean—not to do my job. Not to do what I came here for.”
“No—we think you should continue to do your job. You should gather as much information from Dimitrios as you can. But in the end, you should pretend to fail.”
“Who is this ‘we’? . . . Maybe you’d like to tell me a bit more about just why I should do something like that for someone who won’t even show me their face.”
The figure was still for a moment. Then they brought a hand up and tapped something at their collar, and the blur streamed away.
“You’re right,” Eleanor Roosevelt said. “This is no way to have a conversation.”
She was wearing a tight-fitting black rubber hood over her head, covering her hair, and pilot’s goggles pushed up on her forehead. Her face was pale, the cheeks red as if windburned. The goggles had left red indentations on her cheekbones and circles around her eyes. She sat on the edge of the bed.
“Anyway, I came here personally, to have a talk with you woman to woman, and then I try to do it through that damned device. What was I thinking? This is better—face to face.”
Once I got over the shock, I said: “Everybody is looking for you. They say FDR didn’t leave the White House for a month, in grief.”
“I’d like to think it was grief, but I think anger is more like it. When I finally left, I was running for my life.”
“Surely FDR would never hurt you.”
Mrs. Roosevelt smiled sadly at me. “I hope you are right. But regardless, there are men around him who are very determined to hurt me. I’m not sure how much he would be able to do to stop them—or if he would even try, at this point. There is so much bitterness between us now. Even before I decided to leave—for years before, it was clear that Franklin and I had grown apart, built too much scar tissue up over the years. Especially since the Japanese internment. I fought hard against him over that. And I had to fight him more and more, over everything afterward: the suppressions at Manzanar, the way he tried to put down the Rosie Riots, when women just wanted to keep the jobs they had earned, the treatment of our former allies the Russians in the Afterwar, and now this trumped up trial of Martin Luther King, Jr.”
“But he blew up a church!”
“Dear, there’s so much you don’t understand. So much is going on behind the curtains of power in Washington. Our country . . .” She paused, considering. She ran the palm of her hand over the fine Pera Palace sheets, the densest silk I’d ever slept on. “Our country, ever since the crash of that saucer in ’38, has been in danger. Month by month, year by year, it has fallen further and further under the control of paranoid men. They did not start out that way: they started out as practical people, who aimed to use what we found to help stop the Nazis and the Japanese Empire from destroying our world. And they did that: we swept them away. And that gave these men even more power. One would think that our power in the world, our defeat of the evil of the Nazis and the Japanese Empire, would have given us comfort, made us secure, made us determined to build a world where everyone can live in peace. But that isn’t what power does. It didn’t make us feel more secure. Instead, it has made us all feel more and more paranoid. And most especially, it has made the men who hold the power more paranoid. Once you have power—unstoppable power, such as our country was given, such as they have, you become afraid to lose it. You become certain that anyone else who wields it will do it wrong—that only you can lead the way. And you begin to rot, inside. I’ve seen it, eating away at our country.” She paused and looked at me. “And eating away at my husband.”
I thought of FDR’s comforting voice in his fireside chats every week. He didn’t seem like a man being eaten away inside by power. He seemed like a man in perfect control.
“What’s the alternative? Letting the Russians take over? We saw what they did in Poland. Or letting Germany loose again?”
“That’s just it,” she said. “There are so many more alternatives than that. But we have stopped being able to see other ways of going about things. Fear is a tunnel. Anyone knows this who has been afraid: your peripheral vision shrinks to only what is in front of you, and what is in front of you becomes warped, exaggerated.”
Her words brought me back to places I didn’t want to go—striding across Operation Overlord beaches melted to glass in which you could see the skeletons of Nazi defenders trapped like flies in amber. Ashes blowing through the Tiergarten.
As if she could sense the images in my head, Eleanor said: “And the things we have done eat away at us. Winning, too, has a terrible cost. It is paid by the soul.”
“Yes. Yes. It has a terrible cost,” I said. “Every veteran knows that.”
“I’m not here to threaten you, Sylvia. Or to frighten you into doing what we ask. I’m appealing to your better nature. What we ask is that, whatever you find in Dimitrios’ mind, you tell the OSS you found nothing. That there is no saucer. That Dimitrios was lying: the saucer was never there.”
“And then tell you where it is so you can hand it over to the Russians? As much as I might hate some of the things that are going on in America, I still love my country,” I said. “And I believe that, even though we have made mistakes, we are good. Good enough, anyway. There isn’t anyone better out there.”
Eleanor Roosevelt stood up. She was in her mid-seventies but moved like a woman of no more than fifty. “No. No. That isn’t what I am asking. I don’t want you to give up the secrets you find. I want you to tell us nothing at all. We’re not looking for the saucer, and the last thing we would want is for the Russians to find it. You are right: they would do the same things with the technology that the Americans have done, only worse. Power would never be safe in Zhukov’s hands. Especially after what we did to them. We want peace, not yet another war. But you should know . . .” she was moving to the French doors open on the balcony.
Like a sleepwalker, I stood up and followed her, sensing that there was something she was about to show me. “. . . The Russians are looking for the saucer as well, and every day you stay here you put your life in jeopardy.”
“There isn’t much I can do about that,” I said. “And the Russians are everywhere anyway. They tried to kill me in my own house a few years ago, all the way out in California.”
“I know.” Eleanor walked through the French doors onto the balcony, and her voice fell to a whisper. “But here in the Istanbul Protectorate, even a friend like Alvin may not be able to save you.”
She clasped my hands in her gloved ones. I could feel the warmth of her, even through the lined leather. I expected to see a terraplane waiting over the balcony rail, idling silently. But the streets and courtyards were empty. The car that must have brought her there was nowhere to be seen.
“Think on what I said, Sylvia. What would we do with more power? How would we use it? What would it do to us?”
And with that, her feet left the ground, and she floated into the sky.
I had to clap my hand over my mouth to contain a gasp that certainly would have woken every sleeper on that side of the building. Two floors above me, she turned and arced up into the night sky, briefly crossing an ascending Moon before I lost sight of her.
◆◆◆
 
“When you read histories about the fall of countries and empires, there is always some moment historians see—some moment when a country crosses a threshold, a point of no return, and begins its decline. But how would we see such a thing? How would we know if it had already happened or not? What would be the signs we were already living inside a doomed system? Could we see them at all?”
We were in Alvin’s room, in the little seating nook, with a Turkish breakfast laid out in front of us of olives, tomatoes, fresh bread, cheese, jam, honey, butter, hard-boiled eggs, fresh-squeezed orange juice, and their powerful coffee sludge accented slightly with cardamom. But Alvin wasn’t eating: on his placemat was a listening device he had found in his nightstand: a contraption that looked like a chromium, microphone-headed parasite. He was autopsying it with a miniature screwdriver. Now he looked up at me.
“Did you sleep all right, Sylvia?”
“I slept just fine.”
He gave me that disarming, cornhusker-at-a-weenie-roast grin of his. “Because it sounds like you were having some weird dreams. Personally, I try to never dream of politics: too complicated. Gives me heartburn.”
“I slept just fine, I said. When was the last time you swept my room for listening devices?”
“Just before you turned in. You’re clean. I found this one here in my room at around the same time.”
“Russian?”
“Can’t tell. I’ve never quite seen anything like it. I’ll have to send it to the girls and boys back at the lab.”
“Then stop fiddling with it and eat your breakfast. When do we head over?”
Alvin shrugged. “Half an hour or so. The Fisherman is going to give us a ride. I imagine it’s another opportunity for him to try to weasel information from us, but at least it means we won’t have to drive that government-issued jalopy, so I accepted.”
I thought of Eleanor Roosevelt, floating effortlessly off the balcony. Or we could just fly there under our own power. What other technology is being kept from me?
Alvin tossed the bug onto his neatly made bed. Who makes their own bed in hotel rooms? “Okay,” he said, taking a sip of his orange juice and tearing off a hunk of bread, which he proceeded to slather with butter and honey, “I’ll bite. You were talking about points of no return, thresholds. Is there a point at which a country has gone too far in one direction to turn back? My answer is, I don’t think it works like that. I think those moments only exist in retrospect. They’re made up by historians who are trying to make it all make sense so they can teach it or write a book about it. I think the truth is, none of it makes sense at all. And we all just muddle along until some catastrophe comes along and changes the order of things. Until that happens, it’s up to people to do what they can to do the right thing.”
“You think we’re doing the right thing?”
“For now? We’re doing the best we can.”
◆◆◆
 
I am just a boy, tending goats on the side of a mountain. There is nothing here but stone and thistle and sun, but crossing that sun is a biplane tumbling, burning, through the sky. I hear the thump of the plane hitting the ground in the distance—the same sound a sack of flour makes, tossed from a truck to the pavement.
I want to run to where I saw the plane go down. I want to see what has happened, what has intruded into my little world, but I know I cannot: I must tend the goats. If something happens to them, it will be my fault.
I am trapped in my world—this rocky peninsula, these goats, the rocks and sun and thistles. I will never get out of here.
Groppi’s again. Cairo: outside, a muezzin calls the faithful. Spotted sunlight on the decaying mirrors and gold leaf. The shepherd boy sits across from me, in his much-mended sweater, a smear of éclair cream at the side of his mouth.
“I often wondered,” he says, “What would have happened to me if it were not for that plane. You see, after that moment, nothing was the same. I had never fully known there was a world beyond my world, beyond the rocks, the sun and the goats, my adopted parents and the whitewashed village houses. Then the plane came, tearing a hole in the sky. And from that moment, I knew I could leave that place. I knew I could leave, and I would do anything at all to do it. It was as if I had seen Icarus fall from the air, and in that moment realized there are gods in the world, just beyond the horizon—and heroes, and great deeds. Through the hole the plane tore in my world, I saw a greater world.”
Now he was the young man Dimitrios, slender, with his thick head of curly black hair and the dashing, carefully trimmed moustache. He gazed over my shoulder with eyes focused on the track of his own past. “It would not be long before I managed to stow away on a grain ship. And not much longer before I killed my first man, in Athens, and fled to Turkey.”
Groppi’s is beginning to collapse. Yesterday there were British officers eating meals, chatting with one another. Now some of the men no longer have faces you can focus on. In the spotted mirrors the tables are warped and empty. I look down at the floor—it is translucent: sand melted to glass. The skeletons of diners are trapped inside it, coffee cups raised halfway to their death’s-head grins.
“Pay attention!” Dimitrios slams his fist on the table.
“Please,” I say, “Just tell me where the saucer is. There isn’t time.”
“I have a story to tell!”
“I want to listen, Dimitrios. I do. But we don’t have time.”
Outside, a hundred biplanes tumble, burning, through the Cairo sky. We blamed the light: the flat white desert light made everything unreal.
◆◆◆
 
That morning, as we arced above the Bosporus in the Fisherman’s touring terraplane, he’d pointed out building cranes along the harbors of Karakoy. “We are a city of the past, but we are building a future here as well. It is not easy. Every shovel-load of earth we overturn here is filled with history: fragments of Greek amphorae and Roman swords, the anchor stones of Byzantine ships, slivered goblets of Venetian glass, Ottoman prayer beads. We must be cautious. We must collect these bits of the past for the museums. But we are making progress, despite this. We are building a future. In Karakoy and along the hills of Beyoglu we are constructing an institute to rival any in the world. A city within the city, a center of research and knowledge. Education, you see, will be our way out. We have stagnated too long, trapped on the edge of Europe, waiting at the door. We have much to do to catch up with you. But we will catch up.
“For our people, even the sight of a terraplane—something you now take for granted as just basic transportation—is still something to wonder at. There are only a few here, all imported. We build nothing of the kind ourselves. The people travel like peasants, still, on the ground by foot, or by ferry and noisy streetcar. But we have a vision of Istanbul as the center of the world again, as it once was.”
We had expected the Fisherman to pry, but he hardly seemed interested. He spoke instead of his city’s future as the terraplane made its final rotation for landing. “I am an Istanbuli, you see: this city has been my family’s home for as long as anyone can remember. It is her blood that runs in my veins—Turkish, Roman, Greek. Perhaps even Thracian. You see the flag?”
We were stepping from the car. Seagulls hovered in an offshore wind over the dock, as if suspended by wires, black eyes staring. The crimson flag with its crescent moon and star flapped from a pole in front of the warehouse, below the blue rectangle of the United Nations. “They say the star and moon emblem on our flag is a Muslim symbol, or they say it is a vision of Osman, but they are wrong. The crescent moon and star were printed on the first coins minted in Greek Byzantium. The symbol belongs to Hecate, the goddess of crossroads and entranceways. She was protectress of this city, the crossroads of the world, the entrance to the Black Sea. She held a torch in each hand to push back the darkness. She was also the goddess of witchcraft and sorcery, and of the ghosts of the dead.”
He nodded to me. The wind had blown loose several locks of his brilliantined hair, and they stood up, sharp as the quills of a porcupine. “Appropriate to your task here, yes? Hecate will watch over you in your work, if you make her an offering. Every day my countrymen worship her moon and star, thinking our flag is a symbol of something it is not. But we true Istanbulis know: Hecate protects the city still, and every Istanbul street is her shrine.”
All I could think of was Eleanor Roosevelt’s silhouette drifting across the moon. If that wasn’t witchcraft, I don’t know what would qualify.
◆◆◆
 
“Nobody ever listened. And that is why they never found it.” Dimitrios scowls. Groppi’s is gone: we are on the deck of a ship, rolling heavily in a storm. “And now you don’t listen.”
“No. I want to. I want to listen, Dimitrios.”
He leans over the rail, and points:
“If you look closely, you can see it. There. Look into the water. Not far beneath the surface.”
And I do see it: a darker oval, distorted by the waves, like the shadow of a cloud on the sea.
“They thought it was just another shipwreck. And it is—but this ship has crossed an ocean vaster than any other.”
I turn to his rain-lashed face. I want to ask him where we are. The coordinates. Latitude and longitude. Are we near the shore? We must be. I want to look out for some sort of landmark. But I do not. I look at his face. He is looking at mine.
“They put the knife in my back. I never heard them. I was on the dock, looking out on the water of the Bosporus. There was a wind, and a bit of rain carried in it.”
“Who? Who did it?”
“I never saw,” he says. This Dimitrios is older—not quite as old as the man on the slab, but closing in on his own death. I can see every detail of his skin, roughened by his time as a boy among the thistles and stone, tending the goats of his adopted family. Skin made porous by a thousand nights blurred by ouzo and hashish in the rembetiko dens of Athens and Thessaloniki. There is a scar on his eyelid, a nick that creates a gap in his dark eyelashes where they never grew again. I can see the droplets of spray on his cheeks, and the piebald stubble left by a razor drawn unevenly across his jaw. Behind him, a thousand biplanes are twisting slowly through a featureless, gunmetal sky. Or are they rockets? Yes. They are rockets.
A trapezoid of sun through the window lights the page where I am drawing. Now it is not a biplane: it is a rocket. And it is not falling: it is roaring upward into space.
We are running out of time. “I felt the knife,” he says. “I felt him working it from side to side. A professional, making sure he found something vital. And then I was in the water.”
“Who were you there to meet?”
He looks up at the sky. “I see them too—the rockets. Tearing holes in what is left of this world. You want to tell me we don’t have much time. You want to hurry me along. Nobody will ever hear my story.”
“The loops are beginning to collapse,” I say. “They decay, like magnetic tape played too many times. They distort, flake, and fragment. It all falls apart. We don’t understand this technology that allows me to be here with you—we’ve just gleaned enough to use it. But I know I don’t have long to speak to you.”
“I know,” says Dimitrios. “I know what I am. A dead man. I know my Virgil: ‘This is the realm of shadows, sleep and drowsy night.’ I know. ‘The tides hold me now, and the stormwinds roll my body down the shore.’ It was one of the only books on the shelf of my family’s home. I read it so many times. I know the kingdom of the dead when I see it.”
He looked up at the sky. “But I can hold them back a bit, perhaps. Now that someone is listening at last. Come tomorrow.”
“There may not be a tomorrow,” I say. “Sometimes . . .”
“No. Come tomorrow. I will be here, waiting for you.”
◆◆◆
 
“So it is with grief in my heart and a sense of deep, personal anguish that I must come before you, the American people, tonight. I struggled a long time in considering whether to speak of these things. I battled with myself. I am, as you know, a deeply private man. And perhaps all men are private. There is an impulse in any man to keep his personal woes to himself: to nurse them alone, in the dark, where they cannot be seen. I, too, feel this impulse to hold my pain close, to nurse it alone behind a locked door. I still feel it. Yet I cannot obey it. This is the burden of public life: a burden I have never felt quite so close to my heart as I do now. I have a duty to you. I must keep always before me the knowledge of the position I have been entrusted with by you—a position of great power, yes, but of even greater responsibility. It is a responsibility not only to lead, but to protect.”
In my hotel room, Alvin was leaning against the fancy Pera Palace wallpaper with a highball glass in his hand. I was laid out on the bed, head wrapped in a cold towel. President Roosevelt’s voice on the radio had an intimacy to it, as it always did, an immediacy that made it feel as if he was in the room with us, there in Istanbul, speaking to us and us alone.
“One of the things I have a responsibility to protect you from is rumor, and the panic that it brings. And so I come to you today, and lay before you the details of my personal grief, and our national grief. Eleanor Roosevelt, my wife and the closest person to my heart, my companion of decades, has betrayed me. In doing so, she has betrayed us all. She has fled the country to an undisclosed location, taking with her a handful of others who have lost their way. These are people who have lost faith in our nation, and I fear they now seek to undermine and destroy what has been built with the labor of millions.”
I tried to sit up, but that just made it seem as if the vibrations in my skull would cause it to shatter. I lay still.
“I must be as honest with you—the nation that placed its faith in me—as I can. This group includes General Hedy Lamarr and others who were close to the top echelons of the military and other structures of our state. Moreover, they did not leave empty handed, but instead stole secrets, taking with them technology that, in the wrong hands, presents dangers even to the security of our nation.”
Alvin was gazing into his highball glass, squinting at the ice as if he could scry the future from its patterns.
“I know what it is to doubt. I know what it is to be shaken by history, and by the terrible duties of office. I know the sacrifices we must make in the face of necessity, just as millions of my countrymen know those sacrifices and the scars they can leave on the soul. But unlike Mrs. Roosevelt and her fellow travelers, I have not lost faith in America. We are going to win. We will, and must, prevail over the remaining evils in this world, just as we fought the three evils of Nazism, Communism, and Imperialism, barely distinguishable from one another in their desires to sink mankind into a pit of subservience to totalitarian masters.
“We must remain vigilant. We must remain united as never before. We must remain determined in our resolve to see a better world, where the only rule is that of the law, and only democracy decides the fate of our fellow man.
“These dragons we have fought and are still fighting never die: when their heads are struck off, they sink underground. There, they wind their poisonous roots wherever there are men and women who seek to exploit their fellow human beings.
“For this reason, we must dig even in our own soil, searching for the poisonous roots of exploitation and fear, destroying them before their fruits see the sun. Therefore, it is with a heavy heart that I proclaim the following: Wherever Eleanor Roosevelt and her cabal of traitors are in the world, they will not be safe. There will be no shelter for them, or for anyone who seeks to damage or destroy these United States. Any ally who gives them safe harbor will at once become an enemy. Any enemy who seeks to use them against us will face the full wrath of our United States.
“I know that, wherever they are, they will be listening to these words. I call upon them to return to our shores and face the justice of our courts. They have no other choice: if they remain abroad, it is not the justice of our legal institutions they will face, but rather the full weight of American power, determined to protect what we have built at great sacrifice in lives and treasure.”
Alvin shut the radio off. “How is your head? Any better?”
“Not after that.”
“I’ll get you another cold towel.”
“Sounds good. While you are at it, would you mind fixing the general trajectory of our nation?”
I heard Alvin scoff in the bathroom, even over the sound of water running in the sink. He came out and set to work unwrapping the cold towel on my head and replacing it with a new one, with all the care of a nurse in a field hospital.
“That seems a bit above my rank and pay grade. How about instead, I try to take care of the things I can take care of. Like you.” He checked my pulse. “Your heart is steady, Sylvia, but I’m worried about you: the loops are hard on you. I think you should take a few days off, get some rest.”
“You know I can’t do that. There won’t be anything left of Dimitrios in a few days. As it is, there may not be anything left of him tomorrow.”
“I know it,” Alvin said. “But I want you to know that it’s all right to call this off. It’s all right not to go back in.”
“Is the OSS worried about breaking its toy? I’m sure if you ran enough tests you could find another pilot for the loops. I’m just a contractor, after all.”
Maybe Alvin’s face reddened slightly, or maybe it was just my imagination: even after years of working together, his emotions were difficult for me to gauge: they were like shadows under water—I could only sense the vaguest outline of a form, without having the slightest idea what it was. Like the saucer beneath the surface of the Black Sea—a shape anyone could see if they looked, but which meant nothing unless you knew what it was.
“You might be ‘just a contractor’ since you refused our invitation to join up, but you’re my contractor, and I’m concerned about your well-being.”
“Alvin, I bet in a past life you were an excellent lion tamer in the circus. I bet you went around after the show and petted all your kitties and made sure they were well fed and brushed their manes and the furry little tufts on their tails and everything.”
“You say the darnedest things, Sylvia. Have you asked Professor Freud for a few private sessions, not related to your thesis?”
“Very funny. Did you sweep my cage for bugs like a good little boy?”
“It’s all neat and tidy.”
“Then go on back to your place. Your lion needs its rest. Big performance tomorrow.”
After Alvin retreated I lay in the dark with my thoughts loosed around me: A tangle of impressions from that day’s loop session, knotted up with my regrets about the way I treated Alvin. He was the closest thing I had to a friend in the world, but I wanted to slap his face all the time, to scream at him. He seemed, thinking of him there in the dark, to represent everything I hated about the OSS: this idiotic, lock-step patriotism that wouldn’t allow them to see our country was coming apart around us.
But was there something I wasn’t seeing? Was he holding something back from me? If there was, he hid it too well behind his mask of stoicism. Alvin kept everything locked away inside. Was it a skill he’d learned in Nebraska, on the football field? Or later, in Yugoslavia?
Dimitrios. Dimitrios. The informant, the rake, the man-of-the-world come up with a will and a knife from the dockside rembetiko bars of Piraeus. The curly haired, handsome murderer with his dashing moustache, who inside was just a goatherd from a land of stone and thistle. Who now was just a broken, middle-aged man with a combover and a dyed moustache, loose with flab, dead on an enamel table. Dimitrios of many faces.
For years, nobody had listened to him. Why had they started listening now? And why not just pay him for his information and be done with it? Who had killed him, and why? And why kill him in such a way others would find out about it? There were ways to do it without sending a message—to make a man disappear.
Like we made the Berliners disappear . . .
Stop.
Like we made the Red Army disappear . . .
Stop.
Like we made everyone in Tokyo disappear . . .
Stop stop stop.
Finally I had to turn on the light. That voice rarely came to me in the light. Rarely. I got up, brushed my teeth again, paced the floor.
Like we made the Chinese Communists disappear . . .
Stop.
I went out onto the balcony. My head felt better in the cool misty air. The slight tang of salt helped, the moan of a foghorn out on the water pulled my mind elsewhere.
“I need a drink,” I said to nobody.
Maybe I thought Eleanor Roosevelt would float down out of the sky and bring me one.
She didn’t.
I looked over the balcony rail. For a moment, the street below was translucent: sand melted to glass. Istanbul’s history floated inside it like meat in aspic: fragments of Greek and Roman columns, the prow of a Venetian ship, cannonballs and helmets. And the skeletons of a thousand years.
I shook my head. That made the images go away, but started the pain, left over from the loop session, back up.
I had just decided to go down to the bar and have that drink I needed when it happened.
Even later, I would find it difficult to describe: it was as if time . . . smeared. As if for a moment everything lengthened in duration, then suddenly shifted to a quickness beyond comprehension. There was a flash of light. This was combined with a concussive wave—a thick layer of air, as if the molecules had suddenly drawn close, changing state to something near liquid. The wave pulled me up almost to the level of the balcony rail, and then slammed me against the wall of the hotel.
◆◆◆
 
When I came to, Alvin was crouched over me, repeatedly snapping his fingers in front of my face.
“Please stop doing that.”
“Good, you’re awake. Can you move your hands and feet? Try for me.”
“Seems I can.”
“Can you stand? We need to go.”
“Where?”
“To the consulate. We’re gathering there. They’ve barricaded the street. There’s been an attack.”
“On us?”
Alvin was leading me into the room, steadying me with an arm around my waist.
My head hurt a bit, but otherwise I seemed to be all right. Then I saw the Fisherman, standing in the middle of the room. His hair was tousled, as if he had just gotten out of bed or been in a fight. His tie was askew, and his coat was torn at the shoulder seam.
“No,” he said. “On us.”
“What?”
“An explosion. In Karakoy near the docks.”
“Who . . .”
“We aren’t sure yet. But I have been tasked with getting you to your consulate. That is my priority. Please come with me.”
I glanced at Alvin. He nodded.
Outside, the street glittered with shattered glass. Two Turks in business suits holding submachine guns of the prewar type scanned the street.
All around us, dogs were barking and howling. The Istanbul night was full of their voices, as if the explosion had transformed half the city’s inhabitants into canines.
“Dogs are Hecate’s sacred animal,” the Fisherman said. “Perhaps they have awoken to protect their city.”
The submachine gun-toting guards flanked us as we made the short walk from the Pera Palace to the U.S. Consulate. Besides the cacophony of dogs and the shattered glass under our shoes, the street was silent. Faces half-hidden by curtains watched our progress from behind the cracked glass of their windows. At one point one of our guards fired his gun into the air in warning to someone I did not see. I had forgotten how deafening one of those things was up close.
The consulate’s steps and street level windows were being sandbagged by a squad of GIs. Guards with the latest iteration of the death-ray long-gun watched the street. The building blazed with light and activity. Searchlights on the roof prowled the neighborhood’s façades. I watched as a Willys carved an arc toward the rooftop-landing pad. Two armored vans blocked road access from either direction.
“I’ll leave you here,” the Fisherman said. “And wish you well. It looks like you are in capable hands, and I have much to attend to.”
As the Fisherman strode off with his heavies, an OSS clerk came up to Alvin and muttered something, leaning in close. All I heard was “asset.”
Alvin turned to me. “I’m sorry about all of this, Sylvia. I want to say that in advance. But we need you right now. And it looks like it’s going to be a long night.”
“And me in my carcoat and my worst dress, without any lipstick. I feel so underdressed.”
“Be a good soldier.”
“Contractor, you mean.”
“Be a good mercenary soldier, then.”
“Ooh, I like the sound of that. I wouldn’t mind having that one on my calling card.”
◆◆◆
 
Dimitrios’ body was laid out on a sheet-covered table that had been manhandled in from somewhere and placed squarely in the middle of the room. It was the same room where I’d met with the ambassador a few days before. Its formal, fake-antique velvet-and-gilt furniture had been shoved aside. Steel shutters blanked the windows.
They had brought in the refrigerator bars as well: the place was an icebox, just a few degrees above freezing. The techs had Dimitrios wired up and ready. His carefully trimmed and dyed moustache peeked absurdly out from underneath the loop apparatus. A second sheet mercifully covered the lower half of his body.
My own apparatus was on its stand, but they hadn’t brought my chair: instead, they had one of the silly Louis Qinze chairs set up for me.
People were moving in and out of the room from other parts of the building—diplomats in rumpled suits, GIs and OSS khakis, until Alvin said, “Shut that door and post a guard. Nobody comes in.”
“But the ambassador . . .” Someone protested from the corridor.
“Especially not that jackass.” Alvin slammed the door shut himself.
“That was out of character.”
“It’s been a long day.” Alvin clapped his hands to get the techs’ attention. “I need all of you out of here for a few minutes. Go wait in the corridor. I’ll get you when we’re ready to start.”
Once they were gone he pulled a chair up next to mine. He still seemed mostly composed, but I could see blotches of reddened skin creeping above his collar, and I knew if I took his pulse it would be racing. “Look, Sylvia—things here are falling apart. That explosion in Karakoy—we don’t know what it was, or who did it. The Russians? Maybe. Serbian or Albanian nationalists? Also a possibility. But there is more going on. The relationship between the United States and Turkey is fraying as well: FDR thinks the Turks are harboring Mrs. Roosevelt and the group of scientists and military who left with her.”
“What does the OSS think?”
“We think they may be right. And that changes things. We think we’re not just dealing with the Russians as adversaries anymore: we think the Istanbul Protectorate is after that tech as well.”
“If it exists.”
Alvin nodded. “Yes. If it exists. If it exists, it’s going to throw everything out of balance, no matter who gets it. If the Russians get hold of it, sooner or later it’ll be war again. If the Protectorate gets a hold of it, it’s anybody’s guess what they’ll do.”
And if we get hold of it? And it makes us twice as powerful as we are? What then? What does that do to the balance?
“Maybe the Turks will do something good with it,” I suggested.
Alvin looked at me as if I had said, “Maybe dragonflies are inventing a cure for the common cold in a secret flying laboratory.”
He blinked. “I never know when you’re joking.”
“That makes two of us.”
“Look—what I’m saying is: I don’t think we are going to be safe here much longer.
We stole Dimitrios’ body, and the Turks are going to be furious when they find out. Alignments are falling apart, and believe me—in this part of the world, every reshuffle of alignments means violence. Anything could happen: the Albanians and the Serbs could read the cooling off in American-Turkish relations as an opportunity, and sow chaos. Maybe they already have, and that’s what the explosion was all about. The Russians could also exploit the opportunity: we know they’ve been smuggling weapons to the Georgians, trying to destabilize the Caucasus. Anything could happen, and it could happen tonight. So I want you to take one more shot at getting the location of that saucer, and then I’m taking you out of here. We’ve got a Willys on the roof waiting. We’re going to fly out and link up with a submarine on the Black Sea, then take you out underwater to the U.N. base in Batumi.”
“Seems like a lot of trouble to go through for little ol’ me. What could the Turks or the Russians possibly want from me so badly?”
“What’s in your head. Or what will be, after your next run through the loops.”
“Well, this has all gotten much more exciting. I assume you’ll be buying me a new wardrobe on the OSS dime, since all my luggage is back at the Pera Palace?”
“We’ll make sure that’s taken care of, with a few of the latest styles thrown in to boot.” I even got a little laugh out of him. “Anyway, it’s not our first scrape, Sylvia. We’ll get out of this all right.”
◆◆◆
 
Groppi’s again. Dusk has seeped into the room. Pink sunset glows in the rotting mirrors. The marble-topped tables glimmer like lunar disks in the gloaming. Dimitrios sits across from me, his face barely visible. Then a match scratches, opening a trench of light in the gloom. The match flickers, goes out, replaced by the red comet of Dimitrios’ cigarette.
“I would often sit here in the evenings, in the darkness. In those days in Cairo, the café staff would delay turning on the lights until the last possible moment. I would be waiting, sometimes, for a contact. Or simply lingering over a cup of tea. Romantic, yes? I walked like a spider along the strands of information, testing here and there for a vibration. I dealt in rumors. Everything from tank advances to jilted Alexandrian mistresses. I fooled myself into thinking I had something they needed. That I was the one who would always have something that someone needed. And the saucer was my bait. The rumors, you see, had begun already in 1939: rumors that the Americans had found something out in the desert. That turned what I had—the map, and the sketches—into a commodity. And so I would tease out the line, keeping it like the ring a jeweler keeps in his safe, the final snare for customers who have grown bored with everything in his display. I tried to sell it to the British—in Cairo, and then in London. I tried to sell it to the Nazis in Bucharest. I tried to sell it to the agents in Varna. I tried to find it myself—I glimpsed it, beneath the water—but our ship was torpedoed by the Russians. I barely escaped with my life.”
When he drags on his cigarette, his face appears like a blood moon from behind a cloud, then fades back into the darkness.
“Everywhere, the war outpaced me. And then the war was over, and my network was shattered. I found other work—the familiar things I had engaged in before: moving the things that are needed from one country to another. Illegal but necessary commodities. Still I had my map and my sketches, but now I was living hand to mouth. Contacts were harder to come by. I tried the Americans, but they ignored me. I tried the Turks. They played with me a while: meetings, telephone calls. But in the end, they said they weren’t interested. So I went to the Russians. They agreed to meet, on a dock on the Bosporus. I should have known. How many thousands of us have been tossed, stabbed or shot or strangled, into those waters? Our skulls must cover the floor of the Bosporus like a mosaic.
“They came early. Ten minutes before. I had just checked my watch when they put the knife in me. There was a wind, and a bit of rain carried in it. And then darkness.”
He pauses. “You are listening. Finally.”
“I said I would.”
“Are you listening just to get what you came for? Or out of mercy?”
“Both,” I say. And it is true.
Dimitrios nods. “You know, all those years, I fooled myself. I thought I was in control. That I had escaped it.”
“Escaped what?” I can hear everything in the café, as if I were there: the clink of glasses being cleared by a waiter. Outside a hawker cries his wares. The tobacco of Dimitrios’ cigarette purrs in the dark. But I can see the mirrors and their gilt frames through his face: he is drifting away.
“The cave.”
He drags on the cigarette, and it catches fire, the coal kindling to a blaze, a bolt of heat, and we are elsewhere. A hard-packed dirt floor, stone walls crawling with the weak light of a small fire. The cave is filled with the sound of rain. And within the rain I can hear the sound, as well, of howling.
“The wolves separated me from my goats,” Dimitrios whispers to me. His whisper comes from nowhere at all. He is here, as a boy, wrapped in a goatskin cloak, staring into the fire, but he does not speak from this version of himself. “There must have been hundreds of them. It had been a long winter. Endless, on that pile of gravel we called a home. They were starved. They stalked us for hours. I fled when they attacked. As I ran I could hear the goats screaming in fear and anguish. Such a human sound. And when they had finished with my flock, the wolves came for me. Tracked me up the mountain. They circled the cave all night. Sometimes one would appear at the cave mouth. There!”
The boy turns and throws a stone at something—just a flash of gray, like darkness clipped away for a moment from the night behind. I see the boy’s face: the terror in it, the loneliness. Snot and dirt are smeared across his cheeks. He has been crying for hours: his face is swollen and red. I want to put my arms around him, but I am afraid the loop will tear: I can sense it is thin, now, and fragile as a tissue membrane. I am very still.
“That is what it was like. All night. I went mad from fear. Truly mad from it: I was insane, babbling to myself, crying. Sometimes I would sing—lullabies I remembered, half-forgotten. Songs I had heard on the radio. Anything to pull my mind away from what was out there.
“An hour or so after dawn, they went away. I crawled out of the cave into a gray sky. But the truth is . . . I never left the cave. From that day forward, I was always in the cave. I herded the goats in the seasons to come but always in fear of the wolves that would return for me. In certainty that they would return. And when I saw the plane, burning in the sky, come from somewhere else, I thought I had found a way out of the cave. I was certain of it: I could leave this cursed peninsula and leave the fear behind.
“But I left, and instead of staying behind, the fear stayed with me. And the loneliness. I never stopped being alone, or afraid, or hunted. My whole life. Only now will I leave those feelings behind. But before I go, I want to ask you for something.”
The boy leans toward me, and whispers in my ear.
“Yes,” I say. “I can do this for you. I promise.”
Then the boy is gone. It is just me in the cave, and the dying fire, and the shadows on the wall. And lying on the goatskin cloak, the map.
◆◆◆
 
Gunfire. Gasoline bombs. The ozone-sulfur smell of a discharged death ray. There was a haze of smoke in the room. Alvin was leaning over me.
“You are awake. Good. We have to get out of here. Can you walk?”
“I think so.” But I stumbled at first, still hazy, still not completely there.
“We need to move quickly,” Alvin said. “Everything is falling apart.”
“Wait. I need you to do something.”
I told him.
“Done,” he said. “Although there will be a political price to pay.”
He turned to one of the OSS khakis, a guy little more than a kid, jug-eared and scared, with a pistol drawn. He gave him the instructions. The khaki nodded. “I’ll get a squad together. We’ll get a van to the roof.”
I hesitated a moment.
“He’ll get it done,” Alvin said. “Now we have to get you out of here. Did you get it?”
I tap my temple.
Alvin grinned. “You’re really something.”
“I notice you don’t say what.”
We headed up the stairs. The corridors, too, were filling with smoke.
“What happened?”
“Mob outside. A rumor is making the rounds that FDR is going to bring sanctions against the Istanbul Protectorate for harboring the fugitives. Another rumor is spreading that the explosion in Karakoy was an American attack. Protesters started to gather around the consulate. Someone in the crowd threw a Molotov cocktail, and one of our men fired into the crowd. We think the protesters may have been encouraged by the government—some of our guys saw a couple of their intelligence agents in the crowd, maybe undercover stirring up trouble. But we can’t say for sure. What’s certain is the crowd is swelling, and some have guns. We got the ambassador out fifteen minutes ago. Our direct line to the government has been cut, and things are getting out of hand. If you hadn’t woken up when you did, I would have pulled you out in about ten more seconds.”
On the roof GIs and OSS khakis were shouting directions to one another. Spotters with radios at each corner of the building were directing fire. I could hear chanting down below, and ragged gunshots—different calibers. A gasoline bomb hit the building with a glassy splash.
We climbed into the Willys. “Of course, the government here will deny they had any part of this. By that time, the consulate will be burned to the ground. They’ll just shrug their shoulders at the U.N. emergency session and say it was a bunch of patriots that got out of hand. You buckled in? Hang on.”
Alvin swung the Willys up in a wide arc, pushing the nose up steeply into the smoke-filled sky. I fought the Gs. As our arc carried us upward I saw the building and crowd below, blurred by a haze of smoke. It was impossible to say where the battle lines were, who was fighting who, who was winning or losing. It was all just a smear of haze, with patches of fire inside. The sound of bullets was like distant firecrackers, and just as meaningless.
Then we were out over the Bosporus, heading toward the Black Sea.
The Willys was open-topped. It was the same jalopy we had been assigned before: its canvas roof was broken, and its stabilizer was bad, so it kept bucking and having to be corrected. We were up around two thousand feet. Small, low-hanging clouds misted across us and scattered the rays of our running lights back into our eyes.
“So you got it,” Alvin said. “He gave it to you, after all.”
“He did. In the end. For a promise.”
“A strange request. But I suppose money doesn’t mean much to him anymore.”
“No.”
I could tell Alvin was expecting me to say something smart, but I said nothing. I wasn’t feeling like banter. In fact, nothing seemed funny anymore. Some part of me was still back there in that cave, hearing the wolves in the rain and the choked-back sobs of that little orphaned Rumanian-Greek shepherd boy, that foundling that would come out of the cave carrying all his horror and fear and anger with him—that foundling boy who would become a murderer, a drug trafficker, a thief and purveyor of secrets. The boy who would grasp at power and meaning again and again, only to see it turn to something no more substantial than the clouds that wisped across our faces, or the shadows on the stone walls of the cave he could never leave behind him.
“He had wanted to be a part of something. To be solid, important, permanent. And then in the end, all he had wanted was . . .”
After a long beat of silence between us, Alvin said, “Did he mark the crash site as being 5.6 miles east of Gura Portitei, on an underwater shoal about 12 meters below the surface at low tide? Is that right?”
I could see the details of the map in my mind perfectly, as if I were unrolling it right there in front of me. “Yes. How did you know?”
Alvin looked over at me. His hands went tight around the wheel. “God dammit.” It was the first time I had ever heard him swear. “I was hoping you would say it was another location. Anything but that one.”
“Why?”
“Because that’s the information we had as well. But the saucer isn’t there anymore. The OSS sent a ship out. There were drag marks all over the bottom. You could see the outline of where the saucer had been. Someone had gotten there before us and salvaged it.”
The shot sounded like the crack of a whip in the cold air. Alvin bucked forward, a spray of blood across the Willys’s windscreen.
Training took over. The muscle memory of the OSS Defensive Measures Class was what saved us—a class I had hated every minute of, resented being forced by Alvin to take. Now I couldn’t have been more thankful. In one smooth motion I unbuckled my belt and moved over, sweeping Alvin’s legs off the pedals. The Willys began to arc left, but I steadied the wheel with one hand, and unbuckled Alvin’s seatbelt.
“Can you get over to the passenger side by sliding behind me? I need to take over.”
“I think I can manage.”
“Okay. Once you’re over, I can get us both buckled in.”
We were losing altitude, but as Alvin slid over, groaning in pain, I managed to get a toe on the stabilizer and bring the nose up, leveling us off.
“Just hang on, Alvin. We’re going to get help.”
Now
 
I was out of the terraplane, falling through space, arms outstretched, toward the black water below.
It was as if the entire world had receded behind sheets of glass, with only the sound of the wind rushing past my ears. Even the cold was something distant, unimportant. It was a feeling I was familiar with: I had experienced it several times during the war, when the Germans shelled our station, or during an air attack. It was a merciful trick of the mind: how could you die—really, truly die—in a world so remote and unreal? I squeezed my eyes shut, awaiting the impact.
And then something was around me, cold and slick with condensation, and my momentum slowed. I struggled with this thing in the air, made of a leathery bat-wing chill. I thrashed at it like a drowning woman fighting my rescuer. I could smell the ozone-sulfur stench of a fired death-ray. Then I felt hands on my wrists. A voice said, “Calm. Be calm, soldier. Be still.”
It was a voice I recognized. We were rotating slowly downward, at no more than the speed of an elevator. Then we were hovering in the air.
“Are you hurt?”
“N-no,” I stammered. How was I alive? All I could think of was the black water, rising toward me. I had accepted it—death. And it had not come. Not yet.
Below me, I saw the black sedan that had struck our terraplane. It was spiraling downward, belly-up, toward black water. Bolts of green light danced across its shattered anti-grav unit. I knew what would be inside: nothing but ashes.
Above me was our Willys, righted now, curving toward us in a careful arc.
As it approached, I saw that Alvin was unconscious in the passenger seat. Eleanor Roosevelt was behind the wheel, fighting with the bad stabilizer as I had. General Hedy Lamarr settled me gently into the Willys’ back seat. The two women were in similar leather, fur-lined flight suits, their faces half-hidden by goggles, their hair concealed under hoods. General Lamarr reached into a pack at her waist, and then tore open Alvin’s shirt and began injecting his wound with the clotter—the alien tech that had saved so many of our soldiers’ lives in the war. “The bullet passed all the way through his body,” she said. “That’s good: at least we can be reasonably sure it didn’t bounce around inside him. Once I am done, this will stabilize him, and seal the wound, keeping him from tension pneumothorax. But he won’t last long without real care. You need to get to your submarine.”
“How did you . . .” I stopped myself from completing the foolish question. “I don’t know the coordinates of the submarine. Alvin had them.”
Mrs. Roosevelt began punching the numbers into the terraplane’s beacon system. “Thank goodness you have friends, dear, watching over you. I hope you’ll remember that. Who your friends are. I hope you’ll keep our secret. As you can see, we are keeping our end of the bargain.”
General Lamarr was working on the entrance wound in Alvin’s back.
“When did you find it?” I said. “The saucer? You and the Turks? And are they ‘who my friends are’? A country that sent its men to kill me and burn our consulate down just to keep their secret?”
Mrs. Roosevelt’s face went tight. “It’s not the country that sent those men. And it’s not us. It’s—complicated. Factions exist, here as everywhere. Disagreements. But we just kept them from killing you both, child. Isn’t that enough proof of our intent?”
“Tell that to Dimitrios.”
“Him, we could not save. But he is hardly the kind of man worth worrying about, dear. He was never out for anything but his own advantage. And it was decided he was a man whose information could be bought, but not his silence.”
“Who gets to decide that?”
Eleanor lifted her goggles and turned around to look at me.
“Who gets to decide that? Why, people like Alvin do, dear. There are people like him on every side of any conflict: smart, and determined, and loyal, and patriotic to the very end. Theirs is no fake patriotism either: It is the real thing. The kind of love for country that gives you the strength to do what is necessary for the good of your nation. Even when those things are distasteful to you.”
I could hear the Fisherman’s voice in my head: We are building a future. In Karakoy and along the hills of Beyoglu we are constructing an institute to rival any in the world. A city within the city, a center of research and knowledge. Education, you see, will be our way out. We have stagnated too long, trapped on the edge of Europe, waiting at the door.
I thought of the little shepherd boy, crouched in terror beside his flickering fire, his face swollen from tears.
Tell that to Dimitrios.
“So a little bit of murder is all right, so long as you get what you want.”
“Don’t be naïve,” General Lamarr hissed. “We’re struggling with the same things here as we were back in the U.S.: men willing to tear the world apart, so long as they can rule it. But at least here we have a chance of turning the tide. Here we have allies in the government who want what we want. A world of peace and knowledge, not never-ending war. But none of us was born yesterday: some killing is necessary to stop injustice. You should know that, soldier: you were with our corps in the war.”
Ashes drifting through the Tiergarten.
“I’m not a soldier anymore. You can stop calling me that.”
General Lamarr had finished injecting the clotter. She looked up at me. “You’re fooling yourself, Sylvia Aldstatt, if you think you are not a soldier. If you fight, you are a soldier. It doesn’t matter if you don’t understand whose side you are really on, or who is right and who is wrong—in fact, that is the fate of every soldier: to die without knowing whether it was all worth it.”
“‘My country, right or wrong,’” I quoted.
Alvin groaned. I didn’t like the look of his face in the yellow lights of the instrument panel.
“That’s not the full quote,” Mrs. Roosevelt said. “It was Senator Schurz who said it best, and the quote is ‘My country, right or wrong; if right, to be kept right; and if wrong, to be set right.’ And that is what we are trying to do—whether you believe us or not. Now go,” Eleanor said. “Save your friend.”
“Good luck,” I said. “Tell the Fisherman I hope it works out. I really do. I think we’d all like to see a better world.”
They floated up out of the Willys, and I banked for the beacon that would take us to our submarine, and home.
“And in the meantime,” I said, thinking of the explosion on the docks at Karakoy—that strange wave of smeared time that I now understood could only be one thing— “be careful with what you found: try not to blow yourselves up with it—again.”
Two months later
 
The thirty-story rocket was a blinding mirror in the desert sun, its polished steel too bright to look at directly. The concrete launch pad was a wavering sheet of heat mirage, the surface of a sea. The rocket techs crawling around the base of the rocket’s fins seemed to be walking on the waves.
A figure in blue Space Agency coveralls approached across the glassy, distorted surface.
“I’ve been told the OSS has a package for delivery to Mars,” the woman said. “And instructions on what is to be done with it.”
Alvin leaned against the Willys, his bloodshot eyes masked by aviator sunglasses, trying to look casual. I knew it was taking most of his strength to just remain standing. I’d told him he didn’t have to come, but he’d said he wouldn’t miss it.
“Here is the package.” I held the sealed stainless-steel cylinder out to her. “And the instructions are these: it is to be buried as close to the foot of Olympus Mons as possible.”
“No marker?”
“No marker.”
She nodded. “I’ll see to it that it’s done. Are you going to stick around to watch the launch?”
“We’ll watch it from the window of the hospital. My partner here tripped over his own shoelaces and bumped himself, so he’s not allowed out of his bed for more than a few hours at a time.”
Alvin smiled weakly. “It hurts when I laugh, so thank God she isn’t funny.”
That evening we both sat by the window in Alvin’s hospital room and watched as the rocket rose from behind the mesa in the twilight, a lengthening arrow of fire toward space.
“The squad barely got him into the van, you know, before the consulate building came down. It was a close thing.”
“It was worth it,” I said. “He kept his end of the bargain. He earned it.”
“In the end, his information was useful. It at least confirmed for us that it was the Turks, and not the Russians: one of our informants said they had intercepted his information when he was trying to sell it in Axis Bulgaria. They broke into his rooms and photographed the maps, the sketches, everything. They had it all for years, gathering dust—filed it away, ignored along with all the other wartime fairy tales. It wasn’t until he showed up in Istanbul trying to sell the same story, fifteen years later, that they started thinking it might be real. They went and salvaged it—and then shut his mouth forever. Now they’ve got it, and it’s going to be a different world—one in which we’ll emerge weaker than we were before.”
Maybe that’s for the best, I wanted to say. I didn’t.
The rocket reflected in his irises, Alvin continued: “They say they’ll only use the tech for peaceful purposes. They’re invoking all kinds of legal arguments about why the salvage was legitimate: international waters, old marine salvage laws, and on and on. Gumming up the wheels of the international courts. It’s all moot anyway. We don’t have many options. Short of starting another war, all we can do is complain to the U.N. Security Council and stomp our feet and demand they turn the saucer over—which, of course, they won’t. They know our hand is weak.”
“Which leaves us where?”
“Weaker, like I said. But it’s not the end of the world. If you ask me, we’ll just learn to live with the new reality and push for some treaties on peaceful use.”
“At least someone finally believed Dimitrios’ story,” I said. “That’s something. But it cost him his life.”
“First criminal to be buried on Mars,” Alvin said. “That’s something, too.”
I thought of the little boy in the cave, whispering in my ear. “I always dreamed of rockets. Of space. Of getting out. But I never could. Not even out of this cave. At least let my ashes escape. It’s all I ask. Don’t leave me trapped on this world.”
“Dimitrios was more than just a criminal,” I said. “And before he was that, he was just a lonely little boy.”
The streak of fire lengthened, approaching the upper atmosphere. Above the mesa the rocket’s trail had already begun to dissipate into the sunset clouds.
Soon enough there would be no trace of it at all.




Dream Atlas

Michael Swanwick
 
THIS IS NEW, she thought. Remember it.
In her dream, a red-and-white bird with sharp little teeth was fussing over its eggs, turning them with its beak. They were ivory, speckled with brown, and nestled atop a bed of ferns inside a shallow dirt cave. Eleanor heard ocean waves crashing and the sharp cries of other toothbirds as they flashed by. She smelled the salt air, the ferns, the dirt, the sweet tang of droppings—and that was unusual. All within a bright circle of light in the gloom. It was like peering down a long, dim tunnel.
Eleanor knew it was a dream, because she was a lucid dreamer and a particularly talented one. Five nights a week, at home, she could fly, enjoy a romantic tête-à-tête atop mount Everest, roast marshmallows with mermaid Girl Scouts in the kelp forests of Atlantis. Tuesdays and Thursdays, on duty, she let the dream take the lead. Had there been any practical use for her skill she would have been rich and famous. As it was, she was a scientist and part of the group assembling the first dream atlas. Cataloguing dreams was a tremendous and possibly never-ending project. But she believed in it.
For a long while she watched. Nothing happened.
Time for some delicate intervention.
Cautiously, she enlarged the scene so that it showed all of what turned out to be a steep oceanfront escarpment. Hundreds of birds swooped and soared or huddled in their little caves. When she zoomed back in on her original toothbird, it hadn’t changed a bit. Proportions the same, feathers the same, the speckles on the eggs—she had a near-eidetic memory—neither more nor fewer than before.
Interesting.
If dreams had one constant, it was change. Your childhood home sprouted vines and became a locomotive fleeing giant wolves through an endless night. The moon floating in the sky above revealed itself as a gas station sign, and so you went inside the garage to find the ping pong tournament had started without you, and then all the balls and paddles turned bright orange in solidarity with the Baltimore Revolution. Consistency was not a trait of the sleeping human brain.
This dream had integral strength like nothing she had ever seen.
Freeze, she commanded. But the dream kept going. Curiouser and curiouser. She tried to change the toothbird’s color, the smell of the sea, the number of eggs. Nothing. With all her might, she willed an egg to sprout millipede legs and skitter away. To turn into an old boot. To burst into flames. It did not.
Even more interesting.
Containing her excitement, Eleanor turned her attention to the rest of the dream environment. The walls of the long, dim tunnel of her vision were featureless and without character. They drew away from her when she tried to touch them and flowed back when she looked away. That was a commonplace in dreams, but worth noting and remembering.
Eleanor turned her back on the toothbirds at the far end of the tunnel and saw a second disk of light. It showed the interior of a laboratory.
For an instant, Eleanor thought the lab was hers, the one the interns laughingly called the Dream Factory, for it had the same quartet of beds (three now empty) separated by open office dividers and smelled of disinfectant and floral air freshener, as did hers. But where she and her fellow researchers slept on military surplus cots, these were pedestal beds with thick mattresses. There were machines she did not recognize beside them. They looked new and expensive. At her center of focus was a sleeper in plain blue pajamas—and she looked familiar. She was, Eleanor realized with a mild shock, herself but years older.
The sleeper opened her eyes. This is important, she said wordlessly. Remember it. Rising to her feet, she gestured Eleanor to join her.
Eleanor stepped into the laboratory and then followed her older self into a nearby office furnished with what was obviously antique furniture. The first law of dream research was to interfere with the dream as little as possible. “The imagination is always right,” as old Doc Sarah, her mentor, used to say. But since she had been summoned, she was now clearly a part of what was, in the Dream Atlas, categorized as a Participatory Narrative.
Older Eleanor was wearing a Chanel suit now with a single, tasteful strand of pearls. Picking up a sheath of papers from a desk with a deep amber patina, she said, “Just as space-time is a continuum of dimensions, so too is dream-time a continuum of perceptions. So long as there’s a critical mass of sleeping minds between you and your target, it’s possible to actively project awareness through time. Some persons or entities unknown in the far future were studying the ancient past by this means and accidentally projected their thought-path through both you and me, twenty years apart. This coincidence makes it possible for us to share our observations.
“Twenty years ago, I had this conversation with me. I was already well on the way to figuring out the essential nature of dream-time. But my older self shared with me the results of two decades of thought and experimentation, condensed into eighteen fundamental principles. Are you following this?”
“No. I mean, yes.” I’m following you. But—wait. How does dream-time connect to space-time? Are they on a continuum?”
“We don’t know. Yet. Right now, all that matters is that within a month of your waking from this encounter, you’ll be able to duplicate thought projection through short durations of dream-time. Within two years, you’ll be able to see into the Cretaceous. Within three, you’ll prove your discoveries to a panel of extremely skeptical critics. On that day, oneirology will come into its own.” With just a touch of irony, older Eleanor said, “Congratulations. You are about to make scientific history.”
“Um. Thanks?”
“I know this is a lot to absorb all at once—and in a dream, too!” The older woman rolled the papers into a tube. It was a habit Eleanor had hoped to someday break. “Take a moment to gather yourself. Then I’ll read you these principles. Memorize them, write them down as soon as you awaken, and I can guarantee you a Nobel.”
For an instant, Eleanor could not breathe. Then she laughed. “Oh. You really had me going there.”
“Not kidding. The thing is around here somewhere.” Older Eleanor opened a desk drawer and rummaged within. “Ah!” She slapped down a gold medallion. Without giving her younger self time to examine it, she said, “We’ve done amazing work in the past twenty years. Imagine all we could learn once we had a way of looking into the past. Think of the inventions we could bring into our own time once we had a window into the future.”
“Wait. You can’t take credit for somebody else’s—”
“We don’t. We go to the corporation doing the research and ask how much they’d pay to have the results right now, rather than waiting years. A lot, as it turns out.” Older Eleanor held up a hand. On it was a ring that Eleanor would have killed to possess. “This belonged to a Medici princess. I had it resized. It’s marvelous the things you can buy with money.”
“I . . . can see that it is.”
“So. Wealth, fame, and a place on the list of Most Important Scientists somewhere between Isaac Newton and Madame Curie. Are you with me?”
Without hesitation, Eleanor said, “Yes.”
“Good. One: The requisite mass of dreaming brains, expressed as—”
◆◆◆
 
Midway through the fifteenth principle, a voice out of nowhere said, “Hara. Arktu dit!”
“Zyne ordta?” a second voice asked.
“Horstzch,” said the first.
The laboratory wavered around the two Eleanors. “This didn’t happen the first time!” the older one said. Voice rising, she cried, “This shouldn’t be happening!” The floor rippled underfoot, and the desk drifted away, pens and papers scattering into the air. “This can’t be!”
Reality began to shimmer and pixelate around the edges.
The first law of dream research was to interfere as little as possible. But it wasn’t a law in the way that the equations for gravity and the speed of light were. It was more of a guideline, like obeying stop signs or not having sex with someone you just met in a bar. Under the right circumstances it could be ignored.
With both hands, Eleanor grabbed the dream at its center and ripped it in half. The laboratory flew away into shreds and tatters. Her future self turned to dust. Clapping her hands, Eleanor banished shreds, tatters, and dust into nothingness.
Once again, she was in the long, dim corridor. To one end, the toothbird had ceased its fussing and settled down to brood over its eggs. To the other, where her future laboratory had been, was another disk of light. It was smaller and more distant, however, so that the two figures in it were indistinct and hard to make out. They looked roughly humanoid, but Eleanor doubted they were human. One of them seemed to be made of . . . metal?
She focused on understanding their speech. If they were, like her, embedded in dream-time, then it should be possible to reach into their minds and . . .
Cheeky beggar! The first cried. It’s spying on us.
Should I burn out its brain?
No need. It’s primitive, but I think it can be reasoned with.
The soft blue one—the one not made of maybe-metal—reached out with its thought, and Eleanor was standing with it in a place that was green and smelled like a marsh but was as indistinct as its two inhabitants. In the way that dreams sometimes conveyed information, Eleanor knew that it was a laboratory or something analogous. Forgive me for raising your hopes, the blue one said or thought or shared. I too am a scientist. We have that in common.
The speaker was still difficult to see. Obviously, it wanted her to know as little as possible about it.
“You’re going to tell me that I won’t be allowed to keep my observations,” Eleanor said bitterly. She knew when she was being softened up preparatory to being given bad news. She’d been a graduate student. “You’re going to send me back to my own time as ignorant as I came.”
Yes.
“Well, that bites. You’re . . . you’re just . . .” To her horror, Eleanor burst into tears.
For a time, the blue thing let her cry. Then—
Do you remember that day in P-Chem when the squirrel fell from an oak tree outside and somehow bounced into the lab through an open window? You were working with hydrochloric acid and sodium hydroxide solutions. It started running madly from bench to bench, between flaming Bunsen burners and delicate glass apparatuses. The class spent half their lab time shooing the squirrel outside.
Pulling herself together, Eleanor said, “How do you know about that?”
I won’t answer that question. For the same reason that you couldn’t let a panicked squirrel keep leaping from bench to bench until it crashed into a beaker of chemicals it knew nothing about.
“We are not squirrels!”
Little one, I am only trying to shoo you outside. You would not like what would become of your world if I let you continue playing with a power you are not yet ready for.
So far, the metallic-looking creature hadn’t said anything. Now it laid a surprisingly soft hand on Eleanor’s shoulder. She could feel its compassion suffusing her, calming her. It was like being touched by the Buddha.
Now that you know what’s at stake, the creature said, I’m sure that we can trust you to do the right thing.
She woke up.
◆◆◆
 
An intern sat nearby on a folding chair—Sonja, the one with the buzz cut and tattooed arms. She stood up and started removing the electrodes from Eleanor’s head and face. “You were displaying some way unusual activity in the posterior cortical hot zone,” the intern said. “What do you remember about your dreams?”
A clipboard was on a side table by the bed. Eleanor picked it up. Briefly, she thought of the Medici ring and of the Nobel medallion casually thrown into a desk drawer. Then she sighed.
“Nothing special,” she said. “It was just a wish fulfillment fantasy.” She put a mark next to 123-B on the checklist and turned off the clipboard. “I’ve already forgotten the details.”




Mulberry and Owl

Aliette de Bodard
 
Content Note: Death of Children
 
Year of the Âm Dragon, fifth year of the Peaceful Harmony Empress, Great Mulberry Nebula
 
THUỶ STOOD IN her cabin in The Goby in the Well, her bots arrayed on her shoulders and clinging to her wrists, and watched the heart of the nebula.
There was absolutely nothing remarkable about it: the Great Mulberry Nebula was large, sparsely dotted with nascent stars, and so remote that getting there, even via deep spaces, had required a three-month journey. On the overlay in Thuỷ’s cabin—a thin sliver like a screen, showing her the merged data of all The Goby in the Well’s sensors—there was very little to see, either: a darkness that seemed to spread absolute from the center of the overlay, and a corresponding gravity spike for the trapping of the light.
“I’m not going any further, child,” Goby said. The ship projected her avatar into the cabin: a smaller version of herself, the metal of her hull sheening with the characteristic light of deep spaces.
Thuỷ sighed. “I know, elder aunt,” she said. “That was the bargain, wasn’t it? Thank you for carrying me this far.” She fingered one of her bots, feeling the small, fist-sized body, the fragile metal legs spread all around its crown of sensors. It ought to have been comforting, but she was so far beyond comfort.
Getting there had required so much—not just the three months, but research, and stubbornness, and bribing a dozen officials all over the Empire, from the First Planet to the unnumbered stations and orbitals. Chasing a rumor so elusive it was almost a myth.
Thuỷ stared at her hand: faint traceries of light materialized the pass she’d bought from a drunk and demoted former Commissioner of Military Affairs. He’d said it would take her there, right into the heart of the gravitational gradients—and more importantly, get her back out.
“Do you—” Goby paused, for a while “—do you think it’s the right place? Do you think she’s there?” Goby used “enforcer,” a pronoun that carried both awe and fear.
“I don’t know,” Thuỷ said. “Do you want to find out?”
“You can always tell me afterwards.” The ship’s laughter was humorless and brief. “If you survive.”
Darkness, in the center. A pointless chase leading to another black hole or some other phenomenon—or exactly what she was looking for, what she needed. What Kim Lan desperately needed.
Rehabilitation. Forgiveness.
“If,” Thuỷ said, very deliberately not thinking about it, and dismissed the overlay with a wave of her hands. “I’ll go get ready now.”
Twenty years ago
 
In the reaches beyond the numbered planets, rebellion against the Dragon Throne wasn’t so much an unspeakable crime as utterly banal—an act of despair, self-preservation, or rage against the unavoidable losses to the empire’s wars—a contagion like a match lighting up paper after paper, daughter following mother, sworn or gut-sibling following sibling.
Thuỷ fell into hers following Kim Lan, as she’d always done.
They were in the teahouse, having a drink and watching the poet in the center moving through her performance—summoning ethereal overlays with every sweep of her sleeves, brief fragments of sight, sound and smells like other realities—ones in which war, food shortages, or network outages were utterly absent.
I need help, Thuỷ had said, when Kim Lan had asked how it was all going—and the thought of everything Thuỷ had been juggling—all the debts, the food shortages, her salary being worth less and less with every passing month—had all become too much, and she’d almost burst into tears.
Kim Lan had looked at her, thoughtfully. Wait here, she said, and came back with someone in tow.
“Here, lil’sis,” Kim Lan said. “This is my friend Bảo Châu. She can help you with those back taxes.”
Châu was an elderly, forbidding woman, like one of the aunties at the market who’d seen everything: a topknot with hairpins as sharp as daggers, bots the color of rust and the darkness of space, almost invisible on the stark utilitarian robes she wore. “Thuỷ, is it? You trained for Master of Wind and Water, once.”
Thuỷ flushed. “Yes,” she said. “It was the year of the Dương Ox. When the schools burnt down.” They’d never opened them again after that, merely slashed the number of available slots—and people like Thuỷ had left. Coming from the margins of the empire and with no means to pay the gifts of the void to officials to grease their way through the system, they’d never stood a chance.
“Yes,” Châu said. She smiled, and it was grim. “I can sort things out with the Ministry of Revenue, but you’ll owe us, in return.”
Thuỷ would have asked who “us” was, but even at twenty-five she wasn’t that naive. “What do you want?”
“Nothing you can’t provide,” Châu said. “Expertise. Ships that need to be fixed. Systems that need to be . . . coaxed.” She said nothing: merely looked at Thuỷ, sipping her tea as if it were the greatest of delicacies in the imperial court on the First Planet.
Thuỷ looked at Kim Lan, who gazed levelly back at her. She raised her hand as if holding an invisible bowl of offerings—that same gesture they’d made in her mother’s compartment, entwining their arms at the elbow and making a binding, peach-garden oath.
Though not born on the same day of the same month in the same year, we hope to die so . . .
Standing by each other, and they’d always done so—through the years that got leaner and leaner, and the failings of the empire—through the death of Kim Lan’s mother, and Thuỷ’s failed engagement—through feast and famine and days of the war.
The punishment for rebellion was not just the slow death for her, but for nine generations around her. But she was Kim Lan’s oath-sister—and it was the fifth tax notification in as many months, food on the table was scarce, her aged parents getting visibly thinner, more and more of the compartment’s systems and bots failing.
“I’ll do it,” she said, and Kim Lan smiled.
“Welcome, lil’sis.”
◆◆◆
 
Thuỷ had forgotten what it was like, to go out.
She’d been in a shuttle at first, and then, as the gravity increased, she’d had to abandon even that, and put on a shadow-skin to go out in order to avoid damaging the shuttle and incurring one more debt to Goby she wouldn’t be able to repay.
The shadow-skin’s thin and supple fabric was soaked, sticking to her own skin, even before she exited into the void, hands clinging to the small glider that helped her maneuver. Around her, light fell in swathes, but ahead of her was only that growing darkness, and her sensor bots reminded her with regular alerts that the gravity was increasing steadily.
As she went deeper in, they plotted her course. Space started distorting—time, too, the sensors making the depths of the distortion, how much slower than Goby she was going and what rate of correction her comms needed to be sent with. The mark on her hand started glowing as she navigated between rock fragments—nothing she could see, but a corridor opened ahead and behind her, a gentle coaxing of the gravitational gradient into a path that wasn’t an impasse.
The glider was impossibly heavy in her hands. The mark stung, and then faded: here, it seemed to say, without words.
Thuỷ hung in the darkness, in the void—weightless and with nothing but the sound of her own heartbeat in her chest and ears, her own breathing.
Here.
She’d been wrong: the darkness wasn’t quite that absolute. Distant stars glinted behind her—and ahead, in the shadows, was something—a hulking shape that suddenly loomed far too close, far too large, on the verge of utterly swallowing her in its folds.
It was true. Oh ancestors, everything was true: the pass, the jail.
The prisoner.
The Owl with the Moon’s Tongue. The enforcer of the Empress’s will—the ship that had roamed the borders of the empire, assassinating and executing rebels one after the other—in compartments, in teahouses, in the middle of crowds, sowing the terror necessary to end the rebellion.
Thuỷ thought of Hải’s face, of An’s face, the way they’d stood still for a blink moment after Owl’s
scream had kicked in, the sheen trembling in the depths of their eyes, suddenly sweeping free and spreading in mottled patches over their entire skin, the patches sloughing off, bones melting and their entire bodies flopping like a coat suddenly emptied, the crowds on the concourse slowly backing away from the blood staining the metal floors, utter silence and on every face that blunt, inadmissible truth: how lucky they felt that they hadn’t been Owl’s target.
“A visitor. It’s been far too long since I’ve had company.” The voice was female, light and sarcastic; the pronoun used the one for “elder aunt”: an age and status gap between them both, but not such a large one.
“Enforcer.” Thuỷ used the same pronoun Goby had.
Laughter, echoing around her in the dark. “Enforcer? A title I’ve not had for a while. What brings you here, little one?” The pronoun she used wasn’t even “child,” but a subordinate one, of a subject before authority. “Why enter my orbit?”
“You have something I want.”
“Do I?” Something lit up, then: one light, then two, then ten thousand, and abruptly she was hanging, small and weightless and utterly insignificant, in the orbit of a ship that was the size of an entire city. The light was so strong it was blinding: even with her suit immediately moving to darken its visor, she could only catch a glimpse—a mere moment of clarity, of seeing sharp protuberances and the hull bristling with weapons ports—before all she could see was bright, painful light.
Kim Lan, laughing at her after they robbed the Granaries, their vehicles full of rice seedlings and cheap alcohol. Kim Lan, raising her arm in that ghostly toast, a reminder of the oath they’d sworn—downing the tea after they got word that Owl had killed Diễm My, and Vy too—and then that last drink they’d had together, her face flushed as she spoke of the imperial amnesty, how desperate and wan she’d looked.
“I have a friend.”
“Ah.” Owl’s voice was mocking. “Ah. A dead one, I imagine.”
She thought of Hải and An and Châu, and of the years on the run—being picked out one by one, killed one by one. “You killed them,” she said, her fists clenching. She used the plural pronoun.
“Oh, several friends, then. A little rebel, are you?”
“Once.” A long time ago, in another lifetime. The Mother Abbess would say that Thuỷ needed to let go—to stand unmoored from the troubles of her former life. The Mother Abbess meant well, but she didn’t understand. “It’s not relevant anymore.”
“Is it not?” Her laughter filled the space around Thuỷ. “Irrelevance. How quaint. I killed your friends then, and I enjoyed it. Every moment of it, from the imperial decree to their deaths, to tracking them down—to finally finding them—that long slow rise of power in the targeting system until it could finally fire—until I could feel them, torn apart and boneless—until I saw them finally collapse and it was all over. Tell me: is that all irrelevant?”
There was a reason why Owl was there, and it wasn’t just that the empire was at peace, it wasn’t just that there was a new Empress, one who was trying to knit the torn fabric of their society back together, to make former rebels inhabit the same stations and planets as loyal officials. Owl was there because she was a monster. Because there might be a time and place for a ruthless enforcer, but one that delighted in slaughter and pain . . . that one was best put away—made harmless and imprisoned, at least until she was needed again.
“Stop,” Thuỷ said.
“Pleading?”
No, because that was never going to make her stop, was it?
“Because that’s not what I’m here for. You didn’t kill my friend.”
“Oh.” A silence, but she could tell Owl’s curiosity was piqued.
“You’re a witness.”
“Am I?”
Thuỷ forced herself to breathe. “She took the amnesty. You have her statement.”
“I was never much of a person for taking statements,” Owl said. “Is that what you’re here for? Go to the magistrate.”
“The magistrate is dead.” Incinerated in the same riots that had killed Kim Lan—but the archive she’d uploaded to Owl would still be in the ship’s memory. “There are no records.”
“And so you’ve come all the way here for mine?” Again, laughter, but it didn’t quite have that same edge. “What is it that you want?”
Thuỷ swallowed, tasted bitterness on her tongue. What was it that she wanted? Forgiveness. Atonement. A dead woman’s smile; a lie that everything would be all right again, a touch and a toast. Dead things, dead memories, dead feelings. “She died a rebel. Her entire family is still under an extermination order.” They’d fled, of course—outside the reach of the Empire, into the uncertain places, the isolated stations and orbitals, the small asteroid mining centers where people didn’t ask too many questions so long as you did the work. “I want it lifted.”
A silence. The ship in front of Thuỷ—large, massive, blinding and uncompromising—didn’t move. She didn’t have to: she was slowly drawing Thuỷ to herself, toward an inexorable orbiting of each other, an endless embrace. “I assume you didn’t come all the way here just to try and talk me into this.”
Thuỷ swallowed. “No,” she said.
“The keys to my freedom?” Owl’s voice was curious. “You won’t have that, will you.”
Thuỷ had a pass, and she had half-expected it not to work. It certainly would not let out the ship the prison had been built for. “No,” she said.
“I’m not interested in money.”
“I don’t have that.” Not anymore—not after coming back, bribing too many people, finding a mindship willing to bear her that far.
“And clearly you won’t give me your life, as it won’t help your friend if you’re dead. Not that it’s of much value, is it.”
That hurt. It was that life Thuỷ had run away to save—putting it above everything else, even ties of sworn-sisterhood—and to have it so casually dismissed was as if Owl were slowly, casually pushing down on old wounds until they split open.
“What is it you have that you think I desperately want?”
Thuỷ swallowed. “I can repair your weapons system.”
Owl’s laughter tore Thuỷ apart—as if her weapons system were still operational, as if she could still scream and make Thuỷ collapse the way all the others had collapsed. “My weapons. And leave me here? Why do you think I would even be interested in that?”
Thuỷ had had three months in deep spaces to think on it—and before that, in the monastery, when she’d first found out that Owl was still alive—that there might be a chance to clear Kim Lan’s memory. “They called that your scream. The weapons systems.”
Silence, from the ship.
“When they arrested you for the war crimes, they took it apart. It was too dangerous. Even in a jail. Even in the middle of nowhere.”
“Are you done telling me things I already know?”
Thuỷ plunged on. There was little choice left. “But that’s not what it is to you, is it? A scream is a voice. They took away part of your voice.”
“And you think I could use that part for something else besides killing?” Owl’s voice was light and ironic.
“I think you want it back. Even if you’re jailed. Even if it’s of no practical use. I think you want it back because it was always part of you.”
“Part of me.” A silence, but that one was barbed. “You haven’t answered my question, have you.”
“No,” Thuỷ said. “Does it matter? Who are you going to kill out there?”
The unspoken answer hung in the air: of course Thuỷ was the only living target. “I assume you’ll want some assurances that you’ll survive.”
“No,” Thuỷ said. She kept her voice light, inconsequential—but inwardly she saw An’s face, Châu’s face, heard the crumple of dead bodies on the floors. That was everything that would happen to her, if Owl decided she wasn’t worth sparing. And when had an imperial enforcer and mass murderer ever decided former rebels were worth sparing? “I want to see my friend’s statement to make sure you do have it, but I don’t need your assurances. I came with a mindship.”
“I know. They’re much too far away to save you.”
Thuỷ smiled, beneath the shadow-skin. “You don’t understand. If I don’t come back, they’ll know you’ve killed me, and they’ll take the evidence to the Numbered Planets. Your jailers will know I fixed your weapons. How long do you think you’ll get to keep them?”
A silence. She could feel the gravity pulse around her, tightening—like a slow rising of anger. “Clever,” Owl said, and it sounded like nothing so much as a threat. Something shimmered within Thuỷ’s field of vision: not a file with its authentication, but a mere image of it. I, Phạm Thị Kim Lan, accept that I have erred, and that the Peaceful Harmony Empress has chosen to extend her infinite mercy the way she extends her grace, like a cloth covering us all with all the stars in the sky . . .
At the bottom, beneath the vermillion seal, was Kim Lan’s familiar and forceful signature, authenticated by her personal seal.
The statement. It was real. Owl had it. Thuỷ could—she could finally make amends for what she’d done.
Something changed, in the mass of light in front of Thuỷ: a slight adjustment, but suddenly she could see the ship—the bulk of the hull, the sharp, sleek shape with bots scuttling over every surface, the thin, ribbed actuator fins near the ion drives at the back—the paintings on her hull, which she’d half-expected to be blood spatters but which were apricot flowers, and calligraphed poems, and a long wending river of stars in the shadow of mountains, a breathtakingly delicate and utterly unexpected work of art. Something moved: a ponderous shift of the bots, drawing Thuỷ’s eyes toward a patch of darkness at the center of the painting, between two mountains.
“Come in, then, clever child. Let’s see what you can do.”
Fifteen years ago
 
On the night after they broke Châu and An’s children out of imperial jail, they celebrated.
An and Khiêm were in the hideout—an empty compartment on the Apricot Đỗ habitat they’d hastily hidden beneath an overlay of a busy teahouse. Nothing that would stand up to close imperial scrutiny—but in the empty, desolate spaces of a half-destroyed habitat most of the inhabitants had evacuated, it would serve.
Châu and An got drunk, and made elaborate overlays as they did: seas of stars, ghostly dragons, spaceships slowly growing to fill the space—and An’s children laughed and danced and declaimed drunk poetry, their bots’ legs clicking on the floor.
Thuỷ ought to have felt relief they’d succeeded, but as the night went on—as she thought of the skirmishes on the numbered planets, of the litany of lost ships—not theirs, their little organization barely had enough to have a few shuttles, but there were other splinters of rebellion elsewhere—as she thought of the Imperial Fleet—the tightness in her chest grew and grew, until the compartment felt too small, too cramped, and she went out for air, cradling the cold porcelain of her teacup.
Outside, the corridor was deserted, and it was silent—not just the usual silence of the habitats, with only the faint background hiss of the air filters and sometimes, the clicking of a bot’s legs on the floor as they scurried from one maintenance to another. This was a silence that sounded like a prelude to the end. The overlays were minimal: flickering displays of the vital statistics from oxygen to temperature, but no news, no vids of songs, no adornments from the other compartments: just fatigued metal that felt as bare as Thuỷ did.
“You look glum.” Kim Lan effortlessly slid in the space between them. “Here.” She had a basket of dumplings, which her bots handed to Thuỷ.
Thuỷ didn’t speak for a while. “Did you hear? There’s a rumor The Owl with the Moon’s Tongue is coming our way.”
“Mmm.” Kim Lan sat down, nibbling on a steamed bun. Her hair rested against a broken duct—it creaked, and her bots gently pushed it out of the way. “She is.”
“And you’re not afraid?”
Now it was Kim Lan’s turn to say nothing.
“We’re losing, aren’t we? We saved Châu and the children, but we’re never going to win. We’re never going to overthrow the empress.” Or even change the empire—or if they did, it was change that would bring about their destruction, and the extermination of everyone onboard the habitats in the belt.
“You assume this was about winning,” Kim Lan said.
“What was it about then?”
Kim Lan’s face was hard. “Survival.”
“How are we going to survive against Owl?” She’d heard the rumors. She’d watched the vids. She’d seen that it didn’t matter where the victims where—so long as the weapons system locked on them, they would die, as if a long finger of death were pointing their way from Owl’s orbit.
Them. It would be them dying, taken apart as examples for anyone who dared to rebel.
“I don’t know,” Kim Lan said. She sighed. “Do you think you could have survived a sixth tax notification? Do you think your parents could have?”
She had food for them. Alcohol and stolen meals. And the tax collectors and the officials had fled the system in the wake of their activities. And whatever her other faults were, she’d never been less than honest with herself. “No,” Thuỷ said.
“There you go.”
“How do you think any of that is going to protect us against Owl? How?”
“You don’t understand.” Kim Lan’s voice was soft. “The choices we made were we’d get there. One thing at a time.” She reached out, held Thuỷ’s hand for a bare moment. “I know you’re scared. That’s all right. I’m here. I’ll always be here.”
And for a moment they were both back in that kitchen compartment, flush with drink and youth, their paths now inextricably entwined by choice.
Thuỷ held her cup, staring at the exposed wires of the habitat. Bots scuttled, sad and lonely, as if ashamed of what it had come to. She heard the words of the oath of sworn sisterhood echoing in her thoughts. Though not born on the same day of the same month in the same year, we hope to die so . . . “We hope to die so.” A peach-garden oath, now and forever. “Except the goal isn’t to die.”
Kim Lan smiled. “Exactly. We got this far. We’ll get further, you’ll see. There’s always a way out. Now come back inside, will you? They’re waiting for you before the next round of poetry holos.”
Year of the Âm Dragon, fifth year of the Peaceful Harmony Empress, Great Mulberry Nebula
 
Thuỷ had expected—actually, she didn’t know what she’d expected when she’d enter Owl—some kind of fanciful lair of blood-encrusted corridors and bones stacked in coffins, which made no sense, because why would Owl have any of that onboard?
Instead, there was a corridor much like the one in the habitats—rundown, with too few bots, exposed bits of wiring and gaping holes where panels had fallen off, except the gravity wasn’t strong enough for her to be upright. It felt a little bit like the mining asteroids: a very faint sensation of weight in her bones, but nothing that prevented her from floating. Thuỷ held on to her glider as she moved through it.
As she did, the lights came on.
They were blue and red and gold, slowly cycling through the colors of some impossibly far away festival—weak and flickering, and the overlays in their wake were not opaque enough to mask the ruin beneath. But it had been beautiful once: those paintings of starscapes and temples on the First Planet, those holos of beautiful statues and teapots and jade figures, those faint, broken harmonics of a now unrecognizable music.
“This way,” Owl said, a scuttling of bots guiding Thuỷ onboard.
More corridors, more emptiness: gaping cabins with no adornments, looking like the looted compartments after the civil war—larger places that must have been like pavilions but now lay empty, with scuffed floors and floating debris. And a door, opening like magic in a wall like any other, behind a translucent painting of a dragon amidst the stars.
Inside, darkness, and then in the center of a gradually widening circle of light, something that looked like a tree with sharp branches—and draped over it, a large and pulsating mass of flesh and electronics.
The ship. The Mind that drove the body, connected to every sensor, every room, every overlay onboard.
“Your weapons system is in your heartroom?” The ship’s most vulnerable place—like the brain to a human—and she’d just given Thuỷ casual access?
No, not that casual.
Because the bots—the ones missing all over the ship—were there. All there, a sea of gleaming metal between her and the Mind, legs bristling—a sharpness, a heaving multitude just waiting for a signal to swallow her whole. “Try anything,” Owl said, lightly and conversationally, “And I’ll choke you.”
Thuỷ tried to breathe, failed—all she could see was the bots, the way they’d rise, the way they’d swarm over her, slithering into her suit and breaking her visor, leaving her wide open to the drowning vacuum.
For Kim Lan. She was doing this for Kim Lan. For what she’d failed to do in another lifetime. “I want the proof,” she said. “The statement.”
“Before you fix me? I think not.”
“You’ll give me nothing afterwards.”
“Will I? Do you not trust me?”
“You’re a murderer. No.”
“I’m not the one who abandoned her friend.” Owl’s voice was malicious. “What worth are your promises?”
Though not born on the same day of the same month in the same year, we hope to die so . . .
The words burnt her. “I did not,” Thuỷ said, far too fast and far too painfully. “I did not!”
“As you say.” Owl’s voice was mocking. “Nevertheless . . . I’m not giving you anything until you’ve fixed it.”
And there was no way Thuỷ was going to fix it without any guarantees. She weighed options—negotiating tactics—and came up with little of interest. “Then I guess we’re at an impasse, because I’m not starting.” There was a hole in a wall, near the bots—and something glimmering within. When she came closer, she saw what was in the overlay: an illusion of what had once been there. Behind it, though . . .
Her intuition had been right: the jailers had been lazy. It was the end of the war, and they were in a hurry to put Owl where they didn’t have to worry about her. They’d just torn connectors and made a mess of control panels, but they hadn’t actually destroyed the system itself. They’d known they might need it again, in less peaceful days. “It was there, wasn’t it?”
Owl didn’t speak, but she could feel the temperature in the room shift. Approval.
Thuỷ let go of her glider, using its magnetized surface to stick it to the wall, and turned out the proximity nudgers on her suit. She flipped open the glider, opening its storage space, revealing row after row of spare parts and electronics—everything that had been on the schematics the military commissioner had sold her. The commissioner had thought it was only curiosity, secure in the knowledge Thuỷ wouldn’t dare do anything with these. The commissioner had been wrong.
Another shift of temperature: interest, tension. She knelt, peering at the inside. “It’s going to take me six hours to fix. Maybe eight.”
Silence, from around her. The Mind pulsed on her throne. The bots watched her, and she was at the center of the attention of an entire ship, feeling the weight of it on her like lead.
Thuỷ considered, for a while. Owl didn’t really care about Kim Lan’s statement, one way or another: she just wanted to be fixed. She wanted the weapons back as part of herself, of her power. The main issue there wasn’t unwillingness: it was lack of trust, and Owl’s natural tendency to needle and inflict pain on others.
“Tell you what,” Thuỷ said, forcing herself to sound casual. “We could create a safehold. A place to hold my friend’s statement—and it would only send it out if the system got fixed.”
“I could stop that anytime, couldn’t I?”
Thuỷ shook her head. “A safehold where we both withdraw our access privileges in an irrevocable fashion. I can’t affect it, and neither can you. But it won’t send until this comes back online, so you get the system taken care of, and I only get paid, so to speak, if I successfully finish.”
“I’ve heard of such things,” Owl said. More silence. She was tempted, Thuỷ knew.
“Let me show you,” Thuỷ said, floating closer to the alcove and starting to put together the connections to create the safehold—and as the ship’s whole attention turned her way, she knew she had her.
Eight years ago
 
Thuỷ jerked awake. Someone was knocking insistently on the door of the safe house.
The imperials. They’d found them. They’d take them away and make them face Owl—or arrest them and publicly execute them, giving them the slow death that had haunted Thuỷ’s nightmares for the past few months on the run—the same death they’d given An’s children, bots slicing off one piece of flesh at a time, the smell of blood and the screams broadcast to the entire habitats . . .
Calm down. She got up, her bots arranging themselves on her shoulders, their sensors struggling to come online. They hadn’t been fixed in a long while.
The knocking had stopped. Thuỷ stepped over the others, who were sleeping huddled on the floor and barely starting to wake: Ánh Lệ was rubbing her eyes, Vy was struggling to rise, and it seemed as though nothing could really wake up Diễm My, who was merely mumbling and going back to sleep as if nothing had happened. The luck of youth.
“I’ve got it,” Thuỷ said to Ánh Lệ and Vy—with far more confidence than she felt.
She took a deep breath, bracing herself, and opened the door.
It was Kim Lan, wan, her bots pressing a bloodied cloth to her side.
“Big’sis!”
“It’s all right.” Kim Lan made a gesture with her hands, but she was shaking. “No one followed me. Can I come in?”
“Of course.” Thuỷ ushered her in, closing and bolting the door. The patches they’d made on the network and its surveillance cameras were still in place—she double- and triple-checked them as Kim Lan sat cross-legged in front of a low table, breathing hard. Her bots were peeling off the cloth; Thuỷ sent her own bots to fetch bandages from their meager supplies.
“What happened?”
Kim Lan grimaced. “Had a skirmish with some of the militia a few days ago.” Up close, her skin was a network of small, red pinpricks. Burst veins. She didn’t look good. “They think me dead. I did have to plunge into space without a shadow-skin for a few blinks.”
Kim Lan sat in silence, sipping her tea. Ánh Lệ and Vy had joined her, and even Diễm My was groaning as her bots poked her into wakefulness.
“How long do we have?” Thuỷ said. The empire would find them. They would end them as they had ended all the others.
“We can still go to another one of the other habitats,” Vy said. Her voice was shaking. “Or leave the Belt, go into the Outside Territories or the Twin Streams.”
Kim Lan said, finally, “I didn’t come here to make you flee elsewhere. I came here because there’s news.”
“News?”
“You won’t have heard. The Calm Strength Empress is dead. Her heir will ascend to the throne as soon as the ceremonies have been completed. She’s offering an amnesty.”
“An amnesty?” Thuỷ turned the words over and over again. They made no sense.
Vy said, “They hounded us. They killed us one by one. Why would they—”
“They can’t keep fighting half their population,” Kim Lan said. Her voice was gentle. “Civil war is tearing the empire apart. They could kill us all. It’d be a lot of work. Hence the amnesty.”
“Never,” Vy said.
Kim Lan set her cup on the table. “I’ve told this to Thuỷ already. We’re not fighting to win. We’re fighting to survive. The new empress says she wants to make reforms. Make the empire a better place.”
“And you believe that?” After all this, after all the years they’d gone through . . .
“Maybe. Maybe not. I do know there’s fewer and fewer of us. We’re getting picked off one by one. I’d rather take the way out, before we all die. If we survive, we can always fight another day.”
“You want to take the amnesty.”
“Yes,” Kim Lan said. “It’s my choice. I won’t be selling anyone out.” Her eyes were hard. She was expecting a fight—but everyone around the table was tired, and scared, and drained—the light had gone out of them such a long time ago.
How could she—how could she believe them—how could she believe the people who’d starved them into rebellion, who had killed Châu and Hải and An and An’s children as casual acts of intimidation?
“They’ll kill us,” Thuỷ said. “An amnesty is just a way of letting us come to them. Owl is still in the system. Why would you leave your enforcer there if you’re going to let everyone live?”
Kim Lan said nothing.
“You can’t trust them!”
But she’d made her decision, hadn’t she. Thuỷ took a deep breath. “I need some space,” she said—there was no space in the safe house, it was so small, but she did manage to put together a few privacy filters that gave her the illusion of being alone: the sound from the others’ discussion muffled, and everything made to feel more distant visually.
How could she? How could she do this, how could she expect Thuỷ to follow, how could she—
“Lil’sis.” It was Kim Lan, gently asking to be let in.
“No.”
“You’re scared. I know you are. It’s all right to be scared.”
“I’m not scared,” Thuỷ said, dropping the privacy filters a fraction so Kim Lan could be included in them. They were having a semi-private conversation now, one that the others wouldn’t be overhearing unless they made a concerted effort. “I think you’re being thoughtless and imprudent.”
“And endangering you all?”
No, that wasn’t it. “I don’t want to lose you,” Thuỷ said, and it hurt to say it out loud.
“You asked me once if we were losing. We are.” Kim Lan’s voice was gentle. “I said it was about survival. And now it is. There is no survival in running from safe house to safe house, losing more people with every passing day.”
“I—” Thuỷ tried to speak, and found only the truth. “I can’t. I just can’t do it. I can’t follow you. I can’t walk into the possibility of wholesale slaughter.”
“You’re scared.”
“I’m rational!”
“And I’m not?”
“You—you keep setting the terms and expecting me to keep up.”
“Because of the oath?” Kim Lan laughed, and it was sad. “I release you from the oath. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.”
“It—it doesn’t work like that!” Thuỷ had done things—so many things, raided so many places, gone so far against the will of the empire, and throughout it all, she’d had the comfort of knowing she wasn’t alone. That Kim Lan was there. That they were here for each other. But now that had become shackles: a gravitational well that drew her in regardless of whether she wanted to, just because Kim Lan had gone ahead of her. “I can’t just break that oath!”
“Of course you can.” Kim Lan scratched her bandages between the swarm of bots, and then got up. “As I said: you do what you want.” But she sounded angry and disappointed.
Thuỷ sat down, trying to be kind. Trying to follow Kim Lan as she’d always meant to.
But everyone was dead, because the empire had killed them. Owl was prowling the habitats, waiting for a chance to find their signatures and target them; the militia was on the lookout, and the execution racks had been readied in every tribunal of the belt. The amnesty was never going to happen, and even if did, they’d get killed by some overzealous militia person before they ever got a chance to accept it.
She’d sworn an oath, with Kim Lan.
I’m here. I’ll always be here.
We got this far. We’ll get further, you’ll see.
And Thuỷ knew, then—sitting small and scared and angry in that safe house that was no longer one—she knew that she couldn’t go any further.
Year of the Âm Dragon, fifth year of the Peaceful Harmony Empress, Great Mulberry Nebula
 
Fixing the systems was slow and painstaking: taking out connectors, finding new, compatible ones, taking care of the exposed wiring.
“You said I didn’t kill your friend.” Owl’s voice swam out of the morass of her thoughts. “How did she die?”
Thoughtlessly. Carelessly. “There was a skirmish in the Lotus Vũ habitat. One of the militia got scared and killed her.” Thuỷ had learned of this only afterward—after she’d left in the dead of night, after she’d joined the monastery and severed all her familial ties, to make sure the Empire couldn’t find her or hold her family responsible for her acts anymore. After she’d changed her name and laid low for years, and thinking Kim Lan’s silence was due to anger—never realizing she was dead and her family in hiding.
“Ah. The riots. The same ones that destroyed the tribunal. War is never kind.” It sounded almost companionable.
Thuỷ slotted a cylindrical piece into place, her bots swarming over it to check the connections. “Did you lose anyone during the war?”
A silence. Owl laughed. “My freedom.”
“You must have a family,” Thuỷ said. It felt . . . wrong to say that, as if to acknowledge that monsters were people was to grant them forgiveness.
The lights pulsed, softly, as Thuỷ added another connector to the rack in front of her. “I’m old enough to have lost them all. Not that it matters.”
“It should,” Thuỷ said.
Laughter, bitter and wounding. “Feeling pity?”
“I don’t know if I would call it that,” Thuỷ said. “It doesn’t change what you are, or what you did. Or that you enjoyed all of it.”
“Pity but not forgiveness, then.” The lights flickered on in Owl’s heartroom, and those same sickly, diminutive overlays came on, but this time they were people: a sea of faces and bodies walking and talking and laughing. Thuỷ wasn’t sure who they were at first, and then she saw An’s face, Hải’s face, Châu’s face. All of the people Owl had killed. Some kind of mocking memorials, surely—except the overall impression was one of profound loss. “As I said: not that it matters.”
“They keep you company,” Thuỷ said, finally. She wasn’t sure whether to feel anger or sadness.
“Alone in the dark and in the silence.” Owl laughed, but her voice was tinged with old hurt. “I guess they do.”
One last piece: not a connector but one Thuỷ had had made based on the schematics. It was long and sinuous, and it went from the capacitors to the targeting system—and once she’d put it in and checked the connections, it would be fixed, and Owl would be operational again, alone in the darkness. It felt both incredibly portentous and anticlimactic.
She put it in, checked the connections—breathing in, trying to steady her nerves. “Here,” she said.
The lights came on. Not weak, not sickly, not translucent, but strong and unwavering. There were vibrations, like those of a motor accelerating—or a heartbeat—so strong that Thuỷ could feel them through the suit. The safehold released Kim Lan’s statement, automatically transmitting it to Thuỷ, and from Thuỷ to Goby.
Big’sis.
It was done. She had all the evidence she needed to exonerate Kim Lan, to restore her name, her family’s name. “Here,” she said, again—and reached for the glider, to head back to Goby and the world that waited for her. “I’m done.”
She felt light-headed, and limp, and the future was uncertain.
I’m done.
More than done, wasn’t it? She’d set up the safehold, the transmission back to Goby. She’d made the arrangements for Goby to pass the statement on, to deal with the magistrate who would restore Kim Lan’s name. She’d made herself unnecessary to the whole process.
The lights blinked, on the restored weapons system, and somehow she was not surprised when Owl laughed. “Yes, it’s finished, isn’t it?”
There was a low buzzing within the shadow-suit, an impossible whistling that ramped up in intensity—the same vibrations she’d felt before except these burrowed into her until the bones in her body vibrated in sympathy, a red-hot rhythm that caught hold of her and was playing itself on her ribs, on her pelvis, on her skin—louder and louder until everything hurt, and still it didn’t stop . . .
The Owl’s scream. The punishment for rebels, for the disloyal to the empire. For those who had abandoned their friends.
Thuỷ had chased atonement all the way into that nebula, and on some level she’d known, she’d always known, that she didn’t expect to come out after fixing Owl. “I am,” she said. “Do you think it’s worth it? They’ll just dismantle it, after I’m dead.”
“Oh, child. You’re the one who saw so much, and so little. It’s my voice. It’s part of me. I’d rather scream once more in all my glory rather than leave it forever unused. It will be worth it. All of it.”
You saw much, and so little.
But on some deep, primal level, she’d seen all of it already.
The pressure was building up and up within her. Her bots popped apart, one by one, like fireworks going off—there was nothing in her ears now but that never ending whistling, that vibration that kept going and going, her bones full to bursting, her eyes and nose and mouth ceaselessly hurting, leaking fluid—and her lungs were shaking too, and it was hard to breathe, and even the liquid that filled her mouth, the blood, salt-tinged one, felt like it was vibrating too—and all of it was as it should be—
Thuỷ laughed, bitterly. “I saw so little? I chose to come here. I knew.”
“Ha. All your own choices, then. Always leading back here, to atonement and death.” Owl’s voice was mocking. Thuỷ could barely see the heartroom or the Mind: everything was receding impossibly far away. She was curled up on herself, struggling to keep herself together—to not give in to the quivering, because the moment she did everything would fly apart and all her bones would pop like her bots had, one by one until nothing was left . . . “The final appeasement for your friend’s soul. Justice.” It was a word that seemed to tear through her.
All her own choices. All her own life.
And yet . . .
I release you from the oath.
You keep setting the terms and expecting me to keep up.
It had been Kim Lan’s own choices, too.
You assume this is about winning. This is about survival.
She’d always followed Kim Lan, and yet it didn’t have to go that way. It could have been different. Kim Lan could have asked before accepting the amnesty. They could have discussed; come to a joint agreement. They could have done anything that didn’t involve Kim Lan’s pulling at the oath-bond until Thuỷ couldn’t take the consequences anymore. They had an oath of sisterhood, not obedience—and she wasn’t the only one who had broken it.
“She could have asked,” she whispered, through the red haze.
“You said something? Hush, child. It’s almost over.”
She could have asked.
Thuỷ had come here to atone for a death she’d caused, but the truth was—Kim Lan, too, carried the responsibility of what had happened. Of her own death.
The truth was—Thuỷ deserved to live, too.
“It is not over,” she said, slowly—and when that elicited no response, “It is not over!” screaming it through wrung lungs and burst ribs.
The thing holding her—Owl’s scream—paused, for a bare fraction. Interest, again. “Why?”
She deserved to live, and there was only one way she would survive, if it worked at all.
“Because—” Thuỷ forced herself to breathe, swallowing up bile and blood, “That would be too easy.”
A silence. She was held in that embrace of collapsing bones and organs, struggling to move—and said, “You enjoyed it. Killing them. Causing pain. Suffering.”
“Always.” Owl’s voice was malicious.
“Then tell me. Is my guilt or my death easier?”
Silence, again. The embrace flickered, but did not vanish.
“You want to release me, go ahead. Death is cheap.”
“You wanted to die,” Owl said, and she could feel the frustration. The pondering on how most to inflict hurt.
“I did. I do,” Thuỷ said, and it wasn’t quite a lie; just an uncertainty. She thought of the row of faces in the heartroom—not a memorial but an inadequate shield against loneliness. “You should know how much of a punishment solitude is.” She said nothing more, waited.
The room distorted and buckled, and the pressure in Thuỷ’s bones spiked, wringing a scream of pure pain out of her as everything felt about to shatter. Then it was all gone, and she was curled up in the vacuum, gasping and struggling to come together.
“The weight of guilt,” Owl said. Her voice was vicious. “Go. Since you’ve been so good at making your life a living hell.”
Thuỷ uncoiled, muscle after muscle—reached for her glider, shaking, the taste of blood and salt in her mouth—powered it in silence, going through the cloud of debris from her burst bots.
Go.
Death is cheap.
Go.
Thuỷ clung to her glider as she passed out of Owl, out of reach of all the faces of the dead in the heartroom—with Kim Lan’s face in painful but fading memory—and headed toward Goby and the long trip home, to give meaning to the rest of her life.




Antonia and the Stranger Who Came to Rancho Los Feliz

Lisa Morton
 
AT 9:31 A.M. ON APRIL 30th, 1955, Antonia Feliz discovered a strange man on her land.
She was riding her favorite horse, Balada, along the edge of the river, checking in with her vaqueros and vaqueras, and enjoying the fine spring Alta California morning. The sky overhead was a flawless sapphire, so blue that looking into it was like falling upward into a still sea. The air was scented with sage and lemon blossoms from her orchards, the willows furry with new growth, her cattle grazing contentedly. When she encountered her forewoman, Loo-soo, the dark, muscled Kizh grinned and said, “I think our profits will be very good this year.”
Antonia nodded. “I think they will.” Loo-soo had ridden off then in her electric truck. Antonia preferred horses herself, but the trucks allowed her workers to cover more ground and remove any fallen trees or other large debris.
Loo-soo was right—it would be a good year. Rainfall had been plentiful in the winter, the grazing lands of Rancho Los Feliz were thick and cattle prices were high, and the beehives were already filling up. Her country, Alta California, was at peace with the neighboring United States to the east and Mexico to the south, and her family’s business had prospered under her management. Antonia was thirty-six and had never married, but life had brought her so many other satisfactions that she didn’t miss what she’d never had.
She paused on the hillside, looking down at the river that her Kizh workers called Paayme Paxaayt. She’d heard stories of how it had flooded the Pueblo de Los Ángeles forty years ago, but gazing at its beauty now, at the rippling blue-green expanse crowded with long-necked herons and paddling ducks, it was hard to believe it could ever have been a force of destruction.
As she sat there atop her horse, looking across the river toward Providencia and the low hills beyond, she heard a rustling to her left. A grove of oaks stood there, a stand of mighty survivors several centuries old.
A man staggered out from behind one of the trunks.
He wasn’t like any man Antonia had ever seen: he wore some sort of silvery suit that covered him from foot to neck, with a glass-fronted helmet over his head. At his waist hung a belt studded with instruments—one of which looked like a gun.
Balada neighed and shuffled nervously. “Easy, easy,” Antonia said, patting the horse’s neck.
The man saw her, and although she couldn’t be sure, she thought he tried to talk. He held up his hands, a universal gesture of peace (or surrender), and then reached to latches on either side of the helmet. Undoing the latches, he pulled the helmet free.
Antonia had to restrain a gasp when she saw his face: it was covered in ugly, rippled scars, red and white, and his hair was patchy, burned away. One eye was completely sealed shut; the other fixed on her. “Do you speak English?” he asked, his voice a weathered rasp.
“Who are you? And what are you doing on my land?”
The man looked around. “Your land? I thought . . . Griffith Park . . .” He finished the sentence with a groan and then pitched forward.
For a second she was too stunned to move; then she leaped off her mount and ran to where the stranger lay unconscious.
She stood over him for a few seconds, surveying the metallic jumpsuit. Her eyes settled on the belt, on the tool that looked like a gun. She kneeled, used two fingers to gingerly pull it forth from a pocket; she instinctively knew it was a weapon, although she’d never seen its like before.
Running back to Balada, she tucked the gun into a saddlebag, climbed onto her horse, and rode after Loo-soo. She quickly found her tending to a steer that had gotten one leg stuck in a small crevice. Antonia told her forewoman what had happened, and together they returned to the unconscious intruder.
“Chingichnish,” muttered Loo-soo, before asking, “What do we do with him?”
Antonia answered, “He’s a human being, and an injured one. We offer him the same hospitality we would any other visitor.”
Loo-soo used her portable radio to call for help. Two vaqueros rode up, and she directed them to heft the man onto the bed of her truck.
Antonia silently prayed that she hadn’t just made a terrible mistake.
◆◆◆
 
At the hacienda, the vaqueros hauled the man into a ground-floor bedroom while Antonia’s younger brother Abel joined them to watch. Antonia telephoned her physician, Dr. Alvarez, and then joined Abel and Loo-soo as they stood over the man.
“What do you think he was doing on our land?” Abel asked.
Antonia felt the subtle assertion of power there—“our land.” Abel always thought he should have been the one placed in charge of Rancho Los Feliz, but he lacked the management skills Antonia had demonstrated since childhood. Abel was handsome, with his gleaming black hair and perfectly trimmed moustache, good at playing the guitar and wooing the pueblo women, but he could barely add two numbers or carry on a civil conversation with an unhappy worker.
Loo-soo asked, “Do you think he’s dangerous?”
“Well,” Antonia said, picking up the saddlebag she’d brought in and opening it to retrieve the gun, “I took this off of him.”
Abel grabbed the weapon, felt its weight, held it up before one eye. “It looks like a gun, but . . . where is it loaded? I can’t see anywhere for bullets.” After another second, he turned to leave the room. “I’m going to take it outside and try firing it.”
“Abel, no!” Too late; he was gone.
Antonia and Loo-soo exchanged a look as the forewoman struggled to find the words. “Abel is . . .”
Antonia finished the sentence when Loo-soo couldn’t. “Too often stupid and impulsive.”
Loo-soo continued, “You didn’t answer the question: do you think this man is dangerous? Should we . . . restrain him?”
“He’s very sick. Even if he wanted to, I don’t think he could do much. I frankly doubt he’ll even survive. Just look at him.” The stranger’s breathing was low but ragged around the edges; he twitched slightly in his unconscious state, Antonia guessed from pain.
“You’re probably right,” Loo-soo agreed.
A huge blast sounded from outside.
Antonia and Loo-soo ran from the house, through the landscaped and tiled courtyard, past the tiered fountain and the intricate wrought-iron gate, to the citrus trees around the front of the house. Abel stood there, staring in wonder at the stranger’s weapon; a hundred feet away, a plate-sized, smoking hole punctuated the trunk of a Valencia orange tree.
Abel looked up from the gun to the tree to his sister. “One shot did that.” He uttered a sharp, shrill laugh that made Antonia’s hair stand on end.
Regardless of what the gun fired or where it had come from, she knew that her brother wasn’t capable of wielding that kind of power. Antonia stepped forward, extending a hand. “Give that to me.”
Abel looked like a greedy child as he pulled the gun in toward himself. “No. It’s mine.”
“It’s not—it’s his.” Antonia gestured toward the bedroom where the stranger lay, adding, “What if he wakes up and finds it’s gone? What if he’s got it booby-trapped, or has an even bigger weapon hidden somewhere in that suit?”
Abel couldn’t argue the logic; he reluctantly placed the gun in her extended hands.
“I’ll hang onto this for now, at least until we know what’s happening with him.”
Abel strode off angrily, leaving Antonia to wonder how long it would be before he tried to steal the gun.
◆◆◆
 
Dr. Alvarez arrived an hour later. Antonia assisted him in removing the unconscious stranger’s silver suit; underneath, he wore a light one-piece stretchy white undergarment, which they also carefully pulled off.
His entire body was covered with scars, some fresh enough to be raw and oozing.
The doctor blanched. “Madre de Dios . . .” he whispered.
“Have you ever seen anything like this?”
He shook his head. “They look like burn scars, but I can’t imagine what kind of fire would have created those. I’m not even sure how to treat them.” As he rummaged through his travel bag, he asked, “You have no idea where this man came from?”
“None.” Thinking back, Antonia realized there was something else strange about his initial appearance. “He just stepped into view from behind a tree; I don’t understand how I didn’t see him before that.”
Alvarez frowned. “Antonia . . . for some reason this man makes me think of your father, God rest his soul.”
Antonia knew what the older doctor meant; Alvarez had cared for the Feliz family for forty years, had treated her father after the Invasion of 1943, when the Japanese had landed on the shore just seventeen miles to the west in an attempt to conquer the nation of Alta California before moving on to the United States. Her father had taken a bullet to the chest; he’d been a strong man and had lived another three days—long enough to see the enemy vanquished, their few remaining forces sent home in humiliation—but in the end there’d been no way to save him. Don Alfonso Feliz had died a hero, and had left a will bequeathing control of his beloved business to his then-twenty-four-year-old daughter. Under Antonia, Feliz Agricultural had become one of the most successful companies in Alta California.
“So,” Antonia said to the doctor, as he sat beside his patient, “do you also think this man could be dangerous?”
Alvarez shrugged. “We don’t know anything about him.” He reached into his bag, pulled out a small glass vial. “A sedative. I can give him this; it should ease his pain, and also keep him from regaining consciousness immediately.”
She considered this, and then nodded. “We’ll let him sleep while I make arrangements to hand him over to the authorities.”
Alvarez filled a syringe, injected the man. A few seconds later, his twitching subsided, his breathing became less labored. “Bueno,” the doctor mumbled.
Antonia thanked him, paid him, but knew she’d lied. She had no intention of calling the authorities (what authorities? The local police? Or the national government in Monterey?), at least not right away.
First she wanted a chance to investigate this man’s mysteries on her own.
◆◆◆
 
Thirty minutes later, she stepped down from Balada, threw the horse’s reins around the lowest branch of a cottonwood, and approached the oak grove where she’d first seen her guest.
When she neared the trees her skin began to tingle, as if the air were charged with electricity. She heard a slight buzzing, but couldn’t tell if the sound was real or just in her head. She felt light-headed, a sensation that increased as each step brought her closer to the place where she’d first seen the silver man. Behind her, Balada snorted anxiously, tugging restlessly at the reins.
Antonia reached the tree, more convinced than ever that the man must have been standing there, hidden, for some time before she’d seen him, because she would have noticed any movements.
Then she stepped behind the tree—and froze in shock.
The air—no, everything—behind the tree was torn, split; that was the only way Antonia could describe what she saw. There was her land, the shady grove of oaks to the left, the ground layered in leaves and sprouting weeds, and on her right, cottonwoods and buckwheat that led down to the river . . . but here, directly in front of her, six feet away, was a rip, a three-foot-wide and six-foot-tall window into some other place. Mesmerized, ignoring both the alarms in her psyche and the increasing nausea in her gut, she stepped forward to peer into the cleft.
She saw an urban nightmare: blocky buildings rose up through ugly vapors, their exteriors cracked and blasted. Nothing grew in that place, not even moss; the only movement was the slight swirl of the purplish fog. The sunlight barely penetrated layers of smoke and gas overhead.
It wasn’t only her eyes that were assaulted: she gagged at a smell like burned chemicals and scorched metal. She heard occasional distant blasts.
Once she heard screams. She was thankful she didn’t see what had made those agonized sounds.
That was when she saw something that chilled her entire body: despite the buildings, the obscuring fogs, the gloom that resulted from the charcoal-colored clouds overhead, she recognized the land. Here, a slight wrinkle in the topography; over there, the embankment that dropped away, framed in the background by the hills beyond Providencia . . .
It was her land, her beloved Rancho Los Feliz. “No,” Antonia gasped.
The tingling in her skin gave way to a burning. That was when she staggered back, vomiting into the brush.
When she could stand again, she stumbled over to Balada and rode the horse as hard as she could to return to the hacienda. She found Loo-soo and instructed her to assign four workers to guard the oak grove. She asked where Abel was, relieved to hear he’d gone down to the pueblo. She looked in a mirror, and saw, without surprise, that her face had turned as red as if she’d spent the hottest day of the year outside.
Then she called Dr. Alvarez and told him she needed the stranger awake.
She had to tell him to close whatever that hellish door was that he’d opened.
◆◆◆
 
Despite Dr. Alvarez’s efforts to wake him, the man slept for three days. During that time, Antonia saw him begin to recover; the open wounds crusted over, the swelling around the one eye receded, his breathing evened out, the twitching vanished.
Antonia paced. The workers stationed in shifts around the grove had been warned not to enter, and had reported nothing. She herself had ridden out daily to view that awful tear, but it didn’t change. She was only thankful that no one—or nothing—had come through it.
She was at the man’s bedside when he moved, groaned, opened his eyes, and tried to sit up, panicked.
“No, no,” Antonia said, “you are recovering. You’re in my house, where we’ve been caring for you.”
“How long . . .” His voice, unused too long, grated until he cleared his throat. “How long has it been?”
“Three days.”
He sank back down, accepting the situation. “Thank you.”
Antonia shrugged. “This is how we treat those who fall sick on our land. May I ask your name?”
“Jack Parsons.”
Rising, Antonia said, “I’m happy to meet you, Jack. My name is Antonia Feliz. Would you like something to eat? Maybe some simple broth, until you improve more?”
“Yes, that would be good.”
Antonia rose, went to the kitchen, and returned with a bowl of chicken broth that her chef Manuela had prepared. Jack had managed to sit up in the bed, smiling as she came into the room. “That smells wonderful.”
“Can you feed yourself?”
“I think so.”
As he spooned the broth into his mouth, Antonia studied him. He might once have been an attractive man, although his facial scars made it difficult to know for sure. He didn’t strike her as a soldier; he was middle-aged, of medium height, and there was something inherently smart in the way he studied his environs. She wondered if he’d been a doctor, or a scientist, or if he’d had a family, a wife.
“You must have a lot of questions about me,” he said between spoonfuls.
“Yes, but also about this . . .” She bent, reached under the bed, removed a wooden box with a small lock, used a key from a pocket in her short jacket to open it, and held up the gun.
Jack stopped eating, his eyes moving from the gun to her face. “Antonia . . . be very careful with that.”
“My brother fired it, so we know what it can do. Why do you carry it?”
“Purely for defense. I’ve been to some dangerous places.”
As Antonia returned the gun to the box, she half laughed. “Then you don’t come from around here, because the most dangerous place we have is a cantina where my brother drinks too much.”
He took another swallow of soup before asking, “Your name—Feliz—like Los Feliz?”
“This is the Rancho Los Feliz. It has been in my family since 1795.”
“Do you know the names Griffith Park or Los Angeles?”
“I don’t know Griffith Park. But yes, the Pueblo de Los Ángeles is only a few miles to the south.”
Jack finished the bowl and set it down. “What country is this?”
“How could you not know you are in Alta California?”
“Alta California . . .” Jack smiled and closed his eyes. Within seconds he was asleep.
Antonia was left with nothing but the empty bowl and her questions.
◆◆◆
 
That night, Antonia was awakened by a commotion from outside. She heard raised voices, Loo-soo’s truck approaching, frantic knocking. She grabbed a robe, belted it, and went to the front door. Abel met her halfway, his hair still messy from sleep.
“What is it?”
She answered, “I don’t know,” turned on the outside lights, and opened the front door.
Loo-soo stood there; behind her, Antonia saw the truck and several vaqueros. “Ramon just got me out of bed. He was on duty outside the oak stand tonight when he heard a strange sound, and then something came out of the trees. He pulled his rifle, but it fell over before he could fire. We think it’s dead.”
“It?”
Loo-soo nodded behind her, her features stony. “Look for yourself.”
Antonia walked to the truck, her chest tightening in dread.
The thing in the back of the truck was small, no more than three feet tall. It was covered in the same thick scars that Jack bore, its rear legs were stubby, the front paws curled into tight claws . . .
No, not paws—hands. Antonia moved its head slightly toward the light and gasped.
Behind her, Loo-soo asked, “What do you think it is?”
“It’s a child.”
The others around her muttered in surprise. Loo-soo said, “What kind of child looks like that?”
Antonia felt a rush of sympathy for the tiny, scarred thing in the truck. She swallowed it down and turned toward the house and Jack. “That’s what we have to find out.”
◆◆◆
 
Jack awoke the next morning, and this time he was able to eat solid food—a dish of eggs and a common Kizh breakfast. “What is this?” he asked, speaking around the thick porridge, “I’ve never tasted anything quite like it.”
“It’s called we-ch. It’s a local food made from acorns.”
“Weren’t the natives here enslaved by the early Spanish settlers?”
Heat rose to Antonia’s face. “My ancestors did engage in that terrible practice, sí, but that was long ago. Alta California banned slavery in 1843, just seven years after Juan Bautista Alvarado led the revolt that freed us from Mexico. We share the land with the Kizh people now.”
“The ranch bears your name.”
“Yes, but in 1850 we returned Maugna—the original Kizh village here—to them. Those who want to work for me are valued and paid good wages, just as any other worker, and they share in our profits. Why are these things so new to you? You do not come from Alta California, obviously . . .”
Jack laughed and set his empty plate aside. “Not exactly.” He was searching for words, and Antonia gave him the time he needed. Finally, he looked up at her. “Antonia, you have saved my life and I’m very grateful for your hospitality. That’s all part of why I feel that I owe you the truth, as hard as this might be for you to believe.”
He looked to her for confirmation to continue, and she said, “Jack, I’ve seen that—that place you must have come from.”
“Ahh, of course.”
“I’ve seen your strange clothing, your weapon. And someone else crossed through that portal last night.”
Jack tensed. “Someone else?”
“I think it was a child. It died soon after one of my vaqueros saw it.”
“Oh.” He took a deep breath. “Antonia, that portal, as you call it, is what we call a TPD—a Temporal Phase Displacement. What you see through it is my world. TPDs allow us to investigate alternate time lines.”
“I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”
“My world was once very much like yours. But at some point, we took divergent paths. I’m guessing technology industries are not very big in your country?”
“No. There is more of that in the United States, but Alta California’s economy is mainly based on agriculture.”
“Imagine a series of clocks lined up in different rooms; each clock is unique, and you can’t see more than one because of the walls, but they all tell exactly the same time. That’s the easiest way I can explain the alternate time lines; they’re all the same place, sitting beside each other but separate, and each developed differently. In my world, we became all about technology. We grew very quickly, and we were poised to expand beyond our world, to move out into the stars, but there was a terrible accident. A group of our scientists lost control of a new form of energy, and it devastated our world. It destroyed the climate, the structures, most of the planet’s life . . . There are only a few of us left, and we are dying.”
“Like the child . . .”
“And like me.” Jack looked down, flexed his hands, held the fingers up before his face, and Antonia was shocked to see tears streak down one misshapen cheek. “Although in just the few days I’ve been here, I can feel strength returning.”
Something about Jack’s tone unnerved Antonia; she knew she should have been proud of saving him, bringing him back from death’s edge, but there was a certain calculation in his expression that left her wary. “So your world is as if someone took a right turn instead of a left in the past . . . ?”
He grinned at her. “Exactly. Is the year here 1955?”
“Yes.”
“And just to the east is the riverbed, yes?”
“Well . . . yes, but it’s not merely a riverbed. It provides much of our irrigation.”
Jack shook his head in wonder. “And you’re in charge of it all?”
“I took it over after my father died.”
“Are there many women like you? I mean, who are in charge of things?”
Antonia looked at him curiously. “That is a strange thing to ask.”
“Trust me, it’s not that way everywhere. Although I suspect you’d be a remarkable woman in any time line.”
Antonia was surprised to feel heat rush to her face again; Jack saw it and laughed gently; he reached for her hand. Startled, she let him take it.
Jack sighed and gazed out on the bright red bougainvillea and many-armed cacti in multi-colored talavera pots that filled the courtyard. He spoke softly, wistfully, as he soaked in the beauty. “My wife is gone, like most of the people in my world. Those of us who were left kept researching and experimenting, and, ironically, we made the most significant discovery in history: that there are infinite time lines, and that we could travel between them.
“The things I’ve seen! I’ve now visited nearly fifty of them. I’ve explored versions of Los Angeles that were uninhabited and wild; I’ve seen others that had been reduced to irradiated desert after a nuclear war. I’ve seen realities where the Japanese annexed this part of the Pacific Rim, from Baja to Canada. I’ve seen one where an attempt to secede from the United States—because yes, in that reality California was part of the US—was quashed and led the state to extreme poverty. I met myself in one reality, but it was a very different me. I’ve seen cities under the sway of religious cults, and I’ve seen cities where a movie business reigns supreme, where a part of Los Angeles is called Hollywood and the world loves their movies. But none of those versions of Los Angeles were as beautiful, as perfect, as this one.”
“We are not so perfect.”
“But you are,” he said. “This whole place looks like a painting. Even your house . . .”
Antonia glanced around at the stucco walls, the warm colors of linens and draperies. She loved it all, she loved her lands and the people she worked with and her business and her country, but she’d never thought of it as extraordinary in any way.
She also realized she believed him, all of it, as impossible as it seemed. His scars, that dead child, the rift that overlooked a world that held the outlines of her land but was otherwise unrecognizable . . . what other explanation could there be? “Jack,” she said, drawing his attention back from the courtyard beyond the window, “that . . . TPD, or whatever you called it . . . you can close it, yes?”
“Yes. It will close . . . when I go back.”
“Oh.”
Antonia rose, confused by a rush of emotions. She knew that returning to his world would surely kill him. Did she dare suggest he stay?
She turned to leave the room, but her brother lounged in the doorway so she had to wait for him to step aside. He followed her as she went to the kitchen. “I heard everything,” he said to her, his voice soft but urgent. “Antonia, we have to kill him.”
She stopped and turned to face Abel, shocked. “What are you saying?”
“Think: what if he’s lying? What if the sickness from his world is pouring into ours right now, and he knows that? And what if that gateway or whatever it is stays open only as long as he lives? This isn’t just about us, Antonia; this could be our whole world.”
“No, Abel, you’re wrong. We are not getting sick, while he is improving. He is not bringing his world to ours, but ours is helping him.”
“We don’t know that.”
“Which is why we are not going to kill a man who may be doing us no harm.”
Abel considered this briefly and then placed a hand on her arm. “At least promise me that you will get him out of here and back to his own world as soon as possible.”
Reluctantly, she agreed.
Abel strode off. As Antonia busied herself making a cup of coffee, she realized her world had changed, thanks to Jack.
◆◆◆
 
The next day, she found Jack walking in his bedroom, slowly but steadily. He’d dressed in the soft white linen shirt and pants she’d laid out for him.
“Antonia . . . you’ve been very kind—kinder than anyone else I’ve ever known—but I overheard your argument with your brother yesterday, and I think it’s time. Can you take me back to the TPD?”
She nodded, swallowed her disappointment, and left to get a truck. When she returned, she saw Jack had dressed in the silver suit again. “I’m sorry to ask this, but . . . my gun?”
Antonia knelt, pulled out the wooden box, unlocked it, and handed him back the weapon. Together, wordlessly, they walked to the truck.
It only took them a few minutes to reach the oak grove. Loo-soo’s vaqueros were still stationed there, but Antonia dismissed them. They seemed relieved to go.
Jack walked forward until he stood before the dark tear, its edges pulsing and shimmering. He removed a device from his belt that looked like a portable radio, and punched buttons on it.
Impulsively, Antonia said, “What if you stay?”
Behind them, someone said, “Oh, that’s sweet.”
Antonia spun to see Abel behind her, a rifle trained on them. “Abel, what . . . ?”
Her brother’s handsome face turned ugly with fury. “I’m doing what you apparently wouldn’t: making sure this man leaves and doesn’t bring his sickness to our world.”
“Abel, this isn’t necessary—”
“Well, there is one other thing: he’s going to leave that gun before he goes through. I could make good use of that.”
“Good use for what?”
Abel sneered. “Maybe you should just go with him.”
Antonia froze in shock. She opened her mouth to reply, but Jack interrupted. “Antonia, your brother is right—I haven’t been completely honest with you.” His finger hesitated above the device he still held, poised above a red button. “You never asked me why I was here.”
He punched the button.
The world roared. Antonia flinched and clapped her hands to her ears, but there was no way to drown out the terrible sound that nearly forced her to her knees. Behind her, she heard Abel’s rifle go off as he screamed. She looked up and saw that the TPD was widening, expanding, that it was now ten feet . . . twenty feet . . . thirty feet wide, one of the oak trees was gone but there were people, not a few as Jack had said but thousands of people in the distance, coming toward them, toward the rift, toward her world.
Antonia understood, then: Jack was a scout. He’d found a new home for the last survivors of his world. They were coming now, bringing their sickness and their science.
“Jack—” she screamed, but then she saw Jack on the ground, dead, the silver suit stained with red where Abel had shot him. Jack couldn’t help her now.
A BOOM told her Abel had taken Jack’s gun, that he was firing at the wall of people approaching . . . But even with Jack’s gun, Abel would never be able to hold back this tide.
She wished she’d had some warning; she could have prepared for this. She could have quarantined the refugees until she was sure they weren’t contagious, until she was confident that they wanted only a chance at life, not theft or pillage or conquest. Why hadn’t Jack just asked her? They could’ve worked this out together.
If she’d only had time . . .
But she knew that time wasn’t hers.




The Station of the Twelfth

Chaz Brenchley
 
WE’VE A MONORAIL now that loops the whole of Cassini Crater, with stations all the way around. Not that the city’s reached that far, by half; most of the stations offer little more than a waymarker as yet, and the trains don’t actually stop at those unless there’s someone there to wave them down. But they’re there, ready for when the city catches up on its slow crawl around the rim: marked, mapped, and charted. And, even more importantly, even more potently, every single one of them is named.
For some, generally those that have always lain within the city’s narrow bounds, their names are plain and obvious, as declaratory as those on the London Underground: Thunder Falls, City Hall, Cathedral. They tell you where they are, and nothing more. As though they were a map themselves, on a scale of one to one.
Stay on the train, though, ride to the outskirts at either end of our crescent city, where the stations were marked out and the tracks in situ before ever the builders arrived. Now the station names grow more fanciful, some baroque and some farouche. Perhaps a miner staked a claim here back in the long ago, in the days of Happy George, and someone felt that he should be remembered; so we have Corfe’s Drift, and the Gap of Rags, and more. Perhaps a wagonload of pioneers and their army escort faced down a naiad, and the memory of blood remains; hence Baker’s Hell and Drowned Sorrow. We have many like that, meaningless in the context of what’s there now, but never mind. The stations give their names to their districts as the city swallows them down, like ink spilling across a page.
Farther out and farther round, where no city planner or architect has yet cast so much as a covetous eye, where all of Arabia Terra spreads before you and below you and the great lake sits patient at your back, quite undisturbed—well, here there is no known history to latch to and the names grow more self-consciously absurd, or more obscure. Sainted Aunt, anyone? Or Bletherspike, or Caryatid’s Curse, or Somnolence and Sleep, the two stations farthest out, that will presumably be the last we reach. Someone, some clerk in the engineers’ office was young at heart and foolish, having fun, and someone let them. So be it. Who remembers from where Paddington had its name, or Knightsbridge, or Shepherd’s Bush? They come to mean where they are, and that’s enough.
Here, though, at Cassini, the most obscure name on the line is the plainest of them all. We called it the Station of the Twelfth, and you’d never know why unless you asked. The full name is there on the signboard to greet you as you step down to the platform, but there’s no placard to explain it, such as we have at other stations, where we think they might be needed. Perhaps we want you to ask. Perhaps we feel that you should have to, it matters that much to us.
Perhaps it’s our story, and we want to tell it directly, face-to-face.
There’s always someone around who can do that. Not an employee; this isn’t their job. Sometimes it’s an old man, retired; he might wear a uniform. He might have been a railwayman before, and was almost certainly a soldier before that. Or maybe it’s a woman come from church; she does the flowers, maybe, on a Wednesday before choir practice, and then comes here to sit for an hour on the bench, in case someone asks.
Sometimes it’s a child after school: no little kids, but teenage, somber, dutiful. They like to sit their turn.
If there’s a roster, it’s informal and I don’t know where it’s kept, who keeps it. This seems less organized than that, and more instinctive. People check, I think, as they pass, when they have free time. If the previous tenant has been there long and long with errands waiting, they just take over. Should no one come to relieve them, they’ll wait for the last train just in case, but someone always comes. Sometimes more than one. It is also the case that teenagers like to smoke an illicit cigarette, sip a beer, talk with their friends late into the night. If a kid says they’re going to the station, few parents would stand in their way. Perhaps they’d go along themselves: there are two platforms, after all, two benches. They can watch, not interfere. Be ready for the question, should it come.
If you don’t ask and don’t already know, you’d be hard-pressed to learn it. The station occupies a rare gap in our slow-circling city; from the lake’s edge to the rocks of the rim, here nothing is built for a quarter mile north and south of the station. You could call it a park, I suppose, one like a dozen others—except that this is nothing like those others. There are no trees, no swings or slides or climbing frames, no paths marked out, no ponds. Only a swathe of bare and empty grass, meticulously mowed, water’s edge to rocky rise. No one comes to picnic here, no one comes to play. When people do come—and they do—it’s reverential. There ought to be a monument, perhaps. There isn’t. The place itself is monument enough. It speaks to absence as much as it does to memory, to loss.
That’s not what the teenagers say, no. That’s what I say. They have their own story, and tell it as they will.
Here you are, unhelped, unguided, as you are meant to be. As you are meant to come. And here am I, on the platform, waiting. Ready. As I am meant to be. Perhaps we were meant to meet; there may be fate in this.
◆◆◆
 
Perhaps you came from Earth, as plenty do. They visit what sites they can, what time they have—and they always come to Cassini. Who would not? This is the wonder of our age, this catenary city, the first wonder of a new world. Some of those visitors come out this far, some few. The ones who know, of course they come; and the ones who hear a whisper, who are drawn by knowing that there’s something they don’t know. Those are the ones who ask. They’re the ones we’re here for.
And you. I’m here for you.
Nothing on the platform here, no, except that sign, that name, the Station of the Twelfth.
Look this way to the water, look that way to the crags: nothing but this break in the city’s run, this band of greensward, unrelieved. As though the city wore a mourning band, perhaps. Except in green.
Yes, of course you may step down to the grass below the platform. See the stairs? I’ll come with you. Take my arm.
Yes, we’ve left the station now; and yes, this is still the Station of the Twelfth.
Here’s a bench. Let’s sit and look awhile. No need to speak.
◆◆◆
 
Yes, of course the stillness is the point. Even the lake traffic takes a dogleg here, a wide way around. You’ll never see a fisherman on the lake path, or a schoolboy in training running by. The city stops here, on both sides; people turn back. Only the train runs through.
We could walk farther, yes: all the way to the water, if you cared to. Or all the way to the rim. One doesn’t, though. It isn’t done. These benches are enough, with the view they offer. Technically this is hallowed ground, and none of us disturb it. No one brings their dogs.
It’s land in waiting, do you see? Blessed by the archbishop, consecrated, holy. Waiting.
What it waits for, that can never come. Cassini will always have this gap, this emptiness. A hole in the heart, people like to say, some people.
I prefer to be less poetic, by and large. Yes, of course I’m going to tell you. Here and now.
You’re from Earth, perhaps; you’re British, almost certainly. You may see the late war, the Great War as a victory. You may well do that, for all your many losses. On Earth, perhaps, it was. The Czar gave up so much territory, influence, reputation; the Empire is stronger now on all our borders, a more potent voice across the world.
It wasn’t like that here. When the war came to Mars, we lost it. Not catastrophically, to be sure, but it was only the collapse of the Czar’s allies back on Earth that saved us. However much he wants Mars—and who wouldn’t, rather than the hell that is Venus?—he wants even more to save his own land, his own crown and titles. If he is not Emperor of All the Russias he is nothing at all. So he pulled back, he signed the Armistice, he sits and sulks in Saint Petersburg while the British crow triumphant on the Ottoman dunghill—but Russian soldiers still hold both our Martian moons, Russian intelligencers peer down on us through our own unmatched abandoned telescopes, there are spies and traitors all throughout our colony. We have all the planet to ourselves, and can never feel safe.
We try not to look up at the moons, but they’re hard to ignore, and it is harder yet not to remember what they mean as they chase across our skies. Defeat, yes: and more than that. Of course, more than that. Defeat is a weasel word, suggesting loss of territory, of sovereignty, of prestige and power and control.
What you lose in war, of course, is people.
Our retreat from the two moons is legendary, commemorated in song and story, a part of our history now and our folklore too. There is triumph in it, because this is Mars and we celebrate survival as by instinct, this is what we do; and there is sacrifice in it, because this is Mars, and everything we have and are is built on bones, and we never can forget that.
The Twelfth Battalion of the Queen’s Own Martian Borderers, our very own regiment: they made their stand on Deimos, while the last transports flew the last divisions away from there and brought them home. The word we had, they gathered about their colors and stood fast. Not one made a run for safety; not one has been returned to us, alive or otherwise. They would have died to the last man sooner than surrender. That much we know. And this also we know, that the Russians had no way to return them, dead. The merlins would refuse to carry bodies in an aethership; the way we treat our dead appalls them deeply. Their own they eat, as a rule, or let them lie where they fell. The Charter allowed us one graveyard, one, for all the province; that is close to full now, for all its size. We think, we hope they just don’t understand our crematoria, which have proliferated now perforce all through the colony.
When challenged about the Twelfth, the Russians will say only that the matter has been attended to, with great regret. Our best guess is that they built their own crematorium for the purpose, there on Deimos. What they did with the ashes, we cannot know.
So we made this, the Station of the Twelfth: here is their last posting, this cemetery to which they can never come. Its very emptiness speaks louder than tombstones ever could, however many. It embraces the city like a mourning band, for the Twelfth were local lads, the battalion raised and barracked here.
Every day the monorail brings passengers, some few; more come by steamer across the lake to the landing stage below. They come to remember, to salute, simply to sit awhile. In that ironic tradition that is ages old, it is a place of peace, this monument to war.
Every day except one day, at least.
Armistice Day is observed all across the Empire, and nowhere more devotedly than here on Mars. Every parish holds its church parade, where veterans and serving soldiers and children of the Pioneer Corps march all together in their companies, banners aloft and uniforms immaculate, bands to bring them home. They march from their church to the village square or the town hall or the fairground, wherever can hold them all, from all the churches nearabout; if there’s a clock, so much the better. If not, some places ask the army to bring a cannon, and the vicar will always have a watch.
There’s a clock above the tracks here at the Station of the Twelfth, and it’s Janus-faced, inward and outward, so that it can be read from either platform and farther yet—but it’s not a striking clock, so the army brings a cannon anyway. Cadets vie for the privilege of towing it from the city armory, while their comrades and their superiors, their pensioners and their younger kin face the long march—for this day no one rides the train but the old, the infirm, the very young—from St. Michael’s parish church some miles off.
Everyone able and entitled, whoever has worn the uniform, will join that march and wear it once again, proud and solemn in the double red of the Queen’s Own, scarlet and madder, medals and badges ablaze. Even some number of the tenors and basses of the church choir will be in uniform today, as the vicar is himself, under the envious eyes of the boys in the treble and alto ranks, who will spend this day at least pining for their voices to break and their own chance to serve.
Every church parade draws its crowd, but this draws more than most. They line the lake path from church to cemetery, cheering all the way; as soon as the last company has passed by—veterans in wheelchairs, these, pushed by volunteers, cadets again—the people swarm behind, all but silent now. The bands won’t play on this parade, not before their time.
Hushed, then, the crowds follow the marchers, all the way to the Station of the Twelfth; and here, this one day, the troops in uniform array upon the grass, for there’d never be room else. The people pack around, leaving space enough, just space enough.
Everyone’s early. There’s an hour yet, before the time. That’s why they’re here now.
All the various bands, church and school and military, form up together under one baton. A bugle blows a long and solitary, a warning note, to suppress the least amount of chatter in the audience; then comes a drum roll, and then at last the National Anthem. On Mars we call it the Imperial Anthem, and it’s not only naughty schoolchildren who will sing “Empress” instead of “Queen,” for all that it fudges the scansion.
That duty, that loving duty done, a solitary boy steps forward in his white surplice, draws breath, waits for his cue and sings unaccompanied our own alternative and thoroughly unofficial anthem, “Red, Red, White, and Blue,” followed by the first verse of the lament written expressly for the Queen’s Own in their sorrow, “If They Should Fall for Ever.” His own choir joins him for the first chorus; all the massed soldiers sing the second verse; and now at last it’s the people’s turn to join in for the remainder. It has been said that all the city sings this song, this day.
And once Martians have begun to sing—well. Only a fool would try to stop them. The Empire is not short of patriotic songs, the church of hymns, nor the army of marches, and we know them all. There won’t be time to sing them all, but we’ll sing the hour away.
And fall silent with no prompting when it’s due, when the bands put down their instruments and stand as solemnly to attention as the soldiery, when all eyes turn to the vicar on his plinth. He turns to the officer at his side, who turns to the cadets grouped around their field-gun and raps out, “One round, fire!”
And at the precise minute we are here to mark, the gun booms out its own ironic message, the bellow that calls for another kind of silence; and there are echoes coming back across the water, but they only add to its quality, this two minutes’ silence of ours, in remembrance of those lost.
Soon the trains will run again, and those too tired for the walk will ride home in comfort and for free, this one day of the year. The military of course will march in retreat, and all but the littlest Pioneers too; and now the bands will play every step of the way, and half the crowd will follow, and there may be more jaunty and less solemn singing along, there may well, yes.
And that’s where the Twelfth keep their station now, and that’s why.




The Burning Girl

Carrie Vaughn
 
I WAS TOLD I must swear fealty to William the Bastard. He had taken England, made himself king, fealty was required. But I did not swear and none could make me. He could kill me, or rather order his men to kill me. But he would not, because he wanted to use me.
I was never loyal to King William. All my oaths I swore to Sir Gilbert.
Gilbert—he was fiercely, stupidly loyal to William, so it amounted to the same thing, but never mind. William used Gilbert as he used us all, for what we could do; for the curses we carried. The difference was William owed Gilbert. Gilbert was politic and knew how to ask for favors, such that William granting them seemed like generosity and not indebtedness. And Gilbert used those favors to protect the rest of us. I saw it from the first.
Other chronicles have written much about those times, when England ceased to be what it had been. The great apocalypse. I will not tell that history over again. Instead I will begin at my place in the tale, the moment I first saw Gilbert.
◆◆◆
 
Mother Ursula brought me to the yard in front of the abbey. She stood apart, just out of arm’s reach. She did not want me touching her.
Three Norman warriors stood waiting. They might have been knights, even. I could not tell such things, but they carried swords and those domed helmets. Their belted tunics were worn, stained with mud and miles. I stopped just outside the door and stared at them. The nuns and novices had gathered in the yard to gape.
“You must come forward, Joan. Come!” Ursula jerked her hand as if she were calling a dog to be punished.
One of the knights stood a little ahead of the others. His hood was thrown back. He was clean-shaven, young. Not even crow’s feet at his eyes. He had a serious set to his mouth, as if he bore more responsibility than he expected or wanted.
Mother Ursula ruled the abbey of St. Edith, but she bowed her head to this young man, deferential. He spoke to her in Latin. I recognized two words: puella incendiara. The burning girl.
At a gesture from Ursula, one of the nuns ran back to the hall and returned with an unlit candle, one of the big beeswax ones used to light the chapel sanctuary. I knew what this meant: these knights had demanded a demonstration. At the sight of that candle, I nearly cried. I did not understand, did not want to understand, but I knew what was happening.
Ursula held the candle to me. “You must show Sir Gilbert what you are.”
“Mother Abbess, you said that I must never—”
“That doesn’t matter.”
“But you said that I would be damned—”
“Joan! If you do not do this for Sir Gilbert, the Norman army will destroy the abbey and all of us with it. Please.”
Mother Ursula did not have to beg for anything, particularly not from a low-born novice placed here out of charity and fear. A scrawny, awkward novice, coifed and shrouded in threadbare gray and carrying the Devil’s spark. But she begged now.
I held the candle before me where the Normans could see it. Its weight was potential; the wick beckoned. Already the spark rose up under my skin. Mother Ursula could not put a candle in my hand and expect I would do nothing.
I touched the wick. The candle lit, a tongue of fire flaring and settling.
“Mon Dieu.” This was whispered by the wiry, chestnut-haired man standing to Sir Gilbert’s right. The nuns made the sign of the cross.
Sir Gilbert smiled.
Her voice was taut with fear even as she sighed with relief. “Joan, you will go with these knights.”
I swallowed back my racing heart. “I cannot go with them, I cannot go alone with these men—”
Gilbert raised a hand and spoke softly to the knight on his left, who was tall and somber. This one pulled back a hood—and revealed braided hair, a beardless jaw, and a woman’s eyes. Then he spoke to me in thick and simple English. “You go with Ann. No harm to you.”
Ursula’s voice was stretched. “You must go with them, child. Or they will destroy us.”
Gilbert gazed on stonily. Yes, he would destroy the abbey.
I was being sold to Normans.
Mother Ursula had never been kind to me. I lived here alone in a stone cell, apart from all the others. No one ever came near me. I was cursed and damned already, whether I stayed with the English or went with the Normans.
No harm, this man said. I should not believe him, but I wanted to.
I blew out the candle, set it on the ground, and went to stand before Sir Gilbert. I came up to his shoulder; he seemed to fill the yard all by himself. Gilbert and Ursula exchanged more words in Latin. Then he spoke in Norman-French to the knight on his right, who nodded and ran. No, he did not run; he flew, racing away almost faster than the eye could see, leaving a burst of dust in his wake. A wondrous power. The Devil’s touch.
I was not the only damned one here.
Gilbert said in his thick English, “Felix tells army to pass by. No harm. My banner on your door. The abbey, safe.” Ursula’s shoulders slouched and a tear slipped down her cheek.
How was it that my small life should buy so much? Mother Ursula ought to be grateful, but she did not look at me. Never looked on me again. None of them did, all the nuns and novices. They seemed so cold, and none of them offered to say farewell. They sent me to the enemy with no remorse.
I had nothing to bring with me but my clothes.
There were three horses tied up outside the abbey’s low wall. I could not ride, I did not want to ride . . . But the woman, Ann, was already atop the big gray, and she reached down to me.
No one had ever been willing to touch my hand, not since I came to St. Edith’s. But she reached to me, took my hand, and pulled. Somehow, I landed in the saddle behind her. As soon as the horse started moving I was sure I would fall off. The big, rolling, jostling movements rattled my head and shook my spine. I wrapped my arms around Ann’s middle and prayed to the God that Mother Ursula had always said would not listen to me.
Felix came running back within the hour, meeting us on the road. At the abbey, we had thought the army was much farther away, several days’ travel at least, but this man had crossed the distance easily. The horses flinched at the rushing of air and dust that accompanied his skidding stop. He reported to Gilbert, then got up on the third horse, because even someone who could run so fast grew tired.
We went south and met the harrowing.
◆◆◆
 
The last Saxon lords in the north had rebelled, rebelled again, defended poor King Harold’s would-be heir fleeing to Scotland, and finally William the Bastard had enough and sent his army to raze the land.
To the south and east, farmland and villages burned. We choked on the smoke that filled the sky. Hundreds fled. Whole families with all they owned on their backs or loaded on handcarts filled roads and fields; a river of people stumbled along, staring ahead with blank haunted expressions, the weeping long finished. Even the children were silent. They moved with no destination in mind, just trying to get away, away. We had been safe in the abbey, except there had not been enough to eat. That would get worse. With the farms burned, soon no one would have enough to eat.
On their big warhorses, Gilbert’s company, so plainly the enemy, cut right through the fleeing crowds. Folk scattered and were left stumbling, as in the eddy of a stream, staring in confusion and consternation. Sometimes, confusion turned to helpless fury and hurled curses. Sometimes, one of them hefted a pitchfork or ax they’d managed to rescue from their burning homes and charged.
They never came within an arm’s length of Gilbert’s horses. Somehow, they seemed to trip and fall back, or it would be as if they met a wall and stood with unnatural stillness, arms upraised, helplessly cursing. And so Gilbert’s company trotted on fearlessly through a sea of its enemies.
I stared back at these people who had Saxon features like me, not like these tall, fair Norman warriors. My people, dispossessed of everything, burned out by the Conqueror’s army and fleeing their lands. On horseback, I floated above them, borne away by some fate outside my control. I could fall, I thought. Slide off the back of the horse and run . . . Or I would break against the hard ground and be finished. I stayed put.
Ann called to Gilbert, who answered. Felix laughed. I understood nothing. Only that these people had gone to a lot of trouble to get me, and they must need me for some reason. I could not even ask them why.
At sunset, we stopped at a camp some ways off the road, by some trees near the bend in a stream. A trio of tents were pitched around a rock-ringed fire with a pot set up over it. The smell of cooking stew displaced the smoke. My belly spoke; I hadn’t thought I was hungry. I was also dusty, thirsty, exhausted, morose. Gilbert’s company had dared not stop among the refugees. Even a knight could be brought down by an angry crowd.
But now, at last, we stopped. Gilbert dismounted, then Felix, who took the reins and led off the horses. From Ann’s horse I looked down at the ground and wondered how I was going to get there. I could not simply swing my leg over the way they could. I tried, and tumbled. But Gilbert caught me and set me upright. Ann dismounted much more elegantly and gave me a wry look. As if I were a chore she’d rather not face.
I stood planted, uncertain, staring at the three who were already here.
Sitting with legs crossed was a man with brown skin, dressed in the wool and leather of a warrior. He wore his dark hair in a tail down his back, and a crow perched on his shoulder. Gilbert called him Ibrahim.
Next was a beautiful woman with cinnamon hair in a long thick braid, wearing a green belted tunic. Her mouth was full and smiling. She studied me closely, so much so that I looked away. For the last five years I had only seen women cloistered and veiled, somber and judgmental. They might have smiled and laughed, but they never did so around me. Rather, they furtively escorted me from my cell to chapel and the garden to work and back, avoiding my touch. As if they might burn just being near me. This woman’s openness was disconcerting.
The third was a monk of middle years, wearing a thick dark habit, his tonsure well-trimmed, a wooden cross around his neck. He rose and came forward, arms wide, and he and Gilbert clapped each other on the shoulders.
The monk looked past Gilbert to me. “Is this all you found?”
I brightened. He spoke English.
“It is,” Gilbert answered, and the monk sighed with what seemed to be sadness.
“I had hoped . . . never mind. You are welcome, child. I am Brother Edwin.”
I tried to say my name, but my mouth stuck.
“She is Joan,” Gilbert said. “Is shy.”
The beautiful woman said something quickly and handed a cup to Gilbert. He passed it on to me. “Isabelle asks . . . thirsty?”
It was water. I drank it all down and blinked back, at a loss. Gilbert said a word—French for water. I nearly started crying, then. I had not asked to be brought here among strangers. But I did not want to go back. I didn’t belong anywhere.
“Rest here,” he said, and I folded right there, on the ground by the fire, blinking back tears. I pulled off my veil and coif, baring my head. My cut hair stuck out all over like a nest.
Felix glanced at me and said something merry. There were chuckles. Gilbert replied curtly, and they subsided. Listening to speech I did not understand made me so very tired. Even my mind became stiff and sore.
The monk, Edwin, said kindly, “You will have to learn French quickly so you will know when they’re teasing you. They like to tease.”
“What did he say?”
“That you look like a kitten thrown in a pond and pulled back out again.”
“Rescued.”
“Yes.”
Isabelle began scooping stew from a pot into bowls, passing them around. The brown man, Ibrahim, took a piece and offered it to the crow on his shoulder, who snapped it up with a clacking bill. The talk went on around me and might as well have been birdsong. A noise in the air.
Brother Edwin sat nearby, but not too close. Like the nuns at St. Edith. “Have you taken vows, child?”
“I’m not a child. I’m fifteen.”
“All right. Have you taken vows?”
I thought of what would happen if I said yes, or if I said no, and how my answer might change my fate. I could not guess, so I told the truth. “I’m only a novice. I don’t think Mother Ursula would ever let me take vows. She says I am damned.”
He frowned. “You know you are not. You have only the sins that any of us have.”
“How do you know?”
“I believe God made us as we are for a reason.”
Us. We. What could he do? What power had damned him? I shivered. “God made us, not the Devil?”
“No, not the Devil,” he said firmly, crossing himself.
Gilbert studied me. He did not seem to believe I was made by the Devil, either. But he was Norman, what did he know?
“You, safe here,” Gilbert said. So confident in this declaration. “Belong here.”
“No one is safe! Your army is burning everything. Everyone will starve—”
Gilbert glanced at Edwin, who translated. Gilbert’s smile went crooked.
“I send you back? So they burn you, for what you do?” He broke a stick and threw it in the fire. It seemed to make him angry, that Saxons burned those cursed by the Devil. The Normans did not.
I stared at the stew in my bowl. I should eat. It smelled good and I was hungry. “They already tried. They put me in the fire, but . . .”
I reached into the fire, and the flames parted around my hand. A warm touch, a caress. I picked up the stick Gilbert had thrown in. Drew it out and held it in my palm, watching buttery flames melt harmlessly across my skin. Dropped it back and brushed off the ash. “They put me in the fire and I did not burn.” I had lived in a cell at St. Edith’s ever since, praying for salvation.
They all stared at me, and yes, there was the fear. Even from them. Just a bit, mixed up with awe and wonder. Except for Gilbert, whose expression softened to kindness.
The beautiful woman, Isabelle, asked something. Probably, “What did she say?” Edwin answered, and she put her hand over her mouth in horror. Such pity in her eyes. The others, they looked away. Ibrahim said something harsh that was clearly a curse.
“Child. You should eat, please.” Edwin nodded at my bowl. I only managed a few bites. My eyes stung and everything felt awful. After dark, Isabelle, who seemed very much to want to do something, anything, put a blanket over my shoulders. I flinched at first. She persisted, and so I hugged the cloth close without looking up. Curled up on my side, I stared at the fire that was like a comforting touch, a warmth brushing my cheeks, and fell asleep.
◆◆◆
 
I awoke inside one of the tents. I’d been moved and hadn’t known it. The blanket was tucked up around me. I was alone. Calm, and . . . safe. A muted light painted the canvas, and the soft patter of raindrops fell against it. This promised to be a wet, chilled morning.
A cry of frustration sounded outside, along with a bit of laughter.
The rain stopped.
Scratching my bristly head, I pulled the blanket around me and looked out. The clouds parted as I watched, thick gray breaking up into a golden morning haze. Isabelle stood, arms stretched, a gentle wind flicking the loose strands of hair around her cheeks when no wind touched the nearby trees. She smiled up at the sky, and the clouds moved away with the gestures of her hand.
Isabelle commanded the weather. I was astonished.
Edwin saw me watching. “Wouldn’t want to pack up a wet camp, would we?”
I supposed we would not.
A small cart pulled by a mule had been drawn up. Tents were folded, cooking pots settled. A bundle of spears was visible under a length of canvas. Ann and Ibrahim were saddling horses.
Gilbert wore a simple tunic this morning but did not have on his belt and sword. “Ah! Good morning, Joan. You are well?”
I scratched my hair again and shrugged. I did not know if I was well. Isabelle beamed and quickly brought over a dish of porridge. She fussed. She seemed so happy to have a thing smaller and more delicate than she was to care for. I gaped at her a bit.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
“We wait. For message,” Gilbert said. “Then we know.”
“You go looking for others like me?”
He paused, his hand resting on the side of the cart. “There are no others.”
Brother Edwin had started dismantling the tent behind me, pulling down poles and folding fabric, all by himself with little effort, it seemed. He said, “Have you never met anyone else who had a power? A mirabile?”
Latin. A wonder. A miracle. I shook my head.
He took a knife out of his belt, a small and slender utensil for eating. Holding it in both hands, he bent the blade. Folded it on itself as if it were tallow, with no effort at all. He offered it to me, and I could not help but try to bend it back, but it was steel. Gilbert said something in grouchy French.
Edwin took the knife back and tried to straighten it, but a kink remained, a swerve in the metal. “He says I ruin a lot of knives. He’s right.”
Meanwhile, Ann knelt near the fire, took off a glove, put a bare hand on the ground—which split open. A small crevice appeared and traveled toward the remaining embers, swallowing them up. With a crunch and puff of dust, the crevice closed back up again, and the fire was out. All clear. She didn’t even glance over to see what I thought. This was just what she did: opened the earth to put out fires.
I was beginning to be frightened again. More frightened. Each of them . . . could they all work wonders? It was too much.
“What do you do?” I asked Gilbert, who was watching me.
“Never mind,” he said. His smile flickered like a flame and vanished.
“He’s shy, too,” Edwin said. “One thing our Gilbert does is collect people like us. Good of him, I think. Better than being burned.” Spoken like a man who had avoided being burned, and not the way I had.
A shadow passed over us—a crow, circling. A second crow; the first was still perched on Ibrahim’s shoulder. He reached up, and the bird tilted its wings and descended, swooping in on a rustle of feathers and coming to land on his gloved hand. He bent his head to the bird’s, murmuring. Speaking to it. That was his miracle.
Gilbert asked him a question, and Ibrahim answered. Edwin’s expression turned serious.
“The king has summoned us,” Edwin said. “Well, Joan. You will soon meet William of Normandy himself.”
William the Bastard. William the Conqueror, who had destroyed the England that had been, and whom Gilbert served.
What was to become of me?
◆◆◆
 
I did not want to meet William of Normandy.
I also did not want to flee alone into a countryside being razed. Gilbert and his company fed me, at least.
I did not want to learn French, but I could not help it, the way one could not help but learn a bit of Latin listening to prayers. Especially when Brother Edwin was a good teacher, saying a thing in English and then again in French, all lined up, until the sounds became words and not noise. I tried, but I spoke badly. On my tongue, French words sounded like a goat bleated them, not watery and elegant the way Isabelle said them. But she lit up and praised me excessively whenever I repeated her, so it was hard to refuse.
Even though my shorn hair made me look like a wet kitten, I left the veil off. I was not a nun, I did not want to be a nun, but that left me a raggedy-haired, gaunt-faced girl, a thing to be pitied. But I was in the sun, at least. Out of the cell. If not free then at least not caged.
I did not want a lot of things. As for what I did want—how could I tell? I had never been allowed to want anything, and I did not know where to start.
William’s army was camped a short march away from York, which was still held by Saxon earls and their Danish mercenaries. The others rode, but Edwin walked with the cart, leading the mule, and I walked beside him. We soon encountered the first of the Norman camps. Hundreds of soldiers went helmeted and armored. Wary, they had posted guards, and Gilbert called to them. His banner, a black arrow on gold, hung from a spear tied upright in the cart, marked him.
The soldiers, Gilbert’s fellow Normans, did not smile at him. Did not banter. They watched him and the rest of us coolly and kept a good distance from us. Gilbert’s own company became somber, traveling among the army. Ibrahim’s crows flew off and stayed away. Gilbert seemed not to notice that William’s soldiers did not like him. That they looked at him the way the nuns of St. Edith’s looked at me.
Nervously, I wondered if I would know it when we came to the king. If I would recognize him from all the rest of the army. I shouldn’t have worried. The king’s own encampment was large and spread out. Many guards, many campfires. A muddy road had been worn into the field leading up to it.
Edwin glanced at me and said to Gilbert, “Perhaps we should make camp and rest awhile before going to see the king.” As if resting would make this any easier. We were all muddy to our knees and smelled of smoke and ash.
“No,” Gilbert said. He would not delay; he would report to his lord immediately.
Gilbert’s odd company left the horses and cart with stablemen outside the royal encampment and continued on. Ibrahim and Isabelle hung back; Ann stood apart, glowering. Felix bounced on his feet a little as if he would rather run away. Edwin stood near Gilbert, his chin up. They put me between them, like a prisoner.
Gilbert said, “His Grace the king . . . will want to see your fire. You show him? Please?”
“I could do nothing. He’ll think you made a mistake and that I have no use at all.”
He tilted his head, an agreement. “I cannot force. And, how you say . . . I might still send you back. To the abbey. You want this? To go back?”
“No. Oh, no.” Even after just a few days in the air, I could not go back.
Brother Edwin said, “Joan, I believe there is . . . some joy in using this miracle God has granted us.” Gilbert nodded as if to say, yes, that was what he wanted to say.
He added, choosing each word. “If it comes from God or the Devil . . . is in its use. Do you help or harm? How do you say . . .” A string of French. I recognized the word for candle, and light.
“Have you ever done anything but light candles, he asks,” Edwin said patiently.
I had taken bits of straw from my bed and scattered them across my cell, then burned them up one by one to see how far I could throw my sparks, and how quickly. I could never do more without being discovered. Without burning down my own room, which wouldn’t have hurt me but would have lost me my home. I did not know how much I could do with my spark.
Gilbert nodded, understanding. “I want torches,” he said. “Bonfires. Beacons. To see . . . what is possible.” His tone was mischievous.
“What is your . . . miracle? I still don’t know.”
He merely raised a brow and shrugged.
We waited in the yard before the grandest tent, and the king emerged, pushing back a flap.
He was fair-haired, full bearded, broad shouldered. Arms made strong from wielding weapons. He moved with a sureness that obstacles would fall before him. His glare instantly found Gilbert, and he strode forward, unafraid. Conqueror, unconcerned that he was also Bastard. His clothing was rough and sturdy, stained with sweat, his boots scuffed. Not at all dressed like a king, but he did not need to be.
I shrank back and hid behind Edwin, but the king saw me, studied me.
Gilbert bowed low and spoke deferentially. William put his hand on Gilbert’s shoulder and raised him up. These two were close. I was fairly certain William said, “What have you found for me, Gilbert?”
Both Gilbert and Edwin stepped aside, revealing me. I met the king’s gaze. He frowned skeptically. They spoke so quickly that I could not hope to understand.
Then Gilbert turned to me. “He asks to see fire.”
William’s army burned the villages and fields of the north with mundane fire, brands and torches they must light themselves. If William ordered me to take part in the burning, I would refuse. Surely Gilbert knew I must refuse.
“A small thing,” Gilbert said. “Please.” He said the please in French.
I looked around the camp and all the soldiers staring back at me. None of them knew what I would do. I could burn the tent. I could burn everything. Well, no, I could not. I could start a flame that would be easily put out. I could start a dozen and cause an uproar. And I would be killed in the next moment. I could not be burned, but an arrow through my heart . . .
Gilbert’s expression was eager, his eyes alight. I could set fire to the tent and he might not even mind, because at least he could see what I could do. He nodded as if to say, go on, it’s all right.
It was all right.
Gilbert wanted bonfires. I wanted them too, I decided. A candle would not impress the king. I could do more than impress him. I could make him afraid.
Some ways behind the royal tent were a line of picketed horses and a cart full of sheaves of hay. Sheaves of hay were much like a candle, only larger. A spark flared in my palm, and between one thought and the next, a thread of smoke rose up from the top of the pile. Tongues of flame danced along a dozen stalks of hay, which burst into flames until the whole cart was engulfed.
Horses squealed and spooked, men cried out. Some ran away, others ran forward with buckets of water, but the fire burned very hot, and the hay and cart were quickly consumed and fell to ash, with only a few embers and stray flames remaining.
William crossed himself. Gilbert laughed, a big, triumphant sound. That of a boy showing off some great feat.
He was not afraid of me. He . . . was not afraid.
◆◆◆
 
After that, William took Gilbert aside, near his great tent, to speak with him. His somber knights and lords stood intently at his back. Ignoring the flurry of panic as his soldiers put out the fire and calmed the horses, William made urgent gestures and seemed to be pleading with Gilbert, who shook his head.
The rest of us clustered together, a wide space around us. Any who passed us did so with wary, sidelong glances and often crossed themselves. It was tiresome. Edwin attempted a comforting smile. I was not comforted. A crow flew in and perched on Ibrahim’s shoulder. It squawked and muttered, anxiously kneading its claws on his tunic. As worried as the rest of us. He finally whispered to it and it flew off.
Their voices became shouts, in angry French. I recognized a few words. Gilbert saying now and then, But . . . if you please . . . sir . . . and the king replying, You must. You will. I command it. Gilbert gestured. The king stood implacably. Gilbert pleaded. The king touched his shoulder in a way that would have seemed like camaraderie, if Gilbert’s head hadn’t bowed the moment William turned away.
Felix cursed. Isabelle covered her face with her hands. Ibrahim and Ann merely frowned fatalistically.
“What are they saying?” I asked. “They speak too fast. What did they say?”
Edwin’s lips worked, uncertain, but finally he explained, “The king wants us to take York.”
The great walled northern city. The stronghold of the last Saxon lords of England.
I said, “He wants you to help take York . . .”
“No.” Edwin smiled weakly. “This task he has given to Gilbert’s company alone.”
◆◆◆
 
The awful and astonishing truth of it was that Gilbert’s company might just be able to do it. Six people to break a siege and end any further opposition to William’s rule.
Without a word, Sir Gilbert led his company back to the horses and cart and brought them to camp apart from William’s army. I could not tell if he wished for them to be alone or if the rest of the army did not want them too close. Gilbert served the king, but he was not part of the king’s army, not really.
“Can you do the honor?” Edwin asked me, putting together fuel and kindling for the cook fire.
“You will forget how to light fires yourself.” I knelt and put my hand on the wood, breathed out, and felt flames rise up. Useful flames, contained, after a whole life of being told never to do such things.
Gilbert finally broke his silence when food was set to cooking. He spoke in French, but his tone was that of a man making plans. I understood some of it. Words like walls and river and fall. Gilbert said rain and wind while looking at Isabelle, and watch while looking at Ibrahim. Break the gate while looking at Edwin, who nodded somberly and did not seem to mind that he made war against his own people.
Because they weren’t really his people. His own people were here, with Gilbert.
I could imagine it. How Ann could undermine the walls, how Edwin’s strength could tear a gate off its hinges, how Felix could knock weapons out of the defenders’ hands and be gone before they knew he’d been there, and how Isabelle could bring torrential rains and fog. Ibrahim’s birds could watch from high above and carry messages to Gilbert about the city’s weaknesses and where to strike next. Gilbert himself . . . I did not know what he could do. After they broke open the walls and routed the defenders, William’s army would come to occupy the city. Simple, yes?
Gilbert did not look at me. He did not make me part of the plan. Even though . . . I could make so much destruction, if I wanted.
“What about me?” I asked finally.
“You stay with Ibrahim and Isabelle,” Gilbert said. Ibrahim’s sword would protect us while his birds scouted. Then he chuckled a little. “William, he thinks your fire makes us, how you say . . . invincible. But I will not ask you to fight against your people.”
Gilbert was not asking me to burn the city. I could. I had not seen York, but I had heard of its walls of stone, its stone churches and abbeys. However, the houses within would be wood and thatch, and I could send fire to them, too much fire for the people to put out, and Isabelle could send wind to fan the flames, and Ann build up earthworks and dig moats so that no one could escape—
It was too easy to think about. I did not want to burn the city. Gilbert did not ask, so that I would not have to say no. I hugged my legs to my chest and stayed quiet.
After some back and forth the plan was settled. We would set out in the morning, in secret. Gilbert urged his company to sleep. He touched my shoulder and smiled kindly before going off to his tent.
If I was going to run away, this would have been the night to do it. I could even make my way to York and warn the defenders . . . And then what? They could not defend against what was coming. And if they learned what I was, they would not be kind.
“You are uncertain,” Edwin said to me. In English. Strange, to suddenly understand every word in a sentence after feeling slow and stupid.
“I don’t know what to do,” I said.
“Gilbert thinks it isn’t fair to ask you to be part of this. You are so young, and your talents still untried.”
“I need to practice first, he thinks.”
“You need to learn your own mind, first.”
He and Gilbert seemed so different on the one hand, a monk and a warrior, age and youth. But they also, strangely, seemed to journey the same path.
“How did you learn yours?” I asked.
“I am called by God. My abbey . . . turned me out. Gilbert was there waiting. Saxon or Norman, I believe God’s message to me was clear. This is a good man and I do not regret following him.”
“Even if it means making war against Saxons?”
He chuckled a little. “I am from the south. Some would say the men of the north are barely my countrymen, their Danish blood is so thick and their manners so rude. But . . . I think we can take the city more quickly and more cleanly than William’s army, and I believe that would please God.”
“But how do you know?”
“Goodness, child. I don’t. I can’t. I pray a lot. But you know you are safer here, with us, than anywhere else in England right now, yes?”
I believed that, yes.
◆◆◆
 
Gilbert led us cross-county on a route Felix and Ibrahim scouted to avoid burning fields and fleeing refugees. We left the camp and horses behind, traveling light. I got to see what it meant to live as a warrior in the world.
We crossed one of the rivers and found a small rise from which to view the city. The famous walls were a gray haze in the distance, so that the city seemed like a lurking creature. Ibrahim’s birds flew over and returned to tell him what they saw.
Gilbert altered the plan. Edwin would go first, approach the gate, tell them what was about to befall them, and ask for surrender.
“They’ll kill him! Even if he is a monk!” I said, in English. But I had understood enough of the French to be able to respond. Gilbert raised a brow at me, to acknowledge.
“Not with sword or arrow they won’t,” Edwin said, wearing a wry half smile. “What gives me my strength makes me so that weapons cannot harm me. I’ll be fine.” He could have been the greatest warrior in all the world. But he was a monk.
So he went to the city, and no one was worried at all.
He returned at dusk. The defenders had laughed, and he did not seem surprised.
“Tomorrow,” Gilbert said, and urged us all to get some sleep.
◆◆◆
 
I could not sleep. We did not have a fire, to keep Saxon scouts from finding us. Our camp was in a small glen, but if I walked just a few paces up the hill, I could see the nighttime city, alight with the glow of torches. Soldiers on the wall were just visible, walking back and forth, blocking the light when they did. The orange light of flames, misted with smoke.
Too far to send the spark under my skin, but I imagined I could still feel the fires calling to me.
Ann was pretending to sleep. Isabelle was not; I could see her eyes gleaming in starlight as she lay, staring up. Ibrahim and Felix set a watch, though Gilbert had said it was not needed. Owls would tell Ibrahim if danger came close. Edwin had propped himself up against a tree and seemed to sleep, but I was sure he also was pretending. I sat hugging my knees, too afraid of what would happen if I closed my eyes.
Gilbert came and sat near me. He seemed so calm. He had probably been in battles before. “You . . . not tired?”
I was very tired. The world was tiring, and French was a muddle in my head, and I would never forget the smell of burning villages as long as I lived.
“Why do . . . this?” I asked.
“Do what?” he said wearily, and I thought, aha, he does feel the weight of this.
I could not think of how to say it in French, so I mixed up the words. But he understood me. “Fight William’s battles for him.”
“I swear to serve. Fealty,” he said, lip curled, as if the English word for it felt strange.
“But why?”
“To be a knight . . . is to serve.”
“And win lands and favor,” Edwin put in archly from his spot by his tree. So no, he did not sleep.
“Then you do it for the reward?”
Gilbert scowled. “You ask many questions.”
I sagged. “Because I don’t understand anything. Brother Edwin, why do you follow Gilbert and wage war against your own people?”
“We talked about this already. You should sleep.” He snugged more firmly against the tree and still did not sleep.
“Why does Isabelle follow you?”
She blinked bright brown eyes at Gilbert. “What does she say?”
That was French. I understood it. I had asked that exact question myself so often. The language was seeping into me.
“She asks why you follow me,” Gilbert said, and I understood that too.
“Gilbert is a good man,” she said, and continued with words I did not know.
Gilbert explained, “She say . . . she had nothing, before. Was lost. And . . . this is her family now.”
“And the others? Would they all say the same?”
“Do not know,” he said, picking at grass. “I do not know why. Why me, why . . . this. I do not know. But I do know—we are safer together than apart. We stay together, we are safe.”
How could he say he felt safe, how any of them could be safe, when he would lead them against the walled city in the morning?
Gilbert looked at me and spoke English. “You not trust me.”
“No. I don’t know. I don’t know what I should think.”
He chuckled. “Then . . . know what you want? If you could choose.”
I thought a moment. I didn’t know what was possible to want. I was such a child. “To grow out my hair,” I said finally, scratching my head, the nest that was still too short to brush out but getting too long to leave alone.
“Done. No one will make you cut your hair.”
He could declare it, just like that. “To see the ocean. I have never seen the ocean.”
“When this over? We see ocean.”
I considered. “And I would like a great hall with a hundred servants.”
He laughed. “I also like that.” And his smile fell. “Sleep, Joan. Sleep now.” He pulled a blanket over his shoulders and moved a little way off. He closed his eyes but didn’t sleep any more than the rest of us.
In the morning, Edwin set aside his monastic robes and wore a warrior’s garb like the others. He, Ann, Felix, and Gilbert gathered to approach the city. Even knowing what they were, I still did not believe they could do anything against the walls and all the soldiers there.
They left Ibrahim, Isabelle, and me behind.
Gilbert gave instructions. I understood only a few words—signal, crows, and storm—but I did not have to ask what would happen. Ibrahim clasped his hand and nodded. A dozen crows perched in trees around us, cawing and muttering. He signaled to them, and they took to the air in a flurry of black wings. One stayed behind, taking up a post on his shoulder.
“Be safe, sir,” Isabelle said, and stood on her toes to kiss Gilbert’s cheek. Then she put her arm over my shoulder. “We watch. It is well.” She said more, but that was all I understood.
We stayed sheltered by a stand of alders. I had nothing to do but watch.
For the next few hours, we watched the city, which remained unchanging to my eyes. Whatever was happening, I could not see it. I had never seen a battle and could not guess what one looked like. The plain outside the city was hazy with a winter chill.
Ibrahim shaded his eyes suddenly. “There,” he said.
The haze shifted. A puff of dust rose, as when we shook out rugs and blankets in the abbey yard. Then, part of the wall that ran along the river seemed to fold. A crack broke the stone, and the whole thing fell inward, as if pushed by giant hands. The low rumbling sound of breaking stone reached us a moment later. The falling structure must have crushed a dozen men.
“Ann,” Ibrahim said with a smile, and it took me a moment to recognize he’d said the name and not some other word. The next thing that happened: a crow cried out as it flapped overhead. “Now, Isabelle.”
She stepped forward and raised her arms.
The wind came up so fiercely it brought a mass of dust that scoured the top of the remaining length of wall. I almost believed I could hear shouting, screams of men falling. It was my imagination, though, because the storm roared; I could hear nothing else. Isabelle stood serenely. The ends of her hair tossed a little; her skirt rippled. Her hand was upraised as if she greeted approaching travelers. She donned a small, satisfied smile. There is some pleasure in being useful. Using what we could do instead of hiding away.
She was so kind and cheerful she could not be a tool of the Devil, but then this was exactly the sort of deception the Devil would offer, wasn’t it? So fair, so powerful.
What more Gilbert’s company did, we could not see from here. Ibrahim watched for crows that would return to tell him how things progressed. But the crows didn’t speak first. A chorus of chattering erupted, a dozen or more songbirds in the trees around us.
“Down!” Ibrahim shouted, grabbing my arm and pulling me to the ground. Isabelle dropped, and arrows flew over us, thudding into tree trunks. Ibrahim reached for her. She took his hand, and we lay still a moment, hiding, holding our breaths for what came next. The birds still screamed warnings; this wasn’t over.
Ibrahim tilted his head, looked, and cursed. I saw it, then. The arrows had traveled in the wrong direction; they did not come from the city but from the south. From the direction of the Norman camp. Soldiers—wearing domed helmets, dressed in Norman tabards—appeared soon after, a pair with swords and a pair with bows, trotting toward the copse.
“But why?” I exclaimed.
Ibrahim stood and drew his sword. “You two, run. Find Gilbert. Run!”
Isabelle got to her feet, clenching her fists at her side. “No, I won’t—”
Ibrahim tried to argue. “Isabelle!”
She joined her hands together and slammed them down as if swinging an ax.
Such wind. A terrible, ear-shattering, scouring wind rose up from nowhere and blasted through the trees. Ibrahim put his arm up to protect his face and sheltered behind her. The soldiers—they tried to keep their feet. They tried to press forward toward their quarry. The bow was ripped out of an archer’s hand. Another stumbled and tried to crawl forward on hands and knees.
Ibrahim hissed at me, “Joan, you run. Find Gilbert.” His crows could not fly in this storm.
More soldiers came up behind the first. They circled ’round. I did not know if Isabelle would be able to stop them all. Ibrahim would defend her with his sword, as much as he could—
“Run!” he said.
I ran, hoping the archers would not see me and take aim, my breath catching in my throat with every step. The wind fell away the moment I left the trees. Isabelle aimed her power like a spear.
Another group of Norman soldiers advanced up the river, swords drawn. They had waited until the city fell, until Gilbert’s company had done their work . . . and now, the army had no more use for such dangerous tools. Gilbert had said I would be safe . . .
Where was Gilbert? How could I find him? I glanced overhead, looking for crows, and saw none. Not until I came upon a dead one in the field, with an arrow through it. They were killing Ibrahim’s crows.
What could I burn? I had nothing to burn.
A burst of wind passed by. This one was brief, stopping abruptly as Felix skidded in a cloud of dust. “Joan!”
I cried. The tears just came out. “I must find Gilbert, where is Gilbert—” My jumble of English and French was incomprehensible, even to me, and Felix just stared. I asked, “Gilbert?”
“Soldiers hunt us,” he said, or I thought he said. “Gilbert is there, west. He tells me to warn—”
“Ibrahim and Isabelle!” I pointed back the way I had come. “They fight, they need help!”
He looked up the hill to our shelter, consternation twisting his features. The trees no longer bent in a fierce wind, and I did not know what that meant. What had happened to Isabelle?
Felix shuffled his feet, seeming torn between running back to Gilbert or helping Ibrahim and Isabelle. “Go help them,” I said.
“But you . . .” He spoke quickly, of course he did, though I only understood a few words. How will you be safe?
He barely knew me. None of them did. Why should they look after me?
I could not explain further than I already had. The spark was building under my skin. “Them, help them!” I said, and pushed him.
He vanished in wind and dust. I kept on toward the city.
Up ahead, near the break in the walls, I saw the signs of what must have been battle. The chaos I had looked for earlier. Dust and shouting, soldiers falling. All of it centered on one figure. I approached as if invisible, my gray robe part of the dust around me. As I watched, details resolved.
And I swear on my knees before the Blessed Virgin that Sir Gilbert was holding off an army all by himself, with no weapon.
He reached out his arm as if to stay stop—and they stopped. Soldiers fell back as if they had crashed headlong into a wall and then were dragged through the dirt away from him. He did not need a sword when his attackers could not get within thirty paces of him. He kept them away by will alone. This was his power: to move a thing without touching it. He kept a space around him, knocking down his assailants, over and over. He could have crushed them all, snapped their necks with a thought. But he was trying not to kill his fellow Normans. My God, why try to keep them alive when they meant to murder him?
At first they came at him in a melee, charging from all sides as if each raced to be the one to reach him first, to strike the killing blow, though none of them could. Then some commander shouted, and they organized. In clusters of three or four men, they circled ’round him. Gilbert turned this way and that, trying to keep them all in view, the group in front of him, the one to the side, the one behind. This one attacked from the rear, and Gilbert spun, slashed his hand in a shoving gesture, and the men fell back as before. But as he turned around, the second group struck, and as he flung them back the third group moved, and so he did not have time between one attack and the next to gather his defense.
He was growing weary. The power seemed like it came from air, as if made of spirit, but it took strength and effort to use, and he could not do this forever.
The plain outside the walls was littered with the remains of the old siege and past battles. Broken wagons, shattered barrels, half-burned timbers. The planks of the nearby wooden gate. The clothing of the men who attacked. Their bodies.
They did not see me approach because they were not looking for me. Why should they notice a scrawny girl with a nest for hair, in a place like this? The spark rose up from my bones, along my skin. It crackled across my palms, between my fingers. I sent it out.
A broken wagon exploded into a bonfire. The scraps of wood around it caught next, then the dried grasses around that. A path of fire grew up around me. So much fire. I shaped a wall of it between Gilbert and his attackers. Between them and me. For a moment, the fire wavered, reaching toward me, hesitating as if it resisted me. Who could ever tell fire what to do?
Me. The flames cowered from me, and I commanded Hell to give way.
I pushed it, as Gilbert had pushed back his attackers. I swept my arms out, as Isabelle did when she steered the winds, and sent it on two different paths, breaking like a river around a stone. Flames made a ring around Gilbert, then spread away from him, sparks jumping to spear shafts, to tunics, to beards. Men screamed and fled.
In the middle of it all Gilbert crouched, arms over his head. Sheltering, waiting for death to take him.
I ran to him through the wall of flame. He saw me, and understanding shone in his eyes. I thought he might command me to stop, to quell the flames, but he did not.
The fire began to die out on its own, when there was nothing left to burn. The roaring faded to a crackle, the oven to a mere throat-closing heat. But the noise of devouring flames and the screams of its victims seemed to linger for a long time, as if the sounds stuck in the air like a summer haze and could not settle.
The stench was awful. I had never smelled air like this, after fire had burned so much.
Gilbert unbowed himself and straightened. Across the length of just a few paces, we looked at each other. I could not move. I rubbed soot-scratched eyes and realized I’d been crying. Tears, stung by the smoke.
He crossed the space, put his arm around my shoulders and kissed the top of my head. The touch . . . calmed me. We were alive.
“You should not be here,” he said. “You should be safe, elsewhere.”
“But they attacked. Ibrahim told me to run—”
He held my shoulders and looked at me. “Ibrahim? Isabelle?”
“I don’t know,” I said, crying.
He swore roughly, using words I had not yet learned. He surveyed the field of battle, all the scorched bodies and the last of the soldiers still fleeing. I expected him to chide me for killing them, but he did not. His eyes had gone hooded, dark. As if he were looking upon another battlefield in the past.
I made a guess. “There was a moment when your power saved William, wasn’t there? And so he owes you everything. What did you do for him?”
Gilbert wiped a hand down his exhausted face, smearing soot across his skin. “Did you hear . . . how King Harold died? Exactly how?”
Stories came to us at the abbey three years ago about the arrival of the invaders, Harold’s flight to stand against them, and the battle. “There was an arrow . . .”
He spoke in English, perhaps wanting to make sure I understood.
“I made the arrow fly. Guided it.” He made a gesture in the air, following a wobbly flight. “Where it might . . . inspire awe and terror. I send the arrow . . . straight into Harold’s eye. So that people tell stories of it. So that they fear William forever.” He shook his head, said a phrase in French. Saw me uncomprehending and tried again. “William knights me . . . there on the field at Hastings. I was seventeen. So yes, he owes me . . . much. Too much, some think. They think to remove me. Forget the debt. The north beaten, they think . . . no longer need me. Us. Merde.”
I could guess what that word meant.
“You think . . . King William ordered his men to kill you here?”
“Him. His vassals. Anyone who thinks . . . William gives too much favor to such as us. I will learn why.”
Scorched Norman helmets lay scattered around us. Huddled shapes that were burned bodies if I looked too closely, so I looked away. This was what Mother Ursula and the others had always been afraid of, that I could burn them all if I chose. I looked at my hands. They tingled with the spark that still lingered there, and the soot and ash smelled like power.
And still, Gilbert did not fear me.
Gilbert sighed. “Come, we go find others.” He patted my shoulder and scanned the sky, looking for crows. “There.” He pointed to a black speck wheeling against the high clouds and waved. This meant Ibrahim must still be alive, and that made me glad. The speck turned sharply and flew off toward the river.
◆◆◆
 
We met Ann and Edwin on the way. He was carrying her, in all her armor, as if she were light as a child. She had an arrow stuck in her right shoulder, and a river of blood matted her tunic.
“Ann!” Gilbert cried in anguish and rushed to them.
“I’m fine,” she muttered, but her breaths came shallow and she was limp in Edwin’s grasp.
“She will be if I can get water and bandages to take this out,” Edwin said.
“You should not move her!”
“Soldiers were coming,” Edwin said, his expression like stone. “I thought it best we move.”
“Yes. Up the river to the trees, come.” Gilbert patted his shoulder, murmured words I couldn’t make out, and Ann smiled.
Edwin blinked at me as if startled. “Joan, child, what are you doing here? You were supposed to stay safe with—”
“We were attacked,” I said. “They found us in the trees.”
“Oh dear God.” His face drew long and he suddenly looked old. “Ibrahim, Isabelle—”
“Talk later, come,” Gilbert said. He’d drawn his sword. We traveled upriver, slower than Gilbert liked because of Ann.
There came a whoosh of air, a now familiar puff of dust, and Felix suddenly stood nearby. “I’ve found you! Thank God!” His eyes were wide, shining.
“Felix! The others—”
“They are alive. They’ll be along soon. Ann, oh God—”
“I’m fine,” she muttered, scowling. Felix looked as if he might cry.
We reached the first stand of trees along the river and could go no farther. Edwin set Ann down; she groaned. Felix knelt beside her and helped Edwin cut away her tunic. I looked away.
Felix said, “That’s a Norman arrow in her. Gilbert, what happened?”
Gilbert was keeping watch across the plain. There were soldiers moving toward the city; none were coming here. He spoke quickly, tiredly. I caught a bit: the king, and we are too dangerous.
None of them seemed surprised by what he said. They might have expected this for a long time. Since Hastings, even. His enemies had waited until the city was taken, the northern rebellion crushed, the last hard job done, before breaking William’s best tool.
Edwin explained to me in English, so I understood better: “Gilbert’s enemies could make it look like we died in battle. The king might question it, or might not.”
“What if it’s the king who ordered it?” I said.
Gilbert looked sharply at me. “I not believe it. I go speak with him.” Standing, he brushed the dust off.
Edwin said. “You cannot. You dare not.”
He spoke French slowly, because he was tired, not for my benefit. “Take care of Ann. Have Ibrahim send a crow to me when he finds you. If I am not back by nightfall, go to Scotland. Seek shelter there.”
“Gilbert—”
He sighed. “I am sorry. I am . . . so sorry.”
“I’m going with you.” Felix stood, rolling back his shoulders, straightening his spine. Pretending he was not exhausted.
“No, I do this alone—”
“No, you don’t.”
“Gilbert. He goes with you,” Edwin said.
Gilbert nodded.
I wanted to go, too. I did not want to leave Gilbert’s side. But then Edwin asked me to make a small fire for heating water. For cleaning wounds. We made bandages from the hems of our tunics.
◆◆◆
 
Ibrahim and Isabelle found us. Her dress was torn, and he had a bloody bandage around his arm in the same color fabric. The crow on his shoulders had ruffled feathers and a crooked wing, as if something had broken it. It snuggled close to his neck.
She saw me and ran. “Joan! Thank God!”
Somehow I knew I should stand and let her wrap me in a fierce, enveloping hug. I even let myself sink into her arms, and the muscles of my back unclenched, just a little. And I cried.
“Gilbert?” Ibrahim asked. Edwin explained, and Isabelle fussed over Ann.
As the sun sank west, we worried.
“How does he think we would get to Scotland?” I asked Edwin. I had stopped being able to speak French. I did not care.
“I do not know,” he said. Ann and Isabelle slept. Ibrahim kept watch. Crows flew to him, and away, over and over, and he did not seem to like what they told him.
“Ibrahim?” Edwin asked.
“He is with the king. Still.”
“We should have just left for Scotland. All of us,” Edwin muttered.
We waited. A hawk came and perched in the tree overhead; it held a rabbit in its talons, which it let loose into Ibrahim’s hands. He thanked it.
Far more useful than fire, to have birds bring you food. Edwin set to dressing and cooking it.
“Edwin. I don’t want to go to Scotland,” I said.
“It isn’t nightfall yet.”
But the sun was almost set.
Far overhead, a crow cried out—and Ibrahim looked up, listened a moment, and smiled.
Felix raced into our camp a moment later. He slid to a halt, breathless, and spoke too quickly for me to make out words. A blur of speech. He sounded annoyed. Ibrahim laughed.
Edwin raised a brow. “Felix always hopes to beat Ibrahim’s crows with news. So far the crows are winning.”
“What do they say?” I asked. The news can’t have been bad, if Felix left Gilbert alone.
Felix grinned. “Gilbert comes. He will tell you himself.”
Ann and Isabelle woke. Ann sat up and seemed in less pain, now that the arrow was removed. She scowled a lot, which Edwin took as a good sign. Ibrahim made Felix eat; he devoured a haunch of rabbit by himself.
We waited for Gilbert, who finally appeared as we were building up the fire to stand against the dark. We did not have to decide how to flee to Scotland.
Edwin stood to greet him. Took him by the shoulder, as he had done when Gilbert first brought me to them. But this time he almost seemed to be holding Gilbert up. Edwin guided him to the fire, and Gilbert looked around at each one of us, as if reassuring himself that we had survived.
“What happened?” Isabelle finally asked.
He asked for water; she handed him a flask and the last of the roast rabbit. He ate and drank in silence for a moment. Ann was even propped on her good elbow, watching. This small family. I felt safe here, and that was a wonder.
“William,” he said finally. “William . . .” I did not have enough French to understand exactly what he said, and he spoke so low. The others did not seem entirely pleased.
What I thought he said was that he had given King William an ultimatum: either reward Gilbert as he ought, for so much service. Or dispose of him openly, without subterfuge, if he feared Gilbert’s power. Gilbert had said that—or close to it—directly to the Conqueror. It was wondrous.
“And?” Edwin breathed.
Gilbert took a long drink and smiled. “I have been granted land in Wessex. With a great hall of our own.” He looked at me and winked. “No hundred servants, not yet. But we will be safe. For a time.”
◆◆◆
 
And so we came to live in Wessex. My hair grew long, and Isabelle taught me to braid it up. Gilbert still went out to fight for William. Often I went with him. With practice, I learned to light a candle from a hundred paces and destroy a timbered hall in a single burst of flame. William’s enemies often laid down their arms, just knowing Gilbert and his company were present. My spark longed to be used, but I tamed it well enough.
Eventually, I learned French well enough to make myself a nuisance, but I mostly spoke English when I was angry, or sad, or willful. My new family gave me the freedom to be willful.
Brother Edwin is writing this down. He says that the chroniclers of the time are concerned with kings and battles, and they will say that Harold died with an arrow in his eye but not who made that happen. They will not write the name of a small Saxon girl with a spark under her skin, but that they should, and so he’ll do it. I do not know that it matters. What matters to me is no longer being afraid that I am cursed. If being cursed means living this life, and not being locked up in the lonely cell at St. Edith’s, then I will be cursed, and I will not mind it.
That is what Sir Gilbert gave to me, and I love him for it.
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JESSE MOPPED UP the gravy with the last of his bread, gulped down a final mouthful of tea, then took his mug, plate, and utensils into the cooks’ tent.
Henry looked up from the dishwashing tub and nodded to him amiably. “What have they got you on now?”
“Rubble,” Jesse replied. “Just changed me from spikes.”
“As good as a rest,” Henry joked.
Jesse strode away from the tent, past the campfire, across the moonlit ground. Gage, the foreman of the blasting team, spotted him and called out impatiently, “Where have you been, Sloss? Your meal break finished five minutes ago.”
“If the Lord had intended us to work all night, He would have put a second sun up in the sky,” Jesse suggested.
Gage was unmoved, and parried with his own cracker-barrel theology. “And if He had wanted us to slacken, He would have rendered us as helpless as the brute animals.”
Jesse grunted resignedly and found his shovel. The latest blast had thoroughly demolished the slab of granite that had stood in the way of the track, but the pieces strewn across the ground were still about the size of a man’s fist. He joined his teammates filling the cart, soon falling into the rhythm of the labor. The truth was, so long as he remained well fed, and his shifts alternated between tasks that put demands on different parts of his body, he had no real difficulty maintaining the pace. And how would he have passed the nights in this forsaken place, if they hadn’t kept him working? Staring into the campfire ruminating?
He didn’t need a fire for that; he could conjure images from the gloom as he shoveled, picturing Felicia on the day he returned. They’d find plenty of work for each other’s idle hands, once he was wealthy enough for the wedding.
When the cart was full he called to Clegg, and they wheeled it toward the edge of the embankment. Lifting it up to empty it, Jesse felt a muscle in his shoulder protesting, but he caught himself in time and shifted his posture just enough to spread the load more evenly, sparing himself a sprain that could have cost him who-knew-how-many days’ wages.
“Now I know how Sisyphus felt,” Clegg declared dourly as they dragged the cart back.
“When the track’s done, it will be done,” Jesse replied. “Ain’t nothing eternal about that.”
“When Sisyphus had rolled that boulder a thousand times, was his punishment eternal? A million times? Once you’ve lost count, what’s the difference?”
Jesse scowled. “We haven’t emptied this cart a million times. At a guess I’d say three thousand.”
The current layer of rubble was looking sparse now; it wouldn’t last until dawn. Gage and his fellow powder monkeys were already drilling into the next boulder; at the pace they’d set the whole track would be complete before the snow set in. There was nothing to be pessimistic about.
“I’m getting married in the spring,” Jesse said. He shook off his sense of annoyance and got back into the work, relishing the tension each shovelful’s weight induced in his shoulder, easing away the knotted sensation that lingered after his near-mishap with the cart.
“Stand clear!” Gage yelled.
Jesse looked up, but the blasting crew were twenty yards ahead; he had nothing to worry about.
As he resumed shoveling, he heard a whistling sound close by, then the skin of his temple began to sting. He raised one hand to his forehead, and felt a dampness on his fingers. Maybe a speck of gravel had come all this way from the blast. He rummaged in his pocket for a handkerchief, then noticed that the sense of vertigo he felt was not a derangement of his perceptions, but a consequence of the fact that he’d lost his balance and was toppling to the ground.
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The darkness smelled of dirt. Pine and dirt. Jesse was afraid to move, but the longer he put it off, the less of a gulf remained between the thing he feared would be revealed, and the fear he felt regardless.
He started to raise an arm, but he’d barely inclined it before his knuckles met wood. That was exactly what he’d anticipated, but his lack of surprise did nothing to lessen the shock.
So he was dead. Whatever hopes he’d held for the afterlife, he hadn’t expected his sojourn in the grave to be like this, with him thinking on the fact of it, and even moving around a bit. Was he expected to lie here patiently until Judgment Day?
The air around him was beginning to grow stale, not so much in its odor as its ability to satisfy his lungs. If he were dead, why would he still need fresh air?
But if he wasn’t dead, how could he have no memory of his journey from Cavendish back to Haverhill?
Deep in his lungs, the dissatisfaction took on an urgency that pushed all the bemused philosophizing out of his mind. Jesse was prepared to apologize to Jesus if his etiquette in this claustrophobic purgatory fell below the expected standards, but none of his Sunday School teachers had prepared him for a post-mortem endurance test resembling the breath-holding competitions he’d held with his cousins in the swimming hole when he was nine years old.
He placed his palms against the wood above him and strained. He could feel the boards flex a little; at least his parents had honored the request in his will that his hard-earned wages not be squandered on anything so vain as inch-thick mahogany or a plush velvet lining.
But if the pine was thin, the soil remained obstinate. Jesse had shoveled enough earth to be certain that a six-foot-tall, coffin-wide column weighed many times more than he could hope to lift.
Conceding the futility of his initial response, his body redirected its desperation: without thinking, he found himself kicking hard against the nearest wall of the box. With more play in his legs than his arms, he could deliver more force, and though he had no plan as to how he could benefit from an aperture in such an inconvenient location, for want of any alternative he persisted, with increasing vigor.
The panel yielded a little; it felt as if he’d forced the nails keeping it in place at least partway out of their holes. Jesse kept kicking, wishing he could have been buried in his work boots, but grateful that he’d never really worn any holes in his church shoes.
The square of wood came entirely loose. Soil trickled into the coffin, piling up around his feet, but the tidal influx he’d feared did not eventuate.
Was this progress? The box that held him was open, but the way remained blocked by an enemy less solid but more treacherous; at least his wooden prison had kept his nostrils unclogged by dirt.
Jesse slid down a few inches toward the exit, until his knees struck the lid. He could not come close to touching his laces, but by pressing his left heel hard against the leather behind his right ankle, he managed to force that one shoe off. Repeating the act with his stockinged right heel took longer, but once he was unshod he felt a new kind of freedom. He’d climbed the tallest tree in Haverhill barefoot, and that had taken him much more than six feet from the safety of the ground.
He wiggled the severed panel with his feet, allowing more of the sand behind it to enter the coffin so he could push it backward, pursuing it with his body as it retreated. Once he’d moved far enough that his arms were almost fully extended when stretched toward the opposite panel, he began striking the wood with the heels of his palms. The blows were awkward, with his elbows tucked against his chest, but the extra room gave them some force, and eventually the second panel came free.
His breathing was less comfortable than ever, but he tried not to dwell on that. He dragged himself toward the new opening and reached up above the rim. The soil around his fingers was cool and a little damp, but as it had been freshly dug there were no roots entwined in it to hold it together, and when he scooped out a handful it was instantly replaced from above.
He needed to think this through. Any earth that descended fully, leaving a hollow in the ground above, would rob him of space he could never hope to reclaim. But any earth that fell in a contained fashion from the ceiling of an air-filled cavern to its floor would take nothing away, and would actually raise the cavern a little higher.
So, how to contain the fall?
He reached out and gripped the dislodged panel at the sides, then managed to prop it up, one edge resting on top of the coffin, so it formed a kind of porch. Still supporting it, he wriggled out awkwardly, thrusting his head into the dirt in fits and starts until his shoulders were free of the box but his nose and mouth remained sheltered. Then he pushed up on the panel so it tilted, sending soil flowing down over it, into the coffin.
As the dirt claimed ever more space around his body, he forced the panel upward, keeping the earth above from subsiding. By the time his arms were fully extended his chest was almost covered in soil, but it lay upon him loosely, not heavy enough to impede his breathing.
Jesse rested for a moment, conscious of the precariousness of the hollow he now inhabited. But whatever doubts he had about the wisdom of his strategy, it wasn’t as if he was in a position to concede defeat and walk away.
He proceeded to wriggle further backward, while raising his shoulders as much as he could, so that some of the soil that fell ended up beneath him, propping him up. His arms ached almost beyond endurance, but he kept them rigid; if he let the panel drop, that would be the end. By the time his waist emerged from the coffin, he was reclining at a considerable slope, with his back halfway to vertical.
He let the panel tilt more sharply, so the soil slid over it faster, and found he could push it up more easily. The weight above it was surely much less by now; his hands might well be halfway to the surface. His mouth and nostrils were full of grit, but the panel was still shielding him well enough to let him inhale without choking.
He worked his knees past the top edge of the box, then strained to straighten his hips. Loose soil cascaded down, but the panel bit through the dirt ceiling, letting him rise, until the soil had found a new home around his thighs and buttocks, supporting his stance and granting the muscles in his legs some respite.
He was giddy now, and the rest did nothing to assuage that; the air around him was all but exhausted of its potency. Jesse hesitated, but he could see no other way: he drew his arms down, lowering the panel, keeping his face beneath it but allowing the soil above to collapse into the space in front of him.
The avalanche that would decide his fate was so soft he barely heard it, but the darkness changed abruptly from black to gray. As he dropped the panel, a few handfuls of dirt fell onto his face, but the air already smelled a thousand times sweeter. He looked up, and was puzzled that he could see no stars, but then he reasoned that the moon was just out of sight, drowning out their light.
With his face no longer buried, he was tempted to spend a while just recovering his strength, but then he noticed the sand trickling down around him. He found the panel again and reached up with it, embedding it into the side of the pit to give him purchase. Then he heaved himself up, pulling his feet out of the coffin, almost raising his eyes above the ground.
His next moves floundered, to a point he was almost willing to think of as comical; he did not believe he was at risk of suffocation anymore, and the mere indignity of thrashing around in a hole in the dirt rather tickled him by contrast. But then the whole business just became tiresome, and he wasn’t inclined to accept the further humiliation of bellowing for assistance.
He was also, he realized, more desperately parched than he’d ever been.
His efforts to ascend had twisted him around. He reached out reluctantly to grip the stone at the head of his grave; like the coffin, it wasn’t extravagant, but it was weighty enough not to yield completely and slide down into the hole on top of him.
He got his shoulders out of the pit, and then dragged the rest of his body up onto the ground. He lay there for a while, coughing, snorting, and spitting until he was able to take a breath without immediately finding another particle that needed expelling.
When he rose to his feet and looked around, he knew exactly where he was: Horse Meadow Cemetery. His sister Charlotte was buried nearby. Jesse had been too young to have been told more than the barest details when she’d died, but now he fervently hoped that the poor child hadn’t endured anything akin to his own experience.
Though there was no one in sight, he walked over to the shelter of a tree that would hide him from the road, before disrobing and shaking the dirt out of his clothes. As he dressed again, he thought about his shoes, but decided they could wait until morning, and a penitent undertaker’s assistance.
Resolved on that final point, he set out for his parents’ house.
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There was lamplight showing from the sitting room window, which likely meant guests were present. Jesse hesitated, unsure if a witness from outside the family would render the shock of his reappearance harder for his parents to deal with. But he could hardly pass the time wandering the streets until they were alone, and whatever he did, everyone in town was going to have to learn the truth eventually.
He knocked firmly three times, then waited. When the door opened, his father’s expression of stunned disbelief was exactly as Jesse had expected, but the only cure for that was a proper account of the situation.
“Looks like I got written off too soon,” Jesse explained. “Got some blow to my head that caused all this confusion, but didn’t come close to finishing me off.”
His father stood gaping at him, as if he was a talking dog. “It was all a mistake,” Jesse emphasized. “I ain’t never died. It just looked that way.”
This still brought no reply. Jesse was beginning to feel uncomfortable standing on the doorstep; he eased his way past his father and entered the house.
As he approached the sitting room, his mother was already rising from her chair, no doubt having overheard everything he’d said. But like his father, there was no hint of joy, or even relief, in her demeanor.
“I’m fine, Ma,” Jesse assured her. “It was a struggle getting out of that box, but . . .” He spread his arms and invited her scrutiny. “I must look a sight, but there’s nothing wrong with me a few cups of water won’t fix.”
His mother glanced off to the side, as if seeking someone else’s guidance. Jesse came closer, and saw that her companion was his fiancée.
Felicia gazed at him with a kind of astonishment that struck him as at least a little less morbid than the variety he’d experienced so far. Jesse was tongue-tied for a moment, though that was more due to the presence of his parents than any reticence she herself induced.
“I missed you sorely,” he declared, with awkward sincerity. Then he wondered if his choice of words, right at this moment, risked evoking some macabre image of an unnatural, tomb-shattering devotion, and added in clarification, “Every day in Vermont, I was waiting for the day I could get back to you.” A little romantic talk was fine, but no respectable woman wanted to hear that she’d lured a man right out of his grave.
Felicia opened her mouth as if to express a reciprocal sentiment, then caught herself. But if she wasn’t quite convinced yet that his post-funerary manifestation was entirely mundane, she seemed much further along that road than his parents.
“I’ll fetch some water,” she said.
Jesse moved further into the room to let her pass. As he turned, he saw his father eyeing her with disapproval.
“Aren’t you glad to have me back?” Jesse asked. He could sympathize with anyone confronted with a shock like this, but if he’d returned from a battlefield after a mistaken report of his demise, he would have expected a tearful embrace or two by now.
“If you didn’t die,” his father challenged him coldly, “then tell me about your journey.”
“My journey?”
His father nodded. “From Cavendish.”
“They put me in an oxcart,” Jesse replied. There’d been one at the work site that they’d used to bring in supplies. “I was resting my eyes to try to ease the headache from the blow, so I didn’t see a whole lot else.”
“Resting your eyes? For three whole days? And when the undertaker stripped you naked to put you in that suit, you didn’t feel it was time to complain?”
Jesse had no answer to that, but he was sure of his present state. “You know what a properly dead man smells like, after three days?” He offered the back of his hand, and when his father declined to sniff it, he did so himself. “Not like this. I might be due for a bath, but I ain’t putrid like spoiled meat.”
Felicia stood in the doorway with a pitcher of water and a cup. Jesse walked over and took them from her, then drank until his stomach was bloated.
“A demon has seized the body of my son,” his father proclaimed, with an air of grim resignation, as if he’d been resisting this conclusion, but run out of alternatives. Jesse glanced at his mother, hoping she might choose the side of sanity in this debate, but she began to wail.
“That’s not what happened!” he said. “Just because I don’t recall one wagon ride in every last detail doesn’t mean I’m not your son!” Hadn’t he said he’d come in an oxcart? But for a thirty-mile trip, when the cart was needed back at the site—
“‘The soul is like a silken thread,’” his mother declaimed wretchedly. “‘Stretching unbroken from birth to paradise.’”
“Well, I know that’s in the Scriptures,” Jesse conceded, “but what if the thread’s just a little worn? You mend what’s frayed, you don’t throw it out.”
“So you were dazed by the blow,” Felicia suggested, “but you never lost track of your sense of yourself.”
“Absolutely,” Jesse affirmed. Whatever else he’d been unsure about, he’d never had any doubts about his own name, or his own history . . . except during the period in which, apparently, he hadn’t been thinking anything at all.
He turned to his father. “I know who I am. Ask me any question about my childhood. Ask me anything that only you and I could know.” He struggled to find an example to offer. “Didn’t I make a fool of myself when you tried to teach me fishing? That trout got right out of my hands and I fell flat on my face and started bawling.”
His father gazed back at him with a look of revulsion. “A demon pillaging a dead man’s memories doesn’t raise a man from the dead.”
“I never died!” Jesse insisted. “Did you listen for my breathing? My heartbeat?”
His mother said, “The life of the soul is not the life of the body.”
Jesse looked to Felicia. He could see that she believed him, but she was afraid to speak directly against his parents.
“I was dazed, and now I’ve recovered!” he pleaded. “When cousin Nathaniel became so drunk at his sister’s wedding that he lay down for the rest of the afternoon, did anyone declare he was a demon and banish him to Hell?”
His father’s face took on a hint of tenderness, but he wasn’t meeting Jesse’s gaze, he was staring past him. “I already buried my son. I don’t have it in me to mutilate his body, but the other townsfolk won’t be so reticent.”
Jesse was speechless. He’d survived an ordeal that should have garnered him at least a little admiration for his stubborn resilience—and his reward was to be threatened with a mob intent on his decapitation?
He strode out of the sitting room, and went to see the state of his own room at the back of the house. He didn’t need a lamp to find his way around; the moonlight through the window was more than enough to see by. His belongings had not yet been discarded. He packed a bag with clothes and a blanket, put on his work boots, then headed for the kitchen.
He took some bread, and a flask of water. He was still angry, but a part of him with a cooler head was wondering: perhaps his parents were looking out for his safety? Whatever stance they’d taken, they could not have fended off a throng of zealots intent on sending him back to his grave in pieces. Perhaps the only way to save his life was to shun him.
Jesse reached into the hole in the wall beside the pantry and pulled out a wad of bills. The railroad company didn’t seem to have cheated his next of kin out of the wages they’d owed him, and his funeral had clearly been suitably miserly, but he still felt reluctant to take too much. After thinking on it, he divided the sum fairly in two, and placed his parents’ half back into the hole.
As he turned, he saw Felicia standing in the doorway, the backs of her eyes catching the moonlight. She stepped forward and took his arm.
“I’ll come after you,” she whispered. “In a week or two.”
“You’ll need money for the journey,” he replied, holding out the bills he’d retained.
“I have enough. Just tell me where you’ll be.”
“New York City.” No one would know his face there, let alone that he’d clawed his way out of the ground.
“How will I find you?”
He thought for a moment. “I’ll look for work on the Hudson River Railroad.” Though he couldn’t bring a letter of recommendation, perhaps they’d give him a trial anyway, offering him the chance to demonstrate his skills. “Even if they don’t hire me, I’ll get lodgings close by.”
Jesse heard his father approaching. He had no stomach for a confrontation now, let alone putting Felicia in danger for taking his side. But as he retreated he caught the look on her face: she was every bit as resolute as he was.
On his way out of town he stopped at the cemetery and cleaned up his gravesite as best he could: straightening the tombstone and scooping dirt from the mounds he’d created back into the hole. Then he stood for a while at Charlotte’s grave, praying that she was—and had been—at peace.
He left the cemetery and headed south, walking in shadows wherever he could, turning his face to the ground and raising the collar of his coat against the chill, hoping that anyone seeing him pass would take him for a traveler and make no effort to recognize him.
Once he’d reached the open countryside, he moved more freely. He glanced up at the Moon: three days skinnier than he recalled it on the night of the accident. Those days were lost to him; he couldn’t deny it. But what did that mean?
As a child, when his teachers had caught him with his mind wandering and told him that the Devil was tugging on his soul, he’d taken it as nothing but censorious nonsense. But he believed the Gospels, and when Jesus had roused the insensate whose grieving families had left them for dead, they really had been dead. Summoned to life again, they had described their journey to Heaven and back, leaving not a single moment unaccounted for.
And when Jesus had endured three days upon the cross without so much as closing His eyes, until His shamed persecutors took Him down to recuperate in the arms of His mother, He proved through His suffering that the soul could not be divided. He could have ascended into Heaven and seen His wounds healed in an instant, but instead He had stayed to show the world that whatever torment was inflicted on the flesh, the thread of consciousness itself remained unbroken.
Jesse had no memory of any trip to Heaven, nor reason to believe that the Lord had intervened to revoke his death. Of all the things his parents had been praying for, their son appearing on their doorstep had clearly not been one of them.
So what explanation remained? As far as he recalled, the Bible didn’t actually address his particular circumstances. Jesse couldn’t swear that a silver-tongued preacher might not have swayed him into believing that a man whose burial he’d witnessed with his own eyes could only have risen by demonic means—but with the shoe on his own foot it was considerably harder to take the proposition seriously. Could he actually be a demon pretending to be a man, and not even know it? Could he have stolen this body, and the dead man’s memories, with such diabolical efficiency as to deceive even himself?
Jesse gazed at the long road stretched out in front of him. Even if that were true . . . who would be possessing whom? Because whoever he was, he had no intention of living an evil or dissolute life, or doing any harm to anyone. Whether he was the real Jesse Sloss, who’d risen from the grave out of sheer tenacity, or some abomination that had merely clothed itself in his flesh and his history . . . Jesse Sloss’s history had somehow won the battle to dictate the terms of Jesse Sloss’s future, just as surely as if he were alive.
He knew what his plans were, and he knew Felicia would be there beside him. That was what mattered. To Hell with everything else.
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Jesse was weary, but he took the stairs two at a time to complete the ascent more quickly. If he let himself grow sluggish, he just found himself resting on every landing, and the whole business lasted three times as long as it needed to.
When he entered the apartment, the only light was the glow from the wood stove; Felicia stood beside it, ladling broth over a simmering stew.
“That smells good,” Jesse told her. In fact, it smelled so glorious that he was ready to swoon from a mixture of hunger and gratitude.
“I’m going to have to leave as soon as I’ve eaten,” Felicia said. “They want me back at the workshop for a second shift.”
“You should have said no.”
“And lose the job completely?”
She lit a lamp before serving the food, which struck Jesse as an odd extravagance until he saw a copy of the New York Sun laid out on the table.
“Something here you want to show me?” he guessed.
“I don’t know if it will amuse you, or make you angry,” she said. “But I didn’t want you to learn about it indirectly.”
Jesse skimmed the front page, but failed to detect anything of interest. “Where is it?”
“Page six. Third column, halfway down.”
He found the piece and read it aloud. “‘The Vermont Phoenix reports that several witnesses in the town of Haverhill, NH, have spoken of their encounters with a recently deceased railway worker, Mr. Jesse Sloss. While known in life as a restrained and taciturn young man, Mr. Sloss was observed post-mortem acting wildly, brazenly and licentiously, causing a nuisance to many citizens, who were forced to drive him away with whatever implements lay to hand. His grave remains empty, but townsfolk believe their firm actions have succeeded in discouraging further visitations.’”
“No mention of sulfurous breath?” Felicia joked.
“I must not have left things as tidy as I thought at the cemetery,” Jesse concluded glumly. Or there’d been some subsidence after he was gone that filled in the coffin and left a hollow above it, prompting some busybody to investigate further.
“It’s not worth fretting over,” Felicia said. “With no portrait, and no one here knowing you as Sloss, I can’t see it causing any trouble.”
“Except that everyone in Haverhill will harbor suspicions about you now, wondering if you’re in cahoots with a corpse. And you can’t lie to your parents forever.”
“I never lied to them,” she insisted. “I’ve just omitted a few details from my letters.”
“They’re going to want to visit here, eventually.”
“Not if I visit them first,” Felicia retorted. “I’ve made it plain that I’d have no room to accommodate them, that my job keeps me busy, and that there’s nothing at all pleasant they could do to pass their time here.”
Jesse could see that he was beginning to annoy her, so he let the matter drop. When they sat down to eat, he confined his remarks to compliments about the meal.
“Sarah’s been told to come into the workshop, too,” Felicia said. “Would you be able to watch her son while she’s away? He’s been poorly, and she doesn’t want him left alone.”
“Of course.” Jesse liked young Robby, and though he was too tired to face the prospect of playing games all night, if the boy was unwell he wouldn’t be intent on that either.
When Sarah let them in, Robby was lying on the couch, and even from the doorway Jesse could hear the rasping of his lungs. “That ain’t good,” he said quietly. “Has he seen a doctor?”
“Not yet,” she replied. “When I get back, if he’s no better I’ll take him to Dr. Harlow.”
Sarah looked harried, and Jesse didn’t want to add to her burden. “I’ll sit with him,” he said. “Don’t be worried.”
He bid the two women farewell, and settled in an armchair facing the couch. Sarah had left a lamp to keep her son’s attention from flagging; Robby’s face and neck glistened with sweat, and his eyes swept the room restlessly, not seeming to fix on anything.
“Would you care to hear a story?” Jesse offered.
“Sure.”
Jesse was stuck for a moment; he wanted a cheerful diversion, not a tale where the protagonists died horribly for the sake of the audience’s moral improvement. “In the town where I lived, there was a cat,” he began. “He walked on his hind legs, he wore a pair of fine britches, and he was as talkative and well-read as any of the townsfolk.”
“In your own town?” Robby asked.
“Absolutely. This cat’s name was Solomon, and everyone admired him for his lively conversation. He only had one vice: from the middle of the morning to the middle of the afternoon, he’d curl up in the sunshine and fall asleep.”
Robby laughed softly, then spluttered for a bit. Jesse was smiling himself, but then he wondered why he found the idea amusing. Of all the animals, cats had the eyes that most resembled a person’s. If a cat talked, you might be tempted to take its opinions seriously. But if it was, still, truly just a cat, it really would close its eyes and grow dead to the world for hours on end, every single day.
“One morning,” he continued, “Solomon was walking down the street when he came across two neighbors arguing. Mr. Parfitt had built a fence between his property and that of Mr. Truss, but Mr. Truss believed it took some of his own land and placed it on Mr. Parfitt’s side. The three of them discussed the matter, and after a while Solomon came up with a suggestion: Mr. Truss could build a fence of his own, on the line he believed was the true boundary. In between the fences the land would still be unreachable from both sides, so he wouldn’t gain any land for himself, but if he placed the fence correctly it would prevent Mr. Parfitt from retaining any ill-gotten acreage.”
Jesse paused. The boy’s eyelids were fluttering and his rasp was hoarser than ever. “Robby?”
“Hmm?”
“How are you feeling?”
That elicited no reply.
Jesse rose and walked over to the couch. Robby’s eyes had fallen entirely closed, and when Jesse touched his shoulder he didn’t stir. “You need to speak, or nod your head,” Jesse urged him. “I know you don’t feel well, but you need to speak.”
Jesse lifted him into his arms; he was limp, but he was certainly breathing: the sound was like a saw hacking through a log. His head lolled against Jesse’s shoulder, and the fever in his cheeks was palpable.
Jesse paced the room, torn between one instinct that told him to treat the ailing child gently and allow him as much rest as possible, and another that instructed him to rouse the boy at any cost. “You’re still with me, aren’t you?” he said. “When your Ma comes home, you can tell her the story of Solomon and the fences, from start to finish, as proof that you never been gone.”
The sound of Robby’s exhalations was growing more alarming: each breath was accompanied by a viscous gurgling, as if his lungs were pushing against something much thicker than air.
On a winter’s night, when he was barely six years old, Jesse had heard his parents arguing over his sister Charlotte’s crib. His father had wanted to call for the doctor, but his mother had begged him not to.
Why? Jesse had never understood before, but now it seemed plain: Charlotte had lost consciousness, and his mother was afraid that if the doctor saw her in that state, he’d insist on burying her.
So the doctor never came. But Charlotte had died anyway.
Still carrying Robby, Jesse walked out into the corridor and banged on the nearest door. After a moment Samuel Wilkinson emerged, looking annoyed at the disturbance.
“I’m watching him for his mother, but he’s ailing,” Jesse explained. “I’d be obliged if you could fetch Dr. Harlow.” Jesse kept the boy facing away from his neighbor, concealing his precise condition as much as possible.
“Of course,” Wilkinson agreed. “I’ll get my coat.”
Jesse returned to Sarah’s apartment and waited, walking with the boy, rocking him gently. He muttered soothing nonsense aloud and offered confused prayers from his heart. But if he was dead himself, a demon walking around in stolen flesh, why would the Lord heed him? And if Robby had already gone to Paradise, what point was there in willing him back?
When the knock came Jesse hesitated, suddenly fearful that he’d made the wrong decision, but he’d left the door unlatched. Dr. Harlow entered, and swiftly took charge of the situation.
“Put him down on the couch,” he said.
Jesse complied, then stood back while the doctor made his examination. He started rehearsing lies in his head: The boy was speaking until a minute ago. He’s surely just tired of me pressing him for conversation.
“Can you heat some water?” Harlow asked. “A pint or so. Not to boiling, but as hot as you would for a bath.”
When Jesse brought the water into the sitting room, Harlow added something to it from his bag, then he held Robby up so his face was above it. “Drape that over him, like a tent,” he said, nodding toward the blanket lying crumpled on the couch. The scented water smelled like peppermint oil, but there was something stronger too; Jesse could practically feel his own sinuses dilate as he backed away.
“He’s going to be fine,” Harlow said. “This will clear his lungs, and his own body will do the rest. He’ll just need to lie quietly for a while.”
“Thank you.”
Harlow scrutinized his face; Jesse knew his eyes were red from weeping, and he averted them self-consciously. “You’re a friend of the family?”
“Yes, sir. My name’s Jesse Cole.”
“You were right to call me, Mr. Cole. This treatment will ease his distress.”
Jesse didn’t know what to say. There was no talk of putting Robby in the ground just because he’d grown unresponsive, and no suggestion that his mother should recoil from him in horror if he emerged from this state of animalistic dormancy and tried to convince her he was still who he had always been.
“In my hometown,” Jesse said, “the practice has sometimes been to rush to judgment on the question of the soul’s departure.” He looked up, wondering if he’d been unwise to raise the matter; if he forced the doctor to take a position, he might grow nervous and shift his ground.
But Harlow remained steadfast. “I have read the Bible, Mr. Cole. There is no verse I can recall that commends the premature interment of children. Or grown men and women, for that matter.”
Jesse could already hear the boy’s breathing growing more regular. “You won’t get no quarrel about that from me.”
Harlow laughed. “I wish every colleague and member of the public were as easy to persuade as you, sir.”
“I don’t claim to understand the whole business myself,” Jesse confessed. “But after eighteen hundred years of Christendom, why can’t people be settled on this?” Arguments over the finer points of theology might continue to the end of time, but that was no excuse for leaving the question of burying a person who might yet be revived down to local custom, or some layman’s opinion.
“Aristotle thought it was the absence of sleep that most clearly elevated man above the animals,” Harlow mused. “He believed that the continuity of self-awareness was crucial for the development of the rational soul. Galen, however, was quite relaxed about the matter, and believed that whenever sleep was curative it should not be discouraged. Many cultures have taken the same view; in much of Africa, there is no shame or ostracism associated with a temporary loss of consciousness.
“But in Europe, a tradition arose in which the Passion of Christ—with His eyes wide open, and His senses unflinching—was viewed in opposition to the ‘abomination’ of sleep. The Gospels themselves say nothing about sleep, but the convenience of this stance seems to have proved irresistible.”
“Convenience?” Jesse held his anger in check. “How is it convenient to bury our children alive?”
“We don’t, for the most part,” Harlow replied. “More often, we just keep quiet about the lapse. But since there are other cultures who make no secret of experiencing this condition—no more common to them than to us, but less hidden by shame—that offers us a pretext to question their humanity. To subjugate them, to steal from them, to enslave them.”
Jesse was not convinced. He could accept that greed and hypocrisy had the power to shape people’s beliefs—but weren’t there genuine questions of theology that remained, regardless?
“If we lose consciousness without dying,” he said, “then where is the soul for the duration of that event?”
“The Scriptures say the soul is unbroken,” Harlow replied. “They never say that it can’t, itself, sleep.”
“But when Jesus roused the insensate,” Jesse protested, “they all told their families that they’d been to Heaven!”
“They did indeed. But why would He have bothered rousing anyone who was, in fact, merely asleep, and would have woken of their own accord?”
That did make some sense, but it only left Jesse more frustrated. “You have an answer for everything. But an awful lot of folks see it very differently.”
“We understand many things imperfectly,” Harlow conceded. “But however contentious a matter might be, my own counsel would always be to avoid taking a position that justifies barbarity.”
He motioned to Jesse to approach and take the blanket away. Together they set the pan of water aside and eased Robby onto the couch.
“What do I owe you?” Jesse asked.
“A quarter. That will cover these drops, which you can administer the same way again if the congestion recurs.”
Jesse handed over the payment, and Harlow insisted on writing out a receipt.
“What should I tell the boy’s mother?” Jesse asked.
“Just tell her about the treatment I administered, that the child is recovering, and that I recommended rest. The less emphasis you place on the nature of that rest, the less it should trouble her—but from the dealings I’ve had with her in the past, I doubt there’s anything to fear in that regard.”
As Jesse closed the door, he felt as if he’d spent the last half hour in an entirely different world, where every malign force that had upended his life since the accident could be banished through nothing more than the application of reason and moderation.
It was an appealing place to visit. But it was not the world he inhabited.
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“Mr. Cole?” someone shouted. “A very good evening to you, sir!”
Jesse turned to see a carriage moving down the street beside him, with a well-dressed but burly looking man leaning out the window.
“What can I do for you?” Jesse asked, unsure how this stranger had come by his name. If he worked for the railroad company, Jesse had no memory of ever seeing him there.
“My employer would like to meet you, to discuss a business proposition.”
Jesse could only think of one thing that singled him out from the other workers heading home from their shifts. He shook his head apologetically. “Thank you, but I’m satisfied with my present position.”
The man was undeterred and continued with a firm cheerfulness. “Can I ask you to reconsider? My employer only wants a few minutes of your time, and the outcome could be very profitable for you.”
Jesse smiled politely. “Please give your employer my regards, and my humble thanks for his generosity. But I’m expected in my home for dinner, and my wife will be concerned if I’m tardy.”
“Just a few minutes, Mr. Sloss,” the man insisted. “Sorry, my mistake—of course you’re going by Cole now.”
Jesse stopped walking, and the driver brought the carriage to a halt.
“What do you want from me?” he asked.
“Exactly what I said. Just meet this gentleman and hear him out. Do him that courtesy, and you won’t be troubled again.”
Jesse considered asking what the cost of him refusing would be, but thought better of it. “Very well,” he said.
The man opened the carriage door and Jesse joined him.
“My name’s Stang.” He shook Jesse’s hand firmly then banged the roof of the carriage, and the driver set the horses trotting again. “Don’t worry, it’s a short trip.” They turned into Broadway, heading south.
“What is it you do, Mr. Stang?”
“Me?” He gave a puzzled smile, as if the question was one he’d never been asked before. “Mostly, I look into things. Get to the bottom of them, so to speak.”
“So you’re a philosopher?” Jesse said dryly.
Stang was amused. “I believe I am. I should have that printed on my business cards: G. C. Stang Esquire, Practical Philosopher.”
Jesse felt no need to inquire exactly who had sought Stang’s aid in getting to the bottom of the strange reports out of Haverhill. He’d had a suspicion from the start, and the direction of their journey was doing nothing to dispel it.
They pulled up outside the Museum on the corner of Broadway and Ann Street. Dusk had fallen, and the building’s white façade was already a dazzle of limelight.
“It is painful to the eyes this close,” Stang conceded, shielding his own as they disembarked. “But it does catch the attention from quite a distance.”
Jesse could see a stream of enthusiastic customers filing into the street entrance, but Stang led him around the building, into an alley. He fished a keyring out of his pocket and opened a gate that blocked their way, then a door that gave admittance to the building itself. The hubbub of the crowd, approaching and within, could still be heard, muted, as they took three flights of carpeted stairs, with gas lighting flickering on every landing.
They walked down a short corridor to an antechamber, where a young man glanced up from a ledger he was writing in and nodded to Stang. “He’s expecting you.”
Stang knocked on the office door, and a voice replied, “Enter!” But after holding the door wide open, he hung back, leaving Jesse to go in alone.
P.T. Barnum rose from his desk and approached to shake Jesse’s hand, then ushered him into an armchair. “I’m so pleased to meet you, Mr. Sloss!” he enthused.
“Likewise,” Jesse replied, seeing little value in denying his identity. It was hard not to be distracted by all the garish posters plastered over the walls; even through the corner of his eye, the foot-high rendering of FEEJEE MERMAID! and GENERAL TOM THUMB! forced their way into his attention.
“I shall get directly to the point,” Barnum said. “As soon as I heard your story, I knew it could be the basis for a highly educative and entertaining performance. We would commence with a dramatic portrayal of the events leading up to your accident, followed by a live reenactment of your escape from the grave. A tank full of soil, with one side built of sturdy glass, would allow the audience to observe every detail as you burrow your way to freedom. I have even procured the original coffin, for the sake of ensuring the utmost authenticity.”
Jesse doubted that, but it was the least of his concerns. “To what end would I involve myself in any of this tomfoolery?”
“I’d pay you fifty dollars a week, Mr. Sloss.”
“And what good would that do me, once I’m recognized on the street as a dead man? As a corpse animated by a demon?”
Barnum laughed. “This is New York! No one will come after you with pitchforks! People will be scandalized, or moved to pity, as their own temperaments and beliefs dictate, but no one has ever died from the public’s fascination.”
Fifty dollars a week. Jesse sat staring at the carpet, wondering if it might actually be the right thing to do. Once people tired of the act, he could grow a beard and change his name again. He and Felicia could buy a house in a small town somewhere; she’d write poetry and he’d farm hogs, and their children need never have an inkling of his history.
“After the thrill of the escape,” Barnum continued, “you would have the opportunity to address the audience directly, and solemnly recount your experience of death. The blinding light, the pearly gates . . . whatever details you feel comfortable disclosing.”
“There are no details to disclose,” Jesse replied. “That time was a blank page for me.”
“Then I’d be happy to help scrawl a little ink on it,” Barnum offered. “I’m sure we could agree on an account that respects all of your own religious sensibilities, while offering the customers something to appeal to their hunger for both wonder and piety.”
Jesse glanced up at the posters of Barnum’s past attractions, then recalled the precise source of the unease that had been lingering at the back of his mind.
“I don’t see one for Joice Heth,” he said. He’d only been a boy when he’d heard his parents discussing the exhibit, but their disgust for the man behind it had been clear. “‘The Greatest Curiosity in the World.’ Wasn’t that what you called her? Surely she deserves a place on your wall?”
Barnum shifted in his chair. “That was fifteen years ago. These days, I’m serving a more refined clientele. In a few months, I’ll be bringing the most renowned singer in Europe to these shores, for the very first time—”
Jesse cut him off. “You bought an old, blind slave woman, pulled out all her teeth, and paraded her around as General Washington’s nursemaid.”
“I leased her,” Barnum corrected him tetchily. “Look, the whole business was a youthful misjudgment, I admit that.”
More of the story was coming back to Jesse now. “Then you cut her up! When she died, you cut her up, and took money to let people watch!”
“A reputable surgeon performed the autopsy,” Barnum stressed. “Purely to settle the question of her age. Having benefited from her claims to be one hundred and sixty years old, I owed it to the public to resolve the matter, openly and honestly.”
Jesse rose to his feet. “Forgive me, sir, but I think our business is concluded.”
“Don’t be such a hypocrite,” Barnum said sharply. “In a perfect world, we might all be ardent abolitionists, but no one’s principles are quite as firm as they pretend them to be. For example, I’m told that your wife works in the garment district.”
“What of it?” Jesse demanded.
“You don’t know?” Barnum cackled. “Whose clothes do you think she’s making— those crude things whipped up in five minutes? Poor folk make their own, gentlemen use tailors. So whose bodies do you think she’s cutting her cloth for?”
Jesse turned and walked to the door.
“Sit down!” Barnum said impatiently. “If you agree to my proposal, it will make you a small fortune. But either way, your secret’s coming out. Either you’ll see your portrait on a poster—knowing that it’s drawing customers who’ll contribute handsomely to your livelihood—or you’ll see it in the papers, and know it’s doing nothing but bringing suspicion and ire down on your head. That’s your choice, Mr. Sloss. What’s it to be?”
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Jesse was spreading ballast when the foreman, Stephenson, came and drew him aside. “Put your shovel in the tool shed, then go to the office and collect your wages. You won’t be needed anymore.”
Jesse glanced back at the rest of the work gang for support, but no one would meet his gaze. These brawny, stalwart men who’d worked and joked beside him for months now looked like a gaggle of grimy-faced urchins who’d broken a window but lacked the courage to own up to it. “Why? What have I done wrong?”
“Nothing,” Stephenson replied. “But the office hired a few too many hands, and you’re surplus to requirements.”
“You know that’s not true.” They were at least a week behind schedule. “Are you going to look me in the eye and tell me you believe I’m some kind of spawn of Hell?”
Stephenson winced. “Don’t mistake me for a Bible-clutching spinster. You’re a hard worker, and you never gave me any trouble; I don’t care if you were buried in New Hampshire or not. But most of the men think you’re bad luck. We’ve had three accidents since you joined—”
“And how many in the same time before that?” Jesse demanded.
Stephenson shook his head. “It’s out of my hands, Cole. Collect your wages.”
As Jesse headed home, it began snowing gently. If anyone on the street recognized him, they showed no interest, let alone fear or revulsion. Most people had more important things to worry about than foolish stories in the newspapers. He’d find another job, where his fellow workers were less prone to childish superstitions.
When he arrived at the apartment, he saw that someone had attempted to paint an extensive passage of text on the door, but they had lacked the skill to execute such detailed work while preventing the letters from running, and the result was an incomprehensible blur. The smudge at the lower right looked like it might have been a reference to chapter and verse, but however much Jesse squinted at it, it refused to resolve into anything decipherable. He fetched rags and a bucket of water and set about scrubbing off the mess.
When he was done, he made himself useful, starting a meal cooking so it would be ready when Felicia arrived home.
“What’s this?” she asked as she entered the apartment, pleased for a moment, but then wary. “How did you find the time?”
Jesse hesitated, contemplating an equivocal answer that would spare her from worry, but then he realized how transparent any lie would be and explained what had happened.
“Never mind,” she said, though Jesse could see her brow furrow and her shoulders slump. “I’ll go back for another shift.”
“You don’t need to do that.”
“We need to pay the rent,” Felicia replied.
“If no one will hire me in New York, we can move to another town,” Jesse suggested. “Surely even Barnum can’t afford to get my picture into every newspaper in the country. And once his Swedish nightingale is here, he’ll be busy with her and have no more time to waste on me.”
Felicia said, “I’m famished. Will you let me serve dinner?”
After Felicia left for the workshop, Jesse sat in the dark. Maybe he’d done the wrong thing by digging his way out. Maybe God had intended him to surrender his pride and die in that coffin, after all.
And every sick child, as well? But perhaps the innocent never woke in their graves; they just slipped away untroubled. He must have sinned, and been tested, and failed that test. But if this was his Purgatory, what had Felicia ever done to be forced to share it with him? Was her love and loyalty toward him a crime against God?
Someone pounded on the door. Jesse remained still for a moment, unsure if he was fit for company, but then the urgency of the summons shook him out of his self-pity. If a neighbor was sick, he wasn’t going to skulk in the dark, refusing to acknowledge them.
But the caller had already grown impatient. “We know you’re in there, Sloss!” a man’s voice bellowed. “It’s time to return to the grave!”
Jesse’s own morbid rumination on the subject suddenly lost its appeal; the jolt of vigor to his blood that these threatening words induced did not feel sinful in the least. He swung the door open, fists balled, prepared to beat some common courtesy into this insolent stranger’s jaw.
A dozen men stood before him in the corridor, all of them holding wooden clubs. As the nearest approached, Jesse grabbed him by the lapels and flung him back against his comrades, unbalancing them. Then he stepped back inside and bolted the door.
He ran to the window and looked down, but there was a group of men idling on the street below—too many to be gathered by chance for some other purpose. He wondered if the whole mob might be a ruse that Barnum had contrived, to frighten him into seeking the protection of a wealthy benefactor; in that case they would be under strict instructions to do him no actual harm. But it seemed more likely that the spiteful exposure of his secret had summoned up genuine antipathies in a small group of citizens who were oblivious to Barnum’s schemes and quite prepared to destroy this sideshow freak without the least concern for his potential earnings.
“Come out, you coward!” the same man taunted him. There was an impact, less harsh to the ear than the pounding of a fist, that nonetheless made the door rattle in its frame; Jesse suspected one or more shoulders brought hard against it. The insult rankled, but if he was serious about purging himself of pride, pretending he could fight his way past twelve men with clubs would not be much of a step in that direction, let alone a successful strategy for deferring his demise.
Jesse took a dining chair and placed it beneath the hatch that led into the roof; he moved the cover aside, but then climbed down and put the chair back in its proper place, so it would not guide his persecutors’ gaze.
Then he stood beneath the opening in the ceiling, muttered a short prayer, and sprung up as high as he could.
His fingers caught the edge of the hole. He pulled himself into the roof, brushed the hatch cover clean with the unsoiled back of his hand, and carefully replaced it.
The roof space was dark, but after a few seconds the grayness resolved into an orderly arrangement of wooden beams, coated in dust and draped in cobwebs. The Lord hadn’t put a second sun in the sky, but there was no denying that He had given his children the eyes of a nocturnal hunter.
Jesse knew it would be unwise to linger, but he was unsure exactly where to go. If he tried to lift the tiles above him, he’d risk making a noise and drawing attention to himself, and he doubted he could reach the ground safely from the rooftop in any case. He pictured the apartments directly below; Sarah and Robby were around a bend in the corridor, out of sight of the mob gathered at his door.
He moved as quietly as he could, keeping his knees and forearms supported by solid beams as he made his way across his neighbors’ ceilings. He could have sworn he’d heard rats and other animals up here in the past, but if they were present now they were doing their best to hide from the intruder.
When he reached what he hoped was the right hatch, he paused to listen. He heard Sarah speak, though her words were muffled, then Robby replied. Would they cry out in alarm if he emerged before them? Jesse hadn’t spoken to Sarah since the newspapers had done Barnum’s dirty work; he had no idea how she would receive him.
He lifted the cover and lowered his head into the room, with a finger to his lips. Robby saw him first and laughed with delight; Sarah looked up, startled, but then recovered her composure and bent to shush her son.
Then she fetched a chair and Jesse descended into the room.
“Thank you,” he whispered.
“It’s the least I can do,” she replied. “I don’t know where those louts came from, but I promise you we’re all on your side.”
Jesse lowered his eyes in gratitude, though he wasn’t sure just who that “we” encompassed.
He walked over to the door and listened. He could only hear snatches of shouted curses and commands exchanged within the mob, but it sounded as if they’d breached his apartment and were making a thorough search.
“You can stay here as long as you like,” Sarah said.
“That might not be safe for any of us,” he decided. “Better that I move on, and do it quickly before they come looking.”
“They left people posted at the entrance,” Sarah warned him. “You can’t just walk out.”
“I see.” Jesse moved to the window and looked down; he was on a side of the building now different from his own, and there was no one in the alley below.
“That’s too dangerous!” Sarah protested.
Jesse glanced back at her, a little annoyed by her solicitousness, but on reflection he had to admit that she was probably correct. “What, then?”
“I have friends, two stories down, who might shelter you,” she said. “And if you don’t want to stay, it’s a much smaller drop from there.”
“Very well.”
Sarah bent down and kissed Robby on the forehead. “I’ll be back in a minute. Just stay here quietly.”
Jesse followed her out. The ruckus from his apartment was growing louder, the tone of the exchanges more confused and resentful. As they approached the stairwell he was afraid they’d find yet another group of lookouts waiting, but the way was clear.
When Sarah knocked on her friends’ door a man answered; a woman and three young children were visible behind him.
“William, this is Jesse Cole,” Sarah explained. “He saved my son’s life, and now those ruffians are after him.” She gestured upward, as if that was enough to make the source of the danger clear; apparently everyone in the building was aware of the men’s presence, even if the news hadn’t traveled quickly enough to alert their actual target.
William shook Jesse’s hand and gestured for them to enter. Jesse nodded to the man’s wife, who regarded him with suspicion.
“I apologize for the imposition,” Jesse said. “I’m only here to ask leave to depart through your window, so as not to end the night with my skull in pieces.”
“The kitchen would offer the easiest exit,” William said, leading the way.
“You’ll look out for Felicia?” Jesse asked Sarah. He wasn’t sure he’d get a chance to meet up with her before she returned.
“I’ll make certain she’s out of harm’s way,” Sarah promised.
William opened the kitchen window. There was a drainpipe beside it; Jesse took his boots off and dropped them into the alley, then clambered out. There was only one story further to the ground, but he clung firmly to the pipe and moved down slowly all the way, knowing that if he so much as sprained an ankle it might be the death of him.
In the alley, he got his boots back on and crept to the corner of the building. As Sarah had warned him, there was a group of six men waiting outside the street entrance, and while some were intent on watching the doorway, others were glancing idly in all directions, understandably bored by their task.
Jesse looked around the alley for anything he could use as a club of his own, but then he set aside the urge to teach these men a lesson and forced himself to be content with the prospect of slipping their net. He waited until the lookouts least interested in the doorway were occupied with the sight of an approaching carriage, and then he strode out of the alley onto the street and turned away from the building. He proceeded at a brisk but dignified pace, confident that no one had seen him emerge from the alley, and hoping they were too distracted to reason that there was nowhere else he could have come from.
That proved too optimistic. He had not gone far when he heard heavy footfalls approaching; as they drew closer he glanced back and saw that two men had split from the group to investigate his identity. Jesse was still disinclined to flee; the published likeness had been imperfect, and there was a chance that if he kept his nerve and merely scowled with annoyance at these fools, they would retain enough doubt to hesitate before bludgeoning a stranger on a public street.
“Jesse Sloss?” one of the men asked breathlessly as he came alongside Jesse’s shoulder.
“My name’s Stephenson,” Jesse replied, without stopping.
“I don’t think so,” the other remarked, flanking him. Both clutched at his arms; he broke free, stepped back, spread his arms across their shoulders as if in a brotherly embrace, then pushed the two men hard into each other. They both lost their balance and fell to the sidewalk; Jesse skirted around them and walked on, then glanced back to see that the other four were now running toward him. Reluctantly, he broke into a run himself, his face burning at the prospect of onlookers attributing his undignified haste to guilt or cowardice.
After two blocks, only two of his pursuers remained in sight, but they were gaining on him, and both were carrying clubs. Jesse cursed himself for his half-hearted start to the race, and redoubled his efforts to lose them, but willing himself more speed was not enough to attain it.
“Mr. Cole?” someone called from the street. “Can I assist you?” Jesse looked toward the carriage, imprecations ready on his lips, sure that it could only be Stang or some other lackey sent by Barnum to scoop him up like an animal cornered by hounds. But after staring angrily for a moment, he realized his mistake.
“Dr. Harlow?”
Harlow signaled to the driver to halt the carriage. Jesse approached, still suspicious.
“Did you just chance to find me here,” he asked, “or did someone send you?”
“Half the neighborhood is talking about the commotion at your building,” Harlow replied. “I did come by to see if my services were needed, and then I saw you fleeing.” He poked his head out of the carriage and glanced down the street at the two men approaching. “You might want to get in now, sir, if that’s your intention.”
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“Is there somewhere I can take you?” Dr. Harlow asked, once the shouted curses had receded into the distance.
“The garment district,” Jesse replied. “I need to find my wife.”
Harlow conveyed these instructions to the driver, then settled back in his seat. “I was surprised to see the papers all latching on to your private affairs in such detail,” he said. “These stories are usually curiosity pieces, with third-hand reports from unreliable witnesses.”
Jesse described his encounter with Barnum and his suspicions about the aftermath.
“What an unpleasant fellow,” Harlow commiserated.
“He’s cost me my job and a roof over my head, at least for the moment.”
“Do you have friends you can stay with?”
“The ones I trust are all in that building, where I’d just be bringing danger to them.”
“Hmm.”
They reached the place where Felicia worked. Jesse was in two minds about entering the premises; he didn’t want to poison Felicia’s reputation with her fellow workers. Then he spotted one of her friends, Jane Sewell, whom he’d already met previously, departing from the building. He left the carriage and approached her.
“Miss Sewell? I beg your pardon, but could I trouble you for a moment?”
“Mr. Cole.” She paused, smiling, then guessed his intentions. “You’re looking for your wife? Felicia left half an hour ago; she wanted a full shift, but it hadn’t been arranged for her, so the foreman was only able to give her some odds and ends.”
Jesse thanked her and returned to Harlow. “She’ll be home by now,” he said. “But I’m hoping one of my neighbors will have taken her in.” Much as he wanted to ride up and sweep her away, his presence back at the building would risk the louts seeing her in his company and do nothing to make her safer.
“Where to now?” Harlow enquired.
“Do you know of any boarding house where the landlord doesn’t read the newspapers?” It was snowing heavily now, and Jesse wasn’t keen to spend the night huddled in an alleyway.
Harlow said, “I know a place where you’ll be safe, if you don’t mind sharing a basement with another guest.”
“I’d be grateful for any kind of shelter,” Jesse replied.
“It’s not too far,” Harlow assured him.
Jesse leaned back and closed his eyes, listening to the steady clop as the carriage made its way north, trying to be grateful for his blessings. He might have died at the hands of the rabble, but he hadn’t. Felicia would be safe with Sarah. Things seemed bleak, but it was surely only temporary.
“We’re here,” Harlow said. They’d stopped beside an alleyway, and he pointed out the stairs leading down to the basement’s back entrance.
“Who owns this place?” Jesse asked.
“Friends of mine,” Harlow replied. “They’re always happy to offer temporary accommodation. But they’re busy folk, so I hope you won’t mind if I don’t make introductions.”
“So long as I’m not trespassing, I’ll take your word for it.”
Harlow told him where he could find the key, and Jesse bid him farewell. He moved quickly through the snow, wishing he had fled in warmer clothes and wondering if anything remained of his possessions.
Harlow had mentioned that there might be another guest present, so Jesse gave a warning knock first and called out, “I’m an acquaintance of Dr. Harlow. He believed the building’s owners would be agreeable if I lodged here for the night.” There was no reply, so he unlocked the door and stepped inside.
The room was entirely unlit, so Jesse left the door open until he’d apprised himself of the layout of the furniture: a table, a couple of chairs, a tattered couch, and a wooden cabinet. A man was seated in one of the chairs, regarding him warily.
“Good evening,” Jesse said. “I’m sorry for intruding.”
“Good evening,” the man replied. “Could you close the door, lest we both freeze to death.”
Jesse obliged him, and introduced himself.
“My name’s Joshua,” the man replied. “You want me to light a candle?”
“It might help me avoid breaking my neck.” Jesse had finally realized that the basement wasn’t just poorly illuminated by virtue of its architecture: the windows had actually been painted over.
He waited, listening to Joshua move about, then he heard the flint strike and a candle flame appeared. Joshua placed the candlestick on the table, then motioned to Jesse to take a seat.
“There’s some bread and fruit if you’re hungry, and some water,” Joshua said.
“Thank you, but I ate not long ago.”
“Hmm.” Joshua had a few days’ growth of beard, flecked with gray, and from the look of his clothes he had been traveling for a while. “You heading to Canada, too?”
Jesse wasn’t sure if this was meant as a joke, though he supposed there might be a handful of white men who’d been caught out aiding fugitives, and sought to escape their punishment that way. “I hope not,” he replied. “I ain’t done nothing that requires that kind of remedy, unless I’m suffering from some seriously misplaced optimism.”
Joshua laughed. “So can I ask what you did do, if that ain’t impolite?”
Jesse hesitated, unsure of the wisdom of risking being seen yet again as a bearer of bad luck. “I fell asleep,” he said. “For so long that they put me in the ground. And now that word’s got out, a few folk seem to think I need to go back there.”
“Hmm.” Joshua showed no sign of any particular opinion on the subject.
“You have friends who made it to Canada?” Jesse asked.
Joshua nodded. “I only wish I followed them sooner, before the whole thing got harder.” Jesse took a moment to catch his meaning: the new Federal law meant that even in the free states, the authorities were obliged to assist with any fugitive’s return. It was illegal to own a slave in New York, but it was also illegal not to send a man back into slavery.
Jesse had been a child when he’d first heard a pastor preaching about the wickedness of the world, when a man could own another as if he were an animal. But at the time, it had all seemed as distant from his own life as stories about Moses and the Pharaoh. The few freed slaves he’d worked beside later had never spoken in his presence about their past, and he’d let that lull him into a kind of indifference.
But now he was sitting three feet away from a man who could be seized off the street and dragged away in chains, with the blessing of the law. Moses was dust in the desert; Joshua was flesh and blood, right before his eyes.
“I’ll tell you one thing,” Joshua said. “I seen men work so long and hard it almost killed them. But some of them, when it came to rest, fell into a deeper rest. For an hour or two, for half a day, they might have been dead. But then they stood up and walked among us, like nothing ever happened.”
“And how did that strike you?” Jesse asked. “Did you fear them?”
“Fear them?” Joshua shook his head. “Only thing I felt about that was envy.”
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Around four o’clock in the morning, someone knocked on the door and spoke a phrase that Joshua said he’d been told to expect, and he departed on the next leg of his journey. Jesse found a blanket in a corner of the basement and wrapped it around himself, then he sat in the dark trying to decide what to do next.
An hour or so later, just as he was thinking of braving the cold, there was another knock. “It’s Harlow, Mr. Cole. Could we speak for a moment?”
Jesse relit the candle. Then he let the doctor in and offered him a chair, as if the basement were his own front parlor.
“I’ve been thinking about your situation,” Harlow began. “Barnum has made you notorious, in the hope that you’ll allow him to exploit that for his own gain, but it occurs to me that you might choose to turn it to your own advantage instead.”
“In what way?”
“I would suppose that you wish to be able to live a normal life again, with no need to conceal your identity. If you embarked upon your own speaking tour, to clarify for the public the true nature of your experience, you might succeed in winning them over.”
“Winning them over?” Jesse laughed. “Just like that?”
“Not everyone,” Harlow conceded. “But you have the opportunity to exert a considerable influence on the way the phenomenon of sleep is perceived. It’s not absurd to hope that events like last night’s hostilities could be reduced to rare exceptions.”
“Or I could choose a new name,” Jesse proposed, “find a small town, cook up a good story, and invest in some elaborate sideburns.”
“Then nothing changes—and the next man or woman who gets a blow to the head is left to take their chances trying to dig their way to the surface.”
Jesse didn’t reply. Since leaving Haverhill, he’d done his best to pretend that his awakening beneath the ground was as rare as his emergence, though every trace of common sense told him that the latter could be a rarity even if the former was happening daily.
“How am I meant to organize a speaking tour?” he asked scornfully. “I don’t own anything but the clothes I’m standing in.”
“I can help you,” Harlow replied. “I can make introductions to other abolitionists who would be eager to see your message disseminated.”
“Abolitionists?” Jesse was bemused. “You think my story is going to win anyone over to that cause? If they ain’t been moved by hearing Mr. Douglass, what will they care about a white man from New Hampshire who spent a few minutes in a coffin?”
Harlow said, “The abolitionist movement, and the wider populace, have a complicated patchwork of beliefs. Some people have convinced themselves that they can justify slavery through the tenet that sleep implies the absence of a soul, combined with the myth that every child in Africa catches an endemic disease that robs them of their consciousness. But there is also a strand of vehement abolitionists who nonetheless cling to the very same tenet, and choose instead to insist that no one on God’s earth ever sleeps. And since there is ample evidence that they’re mistaken in that belief, they waste their time and energy trying to refute the irrefutable, undermining the credibility of the movement.”
Jesse couldn’t argue with him about the second group; his own parents, while abhorring slavery, had clearly reconciled that abhorrence with their congregation’s uncompromising attitude to sleep. And though they’d tied their beliefs into a strange kind of knot, it might not be beyond untying.
But the first? “You really think there’s a single slave-holder who’ll come over to the light, just because I can convince an audience of waverers and ditherers that I’ve still got a soul?” he asked. “If a plantation owner can’t acknowledge that trait in the people in whose company he’s spent his whole life . . .”
Harlow said, “The house that needs demolishing has planks running in every direction. If someone wants to find a pretext to keep slaves, when we kick away the planks about sleep, they’ll take their support from some other nonsense about the shape of people’s skulls, or some Biblical passage about the Children of Ham. Believe me, I don’t imagine for one second that you hold the match that can burn the whole thing down. But if you can help weaken it, even slightly—while aiding your own situation, and discouraging other premature burials—what is there to lose?”
Jesse snorted. “I might just aggravate a whole lot of people, while making it harder to escape their attention. What’s to stop the kind of zealot who tried to kill me last night from using this for a second try?”
“You think Mr. Douglass doesn’t attract rather more numerous and fervent critics?” Harlow replied. “We know how to protect our guests.”
“And how am I meant to make a living while I’m gallivanting around?”
“We’d feed and shelter you,” Harlow said. “And your wife, if she wished to accompany you, or we could help find her somewhere safe to live in New York if she preferred to stay.”
“This is just like Barnum’s offer,” Jesse grumbled, “except I don’t end up a rich man at the end.”
Harlow smiled. “I think you know that’s not true.”
Jesse said, “If you’ll excuse me, I need to talk to my wife.”
He declined the offer of a carriage ride, and made his way on foot to a corner that he knew Felicia would pass. When he spotted her approaching, she was with Sarah, who went ahead and left them to talk.
“There are still people outside the building,” Felicia said, as they took shelter from the snow beneath an awning. “Lurking about, trying to look as if they’re doing something else. But I’ve been back to the apartment and moved most of our things to Sarah’s.” She held up a bag she’d been carrying. “There are some clothes of yours in here. A warm coat, a scarf . . .”
Jesse took the bag, and tried to read her face. “Do you want to be rid of me?”
“No!” She took his hand. “Don’t ask me that again, or there’ll be trouble between us.”
“Do you want to leave town?”
“I’m not sure,” she said. “I still have the job, and I don’t think they’re going to dismiss me. A few of the workers recognized the man in the papers as being my husband, but most of them are my friends, and the others don’t seem all that interested in making trouble just for the sake of it.”
Jesse described Harlow’s proposal. “If I agreed, it might be for two or three months.”
“I’d be fine here,” Felicia assured him. “Sarah would be happy for the company, and someone to share the rent.”
“All right.” Jesse had half wished she’d given him an excuse to abandon the idea. “Do you think it’s wise, though? Me blabbing my mouth off about the whole thing?”
Felicia said, “If it had stayed a secret, all the better. But it didn’t, and we can’t undo that. If you can’t speak up for yourself against the nonsense people are spreading about you, it might never go away. So if you have a chance to set things straight, why not take it?”
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“It was like stepping out of an impenetrable fog,” Jesse said. “It was dark inside the coffin, but I could see myself in my mind’s eye, plain as ever. I could feel the wood against my back. I could smell the pine boards, and the dirt around them.”
He looked out across the pews of the small church hall. In the front row, someone coughed.
“At first, I thought I might be dead,” he confessed. “But then I got so desperate to breathe fresh air, that didn’t make any sense. So I did what it took to free myself.”
He went on to describe the events of that night, as truthfully as he could without speaking ill of his parents or dragging Felicia into the story. He sketched his journey into exile, his life in New York, the offer from Barnum, the mob at his door.
“I ain’t no physician,” he said. “And I ain’t no theologian. All I know is, I’m the very same person as I was before the accident. Our Lord didn’t close His eyes for the three days He hung upon the cross, but I don’t recall one word in the Gospels saying that if we sinners fall short of that divine endurance, we are damned. All I’m asking for is the right to keep living the life that God’s grace allowed me to resume—and for every decent Christian to think twice before they consign their child, or their mother, or their brother to the grave, without asking if that grace is being offered to them, as it was to me.”
Jesse lowered his eyes and stared at the lectern. There was a smattering of polite applause. Harlow joined him, and clasped him on the shoulder. “Does anyone have a question for Mr. Sloss?”
The cougher in the front row cleared his throat, but not to speak. Jesse looked up at the unsmiling faces, trying to guess which of them were gazing at him sourly because they seriously doubted that he possessed an immortal soul and which were merely skeptical that he’d spent a single moment six feet underground.
“Mr. Sloss,” a red-cheeked man in a velvet waistcoat began, “can you explain to us how you know you are the same person as you were before the accident?”
“I don’t get your meaning, sir.”
“When I think back over my own life,” the man replied, “I can always follow the thread. I can recall the events of yesterday, and the day before, and so on. Far enough back, the fine details might be lost in the mists of childhood, but I know who I am because I have always been here, keeping watch, without interruption. If I ask myself, ‘Am I myself ?’ the answer is indisputable. Because a dutiful sentry knows when no one came, or departed, beneath his gaze.”
“And if a sentry looks away for one moment,” Jesse replied, “if his mind wanders, should the house he was guarding be burned to the ground? If his neighbors look inside and find no enemy, but just the same old furniture and keepsakes as ever, what harm has been done?”
“But is that all we are, sir? Furniture and keepsakes?”
Jesse was starting to get a headache; these amateur philosophers always introduced some clumsy metaphor of their own choosing, and then he fell into the trap of adopting it himself, as if he had agreed that it captured the truth perfectly.
“I have the same memories and dispositions as ever,” he said. “And the same soul watching over them. If you doubt that, tell me: who is it you think you’re addressing right now? Do you believe that some unholy spirit would stand before you in the Lord’s house, and hear the Lord’s word without flinching?”
“Perhaps not,” the man conceded. “Perhaps I am addressing no spirit at all. A dog or a horse, though it sleeps, retains memories of its training, and persists in its disposition, waking to perform the same tasks that it learned long ago, with the same meekness or stubbornness as ever.”
“Does your dog debate the nature of its spirit with you?” Jesse retorted.
“No. But it never housed an intelligence capable of that skill. Your body may have learned the reflexes of rational speech while a soul resided within it. That those reflexes remain proves nothing—unless your aim is to convince us that those reflexes are all we are.”
Jesse’s patience deserted him. “And can you prove to this gathering that you possess any aspect of humanity yourself, beyond the reflexes you acquired years ago? Or do you demand the benefit of the doubt, afforded to you out of common decency, but resting in the end on your assurances alone?”
The man laughed, perplexed. “But I am not the one boasting of the absence of a soul, for three whole days in succession! If you had been accused of that, and angrily denied it, I would indeed have given you the benefit of the doubt. But instead you are touring the country, eagerly affirming everything said against you. That clearly shifts the onus onto you, sir.”
Jesse just wanted to strike him now. Harlow must have sensed this; he stepped forward and announced that the talk was finished, thanked the audience and bid them good night.
“There’ll always be good days and bad days,” he said, as they left the hall and headed across town. “And remember, it’s often the people with nothing to say who are taking you most seriously. They don’t need to be sobbing in the aisles to be thinking about some relative who might have been buried too soon, or making an oath to themselves that their own child will never experience what you went through.”
“Maybe,” Jesse replied. He didn’t doubt the doctor’s reasoning, but the hope was too abstract to offer him much encouragement. He was starting to wonder if he would have been better off giving in to Barnum’s extortion; however despicable the man, he knew how to whip up the crowds and incite their passion. Jesse had never imagined himself to be any kind of orator, but if he was just a carnival strongman who had kicked his way out of a box in the ground, why had he held himself up as too high and mighty for Barnum’s menagerie?
“Mr. Sloss? Dr. Harlow?”
Jesse turned. A man had followed them from the hall, no doubt intent on pursuing the subject of the talk further. “My name’s Morton,” he said, approaching. “Forgive me for troubling you on your way to your lodgings, but there’s a matter I hope to discuss with you, that I had no wish to disclose to all and sundry.”
Harlow said, “That’s quite all right, sir. I’m sure you’d be welcome to join us for dinner.”
While in Hartford, Jesse and Harlow were staying at the house of Mr. and Mrs. Betts and their three children, and they obligingly set an extra plate for their new guest. In response to their polite inquiries, Morton revealed that he was from Massachusetts, and described his profession as dentistry, but throughout the meal, and in the conversation that followed, he confined himself to vague pleasantries. Eventually, the members of the family made excuses to depart to other rooms, allowing the three of them some privacy.
“I believe you have persuaded me that a man can succumb to unconsciousness without damage to his body, or his wits, or his immortal soul,” Morton proclaimed.
“Well, good,” Jesse replied, gratified to have won a convert, but a little annoyed that he couldn’t have said this a couple of hours earlier.
“To any other man, this might be a source of profound philosophical reflection, and, I would hope, a resolve to do no harm of the kind that was done to you, Mr. Sloss. But in my case, the import is far greater. Greater than most men could imagine.”
Harlow exchanged a forbearing glance with Jesse, and inquired, “And why is that, sir? If you can trust us to do our humble best to stretch our own imaginations toward the same lofty endpoint.”
“For the past four years,” Morton explained, “I have been investigating the matter of sensitivity to pain, and developing a substance, which I call Letheon, that I have shown to be capable of rendering dogs, cats, pigs, cows, and horses all equally insensible to suffering. Under the influence of this substance, these animals can endure not only the removal of teeth, but all manner of surgery that would otherwise be painful in the extreme. When administered Letheon, they fall into a state akin to their ordinary sleep, but far deeper. It’s well known that the slightest noise from an intruder, let alone a sharp jab to its body, would easily wake a faithful hound. With the aid of Letheon, I have cut into a dog’s skin an incision six inches long, and then sutured it closed, all without the animal stirring, or uttering the faintest whimper of complaint. What’s more, upon regaining consciousness, it showed itself no less amicably disposed toward me than it had been prior to the surgery; what would have been an act of the utmost cruelty, leaving the animal cowed, surly, or dangerously aggressive toward its tormentor, made no impression on it at all.”
Jesse’s annoyance had not entirely vanished, but after looking to Harlow for any sign that Morton’s account might have struck a fellow medical man as implausible, he was prepared to concede that the invention’s significance might excuse a degree of portentousness.
“So this would be better than opium?” Jesse asked.
“For surgery, certainly!” Morton replied. “Opium would likely remain the superior remedy for ongoing pain, where the patient needs to maintain some degree of activity. But if I were to have a tumor carved out of my body, I’d rather be absent entirely than merely looking on through an opium haze.”
Harlow said, “You mention a variety of animal subjects. But have you tried it on a human patient?”
“Not as yet,” Morton admitted. “Until now, my philosophical qualms have held me back from that final step. That’s precisely why I chose to attend your lecture: to hear the testimony of a man who willingly confessed to a lapse in consciousness, but showed no sign of impairment as a consequence.” He turned to face Jesse squarely. “Sir, I do not perceive you as some kind of plaything of the Devil, nor as a man reduced to a brute beast. I believe you have provided an honest account of your experience and its aftermath, and that has given me the courage to make this request.” He turned to Harlow. “Dr. Harlow, I would be honored if you would agree to cut this wart out of my hand with a scalpel, while I am under the influence of Letheon. That is: while my soul is absent, and the pain cannot touch me. And then I hope to return, as intact in every physical, moral and intellectual faculty as Mr. Sloss, so I can add my testimony to his own—and embark upon the enterprise of making Letheon, in good conscience, the first choice of every surgeon in the world.”
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Morton had insisted on fasting for a day before the three of them met in his lodgings to conduct the procedure. “Many of the animals would vomit up their food,” he’d explained, “which would be neither safe for the subject nor pleasant for any of the participants.”
“You seem anxious,” Jesse told Harlow as they ascended the stairs of the boarding house.
“No surgery is without risk,” Harlow replied. “This man could die from gangrene, when he had no need of the operation in the first place.”
“But you’re not troubled by anything else?”
“Oh, the concoction he’s devised might yet prove dangerous, but if he’s been honest with us about its effect on all those animals, I see no reason to suspect that he will fare any worse.”
Jesse was uneasy now. “Do you believe that a horse, or a dog, has a soul?”
“I believe many animals can suffer grievously, and exhibit genuine devotion,” Harlow said. “They are not clockwork mechanisms, merely pretending to those things.”
That didn’t answer Jesse’s question, but they’d arrived at their destination. Morton answered on the first knock and admitted them excitedly.
“This is history in the making,” he declared. “I hope you are both keeping diaries, and will write letters to your wives and colleagues recording the event for posterity.”
“Can you show me the agent you want administered?” Harlow asked.
Morton handed him a flask that was sitting on the table. Harlow removed the stopper and took a cautious sniff. “It needs to be kept well away from any flame,” Morton warned him. “But I have constructed an inhaler that will mostly contain the fumes.” The device was a glass bulb with two apertures, one spouting a flexible tube that terminated in a mask.
Harlow unpacked his own bag of instruments, laying them out on the table. Morton removed his coat and took a seat, regarding Jesse with a solemnly fraternal gaze, as if about to follow him into battle.
He filled the bulb of the inhaler with Letheon from the flask, then closed the first aperture and placed the mask over his mouth and nose, held up by loops of string behind his ears. Jesse was standing a few feet away, but he caught a trace of a sweet, pungent odor wafting out of the apparatus.
At first Morton scowled with displeasure, plain enough to be seen in the uncovered parts of his face, and he coughed several times with considerable vehemence, as if his lungs were violently opposed to the reeking vapor they were being forced to take in. Then his face relaxed, his eyelids came together, and his body grew limp.
Harlow put an ear to Morton’s chest, then held his wrist between thumb and forefinger. The sleeping man’s arm dropped back to the table with no more hesitation than a scarecrow’s. Harlow removed the mask and summoned Jesse to hold Morton’s right hand still, the palm facing up, over a cloth pad. When he made the first incision into the skin beside the wart, Jesse tensed, instinctively expecting the patient to struggle and require forcible restraint. But Jesse’s entire job consisted of steadying what might as well have been an inert object against the disturbances Harlow himself was creating.
He turned to examine Morton’s face, and tried to discern some emotion in it. But it was not peaceful, or distracted, or resolute; it was entirely vacant. Even Robby, limp in Jesse’s arms, had grimaced now and then with discomfort. Was this how he had appeared himself, as he traveled the bumpy road home to Haverhill? But if God had chosen to restore Jesse’s soul in the wake of that misfortune, would He show the same mercy when the parting of soul from body was entirely self-imposed?
Harlow emitted a satisfied grunt and placed the severed wart aside. The wound he had made was bleeding copiously, but it was shallow, and once he’d put in the sutures to pull it closed and applied a bandage, the flow was stanched.
“It should be kept elevated,” he muttered. He took out a longer strip of cloth and formed a sling, holding up Morton’s hand and freeing Jesse from the task of keeping it from siding off the table.
“Are you sure he’s not dead?” Jesse asked anxiously.
Harlow checked for a heartbeat again, and held his hand beside Morton’s nostrils. “He’s not dead. The question is whether he’ll recover from this state—preferably faster than you did, but every bit as hale and quick-witted.”
“If Letheon is a cousin of whiskey, he might not be hale and quick-witted for a while.”
Harlow laughed. “True. But it can’t be too close a cousin; the amount of alcohol needed to render a man insensible to a scalpel blade is scarcely less than would kill him. And I’ll thank you not to raise the comparison with our hosts, who are firmly devoted to the cause of temperance.”
Jesse was happy to distinguish Morton’s endeavor from wanton drunkenness, but he was no clearer as to what it actually entailed. “Where is his soul?” he asked.
“Where it always is, I suppose. But resting, as his body is.”
“So these fumes have affected it, as much as they have his flesh?”
Harlow seemed to grow uncomfortable. “They have certainly affected his brain, which I believe mediates all conscious activity. But why are you asking me these questions, when you’re the one best placed to answer them firsthand?”
“I don’t remember anything from that time.”
“Then that’s your answer,” Harlow replied. “If you remember nothing, there is nothing to remember.”
Jesse wasn’t satisfied. He didn’t doubt that he was the man he had always been; what he wished was that he truly understood what that meant. The soul was aware of itself; it knew itself to be. Wasn’t that quality alone what raised humans above the animals? But then, once awareness was gone completely, how could the soul still exist at all? It was like claiming to possess a body that had lost its power to tip a scale, register to the eye, or impede any object. If those properties vanished for a time and then returned, no one would declare that the body had just been resting.
Morton groaned and raised his head, then opened his eyes slightly. “Have you started the surgery?” he asked hoarsely.
“I’m entirely finished,” Harlow replied.
Jesse moved the bucket into place just in time; Morton might have fasted, but his stomach still found something to expel.
“My head is throbbing,” Morton complained. Harlow had him sip some water, then splash his face. After a few minutes, he was lucid enough to converse normally.
“You don’t remember anything since inhaling the fumes?” Harlow asked.
“No,” Morton confirmed. “It’s not that I was there, waiting in darkness to become reacquainted with my senses. There was no thought at all. When I look back across the fissure . . . there is the clarity of the events prior to administering the Letheon, then a brief jumble of confusion, and then my emergence into the present.” He glanced down at his bandaged hand. “It’s as if that stretch of time has been excised from my experience—and yet I’m no more divided by its removal than I am by this excision of the flesh.”
“Is the wound painful now?”
“It is,” Morton conceded. “But it’s tolerable, and nothing like the pain I would have felt had I been present for the surgery itself.”
“I’d call that a success,” Harlow decided.
“So I might join your tour? And repeat the demonstration alongside your talks?”
“How many warts do you have?” Harlow asked in jest.
“We can omit the surgery,” Morton clarified. “Though I’d be happy for any reputable physicians in the audience to come to the stage and examine me—prodding my skin with a needle, or such like, to satisfy themselves that the treatment really does have the desired effect.”
Jesse remained uneasy, but he had no good argument against Morton’s proposal. If Letheon continued to work in the same fashion, with its after-effects no worse than a mild emetic, such demonstrations might well persuade people that integrity was possible across the gulf of unconsciousness. And if the Lord hadn’t chosen to punish this man, here and now, for willfully extinguishing his awareness, surely He would continue His forbearance when the act was repeated in aid of the discouragement of ignorance, slavery, and burying children alive.
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When Jesse and his companions arrived at the home of their host in New Bedford, he was surprised to find a letter waiting for him that was not from Felicia, but from a Professor Jackson of Marquette, Michigan. He opened it and read it twice before taking Harlow aside and consulting him on the contents.
“This man is claiming Morton stole Letheon from him, and he’s threatening to sue all three of us.”
Harlow was unfazed. “He wrote to me earlier, and I gave him short shrift. I suppose that’s why he’s taken to bothering you instead.”
“He says he taught Morton chemistry at Harvard, where they discussed his own experiments with something called ‘sulfuric ether.’”
“Which might well be the same thing as Letheon,” Harlow admitted. “But if the two of them want to argue about patent rights, that’s not our problem. I’d rather none be granted, so everyone can use the substance freely.”
“All right.” Jesse hoped that the talk of a lawsuit was bluster; he could not afford to get mired in anything of the kind, whatever the outcome.
When they returned to the parlor where Morton was seated with their host, Mrs. Edgecombe, he announced some correspondence of his own. “There’s a Mrs. Helen Williams here who has read reports of our previous demonstrations,” Morton explained. “She has volunteered to have me extract a troublesome molar—in public, under the influence of Letheon!”
Mrs. Edgecombe, an elderly widow, nodded approvingly. “I know Mrs. Williams quite well. She would not make an offer like that frivolously, or insincerely.”
“Perhaps we could call on her together,” Harlow suggested to Morton. “We should be satisfied first that her health is robust, and explain the necessary preparations.”
Jesse was dispatched to find a suitable chair for the demonstration. The town’s dentist proved unwilling to part with his, but Jesse was able to come to an arrangement with the barber.
That night, the hall was almost full. Jesse gave his usual testimony, and the audience listened politely, but he knew they were impatient to see for themselves what he was merely describing.
Harlow took Jesse’s place at the lectern. “Tonight,” he said, “it will not be Mr. Morton experiencing the effects of Letheon. Rather, he will keep his wits about him, and practice his craft of dentistry on a willing volunteer.”
Morton, Mrs. Williams, and her husband, who had been waiting to one side, all walked into view. A murmur of disquiet spread throughout the crowd, and then, as Mrs. Williams took her place in the barber’s chair and Morton wheeled a trolley bearing his inhaler and dental instruments beside her, a dozen or so people stood up and began shouting.
“Quiet, please!” Harlow implored them. “This lady has graciously offered to have an infected tooth removed in your presence, to demonstrate both the absence of pain and the harmlessness of the treatment itself. Please show her some respect.”
“I’ll show no respect to murderers!” a man retorted. He was already on his feet; now he left his pew and approached the front of the hall.
Jesse moved to intercept him. “Sir, you need to stay seated, or leave,” he said. “We can’t allow any disruption.”
“Stick to reciting your third-rate Poe,” the man replied contemptuously. Other men, and a few women, were coming forward now, jostling to try to reach Morton and his patient. Jesse looked around for the volunteers who had offered to help guard the visiting speakers; they were joining the fray, but they were outnumbered.
“You need to leave,” Jesse said. When the man tried to brush past him, Jesse took his arm and forced it behind his back, then spun him around and marched him toward the exit. A few feet from the door the man recovered from his surprise and began to offer resistance; Jesse twisted his arm toward his shoulder, and he dropped to his knees, cursing. A short while later, he agreed to depart.
Jesse turned toward the front of the hall. While the guards were doing their best, a phalanx of impromptu assistants had emerged from the audience to help them, blocking the way forward for the people shouting accusations of “murder!” and “debauchery!”
Jesse steeled himself and approached the line of objectors, trying to persuade each one to retake their seat, before seizing them and dragging them out. He could feel his blood rising, but he forced himself to be as calm and civil as he could, even when he was struck or spat upon.
When the last of the troublemakers had been expelled, and the doors locked, a few lingered outside near the entrance, bellowing threats and insults. Jesse saw that most of the guards had torn clothes and scratches or bruises on their faces. He supposed he looked the same; when he put his hand to his forearm, he felt a trickle of warm blood beneath the cloth, where a woman had stuck him with a hat-pin.
Harlow returned to the lectern, and glanced toward Mrs. Williams for her assent. “I have not changed my mind,” she announced resolutely.
As the procedure began, the audience in the hall was silent, though interjections from outside continued. Jesse wondered if any of the protesters would have behaved in the same fashion if it had been Morton volunteering to be “murdered” in public, for the seventh time. Had they all assumed he was a humbug, feigning sleep and pretending not to notice the doctors poking needles into the soles of his feet? Or was the crucial difference that Mrs. Williams was a respected member of their own community, to whom they felt some duty of protection, and through whom they would henceforth be reminded of the unsettling truth?
Mrs. Williams seemed to have fallen into Letheon’s embrace, but Morton pinched her hand several times to be sure. Her husband stepped forward and aided in the procedure, holding her head firmly while Morton worked on the tooth with his pliers. The yelling through the doors had died away, and Jesse was sure he heard the root of the molar tear free. Mercifully, the tooth emerged whole; if it had fragmented, the operation might have lasted an hour. When Morton dropped the bloody object in a metal dish with a satisfying clink, half the audience exhaled in unison.
“I have visited the same blank landscape as this brave lady inhabits now,” Morton assured the onlookers as they waited for her to be roused. “I would not otherwise have dared subject another soul to that strange exile. And Mr. Sloss, before me, paved the way and gave me courage. One by one, we can explore this territory, and though we return with no maps, or sketches, or diaries, it is our safe return itself that we mark upon our charts. Here, there be no dragons.”
Had the performers in the night’s drama been conspiring, this would have been the perfect time for Mrs. Williams to stir, but she remained motionless. Jesse saw people bowing their heads in prayer.
“God will not be mocked!” a man screamed from outside the door. The loudness of this cry finally roused the sleeper, who coughed and opened her eyes.
Morton and her husband attended to her, offering her water and speaking to her quietly. After a time, they helped her to her feet and supported her as she stepped forward to address the hall.
“My name is Helen Elizabeth Williams,” she said. “I was born in Lynn, Massachusetts, on September 7th, 1812.”
She proceeded with further details of her biography, along with professions of faith and devotion for her family. Jesse wasn’t sure if she had planned the whole recitation in advance, or was extemporizing, but though he could see that she was still suffering a degree of nausea and disorientation, there was a lively, unrehearsed sincerity to her words. Might he have won his parents over, if he’d been as eloquent in his own defense?
When she was finished, the audience applauded, but the mood seemed more somber than celebratory. This woman, whom many of them knew and admired, had returned, safe and uncorrupted, from the void—and in doing so had turned their minds to all the loved ones who might have done the same, given the chance.
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Jesse was late arriving at the hospital, and though Morton had arranged for a seat to be reserved for him in the front row, by the time he entered the operating theatre, someone else had taken it. He was about to turn around and leave when a gentleman near the back gestured to him, indicating an empty chair beside his own. Jesse nodded to him in thanks, and squeezed his way in.
Morton was already speaking, heaping praise upon the powers of Letheon in his customary grandiloquent fashion. When he was done, Dr. Warren described the patient’s condition and the course the surgery would take. His language was aimed at his fellow surgeons, but Jesse had been given the gist of it earlier by Morton and Harlow: the man on the table had a tumor in his neck, and Dr. Warren was going to cut it out.
“Cuthbert, from the New York Sun,” the man who’d shown Jesse the seat whispered. “I’d swear I know you, sir, but I can’t place you exactly.”
“My name’s Stephenson,” Jesse replied. “I’m married to Dr. Warren’s niece, and he was kind enough to offer me a chance to witness this demonstration.”
Cuthbert shook his hand. “Lucky your wife’s uncle isn’t a Virginian.” Seeing the confusion on Jesse’s face, he added, “Their bill passed into law yesterday. ‘Loss of consciousness, induced by any method or agent,’ is now legally equivalent to death. That makes seven states where the activity we’re watching right now would be classified as murder, and the instigators liable to hang.”
“Hmm.” Jesse turned away from him to concentrate on the proceedings, hoping his once mildly infamous features really had vanished to the edge of even this muckraker’s recollection. With new sleepers to write about every day, their journeys along the river Lethe witnessed by hundreds of good citizens, some laughable tale about a railway worker climbing out of his grave would soon be relegated to its proper place among the ghost stories given credence only by the gullible and the morbid.
The operation took close to an hour, with Morton administering more Letheon at regular intervals. When the sutures were in place, and the patient had recovered consciousness, Dr. Warren asked the man how he was.
“It feels like I got a little scratch,” he replied. The physicians and journalists assembled, having seen the gory truth for themselves, rose to their feet and cheered.
Back at his lodgings, Jesse sat in his room, sorely tempted to pack at once and take the next train out of Boston. But it would be rude of him to disappear without a proper farewell to Morton and Harlow, who remained busy with Dr. Warren and his colleagues. He could leave in the morning, and still be beside Felicia before dark.
There was a knock on the door. “Who is it?” Jesse asked.
“Anderson.”
Jesse let him in and offered him a seat. Mr. Anderson had helped guard the speakers throughout the Massachusetts leg of the tour; he was probably eager to return to his family in New Bedford and, like Jesse, was saying his goodbyes.
“I was hoping for your help in extracting a favor from Mr. Morton,” Anderson said.
“What favor?” Jesse asked. “I don’t know what sway I have with him, but I’ll do what I can.”
Anderson said, “I need half a dozen doses of Letheon.”
Jesse was confused. “Do you have six friends with toothaches? If you do, Morton could give you the full service, not just help you avoid the pain.”
Anderson was silent for a moment, then he asked Jesse to swear to keep what he was about to disclose a secret.
“I swear,” Jesse replied, resisting the urge to add, “on my own grave.”
“We’ve made a plan to cross into Virginia,” Anderson confided. “There are ten of us, including two men who escaped from the same plantation we got in our sights, so they’re well informed on all the particulars.”
“You might need something stronger than Letheon to protect yourself,” Jesse suggested.
Anderson smiled. “We got arms already, but we aim to use them as little as we can. The thing is, if we send the owners to sleep, not only can we bring a few of our brothers and sisters to freedom, the proof of what we done will make a better kind of mischief than any carnage. We’ll have made that family of slave-owners dead by law, without spilling a drop of their blood—and captured it all in a nice daguerreotype for the papers.”
Jesse wasn’t sure just how much good that would do. “Won’t their so-called property just be inherited?”
“Sure. They got cousins we won’t be able to reach. But do you s’pose the dead ones will sit happily by while their poor relations walk away with all their wealth?”
“Making fools of everyone, the law included.” Jesse had to admire the plan, and though it was heartbreaking to think of the raid doing anything less than freeing the whole plantation, he’d gleaned enough about the difficulties escapees faced to realize that such a large group, trying to travel in secret all at once, would not get far.
“But you want me to ask Morton for the Letheon, without telling him what it’s for?”
“Would you trust him to keep quiet?” Anderson asked. “Or to grant the request, once he knew the purpose? He’s not a bad man, but I have a feeling this wouldn’t fit with his intentions for his beloved child.”
Jesse mulled it over. “You’re probably right, but I don’t know what other story I could feed him to convince him to hand it over.”
“You can’t tell him you want to demonstrate it in New York, while he’s busy here?” Anderson suggested. “Spreading the good news farther and faster?”
Jesse shook his head. “He’s so jealous of anyone else getting their hands on this potion—” He caught himself. “But maybe we don’t have to ask him at all. Maybe there’s another way.”
“What other way?”
Jesse didn’t want to raise the man’s hopes without reason. “Give me half a day,” he said. “I might be mistaken, but it shouldn’t take long to find out.”
Harlow had mentioned that sulfuric ether was one of the ingredients of a popular remedy known as “Hoffman’s Drops.” Jesse spent an hour walking around Boston, until he finally came across a pharmacist willing to sell him, not the compounded drug, but a bottle of the crucial component in its pure form.
One sniff of the contents told him that Letheon contained the same substance, though that didn’t quite prove that there was nothing else in Morton’s formulation. Prof. Jackson had insisted that sulfuric ether alone could send an animal safely to sleep, but Jesse wasn’t going to hand the bottle over without verifying its effectiveness.
In his room, alone, he sat on a chair in his shirtsleeves, and took one of the bath towels his hosts had provided. He soaked the cloth in ether, and held it over his face.
The fumes were sickly sweet, but irritating beyond the most cloying perfume, leaving his eyes watering, his nose running, his throat stinging. He started coughing, and it was all he could do not to cast the towel aside and spit up every trace of the odious residue trickling down from his burning palate.
At the same time, he felt his head growing light, and the unpleasant sensations, without changing in any detail, lost their oppressiveness, leaving him curiously happy and carefree.
Don’t bury me, he thought, unable to speak the words, wishing he had written a note in case someone found him in this state. He tried to decide if his spirit was merely loosening its ties to his body, or if the Letheon was leaching into his soul and diminishing its capacity, but then he concluded that his struggle to settle on an answer was the answer itself. Even the preternatural bliss that had accompanied him as he receded from his senses now cut itself loose and drifted away, a smear of white light falling into darkness.
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At first, the oddness of his posture was all there was: a brute fact connected to nothing else. Then, like an ice crystal growing around a speck of dirt, other aspects of the situation accreted. His body was twisted, slumped in the chair. The towel had fallen across his lap. His throat was dry and his stomach tight.
Jesse opened his eyes and groped for the bucket he’d left beside the chair. When he was done, he checked his pocket watch. He had been gone for more than half an hour.
He felt cold. He fetched a basin of water and splashed his face, but a dull ache remained behind his eyes. The dust in the room, on the sideboard and mirror, seemed thicker than he remembered, or at least more prominent.
For the second time in his life, he had stopped being himself, and then started again. But now he had no struggle for air to distract him—and no cheering crowd to laud his feat, nor solicitous friends to offer their opinions.
He had stopped, and he had started. The furniture and keepsakes of his memory and character had survived beneath the drop cloths while the house fell silent, but he hadn’t borne them away for safekeeping elsewhere. Everything was, and always had been, contained within his skin. His soul was simply the way his body felt, when it was capable of feeling. When he slept, it was absent. When he died, it would be gone forever.
Jesse put on a coat, tidied the room, gathered his thoughts. Anderson returned, promptly at five as they’d agreed.
“Any luck with your plan?” he asked.
“Yes. I have it.” Jesse handed him the bottle.
“You stole this from Morton?”
“No.” Jesse explained what he’d bought, and how he’d tested it. “The secret won’t last long; every dentist and surgeon in the country will know soon. Morton won’t end up a rich man, though perhaps he’ll retain the glory of being the first to reach a few milestones.”
“Hmm.” Anderson had other things on his mind.
“This raid into Virginia,” Jesse began. “Could you use an extra pair of hands? I ain’t no military man, but I’m not bad with my fists if it comes to that.”
“You want to end up hanged?” Anderson asked dubiously.
“Not if I can help it. But now I got my life back, I can’t just sit around wishing and praying that everything else will make itself right.”
Anderson laughed. “You don’t sound like the usual firebrand for the cause, but I won’t hold that against you. I seen you handle yourself all right when it mattered. We got six more days before we leave, and if the others are agreeable, we can get you acquainted with the details.”
Jesse wrote to Felicia, trying to walk a line between his wish not to deceive her and the risk of implicating her in the conspiracy he was joining.
Morton’s demonstrations, and most especially this last one in Boston, look to have set things on the right course for us, and I am hopeful that I will be restored very soon to sufficient respectability, or at least anonymity, to have no trouble finding employment again. But there remains some further business that I am obliged to attend to, that will prevent me from returning for two or three more weeks.
Until then, know that you are in my heart every minute of the day. All my strength and comfort comes from knowing that we’ll be together soon, and all my worth from recalling that you stood by me when no one else would.
Your devoted husband,
Jesse




A Pall of Moondust

Nick Wood
 
KwaZulu Natal, African Federation, 2035.
 
BLUE SKY: RED dust.
Hamba kahle, grandfather, goodbye.
I sprinkled a handful of orange-red dust on his grave—yet another funeral cloth over your buried body, Babamkhulu—and, behind me, father did the same.
May your soul soar, old man with the sharp tongue and that mad dog, Inja.
And say hello to mother for me.
Shackleton Crater, Moon Base One, Lunar, 2037
 
I dreamed, and shook awake, as the two bodies flew away from me. Dreams live.
Scott is the one keying in the airlock code, mouth O-ing in shock at the tug and hiss of escaping air behind her. “Helmets on,” she says, but it is already too late, the door to the Moon behind her is wide as a monster’s maw.
Bailey is fiddling with the solar array on the Rover, his helmet playfully dangled on the joystick for a second, before being sucked out and beyond my reach.
Scott pushes me backward and the inner door closes, leaving me safe on the inside. The wrong side?
The airlock explodes with emptying air and a spray of moondust.
Two die, while I live.
I scour the darkness for something familiar, something safe.
Nothing.
I’m a lunar newbie, only three lunar walks, and with my helmet already on, before we had even entered the airlock. That’s mandatory now—helmet must be on, before airlock entry. Why then, does this darkness hang so heavy with my guilt?
Medication drooped my eyelids, pulling me back toward the faulty doors and O-ing mouths, where I did not want to go.
No, not again, please . . .
◆◆◆
 
Doctor Izmay eyed me over her desk-screen, and I yawned back at her, glancing at the red couch in the corner of her room labelled “Sector 12 Psych.” The bed is a cliché, surely, just for show?
“Flashbacks still, Doctor Matlala?” she asked, raising a sympathetic eyebrow.
Her formality reminded me of father, but Izmay was a real woman of everywhere, German/Turkish/North African, a true shrink of the world.
I don’t like shrinks.
But I had been taught well and avoided direct gaze with my elder, a swarthy white woman greying at the temples of her tightly bunned black hair.
She smiled, “Ah, a mark of respect for those older than you, in traditional Zulu custom.”
Her eyes were grey-green, I stared in surprise.
“Like you, young woman, I do my homework,” she said, “Do we need to titrate your medication and increase your dose?”
I hesitated, “I want to get back to my work in hydroponics, but the medication is making me drowsy.”
“There’s something else you need to do first,” the woman leaned back, hesitant, too, and dread surged inside me again. “You need to suit up and go back out onto the Moon.”
“Uh—no. What’s the point? I’m a botanist. Nothing grows out there.”
The psychiatrist stood and walked toward the door, gesturing me to follow. “Necessary health and safety. You know the drill. We must all get comfortable on the surface of this Harsh Mistress. For you, that means getting back on your metaphorical horse and into the airlock, just for starters.”
I could not stand; my limbs were locked.
Doctor Izmay hauled out an injection pen and sighed, tapping it on her palm. “I agree. Your medication does need increasing.”
◆◆◆
 
The psychiatrist held my arm firmly as we approached the airlock door and I was grateful for that, my legs starting to jelly.
“Slow your breathing,” she said sharply, “think of Durban beach.”
I practiced our imagery work, heading into my safe mind-space, as she counted out a slowed pace for my breath. Hot white-yellow sand, pumping surf, blue bottle jelly fish and . . . sharks in the water?
“Helmet on,” she said, but the airlock door in front of us was gaping like the jaws of a Great White.
I tripped over the two bodies they had brought back.
Scott and Bailey, suited and helmetless, darkened by a coat of regolith, with their eye sockets and tongues caked in the black dust that was everywhere.
“Stay with me Thandike,” a voice said, “Breathe, one . . . two . . .”
But I have dropped the helmet, in case it sucks me out.
I bend with suited difficulty, scraping the floor for moondust that stinks like weak gunpowder, so as to sprinkle it respectfully on the bodies of Scott and Bailey.
So little to scoop up, so little to leave them in peace. Why is it just I who lives still?
My eyes leaked with sorrow and guilt, so that I hardly felt yet another injection into my upper arm.
Where have their bodies gone? And are their shades happy?
◆◆◆
 
“Survivor guilt is normal,” Doctor Izmay told me.
This time she had me lying on her red leather couch, so that I did not have to look at her eyes. “You could have done nothing differently. It’s not your fault.”
Yes, I know that, so why do I still feel guilty?
“Tell me about your grandfather.”
The command dropped onto my stomach like a lead weight. Even in Moon gravity, it felt heavy. I prefer plants to words, any day.
“He helped father raise me, after my mother died when I was very young,” I struggled, “He died at ninety, the year before I got into the Lunar Program. I wish I could have shown him my letter of acceptance.”
“You still miss him?” Her voice was nearer, as if she’d shifted closer to me, on the seat behind the couch.
It was an obvious question, so I did not even bother to respond.
“Tell me more about him,” Dr. Izmay tried again, “What do you miss the most?”
“No,” I said, “It has no relevance here. I need to get back to the issue of efficient grain production in one sixth gee and filtered sunlight.”
A noise clicked from behind the red couch, now sticky with stale sweat from my back. Above me, the ceiling slid open and I saw a window funneled to the roof of the dome. Sharp stars cut down into my eyes, lancing slivers of light, with no atmospheric distortion to turn them twinkle friendly.
“The light from those stars is variously between four hundred and five-billion-years-old,” Dr. Izmay said, “They will fade with Earthrise imminent, but they won’t disappear. They’re still there, even when they’re gone. Tell me about your grandfather.”
“No,” I said, eyes burning, so that I screwed them shut. Stars are like my grandfather? Could I have been quicker to call 9-1-1, when his heart collapsed that day?
“You’ve always done your best,” Dr. Izmay’s voice was even closer still, “In the end, with death, we can change nothing.”
I opened my eyes and twitched with shock. She was bending over me from the back of the couch, eyes fastened on mine: “What was your grandfather’s favorite phrase, when you were a teenager?”
“Get off that bloody couch and do something useful, intombi!” The words were out of my mouth, before I could think.
Dr. Izmay was laughing, “Well?”
She had done her homework on me, very well indeed.
◆◆◆
 
Today, my two moon-walking companions were to be Commander Baines and space tourist Butcher.
I had checked the records on both, the night before.
Baines had over four hundred walks under his buckled belt and had slid like a snake into his own suit, although bending stiffly to pick up his helmet and gloves. “I’ve got me your bio-signs on my screen visor here, so I’m keeping tabs on both of you. We’re not going far. Just keep me in sight and do everything I tell you. Helmets on.”
My heart pumped a surge of panic, but Butcher looked even more terrified.
It’s his first time, at the ancient age of forty-six. I’m not the newest newbie here.
“Just breathe slowly,” I told him, “Don’t hyperventilate into your mouthpiece.”
Dr. Izmay crackled into my ears as I fastened my helmet on. “Good. I’m patched in from remote too, Thandike. Looks like I might have to copyright that breathing line.”
My chuckle took the edge off my dread.
Baines was already thumbing in the access code and I took up my position at the back. (Newbie in the middle, yet another reg change, since the accident.)
“Fool proof new locking system,” says Baines, bouncing through the opening airlock door.
Butcher followed, more slowly and clumsily.
I stepped forward to support his PLSS backpack, preventing the novice from toppling backward—as he momentarily backed away from the door, as if having had sudden second thoughts.
I may only be twenty eight, but I know by now, that nothing is ever fool proof . . . So what the hell am I doing stepping through this door myself?
It’s better than going home, for a start. It’s taken me a long time and lots of hard work to get here, ahead of so much global competition. And, now that I’m here, I’m going to make sure I stay off that bloody couch. For you, Babamkhulu.
The door behind me closed and Baines was already busy on the external door, as if minimizing our chances for anxiety to escalate. “Butcher, breathe, one, two. . . .” I said, hearing a quick rasping in my ears.
“Ready for exit, decompression complete . . .”
Slowly, the outer door opened.
Hesitantly, we followed Baines’ loping bounce out onto the surface of the Moon.
We needed to step upward slightly, as the door has been built low into a crater wall, to minimize solar radiation exposure.
I strode across to a large boulder to my right, keeping Baines in view. How can it look so dark, with such a bright sun?
Baines was a few steps further along, by a mound of broken rocks. He moves so quickly, as if he doesn’t even think about the steps he has left behind.
“Both of you; take a look at that!”  Baines’ voice crackled as he raised an arm to point, along the horizon to our right.
The Earth shimmered low over the horizon—a largish blue-white ball floating above the lip of Shackleton’s crater, where solar arrays in eternal sunlight bled back cheap and climate friendly energy to the planet.
I focused on Earth. Where are the continents? Where is Africa?
The blur of grey-white cloud smeared the blue-green oceans and brown earth across the globe. I could almost hear it spinning, swirling hot climate clouds across the face of the world.
It doesn’t matter if I can’t find Africa. From here, nothing is “Great,” nothing is “Permanent.” For all of us humans alike, we have a melting, fragile pearl to protect.
“And look there!” Baines swiveled to point at the sky behind us.
I turned to peer in the deep darkness, where the stars were fading, a dull reddish pinprick burned.
“Mars, our next stop,” said Baines.
The color of the earth, with which we had covered grandfather.
Butcher and Baines continued to watch Mars, but I stared back at the sealed crater door. No, surely not?
“What’s happening to your pulse and breathing, Thandike?” Dr. Izmay’s voice bit into my ear.
I raise a gloved hand to take the edge off the solar glare. On the top-edge of the crater, near the dome roof, sat an old man with a knobkierie stick, and a dog by his side.
I knew better than to say anything, but walked back to base slowly, testing my vision. The old man stood to wave and his voice quavered to me, across the vacuum: “Proud to see you doing something so special and useful, umzukulu!”
Two space-suited figures hovered behind him. They waved once.
Inja barked, and when I blinked again, all of them had gone.
They had warned me to expect visual distortions in this alien land, where distance and depth were hard to judge, and shifting shadows played with your perception.
“What did you see, Thandike?” Doctor Izmay’s voice echoed into my ears.
“Our home crater and the outer door.”
I say a prayer, silently.
I watch the soon-to-disappear stars above me, as sunrise approaches, to break the shorter lunar night.
Behind me, Baines and Butcher have arrived, and I finish my prayer.
◆◆◆
 
Cunjani, grandfather, hello.
So, tell me, how is my mother?
Black sky: grey dust.
Inyanga, 2037




Re: Bubble 476

A. T. Greenblatt
 
TO: GEO TORRES
From: Deni Cohen
Sent Friday, April 23, 2032, 16:44 GMT
Subject: Bubble 476—Response Needed
Geo,
You’ve been in your Bubble for 4 hrs already and I haven’t gotten an email from you. WTF man? You still alive????
Love,
Deni
To: Deni Cohen
From: Geo Torres
Sent Friday, April 23, 2032, 17:21 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—Response Sent
Dear, patient Deni,
The trip was fine, thanks for asking. We got to Bubble 476, right before dusk and right before I was about to lose my mind in the transit elevator (which I will now and always call the claustrophobic box of doom). My ride wasn’t even as long as yours. Seriously, how did you manage a ten-hour trip without murdering anyone?
Anyway, the reason I didn’t write promptly is because I’m part of a team here, Deni, and apparently this team had a lot of shit to carry inside before it got completely dark. You’ll be surprised how much equipment they managed to pack into that tiny elevator. My arms are aching and I was going to just pass out and send you a message tomorrow. But I’m enduring, for you because I’m a good friend.
That and the modified WiFi is terrible here. So, I don’t know if it’ll be working in the morning.
How’s your glamorous life in Bubble 25?
Miss you already,
Geo
To: Geo Torres
From: Deni Cohen
Sent: Saturday, April 24, 2032, 10:18 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—Define “Glamor”
Dear Geo,
That settles it. I’m never worrying about you again. Enjoy the last dregs of my concern, Torres.
The elevator is def the worst part of the whole thing. Tell me what your Bubble’s like. Put that MFA to use and be descriptive. Anything gotta be better than a sterile space station that’s completely void of culture. Seriously, unreliable WiFi? What backwater, shitty pocket universe did you sign up for, dude? Doesn’t half of your analysis equipment need the internet to actually run?
Anyway, glamor is relative.
Like you would think being an astronomer on a space station in a bubble universe is cool, right?
Not when there’s like 150 researchers fighting for observation time on two telescopes. And you get priority in the queue by having promising findings. “Bubble worlds = opportunities!” Can’t believe I fell for that propaganda.
On the bright side, the cafeteria meals are finally getting better. The food scientists NextEarth Inc. hired two months ago have figured out how to use the kitchen lab on the lower decks. I had the lab-grown salmon today. I haven’t had salmon for YEARS. Probably not since your birthday at the Fish Tank, like in 2024? It tasted almost as I remember.
The coffee here is still shit, though. I’m strongly considering giving it up and becoming a tea drinker. But according to my friend on the pulsar team tea doesn’t taste great either. Ugh.
Why do you think someone would build an entire space station and then abandon it?
Cheers,
Deni
P.S. Glad you’re okay. I guess.
To: Deni Cohen
From: Geo Torres
Sent: Sunday, April 25, 2032, 19:37 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—The Run Down
Deni,
First, I’m sorry that your research isn’t producing good results yet. That telescope queue sounds totally unfair.
Second, do not whine to me about your fancy protein options. If I want anything that resembles a salmon here, I need to catch one of the sand fish that skim the dunes. I haven’t tried one yet, but I’m told they taste less like tilapia and more like game-y boar.
Honestly, this Bubble is super weird. It looks like classic pictures of the Sahara, endless sand dunes and gradient colors and all, but the sand is vibrant purple and there’re more rocks. It looks devoid.
But . . .
But if you dig down, like a meter, it’s teeming with life. Or something like life. We have yet to find a water source. (Look at me using “we” already, as though I’m a team player or something.) And by “we” I mean the dozen or so biologists and geologists I’m working with. I’m just a glorified note taker, following the scientists around like a puppy with a handheld.
That’s the question for the ages, isn’t it? Who built the empty space stations, cities, and candy manufacturing plant? (Yeah, according to this article, the candy one is a new discovery physicists made last week. Predictably named Bubble 512.)
Whoever built this research compound needed water too, because there were half-full tanks and taps and sinks when the first researchers arrived.
You’ll be proud of me—I’ve been eating meals with my team. I don’t say much (per usual), but I’ve been enjoying their conversations. The scientists that have been here a while indicate that they’ve seen some strange life forms. I might have to give up writing mystery thrillers and go full sci-fi, if half of this stuff is true. Like, everyone says time is weird here, but I’m not sure what they mean by that. Maybe the time zones keep shifting? But I haven’t seen evidence of this yet. Maybe it’s subtle.
I miss you too. Being here with all these strangers makes me realize that I have to talk to them to make new friends. I’m shit at talking. Also, shit at making friends. Would it be too weird to send a team-wide email explaining that I’m not being an asshole, I just prefer writing to talking?
Tell me something crazy in your next email. Sad, funny, I don’t care. Send me emotion, so I don’t have to stew in my own.
Love,
Geo
P.S. Maybe your predecessors abandoned the space station because the coffee was shit.
To: Geo Torres
From: Deni Cohen
Sent: Monday, April 26, 2032, 1:54 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—The Confession
Dear Geo,
Screw you, and your need for human emotion. Why can’t you just be an overworked, stressed-out corporate droid like the rest of us????
Did I mention my project is not going well? I need telescope time. But I can’t get telescope time because my exoplanet research is not producing enough promising data to justify bumping me up on the queue, and if I don’t produce results, then NextEarth doesn’t have a reason to keep paying me, and I’ll be back, sitting in our regular universe, sending out my resume dozens of times a day, eating canned soup and omelets, praying for a steady job. Except you wouldn’t be there this time. Because you’d still be working in Bubble 476.
Ugh, I was so excited about coming to this Bubble. I’m supposed to be helping find humanity’s next home.
Instead, I’m stressed and homesick. I miss the random theater skits at Eco Park and the pop-up art at the EV charging plazas we used to go to. All people here ever talk about is their exoplanet research. Everyone seems to be getting better results than me, too.
I’ve been thinking about the past a lot today.
Probably because I was clearing up some space on my memory drive last night and going through old pics and recs. Holy crap, man, we took a lot of pics of food. I think we documented every time we ate curry on your dorm room floor. We were such weirdos. Actually, that’s what we were eating when the news about Bubble 1 broke, and I only remember that because we stopped mid-bite to look at each other and wonder who the hell would want to live in a perfect but empty universe?
Also, I came across a video of Terry right before he got engaged to Yuma. It was weird rewatching it. He was saying, “She’s the one, I’ve finally found her.” And the belief was so plain on his face, almost radiating from him.
Except, I’m watching this video ten years later, with the knowledge that they divorced four years ago.
Makes me wonder if anything lasts.
You said you wanted human emotion, Geo. HOW DO YOU LIKE ME NOW???? Write back soon, please,
Deni
To: Deni Cohen
From: Geo Torres
Sent: Wednesday, April 28, 2032, 1:54 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—Condolences and Progress
Dear Deni,
All human emotion is welcome, even if it’s fucking depressing. Don’t worry, though, you are never going to eat omelets and pasta without me. Seriously, sending all the virtual hugs that can fit in this email. You’ll figure it out, you always do. You’re working for a competitive company in one of the most sought after Bubbles. You inspired me to apply to Bubble jobs too, even though my options were never as cool as yours. You’ll get a break in your research. I know you will.
I wish I could tell you some thrilling adventure tale of my life in the purple desert Bubble, but alas, my two main jobs here are taking the scientists’ scrawled notes and turning them into readable reports, and watching the camera robot’s feed for any interesting footage of the wildlife under the sands. Footage is rare because creatures here are shy. My favorite one, though, is the ten-legged, amoeba shaped fuzzball that eats the sand fish.
So, basically, I don’t have an excuse not to write. Except the normal ones, like being tired or under-caffeinated or over-caffeinated. Still, I’m persevering, I got three chapters done this week on my romance/thriller/comic novel and outlined four more. It’s the most progress I’ve had in months.
I didn’t realize it, but one of the geologists was reading over my shoulder yesterday as I was writing at lunch. They wanted to know more about the story after reading some. But they also did that thing where their eyes went slightly wide first as they realized that yes, I do have a voice.
“You never say more than two words at a time,” they said. They seemed a little embarrassed even as they said this, so I’m not holding it against them. This time. You’ll be proud of me, Deni. I didn’t roll my eyes.
I’m attaching chapters 1-3 because hopefully it’ll cheer you up. Also, it’ll stop me from picking at the words like a scab.
Hang in there,
Geo
P.S. I read this article today about how 94 percent of pocket universes discovered are too unstable to explore and/or collapse immediately after discovery. What if we lost our only chance of going to an abandoned art museum?
To: Geo Torres
From: Deni Cohen
Sent: Thursday, April 29, 2032, 22:21 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—Progress is Relative
Dear Geo,
Jealous of your productivity, but I’m going to be a good friend and pretend to be happy for you.
Just kidding, your ploy to cheer me up via novel is working. I’m already completely invested in your priest/cat burglar/astrophysicist trio. Keep sending me new chapters as you write them!
Speaking of bright spots, I got to witness a supernova today, so that was pretty cool. The deceased star in question was nine thousand light-years away from us. So we’re safe. It’s the first supernova that modern astronomers have ever observed, so that’s pretty awesome. In the explosion’s aftermath, a new nebula will form. But right now, it looks like there’s a small, bright polka dot among the stars.
. . . which also means that all the researchers studying sections in that area are screwed. Which means it frees up lots of telescope time for other researchers. Like me. I have every data collection algorithm set up and teamed up with two other people in my department. So, hopefully, between the three of us, we can find some meaningful results.
Send pictures of the fuzzy amoebas stat!
Deni
To: Deni Cohen
From: Geo Torres
Sent: Wednesday, May 5, 2032, 1:54 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—YESSSSSS
Dear Deni,
I don’t want to start this off by saying I told you so, but definitely told you soon. I knew you were going to figure it out and stay on Bubble 25 way longer than I’m going to be employed here. So happy your research had a breakthrough. Well done!
In contrast, the highlight of my day was discovering a new species on the robot’s trap cameras. It looks like a two-legged lizard with a tadpole tail. It only comes out when it’s alone. The team has affectionately started calling it the Torres amphibian.
Told you so!
Geo
P.S. Attached are chapters 7-9.
To: Geo Torres
From: Deni Cohen
Sent: Friday, April 30, 2032, 3:33 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—WTF?
Geo,
What the hell are you talking about, dude? I mean my preliminary data looks promising, but I think it’s too early to celebrate. Are you sure you meant to send this email to me???
Confused, but still love you,
Deni
P.S. Congrats on having a lizard named after you. Send a picture of that, too!
To: Deni Cohen
From: Geo Torres
Sent: Saturday, May 1, 2032, 11:08 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—Time is a Flat Circle
Deni,
Huh. I guess time is weird here. I didn’t write that email—yet. Tragically, the attachment for chapter 7-9 won’t open for me, so I can’t copy what future me wrote already, alas.
Just . . . don’t freak out. My mom got an email dated May 15th from me and is completely spooked. She hasn’t written in three days.
Time change shouldn’t affect us, though, right? Us weirdos need to stick together. And while you’ll be happy to hear that I’ve made some new friends here, they don’t fill the Deni-shaped hole in my life.
Please, just keep writing normally, okay? And I’ll start quoting your questions. And hopefully we won’t get hopelessly confused?
Here’s chapters 4-6.
Love,
Geo
To: Geo Torres
From: Deni Cohen
Sent: Saturday, May 1, 2032, 19:42 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—I repeat, WTF?
Dear Geo,
I’ve been reading up on time anomalies in other pocket universes and it sounds like even if people know what’s coming, they can’t do anything to change it.
Our friendship means the world to me, but I’m not sure how I feel about this prophetic shit. What if you tell me that I’m going to lose my right arm in a freak accident next week or something???
I’ll keep writing as long as you don’t tell me anything bad.
In my Bubble, there have been three more supernovas. All in the same arm of the Galaxy. The team studying supernovas are beside themselves. But the additional light is drowning out a lot in that section of space. Suddenly, I’ve got more telescope time this week than I’ve had in the last month.
Won’t lie, your futuristic email made me excited for the results.
Don’t ruin the ending,
Deni
To: Deni Cohen
From: Geo Torres
Sent: Monday, May 3, 2032, 12:52 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—Waiting
Dear Deni,
“What if you tell me that I’m going to lose my right arm in a freak accident next week or something?”
I don’t know anything about the fate of your right arm. Your left arm, though . . .
Just kidding.
My namesake lizard has yet to appear and I’m waiting impatiently for it. The modified WiFi was down all of yesterday because of a sandstorm, so I got a lot of writing done. I don’t think I could spoil anything actually, except maybe for the ending of my book. The day-to-day life in this Bubble doesn’t change much.
Speaking of spoilers . . . how’s the research going?
-G
To: Geo Torres
From: Deni Cohen
Sent: Tuesday, May 4, 2032, 6:45 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—You told me so
Dear Geo,
Don’t even know why I’m bothering to tell you this. But for the sake of friendship and continuity and avoiding paradoxes, we might have found some Earth-like planets. Their periods suggest they’re in the habitable zone. Plus their density suggests they’re the right size so their gravity wouldn’t be too different from our own. Real findings! Ones that NextEarth can capitalize on. Omg, Geo, I’m so relieved.
Celebrating tonight by watching live concert recs and eating canned soup and pasta. For nostalgia and also because I’m tired of salmon.
Really wish you were here to celebrate with me.
—Deni
P.S. I want to know what happens next to your trio of characters. Send chapter 10 already, dude.
To: Deni Cohen
From: Geo Torres
Sent: Wednesday, May 19, 2032, 5:11 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—Regrets
Hi Deni,
I’ve been trying to send this email for the last four hours, hitting send over and over again until the WiFi lasted long enough for the message to go through. Hope you get this. Eventually.
I’m glad you told me to pack a go bag because we haven’t been able to return to the main area of the compound for about twenty-four hours. No one wants to risk going out in the sandstorm, which looks like something from a nightmare and sounds like a scream. The swirling sand will literally skin us alive, as we discovered when one of the biologists stuck his finger out in it.
“What are you going to do?”
I don’t know, Deni, I really don’t.
Despite it all, I’ve been writing. Which is a crazy thing to do when the world outside feels like it’s tearing itself apart. But it’s the only thing I can do against the darkness and my growing despair. And I don’t want to leave you with an unfinished story.
Attached are chapters 18-21. Which might be my best work to date.
Hope you’re still safe.
—Geo
To: Deni Cohen
From: Geo Torres
Sent: Wednesday, May 5, 2032, 22:45 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—Spotted
Deni,
The Torres amphibian made another appearance today! It came close enough to the camera that we could see that its body was covered in green, orange, and red spots. It inched closer and closer. Then it stole the trap camera off the bot and ran off with it. Everyone laughed for ten solid minutes.
I’m so proud.
Will send the next chapters soon. Also, did you read how economists are predicting the end of the Long Recession?
—G
To: Geo Torres
From: Deni Cohen
Sent: Thursday, May 6, 2032, 6:45 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—About the future
Dear Geo,
Seriously debated whether to include the email I got from you (dated May 19th) in this chain, because if we can’t change what’s going to happen, is it worth stressing you out over it? Then I figure it’s a few weeks out and if it helps you prepare for what’s coming, well . . .
Is this what you want me to do?
According to your future email, I’m supposed to tell you to pack a go bag, so here I am telling you to do that stat. Make sure to put extra layers and external batteries along with your toothbrush.
But maybe you should just quit this job? Go back home. I know you need this job as badly as I do, but something seems . . . off. Like all those scare articles about all Bubble universes being unstable. I don’t know. Maybe my anxiety is just acting up again.
There were four more supernovas today. One as close as four hundred light-years. Some supergiants as close as 150 light-years are beginning to expand and contract rapidly. The death throes of a star.
It’s cool. But it’s also making us nervous. A supernova as close as fifty light-years will eradicate life on the station because of the ridiculous amounts of neutrinos they release.
No one knows why so many stars are dying so suddenly. It hasn’t affected my research sector yet, so I’m still okay. But I can’t help thinking it’s only a matter of time.
If I left my Bubble, would you maybe follow my lead again and leave yours, too?
Or am I just being paranoid????
Ugh, I have no idea anymore.
Love,
Deni
To: Deni Cohen
From: Geo Torres
Sent: Sunday, May 9, 2032, 12:52 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—Warnings Appreciated
Dearest Deni,
Sorry about the delay. The WiFi has been shit here recently.
“Is this what you’d like me to do?”
Yes. Thanks for warning me. I mean that seriously. And yes, you should definitely include all the emails I send you from the future because I don’t want you to stress out about it alone.
“If I left my Bubble, would you maybe follow my lead again and leave yours, too?”
Consider it? I officially gave my two-week notice today. My boss took it pretty well. Apparently, I’m not the only one that’s been seeing their emails from the future. Most of the team is either leaving or seriously considering it. I mean, student debt fucking sucks, but no one actually wants to risk their life over it. It’s not worth it. There wasn’t much conversation to listen to at dinner today.
But . . .
If I’m going to be stuck in a sandstorm in a few weeks, at least it won’t be because I didn’t try.
Now it’s my turn to give some human emotion. Here’s chapters 12-14. All I ask is for some good news in return.
Love,
Geo
To: Geo Torres
From: Deni Cohen
Sent: Monday, May 10, 2032, 20:24 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—Relocation plans
Dear Geo,
Good news is rare here, too. Everything feels unstable. Did some research today and it looks like a bunch of other Bubbles are experiencing weird natural phenomena.
There’s serious talk of people leaving the station. But I think most of us are going to hold out a little longer. The potential acclaim/satisfaction of finding the next Earth is too tempting. Also, people are scared about trying to find a new job in the Long Recession back home.
I guess the only good news is that the food scientists are upping their game. The lab-grown duck is on point and I usually don’t even like meat.
Seriously though, I’m worried. I’m checking to see if our old apartment is vacant again. We should both probably have a place to live when we end up back home. Good roommates are a pain in the ass to find, so I’m settling for you and putting your name on the lease.
Love,
Deni
To: Geo Torres
From: Deni Cohen
Sent: Saturday, May 15, 2032, 3:03 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—You’re still alive, right?
Dear Geo,
Okay, so I know I said I wouldn’t worry about you ever again, but I lied, Torres, okay? I haven’t got any emails from your past, future, or present in five days. So please send something, even if it’s just a pic of purple sands.
Things aren’t great here. More than 50 percent of the stars we’re observing are in their death throes, and some of them shouldn’t even be massive or evolved enough to go supernova. No one’s saying it, but it’s only a matter of time before neutrinos and radiation from one of these explosions is going to damage the station. Also us.
NextEarth’s started evacuating nonessential personnel while dozens of engineers and scientists are trying to make modifications to the station to allow us to cram in a little more research. Because my research looks so promising, I’m now considered an “essential.”
And you said irony was dead, Geo.
Love.
Deni
To: Deni Cohen
From: Geo Torres
Sent: Sunday, May 16, 2032, 12:52 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—WiFi is Terrible, Also Sandstorms
Dearest Deni,
Sorry for making you wait. I appreciate your email, even though it’s super worrying and the worst. It sucks that your hard work is paying off like this, versus a slacker like me who is going home next week. I wish I had something to cheer you up, but I’ve got nothing.
Again, sorry for scaring you with my lagging replies. The modified WiFi is barely working anymore, and the frequency/growing intensity of these sandstorms is definitely not helping.
That’s not the worst of it, either. Remember how I told you that under the dunes, there’s a whole ecosystem of life? It’s gone. Everything. The fuzz amoeba, the Torres amphibian, the sand fish. Like they were never there at all.
Everyone on the team has requested to leave this Bubble. HR and emergency services haven’t responded yet with an updated schedule of the claustrophobic boxes of doom, so we’re waiting. We’re hoping that the lack of response is just because of the shitty WiFi or because time is being weird again.
Just a warning, though, it might be a few days until my next email. Another big storm is brewing out past the dunes, dark and huge on the horizon. You’ll be proud of me—I took your advice and packed my go bag with extra batteries. Maybe I won’t need them. Maybe our little compound will endure, and we’ll be able to unbury ourselves when it’s over. Maybe I’ll make fun of you worrying about me in my next email.
I’m sending you chapters 15-17. Honestly, it’s not my best work. Instead, consider it my prayer that when this blows over, I’ll send you something even better. These shitty chapters aren’t going to be the last thing you read by me, Deni.
Love, always,
Geo
P.S. Here’s another prayer. Let me know what you find out about our old apartment.
To: Deni Cohen
From: Geo Torres
Sent: Saturday, May 22, 2032, 11:11 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—Done and hoping
Deni,
We made it through another storm! But holy shit, we could barely get the compound’s door opened, the sand was that high. None of the team is saying it, but we all are wondering what happens if the claustrophobic box comes and mistakes us for a sand dune.
I know you’ll do it anyway, but please don’t worry too much, Deni. We’ll figure it out, you and me. We always do, right?
I do have a bit of good news. Ironically, I was super productive during that storm, despite my keyboard being a sandy, gritty mess. Attached are the final chapters of my novel!
And, in exchange, you’re going to tell me what you think about the ending next time we meet in person, which hopefully, will be very, very soon.
Hoping,
Geo
To: Deni Cohen
From: Geo Torres
Sent: Tuesday, May 18, 2032, 18:16 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—Sand Everywhere
Dear Deni,
Have I complained about these sandstorms yet? I don’t think so, but honestly they were bearable up to now. Up to now, the compound was pretty airtight. But there must be a leak or something because purple sand coats everything. Even my fingers as I type this.
It feels like we’re being swallowed up by a wave. Sometimes I wonder if we came to this universe during a low tide. Like, maybe the sand fish knew this was coming, and that’s why they disappeared. Where do fish go in a storm?
Hilariously, I’m still writing, despite or in spite of it all. I’ll have chapters 18-21 to you soon.
Any word on our apartment? I need something to look forward to.
Love,
Geo
To: Geo Torres
From: Deni Cohen
Sent: Monday, May 17, 2032, 17:02 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—Leave ASAP
Geo,
Those storms sound completely terrifying. What are you going to do?
In case you haven’t seen the news, it’s not just our Bubbles that are having problems. All the Bubble universes have become unstable. Every single transit elevator is in constant use for evacuations.
My research is pretty much pointless now, so I’ve stopped. But instead of worrying, I’ve sent about a dozen emails to your HR department on your team’s behalf and forwarded all your futuristic emails to emergency services, so they have a weather forecast.
Leave as soon as they get there.
I’ve also been working with the engineers on boosting the strength of the station’s magnetic field. It’ll do shit against the neutrinos but it should help against the radiation.
Oh, and I’m definitely not looking at the stars anymore. No point, it’ll just stress me out. Instead, I’m savoring the last few chapters of your novel.
Aren’t you proud of me, Geo? I’m trying to be less worried. More proactive. More like you.
Hoping to see you very, very, very soon.
Love,
Deni
P.S. Got our old apartment leased again. Who knew I’d ever be so happy to live in that dump again????
To: Deni Cohen
From: Geo Torres
Sent: Sunday, May 23, 2032, 12:52 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—So much
Deni,
We’re caught in another sandstorm. A big one that came so fast on the heels of the last one, we couldn’t prepare properly for it.
I’m scared, Deni. There’s so much I haven’t done. So many stories I haven’t told yet. I want to hope, but . . .
You should know I never regretted a moment I spent with you. Or all the mediocre omelets and soups and pasta we ate together in that run-down apartment. I don’t regret coming to Bubble 476.
When you get home, splurge on curry. For me. I’ll join you, whether I’m there or not.
I love you, always,
Geo
To: Geo Torres
From: Deni Cohen
Sent: Saturday, May 22, 2032, 0:36 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—Please, please, please respond.
Dear Geo,
You always tell me not to worry but you’re making it really hard, you know? Your last email sounded like you were saying goodbye and I refuse to accept that. Do you understand?
They’re completely evacuating my Bubble now. The transit elevator operators are cramming as many people as they can fit each time they come. I’m leaving on the next lift but every minute feels like ages and I’m trying not to check my email every 5 seconds—hoping to get a reply from you. Trying and failing.
I think I know why this space station was abandoned. It wasn’t built to last.
I’m not giving up on you, Geo. When I get home, I’m moving right back into our apartment. There’ll be a key in the crack in the wall, like always, and cartons of curry waiting for you every day until you come back.
Just please, please, please write back.
Love you, always,
Deni
To: Deni Cohen
From: Geo Torres
Sent: Friday, May 21, 2032, 2:02 GMT
Subject: Re: Bubble 476—It’s going to be okay
Deni,
I have thirty seconds to write this before the WiFi dies again but I want to let you know I’m okay. I think we’ll be okay.
Always,
Geo




The Dark Ride

John Kessel
 
“. . . he appears to be a strange creature of moods, a dreamy, uncanny sort of individual in whom the quality of imagination has been abnormally developed.”

 
“Assassin Has No Moral Sense,”

St. Louis Post-Dispatch, October 6, 1901

September 6, 1901

 
ON WEDNESDAY EVENING, Leon managed to get into the depot at the north end of the Pan-American Exposition grounds, among the crowd gathered for the arrival of the President’s train. He tried to move close, but though the public was allowed into the building, police guarded the platform. Precisely at six the train glided into the station.
Through a doorway, Leon saw the President’s special coach draw up. The glass of its spotless windows reflected ghostly images of the waiting dignitaries on the platform.
They said the coach offered every luxury, a little White House on wheels. Leon wondered how much it cost to run a special train from Canton. Probably more than a laborer in a wire factory could make in ten years. As he moved forward, one of the cops looked his way. The cop stepped toward him, but then somebody called him back to the platform and Leon slipped away into the mass of people.
Outside, as the President and his wife emerged to cheers and applause, Leon hung on the edge of the crowd. He could not see through the forest of parasols and men in derbies. The President and the First Lady climbed into their carriage and rode down the length of the Exposition grounds, surrounded by national guardsmen in bright uniforms. Leon followed for a few minutes, then gave up, made his way off the fairgrounds, and took the streetcar back to the saloon where he had lived for the last week.
On Thursday, Leon tried again. In the late morning, McKinley gave his speech on the fair’s Esplanade. The President stood at the railing of a big bandstand smothered with flag bunting, holding some papers lightly in his hand as he spoke. “Expositions are the timekeepers of progress,” he declared. There had to be fifty thousand people there; the crowd was so great that Leon could not lift his arms, let alone get close enough to manage a clear shot.
Leon was so far away from the bandstand that he was unable to hear everything the President said, or even get a good look at him. Occasionally a phrase would float clear on the summer air. Some lies about free trade. Some lies about peace and brotherhood. It was bitter irony to hear these words from the agent of the plutocrats who ran the country, fat men in waistcoats who ignored the plight of the workers whose sweat and blood generated every penny they squandered on yachts and mansions. When McKinley spoke of “unexampled prosperity,” Leon felt dizzy and had to close his eyes. The sun beat on his eyelids and he measured the labored breath going in and out of his lungs.
The President ended with some line about “prosperity, happiness, and peace.” More cheering. A brass band played. The crowd thinned; the press of people around Leon let up. McKinley gently helped his invalid wife down the steps of the platform and into her own carriage, made sure she was comfortable, then moved with some others, among the secret service men, to a second. Leon lost sight of him. But then came a break in the crowd and he had a moment’s clear path to the men climbing into the victoria.
Leon clutched the pistol in his pocket. He took three steps forward. But two men were getting into the carriage. Two stout middle-aged men in silk hats. Which one was McKinley? Leon had never seen the President up close, and the drawings of him in the newspapers did not give him confidence to know which man he was.
As Leon hesitated, the men settled into the carriage and were driven away. The national guardsmen trotted along beside the carriage and Leon faded into the crowd.
So here it was, Friday, September 6th, another hot, sunny day, and his last chance. The papers reported that McKinley would spend the morning at Niagara Falls, but he and his entourage were due back at four to greet people at the Temple of Music. Leon took the Delaware Avenue streetcar up to the Exposition grounds in the morning. The breeze of the streetcar’s progress gave a blessed relief from the heat. Along the way he studied his fellow Americans: girls in long white dresses with sashes, carrying parasols; men in straw boaters; children in short pants and caps; dandies in their Sunday best looking to spy a pretty ankle. On the Exposition grounds he regarded the boats on the lake, the reflecting canals, the beds profuse with flowers of red, white, and blue. Along the Midway vendors sold cotton candy, hot dogs and sausages, lemonade, beer. The fountains splashed, another brass band played. At the tops of the ornate Spanish-styled buildings, flags fluttered in the breeze blowing off the Niagara River.
He had hours to wait. He visited the Cuban Pavilion, where he heard again the story of our brown neighbors freed from beneath the bootheel of Old Europe by vigorous Uncle Sam. The beginning of a new American century. Leon Czolgosz was an American, born in Detroit, but what had any of this to do with him? Twenty-eight years old, of fair hair and average height, with clear blue eyes—his best feature, his mother had told him—he did not have an American name, just a stew of consonants that nobody could pronounce, and for a long time he had been a spectator of his own life.
He spent an hour in the horticulture building looking at palm trees and flowers as big as dinner plates. He ate a hot dog and drank some lemonade. The heat rose as the day progressed, and the men on the concourses took off their derbies and mopped their brows. The women in their broad flowered hats and parasols were little better off. Children abandoned their shoes and waded in the reflecting pools.
Leon sat on the edge of a fountain sipping his lemonade, uncomfortably aware of the .32-caliber Iver Johnson revolver in his right pocket. Gaetano Bresci, a New Jersey anarchist, had used the same kind of pistol to kill King Umberto I of Italy the year before. Leon carried a newspaper clipping about the assassination in his wallet.
The last couple of years, living on his father’s farm, Leon had gotten pretty good with a pistol. He had not done much physical labor there as the medicines he took made him sleepy. His symptoms might go away for weeks at a time, but he could not seem to rid himself of the feeling that something was wrong.
He couldn’t bring himself to do work that used only his body. That was what he was to the capitalist system, a body. He had tried to explain it once to his brother Waldek, back when they were having their discussions about the Catholic Church. Waldek and Leon both felt the church served the rich, but Waldek wasn’t political, and never would be.
One of the things Leon did do on the farm was hunt. He’d used a pistol his father had bought years ago, an old Colt, to shoot rabbits. He got so he could hit pretty much anything he aimed at, and he wasn’t afraid to fire a gun.
Whenever he shot a rabbit it would leap frantically. Wounded animals spasmed with astonishing energy, as if spending all the additional life that they might have lived in a few seconds of violent motion. He studied their torn bodies. He studied their dead eyes. You could always tell between dead and living eyes.
Strolling along the Midway, Leon came upon a crowd of people waiting at the entrance to one of the attractions. A sign above the arch read “A Trip to the Moon.”
The ride was widely celebrated. They said that the men who created this show had already earned back the $52,000 they’d spent building it. Housed in a large, square building, it cost fifty cents, half a day’s salary at the wire factory. Leon’s money was running low due to his summer of inactivity, but after today he would never need money again. Why not see what the Moon might offer that he had not been able to find on Earth?
He stepped up to the ticket booth.
The Dark Ride

 
Instead of giving him a ticket, for his half-dollar the girl in the booth handed Leon a circular red tag bearing the image of a crescent moon, with a hole at the top and a thread to loop around his coat button. Printed on the tag were the words:
KEEP THIS IN SIGHT
PASS BEARER TO
CITY OF MOON AND
PALACE
OF THE
MAN IN THE MOON
WHEN ON
A TRIP TO THE MOON
 
Once thirty tags were sold, the fairgoers were ushered into a darkened auditorium. They were ordinary people: workers on their day off, mothers with children, younger men and their girlfriends. A slender man in a fine suit, gold watch fob and chain across his vest, with his well-corseted wife in a big-feathered hat. A foursome, probably college students, the men in straw boaters, carrying their jackets—one fellow had his sleeves pushed up to show his manly forearms. The women were a skinny girl and a stunning strawberry blonde who laughed at something the man said.
Leon thought of Nora. For a long time, he had avoided thinking of her, but he supposed that on the day when he planned to assassinate the President of the United States, he could think about anything he wanted to think about. He’d loved Nora, but she had thrown him over because he had no money. He tried to condemn her, but it wasn’t her fault. It was the world that made her abandon him. She thought he was a dreamer. She thought she had too much common sense for him, but she was blind and would follow her common sense to the grave.
He sat in the auditorium under the shadow of these thoughts. Everybody here seemed to be in a holiday mood, eager for this tour of wonders to begin.
The guide from Thompson’s Aerial Navigation Company, dressed in a neat blue uniform, stepped into a spotlight.
“Good day, ladies and gentlemen. You are about to embark on a trip to the Moon, to see celestial sights never before seen by human beings, to meet and converse with the queer inhabitants of the Earth’s only satellite. As soon as our crew completes preparations for launch, we’ll usher you to the Landing Dock where our patented airship the Luna is moored. The Luna is constructed of that miracle element aluminum, the lightest, strongest metal known to man, to a design patented by Thompson’s Aerial Navigation for travel through outer space to other planets. Rest assured that the Luna is completely safe, equipped with the latest mechanisms to produce the anti-gravitational force, and manned by our experienced crew of aethereal sailors.
“Once we are aloft, please remain in your seats and refrain from leaning over the airship’s rail—we would hate to lose any of you! There may be some strong winds as we reach the upper atmosphere: If your hat blows off, raise your hand like this—” the guide raised his hand, palm open, waving “—and wave good-bye to it, for we shall not land to retrieve it!”
The people laughed.
“When we reach the Moon, keep to our group, as the lunar surface is hazardous.
We will be descending below to the underground City of the Moon and the Palace of the Man in the Moon, the Grand Lunar and his court of Selenites. Though they will no doubt appear strange, rest assured that the Selenites—unlike the Filipinos—are grateful for our presence. Why, only yesterday, President McKinley himself journeyed with us to meet the Grand Lunar and confirm US diplomatic relations with the lunar nation.”
The people responded readily to the guide’s jokes. Leon wondered if the President had actually taken this ride or if this was some fiction aimed at drumming up business. He smiled grimly to think that yesterday he might have assassinated the autocrat on the surface of the Moon.
As if he were going to assassinate anybody. The President would probably not even make it back from Niagara Falls in time for his reception. By that evening, Leon would be in his room above the tavern once more, trying to figure out what to do with his life. Maybe he would travel out west. He could stop in Chicago and seek out Emma Goldman again. He could make it clear to her that he was not some spy, but a man of action.
Except he would only be able to see her if he failed to act. If he did kill McKinley, he would not see Emma Goldman or anyone else again.
He had first encountered the notorious anarchist last May in Cleveland. He’d gone into town from his family’s Warrensville farm, telling his suspicious stepmother that he was attending a meeting of the Knights of the Golden Eagle. Instead he went to the Memorial Hall where Goldman was to give a speech for the Liberty Association of the Franklin Liberal Club.
Leon studied her as she came to the platform. She was a woman of about thirty, with a good figure and light brown hair. She wore pince-nez glasses that she let fall on a ribbon to dangle on her breast as she spoke with passion of mankind’s nature and how the social structure thwarted it in a hundred ways.
She did not smile, except as a sardonic grin played briefly about her lips, a look of bitter knowledge of the capitalist world’s oppression. She waved at the police standing in the back of the hall, sent to monitor her. “Spies,” she called them, “the meanest and most despicable creatures in the universe.” She explained to the gathered workingmen and women “the galling yoke of government, ecclesiasticism, and the bonds of custom and prejudice” that was responsible for their troubles. She praised men like Bresci, men “unable to stand idly by and see the wrongs that were being endured by their fellow mortals.” She called them “martyrs of the deed.”
She spoke of love, “the strongest and deepest element in all life, the harbinger of hope, of joy, of ecstasy, the defier of all laws, of all conventions, the freest molder of human destiny. If the world is ever to give birth to true companionship and oneness, not marriage, but love will be the parent.”
Goldman radiated a magnetic vitality. She glowed with humor, rage, sarcasm, and passion. These things were not simply ideas to her, they were living, breathing truths. Leon was stunned. Who knew that a revolution could be powered by love?
During the interval, Leon gathered his courage and went up to speak with her, awkwardness evident in his every motion. He had no fine words: all he had was his heart, and he spoke it. “You are . . . I never heard anything like that, ever.”
She looked right into his eyes, as a man might, and helplessly he looked back. Leon felt that she saw him as no one else had. “You must not have heard many Anarchists.”
“I’m not an Anarchist,” he said. “I’ve been a Socialist. Can you tell me some things I could read?”
She recommended he read Kropotkin’s “Appeal to the Young,” and the newspaper Free Society, published in Chicago by Abraham Isaak.
Leon told her he would. Then one of the organizers, a man named Shilling who had introduced her, came over. She took the time to tell Leon, “Read those. Someday we’ll talk again.” And then she was gone.
It was as if her voice had gotten inside his head; he could call it up whenever he needed to. He might need it today.
After the speeches were over, some of the people who had been at Goldman’s talk gathered at a nearby tavern. Leon went there, sat, and watched them. He did not speak to anyone. Later, he walked the streets, thinking. Goldman had said, “It is only intelligence and sympathy that can bring us to the source of human suffering, and teach us the way out of it.” In the light of her words, Leon realized that he had been suffering, and flailing, in his unfocused way, to find his way out.
In the morning, he rode the trolley to the end of the line and caught a ride on a milk wagon out to the farm. His mind was on fire. Sitting on the hard wooden seat next to the wagon driver, he laughed out loud, spontaneously, and the man looked at him.
“What’s so funny?”
Leon just laughed again. “Everything, comrade.”
“Conrad's my brother. I’m Rudi.”
In the darkened room at the Exposition, a gong sounded. The man from Thompson’s Aerial Navigation Company raised his hands to the eager passengers. “That signal tells us it’s time to depart on our great adventure. If you will, ladies and gentlemen, follow me through this portal.”
Double doors opened and the people crowded up a ramp into a great dark room that contained the dramatically lit green and white metal airship. It was the size of an excursion boat, with twelve red canvas wings, six to a side. As on an excursion boat, the passengers were seated in double rows of deck chairs on either side. In the twilight, once they were settled, buzzing with conversation, there came the rattle of chains as the crewmen cast off. The engines rumbled, and the wings began slowly to beat, then faster. The ship bumped and rose, yawing slightly from side to side. A breeze sprang up. The guide directed their attention down below and the crew shone spotlights as they passed above the Exposition grounds, the city of Buffalo, and the river; the airship banked over the Niagara Falls, its big wings beating the air.
As they ascended, they passed through clouds of mist. A storm arose: The wind increased, lightning flashed, thunder echoed, the airship shook. The young women clutched their boyfriends’ arms. The breeze became a gale.
Then they were past the storm and into outer space. Below, Leon could see the outline of Lake Erie shrinking until all of North America was visible. As they continued to rise, the entire Earth shrank to a disk, falling back into the distance.
It was a vision of the world that one never had. The entire human race lived on that one planet. All history, the rise and fall of nations, the great conflicts, the great achievements, had occurred on that sphere. What differences existed between human beings that could compare with the fact that they shared the Earth? Except they didn’t share it. Some people owned it, and others did not. Humans had invented ownership, and it had taken over their minds.
He observed his fellow passengers. The bourgeois man held his wife’s gloved hand and whispered something into her ear. The two couples were laughing, the fellow with his sleeves rolled up sliding his arm around the blonde’s waist.
The clouds began to clear and stars came out on all sides, bright, clear pinpoints in the blackness. Ahead, the Moon hove into view, with the grinning face of the Man in the Moon.
What hokum. Leon shifted in his seat. The pistol in his pocket thunked against the frame of his chair. The man seated next to him said, “Excuse me. Did you drop something?”
“No,” Leon said.
The disk of the Moon grew larger still. The sailors on the airship began to move about; there came the clanking of an anchor chain. Then, as the ship banked to the right, the spotlights were cast below, revealing a craggy landscape over which the Luna soared. The beating of the wings slowed. “Remain in your seats, ladies and gentlemen!” the guide admonished.
The breeze diminished, the Luna swayed, and around them rose the walls of a crater. With a bump, the ship landed. The captain announced that they had reached their destination. The swell took the blonde’s arm in his and helped her down the gangplank. Leon, among the excited patrons, followed onto the rugged lunar surface. Around them was strange plant life in every shade of blue and green, huge red blossoms, and mushrooms the size of maple trees.
From between two of the giant mushrooms, through dense foliage, an alien creature advanced toward the ship.
It was a tall, green thing with spikes sticking out from its back and its head, arms serrated like a grasshopper’s legs. It wore some kind of leather coat and carried a spear.
The Temple of Music

 
Leon came to himself standing outside the exit of the Trip to the Moon, blinking in the bright sun, his eyes tearing up after the darkness of the building.
Among the people emerging behind him was a young swell with a beautiful blonde on his arm. “Would you love me if I were the girl in the Moon?” the woman asked the man.
“Sweetheart,” he said, “I’d love you even in Lackawanna.”
Leon shook his head to clear his mind. He checked the clock on the Electricity Building. It was one-thirty. People would already be gathering at the Temple of Music.
When he got there, he saw that scores of others had preceded him. After some confusion, the milling crowd resolved itself into a line outside the closed doors of the hall. Leon found a place not too far from the entrance, behind a swarthy Sicilian with unkempt black hair. The big domed building, red and blue and yellow, glistened like a huge candy egg. The sun fell bright and hot on Leon’s neck.
People of every description stood in line. Many looked like workingmen who had taken the day off to “do the Pan.” Teutonic men with luxuriant mustaches. Mothers with restive children in tow. A few spaces ahead of him, a woman bent down to comb her son’s hair with her fingers. Others mopped their brows and necks with their bandanas. After an hour or so, some gave up and left the line to sit in the shade at the nearby Pabst restaurant, where for an outrageous thirty cents you could buy a seltzer and lemon, but more arrived all the time to take their place.
Leon hunched his shoulders, hands in the pockets of his jacket. In his left pocket he had some money, a pencil, and a letter certifying his paid-up membership in the Knights of the Golden Eagle. In his right he felt the pistol, his handkerchief, and something else, small and rubbery, that had not been there this morning. He pulled it out. It was a nipple like that from a baby’s bottle. How had he come by it? He had lost the red tag that had served as his ticket. He tried to remember what had happened on the Moon ride. It was queer that he could not. He felt as if he were in a trance. Nervously shifting from one foot to the other, he stared at the doors of the Temple of Music.
Behind Leon in line stood a tall black man in a dark suit. “It’s hard to wait,” the man said.
Startled, Leon looked up at him. He was extraordinarily tall, maybe six and a half feet.
“Hard to wait in this heat,” the man repeated. He wore a starched collar, a watch chain across his vest, and a soft black hat. He smiled down at Leon. “If you want to step out of line to buy something to drink,” the man said in a gentle Southern accent, “I’ll keep your place.”
“No, thank you,” said Leon. “I get out of this line and I won’t come back.”
He tried to focus on his plan. It was not much of one. When the doors opened and the line moved forward, Leon would take the pistol in his hand and wrap his big white handkerchief around it like a bandage. As he approached the President, he would pretend it was injured—if the guards around the President could be fooled by such a simple ruse.
It would not do to have this black man pay too much attention to Leon, but during the two hours that they waited in the swelling line, the man insisted on being friendly. He told Leon that his name was James Parker. He told Leon that he was a waiter in the Plaza restaurant but had taken the day off in the hope of meeting the President. He told how in the 1880s he had been a constable for Judge Moses Bartlett in the Fourth Militia District near Charleston, South Carolina, but had lost that job when the black magistrates were eliminated.
Why Parker wanted to shake McKinley’s hand was a mystery to Leon. McKinley was part of the reason why Parker was no longer a constable. The Republicans had sold out the blacks in the election of 1896. On an ordinary day, Leon might have explained that. He sympathized. Black men and Poles shared a place at the bottom of the heap.
Leon knew about the bottom of the heap. His mother had died when he was ten, some weeks after his sister Victoria was born. They were right to call childbirth labor: Mary Czolgosz had been a factory for babies, producing seven sons and two daughters. This last birth had been hard, and she did not recover from it. In the weeks after, Leon took care of infant Victoria while his mother languished in bed.
It cost them two dollars to call a doctor. The doctor gave her some pills but could not say what was wrong with his mother. She just weakened and faded away. Every day during those last weeks, Leon sat at her bedside, praying for her to get up. At times, she rose to walk around, giving him hope, but she was not in her right mind. She mumbled to herself in Polish. “My children,” she said, “the time will come when you will have greater understanding.”
Leon knew she was talking to him. Unlike his brothers, he was a good student. After their mother died, he and his sister Ceceli took care of baby Victoria as best they could. Soon afterward, Paul Czolgosz remarried. Somebody had to cook and clean and Leon and Ceceli were not up to it. Paul’s new wife Catarina did not see why a boy old enough to do useful work should waste his time in school and complained that Leon was just lazy. She was an ignorant, hard woman and Leon hated her. He respected his father, but his father was a quiet man who knew nothing much beyond hard work and expected that was what people did. He wasn’t going to fight his wife. Catarina won the battle and Leon went to work.
His first job was in a glass-bottle factory. At the factory he carried the new bottles on sticks from the glassblowers to the annealing oven. The glass was so hot the sticks smoked and caught fire, and the heat scorched his face. That was in Pennsylvania, but then the family moved to Ohio where he became a wire winder at the Cleveland Rolling Mill. Leon and his brother Waldek worked there until the panic of 1893 crashed the stock market. The owner cut their wages; the workers went on strike and the factory hired scabs. The brothers were blacklisted.
Waldek and Leon prayed for work. They got a Polish Bible and read it four times together. No work came. They asked the priest about it and the priest told them to pray harder. They prayed harder, but nothing happened. Finally, Leon realized that churches were a fraud. The Pope was the head of a corporation like Andrew Carnegie or William H. Vanderbilt. “The public be damned,” Vanderbilt said, and he was right—men like Leon were damned.
As the strike dragged on and the owners refused to give in, Leon went back and applied for work at the mill under an assumed name. Although Leon was on the blacklist, the new shop manager did not know him, nor did the scab workers. He told them his name was Fred C. Nieman and they hired him.
He worked at the mill for another five years, as hard as anybody, but he had grown cynical. He read Socialist newspapers. He read a book called Looking Backward, about a man named Julian West who fell asleep in 1887 and awoke in the year 2000. Leon was dazzled by the wonderful future that Edward Bellamy depicted, a society where all men received an equal share of the products of labor, and no man was privileged. Readers of Bellamy’s book started clubs, and Leon joined one.
The Pan-American Exposition presented a vision of that bright future. At night the fairgrounds became a fairyland. Nikola Tesla’s “City of Light” boasted a half-million electric lamps powered by the new hydroelectric plant at Niagara Falls. At night, 11,000 of them outlined the 391-foot-tall Electric Tower, from whose top a powerful searchlight pierced the skies. Electricity. Incubators and X-ray machines. Electric carriages. Peace and prosperity. Progress. Trips to the Moon. A future so marvelous as to seem a paradise.
But none of this applied to men like Leon. As his mother had predicted, he had gained greater understanding. If his nerves held, if he had the guts to kill McKinley, that might lead to the future that Bellamy described in his book. The one that Emma Goldman talked about. There were men, all around the world, who understood this. Gaetano Bresci, Sante Casario, Luigi Lucheni, Michele Angiolillo. All rulers were their enemies: Kaiser Wilhelm in Prussia, the Russian Tsar, the Empress of Austria, the King of Italy, the President of France, the Prime Minister of Spain. The King of England.
Leon pulled the kerchief out of his pocket and used it to wipe his brow. He looked down at his hand, which trembled a little, and, fumbling, wrapped the kerchief loosely around it. It slid off. He wrapped it around again. He did this three times then stuffed it back into his pocket and resumed his stare at the building. His plan was idiocy. They would catch him the moment he drew the pistol.
He could still step out of the line. As simple as that, it would be over. Buy that lemonade. Go back to the saloon on Broadway. No one was stopping him. So far, he had done nothing. He was just a citizen at the fair.
And then what? McKinley would go back to Washington to serve the rich as he had his entire life. Leon would run out of money, then find work or starve. He might go back to Cleveland, maybe talk to his father—but no, he could not go back to the farm and endure his stepmother’s disgust, Waldek’s skepticism, and Victoria’s worries. He had burned his bridges there.
He couldn’t go back to any anarchist meetings, either. Nobody would know that Leon had failed because nobody knew what he’d intended, but Leon would know. It would be in his head whenever anybody talked about the men who had given their lives for the cause.
By four o’clock, the line had grown until it stretched around the corner of the building and up the Esplanade. There was a commotion and a young man came running from the other side of the temple.
“He’s coming!”
A buzz ran through the crowd.
“At last,” Jim Parker said.
A couple of mounted police herded the people into some sort of order. A few minutes later, two soldiers swung open the big doors on this side of the temple and, after some further bustle at the front, the line began to move. The sound of some classical organ music filtered out of the building.
The people shuffled forward, murmuring. Children bounced on their feet or clutched their mothers’ skirts. It was five minutes or more before Leon approached the door. In no way would McKinley be able to greet all of the people who had waited through the afternoon. Once the President’s men figured this out, they would shut the doors and call it a day. Leon would be free. Instead of pressing forward to his chance, he lagged behind the swarthy man in front of him.
Parker nudged Leon. His friendliness had worn thin: With some exasperation, he said, “If you can’t go faster, at least let me by.”
Leon lurched forward. Once they reached the doors, he saw an aisle had been formed by barriers from the entrance to the reception area. Along this aisle were stationed national guardsmen. There had to be sixty men with rifles crowded into the building.
The organist played on. The citizens shuffled forward in single file under the eyes of the guardsmen. Leon peered ahead at the reception area where, in front of a display of potted plants and flag bunting, McKinley greeted the fairgoers one by one. Whenever a woman presented a child, the President would tousle the boy’s hair or say a word to the little girl. Otherwise, wearing a fatherly smile, he used two hands to clasp their outstretched one, gave each a single firm handshake, gently moved them past, and turned to the next person in line.
Among the dignitaries crowded around him were some men in suits whose gimlet-eyed inspection of the well-wishers as they approached stamped them as secret service agents. Leon slid the gun and handkerchief out of his pocket, got the handkerchief wrapped around the pistol, and held it just below his breast as if his hand were in a sling. He tried to look innocuous. One of the guards fixed his gaze on Leon for a second, only to slide past him to look at Parker, a head taller than anybody else in the room.
Another of the agents was preoccupied with the dark-haired man ahead of Leon. As the fellow drew closer, the agent stepped forward and seized him by the shoulder, leaned in, and asked him a question. The man, flustered, shook his head. The agent held on to his arm as he moved the man out of the line and past the President.
Leon’s turn came. His heart raced, his lips parted. Five feet away, McKinley looked at him. The President’s small, purposeful, professional smile did little to soften his stern features. It was the face of the cop behind the desk at the precinct, of the banker turning down your request for a loan. His belly swelled out beneath what looked like an acre of spotless white waistcoat. A white bow tie and high starched collar constricted his ample neck.
Leon stepped forward. He held out his left hand. McKinley reached out with his own. When he did so, Leon stuck the pistol into McKinley’s belly and fired twice. Two small reports, the sound of a ruler slapped on a desk. McKinley’s eyes went wide. He rose up on his toes, then stumbled forward.
The handkerchief, on fire from the discharge of the gun, fluttered, flaming, to the floor. A woman screamed.
Leon raised the pistol for a third shot. A blow to his head knocked him sideways.
Jim Parker slammed into Leon, reaching for the pistol, and they tumbled to the floor. Leon lost hold of the gun and Parker kicked it away.
“Get the gun, Al!” somebody yelled.
Guardsmen fell onto Leon. They pummeled him with their fists and the butts of their rifles. One of the secret servicemen yanked Leon to his feet and punched him in the face, knocking him down again.
They might have beaten him to death right there if, through cries and shouting, the President, who had fallen back onto a folding chair, had not gasped, “Go easy on him, boys.”
The beating stopped instantly. The secret serviceman seized Leon and jerked him to his feet again. Leon saw the bright, spreading blood on the President’s white waistcoat.
“Clear the building!” someone shouted. “Get an ambulance!”
The Moon Maiden

 
The Selenite was just a man in a costume with a mask over his face. Leon could see the man’s reddened eyes through the holes in the mask. Behind him came a small troupe of little people in green tights and knee breeches, arms padded with rows of spikes down the outside. The Selenite leader held his spear at rest and saluted.
“Welcome to our home, which you call the Moon. We are the royal guard of the King of the Moon. The Grand Lunar is eager to meet you, gentle friends from Earth. Come! Let us descend to the City of the Moon.”
The Selenite captain led the passengers between the rows of little soldiers, who bowed deeply, to a cave entrance festooned with elaborate carvings.
Dark at first, the cave grew darker still as they advanced, and the women drew closer to their escorts. Gradually a blue light rose around them. Farther in were lights of crimson and gold. Jewels gleamed in the rough walls. The cave opened into a chamber large enough to hold all of the earthlings. Here were more Selenites, small females whose long hair draped undone over the shoulders of their glittering gowns. A couple of them played stringed instruments. All bowed their heads when the visitors were assembled.
The little males bent sideways and looked up at them. The spiky tops of their heads looked like cactus plants. They smiled and shook hands with the passengers.
All this struck a chord in Leon. Earlier that summer, lying around his rented room in West Seneca through a sweltering July, out of work, spending down his savings, Leon had passed his time reading newspapers and magazines. In Cosmopolitan he had read a scientific romance by the British writer H. G. Wells titled The First Men in the Moon, about a failed businessman named Bedford and a crazy scientist named Cavor who flew to the Moon in an antigravity ship. Wells’s moon had giant fungi on its surface and was honeycombed with caverns where lived insectile Selenites. Clearly the designers of the Trip to the Moon had read Wells’s story and turned it into this exotic music hall show.
Although these were midgets and children, and the grotto was constructed of plaster, in the blue light and the play of shadows the faux-rock looked real, and out of the corner of his eye, Leon was startled when one or another of the Selenites moved in a way that no human might move. That one in the corner, bent forward, head wobbling—it looked more like a big drunken grasshopper than a person. But when Leon peered at it, he saw it was just a sideshow midget dressed up in green tights and bloomers.
To the right and left, visible between glowing stalactites shadowed galleries ran off into darkness, giving the illusion that this complex must reach far below the Pan-American fairgrounds. The air was cool. They followed the guide and the Selenite captain through another tunnel. The floor trembled with a vibration that made Leon think of the machines in the wire mill, and in the distance he thought he heard twittering. As he passed one of the openings he glimpsed some large, pale thing in the darkness, something like a huge slug, heaving along the floor on no legs. Leon stopped and someone bumped into him.
“Keep moving,” the guide said.
When Leon looked back through the opening, he saw nothing.
At the end of the underground avenue was the City of the Moon, a cavern where they met more Selenites. Here was a bazaar, souvenir booths selling pins made of aluminum, and mooncraft demonstrations. The Selenites offered the visitors samples of green cheese.
They entered the palace of the King of the Moon. His throne room was like a theater, elaborately decorated, with red pillars, a midnight-blue ceiling painted with the sun and stars, and a figure of the crescent Earth rising over the lunar mountains. A fountain shone with all the colors of the rainbow. At the far end, on his pearlescent throne, strongly backlit, sat the Grand Lunar, bracketed by two giant bodyguards.
The silvery light that surrounded his throne made it hard to discern the details of the Grand Lunar’s person. He appeared to be a manlike creature in silver robes that flared out over his lower body. His stupendous crown glittered with jewels that shone as if lit from within. In his right hand he held a glowing staff. He smiled down on the visitors.
“Welcome, people of Earth,” he said in a surprisingly high-pitched voice. “We hope that you enjoy your visit and will report back to your home planet that we are friendly creatures who wish intercourse with humans on mutually beneficial terms. Free trade, low tariffs, and brotherhood, we are convinced, will lead to unexampled prosperity, happiness, and peace.”
Leon realized after a moment that the King was some sort of giant puppet.
“As a token of our goodwill,” he announced, “we present this entertainment, performed by my daughters in the American style!” He lifted his staff and knocked it one, two, three times against the floor.
An unseen orchestra struck up a tune. From a passage behind the throne came a dozen young women, Moon Maidens in sparkling corsets, bloomers, and tights. The music paused. They bowed gracefully, smiling, and when the music resumed began to dance.
There was nothing insectile about these Selenites—pretty girls in sequined costumes of red and green. They swayed in time to the tune, their gold wrist and ankle bracelets shining in the lights, and began to sing.
“My sweetheart’s the Man in the Moon.
I’m going to marry him soon.
’Twould fill me with bliss just to give him one kiss.
But I know that a dozen I never would miss.
“I’ll go up in a great big balloon
And see my sweetheart in the Moon.
Then behind some dark cloud where no one is allowed
I’ll make love to the Man in the Moon.”
 
One of the dancers caught Leon’s eye. Her dark hair was piled high, her skin fair, her neck slender. Eyes so dark that he could not see her pupils. She looked like a postcard photograph Leon had seen of Evelyn Nesbit.
Though she sang and danced, her brow was troubled. Her eyes flitted toward the guards stationed around the room.
When the song was done, the Moon Maidens turned to leave. The guide from Thompson’s Aerial Service called to the visitors to gather near an exit. Leon hung back. His diversion was almost over, and soon he would be standing on the Midway faced only with the prospect of his grim task.
As he hesitated, one of the guards pulled aside the Moon Maiden that Leon had been watching. She struggled in his clawlike grip, looking terrified. No one paid any attention. As she tried to pull away the guard twisted her arm until she fell.
Leon took three steps toward them. The guard did not see him approach; Leon shoved him aside. To Leon’s astonishment, his shove propelled the Selenite completely off his feet; he flew three yards through the air, crashed into a pillar, and lay crumpled at its base.
The girl looked up at him. Guards turned toward them, brandishing their spears. Leon, confused by the ease with which he had thrown aside the guard, prepared to face them down, but the girl tugged at his sleeve.
“We must flee!” she said. She pulled him between two of the pillars and Leon stumbled after her.
They entered a tunnel. It twisted to the right, the left, then pitched sharply downward. A flight of stairs descended to another chamber from which four other tunnels branched. Leon felt queasy and his head swam.
He had no time to catch his breath. Two more Selenites entered the chamber. The smooth carapaces of their heads glistened nightmarishly in the faint blue light. They twittered and raised their spears.
“Stop,” Leon said, “there’s no cause—”
These two were more convincingly alien than the ones he had seen earlier. They moved as if their joints were awry, and their masks covered their entire heads.
One of the Selenites poked his spear at Leon and its sharp point penetrated his pants leg. He was startled by the pain and fell back. But when the other moved toward the girl, Leon ducked his spear and punched him in the side of his head.
Leon’s fist broke through the thing’s skull as if it were an eggshell. The creature’s head exploded like a rotten melon. Bloody pulp spattered everywhere.
The Selenite fell dead at his feet. When the other came at them, Leon seized its spear and yanked it. The Selenite lurched forward and Leon knocked it aside. It flew across the cave as if it were made of sticks, struck the cave wall, and slid to the floor, broken.
Leon stood there, stunned.
“Come,” the girl said, seizing his bloody hand. “We must go, now!”
Leon let her pull him down another tunnel. If she was upset at the carnage he had perpetrated, she did not show it. Leon wondered if they could have been mock creatures, some puppets he had destroyed. But they had moved and wielded the spears like living beings. He felt the stickiness of the blood on his hand as they ran through darkness.
The tunnel branched; without hesitation, the girl took him down several byways. How could this network of tunnels have been constructed beneath the fairgrounds? Something was direly wrong.
A channel of glowing blue liquid ran along the side of the tunnel, casting eerie light on the girl’s perfect cheek. In this light her mass of dark hair was jet-black.
“Who are you?” he asked as they hurried along.
“I am called Wima,” she said. “And you?”
“My name is Leon.”
“Thank you for saving me, Leon. The Grand Lunar would have tortured me to reveal my compatriots, and I fear that I could not have held out. You saved more lives than mine today.”
“I didn’t think I was saving anyone’s life. I killed that . . . person.”
“That was no person.” She turned to look at him, and when she saw his expression her voice softened. “We don’t always know how the things we do will affect others, or whether we bring life or death. But affect them we must, inevitably.”
He had no time to ponder her words. The air grew warmer the deeper they went. “Where are we going?”
“To the secret chambers of the Brotherhood of Lunar Workers,” she said.
Police Headquarters

 
They dragged Leon, beaten and bloody, into a little room in the corner of the Temple of Music. A couple of soldiers threw him onto a table. Leon’s head swam. His cheek was cut and blood spattered his shirt. His ear hurt and his ribs hurt and he tasted blood.
It took him a while to come back to himself, to realize who was there in the room with him, to hear the commotion in the other room. The soldiers guarding him stared at him stone-faced. One of them said, “I’m going to hit him.”
“Don’t,” the other said.
A man in civilian clothes—the secret service agent who had pulled the fellow in front of Leon from the line—came into the room. “What’s your name?” he asked.
Leon spat out some blood. “Who are you?”
“You don’t need to know my name. Who are you?”
“Fred Nieman. N-I-E-M-A-N.”
The man’s jaw worked. “Why did you shoot the President?”
“Is he dead?”
The man stiffened but mastered his anger. “You will be if you don’t tell me who you are working with.”
Another, older man entered the room. In the brief time the door was open, Leon heard competing voices outside. Then came the sound of people pounding on the walls of the building. Leon could hear them crying for “the assassin” to be given to them.
The new man, in a suit and clean-shaven, told the agent, “I’m Colonel Byrne, head of the Exposition Police. We have to get him out of here right away. There’s a crowd growing out there that would rather lynch him than breathe.”
Three of them stayed to guard Leon while Byrne went back outside. One of the guards looked out of the room’s small window onto the crowd beating like surf against the building.
Ten minutes later, Byrne came back with uniformed policemen. They handcuffed Leon.
“We’re going to walk through the hall,” he told Leon. “Keep your hands down and your mouth shut.” They grabbed Leon’s arms and pushed him toward the door.
The interior of the hall was still a jumble of soldiers and men in suits. McKinley wasn’t there anymore, but Leon saw the chair he had fallen into after he’d been shot, and other overturned chairs where Leon had scuffled with the guards. Marines blocked the doors. They took Leon to a side door; one of the cops opened it and stuck his head out, pulled it back in, and nodded. They dragged Leon out, three quick steps to a closed, leather-topped carriage, and threw him inside like a piece of baggage. The secret service agent climbed in with him, slammed the door, and they trotted off down the Esplanade. Some of the crowd tried to reach the carriage but were held off by guardsmen.
They took him to the police headquarters and put him into a cell. A big man in a suit who said he was Police Superintendent Bull came in and talked with him. He was remarkably casual. He lit two cigars and gave one to Leon. Leon smoked nervously. He was keyed up, excited. He had done it.
He asked for a washcloth to clean his face. It bothered him that there was blood on his shirt.
Then came another man in a suit. “Mr. Nieman, my name is Frederick Haller. I’m the assistant district attorney and I would like to talk with you.”
Now they wanted to talk with him. He was no longer invisible. “I’m hungry,” Leon said, “and I’d like a clean shirt. And a handkerchief.”
Haller looked at him squarely. “A shirt,” he said flatly. “You want a shirt. Who’s going to pay for this hypothetical shirt?”
“You took my coat. There’s some money in the pocket.”
They checked and found $1.54 in his coat along with the pencil, the letter from the Knights of the Golden Eagle, and the rubber nipple.
Haller sent one of the cops out to buy him a new shirt and a handkerchief. Meanwhile, they fed Leon. He was ravenously hungry.
“All right, now let’s talk,” Haller said.
Leon had not talked to anyone for weeks. He had so much bottled up inside him and felt full of energy. He’d just shot the President of the United Sates—he was a martyr of the deed, and it didn’t matter anymore what he did or said. So he told Haller everything he had done since he’d arrived in Buffalo, and before that in Cleveland. Haller took notes. Leon talked about his father and his stepmother and brothers and sisters, about seeing Goldman’s lecture in Cleveland, about working in the wire mill and how he’d been living on the farm for the last few years doing nothing but reading and thinking. He told them he believed in free love. He told them he had been in love with a girl once, but she had gone back on him and since then he’d had nothing to do with women.
Haller took it all down and went away. That night at ten o'clock the cops returned and took Leon to a room full of men on the second floor. Bull was there, and Haller, and a man who said he was the district attorney, and the secret service agent who had spirited Leon from the Temple of Music, and a doctor, and a stenographer. A crowd of men smelling of cigars and sweating in the heat of the room. They opened the window. One of the cops lingered there, leaning out.
“There’s two thousand people down there wanting to lynch him,” the cop muttered to nobody in particular.
They had typed up Leon’s statement to Haller. DA Thomas Penney had it in front of him on the table. He said, “Your name’s not Nieman, it’s Leon Czolgosz. We found it on the letter in your pocket.” He spoke with a British accent.
“It’s pronounced ‘Shol-Gosh.’”
“All right, Mr. Shol-gosh. Heaven forbid I should mispronounce your name.”
Penney proceeded to ask Leon a lot of leading questions. He treated Leon like he was stupid, coming at the same points over and over, trying to get him to admit to things that were not true. That he was part of a conspiracy. That he had sworn an oath to kill the President. That Emma Goldman had told him to do it. That he had met with some shoemaker in Buffalo named Valetchy. That he had snuck into the Temple of Music ahead of McKinley. That he had planned to escape in the crowd after he shot the President.
Others joined in the questioning. Whatever they had gotten from Haller was all garbled. They weren’t really listening. They thought they already knew all about Leon and only wanted him to confirm what they had in their heads. To the degree that Leon resisted, they got impatient. The hatred in their eyes was obvious.
Men came into and went out of the room as the interrogation continued. Through the window Leon could hear the mob outside.
Leon admitted that he had shot the President and that he had intended to kill him. But some of the questions they asked touched on things for which he did not know the answers.
Penney said, “You are not sorry you did it, are you? You would do it over again, would you not?”
Leon hesitated. “I don’t know whether I would or not.”
Penney put it to Leon that he was willing to sacrifice himself to get rid of the President, that he knew the consequences and realized that he might be electrocuted. And it was true that Leon had told himself those things, but he had not imagined this room full of men questioning him, the mob in the street, the endless worrying over words to describe exactly what he did and did not intend.
When he kept denying things they told him he had done, they asked him to write it down in his own words. They tried flattery. “You’ve done this great deed for the people’s benefit. Write something there that can be published in the newspapers.”
Suddenly Leon’s hands were shaking. He could not write with all of them watching him. He said the stenographer could write it down and he would sign.
“No,” Penney said. “We cannot take his writing. Write whatever you please about what you did.”
Leon said, “Can’t the reporter write it?”
Penney grimaced. “All right. Make your statement and he’ll write it out. Say it however you like.”
The room fell silent. Leon didn’t know if he could put it into words. “Put on there that I killed President McKinley because I done my duty.”
The stenographer’s pencil moved over the page.
“Do you want to say anything else to the people?” Penney asked.
“Say I don’t believe one man should have so much service and another man should have none.”
They wrote it down. Leon signed the statement.
By the time he was back in his basement cell it was after one in the morning, and he was exhausted. He fell into a deep sleep.
Saturday morning he awoke ravenous. He had never been hungrier. They fed him and took him up to Bull’s office again. Some doctors came to see him. They measured and weighed him and asked more repetitive questions. Had he ever had sexual intercourse? Had he ever heard voices? How did he decide he needed to kill the President?
Then one of them, Leon thought his name was Crego, asked, “How will you feel if you failed to kill him?”
A shock ran through him. “He’s alive?”
“You didn’t know that?” Crego said. He looked at Bull in surprise.
“He doesn’t need to know,” Bull said. “He doesn’t—”
Just then came a knock on the door. A detective was there with a man Leon recognized from the Cleveland Liberty Club, Albert Nowak. Nowak was a blowhard who thought he was smarter than anyone else and talked big about a Socialist revolution. What he was doing here Leon could not imagine.
“Go ahead,” the detective told Nowak.
Nowak made a little speech, ostensibly at Leon but clearly intended for the cops, about how he had always been Leon’s friend, and how Leon had betrayed their friendship. As he went on about this under the detective’s skeptical gaze, he realized that maybe it was not so smart to link himself to Leon, so he switched to attacking Leon for disgracing his family and bringing trouble to all the good Polish citizens of the US.
Nowak tried to look indignant, but Leon could see he regretted digging this hole for himself. He finished lamely with, “I’m not a Socialist or an Anarchist. I’m a Republican.”
Leon had to laugh. Nowak the Republican.
“Oh, yeah,” Leon said. “You’re a Republican for what there is in it.” He held his thumb and fingers together and rubbed them in front of Nowak’s face.
When the cops realized that letting Nowak rant at Leon was not going to produce anything useful, they hurried him out of the room.
The doctors came again on Sunday. It became clear to Leon that they were trying to figure out if he was crazy. On the one hand, they thought that only a crazy person could have shot a man as beloved as William McKinley. On the other, he had to be sane in order for them to convict him.
Leon remembered the chapter in Looking Backward that talked about crime and punishment in the future. In the year 2000, there were no prisons and hardly any crime because there was no more wealth or poverty. The future people believed that money— not having enough of it, or having too much of it—was the cause of crime. Once you got rid of rich and poor, the book said, then for the most part people stopped committing crimes. The only people who still did so were sick. They were treated not as criminals but as patients.
But this was not the year 2000. Leon was not a patient and they were not worrying about what treatment to use. The angry crowds were still outside, and the doctors’ looks did not suggest benevolence.
On Monday, when for the third day straight they came to ask the same questions, Leon said he didn’t remember shooting anyone. What were they talking about?
They got all excited. They argued for half an hour. Then one of them huffily reminded Leon they had a signed statement from him saying he had shot the President, and Leon gave up and refused to answer any more questions.
When he asked whether McKinley had died they wouldn’t tell him.
After he refused to talk, they left him more or less alone. There were no other prisoners down in the basement, just Leon. A single guard on the green masonry corridor, one during the day and one during the night. The day guard was Harold, a skinny man with blond hair and bad skin. The night guard was Louis, a stolid, square man with a drooping mustache. They both looked at Leon as if he were an animal in the zoo, but Harold seemed more curious than disgusted.
Over the next days, Leon could not remember ever being as hungry. He ate his three squares and slept. Once a day they let him out of the cell to walk up and down the corridor for exercise. Warily he chatted with the guards. Harold told him things that were going on outside the jail, things he was probably supposed to keep quiet about.
“The reporters are lined up three-deep in front of the building. One guy offered me a hundred bucks if I could get him five minutes with you.”
“What are they saying about me?”
“You better hope they keep you in jail. You’re the most hated man in America. They say you’re going to get at least ten years for attempted murder.”
“The President’s alive? He didn’t die?”
Harold looked chagrined. He lowered his voice. “Teddy rushed into town ready to take the oath, but the old man got better. They say he’s going to be all right.”
Leon had failed. But his heart leapt at the news. It was a queer mixture of deflation and relief.
“That black fellow who knocked you over is a hero in all the papers. They call him the man who saved the President. People are bidding to buy the buttons off his vest. It’s making the secret service so mad they could spit. You ought to be thanking that boy.”
A day or so later Leon was walking the corridor, explaining to Harold how he’d gotten the scar on his left cheek the time a wire snapped in the factory and lashed his face, when Louis came in. His shift was not supposed to start until seven P.M.
They stuck Leon back in his cell. He could hear their mumbled conversation outside the door, but not what they were saying. After a minute, Louis went away.
“What’s up?” Leon asked Harold through the grate in his door.
Harold was silent for a moment. Then he said, “McKinley’s dead.”
Revolt of the Workers

 
The deeper Wima took Leon below the lunar surface, the less gravity he felt. They came to a huge chamber, high and arching, so big that Leon could not estimate how far away the opposite wall was. It was lit by phosphorescent mushrooms ten feet tall. Leon, hurrying after the girl, found that with each step he bounded a couple of yards into the air. Gravity here was a fraction of what he was used to.
The air was warm and dense, like in the iron mill, but ripe with the smell of plants and soil instead of coal smoke and hot steel. The narrow rivulet of glowing blue fluid they had followed through the tunnels broadened to a little stream, and the stone floor yielded to a loamy soil.
The girl slowed and turned off between the mushrooms. They came to a pool of the glowing fluid. Wima kneeled down beside it and cupped some in her hands to drink.
“Are you thirsty?” she asked.
“What is that?”
“Water.”
“Why does it glow?”
“It is infused with a miraculous invigorating element, radium.”
Leon washed the blood of the Selenite he had killed from his hands. He scooped some of the glowing water into his palm and drew it to his lips. Despite the light it gave off it was cool. Lots of little mushrooms sprouted in the dirt around them. When he was a boy, his father had taken Leon and Waldek hunting for mushrooms in the woods around Alpena. He taught them the difference between the good ones and the poisonous ones. Some of these looked like purple versions of the morels they had found.
Wima broke off a piece of one and washed it in the water. “Eat,” she said.
He took it from her. It tasted good.
“I don’t understand this,” Leon said. “Where are we? Is this the Moon?”
“That is what you call it.”
“Those creatures aren’t human, but you are.”
“The Selenites have always ruled the Moon. Humans, captured from the Earth eons ago, have for centuries been slaves here, the lowest class of workers. Only recently have your people come. When first we saw the humans from Earth, our hearts rose in the hope that you would liberate us from the tyranny of the Grand Lunar. But no: Your government would rather ally with those who keep us in misery. Your President is about to sell the Grand Lunar weapons of war that they shall use against any uprising of the workers. Once that deal is made, we shall never lose these.”
She touched the metal bands that encircled her wrists and ankles, and Leon realized they were not bracelets but shackles.
“But why do you dance for them?”
“We dance not for the Grand Lunar, but for you. The Selenites use us to ingratiate themselves with you human visitors. While they hold our loved ones in their thrall, we have little choice but to do their bidding. That is why—”
A noise came echoing to them from the arched roof of the cavern, and Wima pressed her fingers against Leon’s lips. She whispered into his ear. “The utmost silence, now.”
In the pale light, Leon made out a crowd of figures advancing along the path they had followed. Two by two they marched, leaning forward, over six feet tall and massive, with broad shoulders and narrow heads. Their legs were extraordinarily long, their skulls covered by carapaces that Leon now realized were not clothing but hard exoskeletons. Each carried a long spear.
Unlike the other Selenites Leon had so far seen, whose skin—if you could call it that—was green, these were the hue of a spring rose. They fairly glowed in the gloom.
Leading them was a somewhat shorter being whose head was swollen and knobby, and who had huge ears like those of a bat.
“Who are they?”
“Pinks,” Wima hissed. “Keep still!”
When they came abreast of where Leon and Wima had left the path, their leader stopped. It held its head up alertly and its ears, like a deer’s, swiveled toward them. The troop behind it halted as if controlled by a single mind. Their absolute stillness sent a shiver down Leon’s spine. He slid his hand into his pocket and gripped his gun.
The large-headed leader twittered to the others and they spread out between the mushrooms, moving in a line toward Leon and Wima.
Behind them was only the cavern wall. “Is there another way out?” he whispered.
“No. We must get past them.”
The eyes of the Selenites were turned on them. They paused, an arc of menace with Wima and Leon at its focus.
The lead Selenite held up a three-fingered hand and said, “Visitor is lost? Do not listen to bad girl. Come to us, visitor, and we will send you home quick.”
“I am not lost,” Leon said. He was surprised by the force of his own voice.
“Leave bad girl. Lying girl. We will not harm her. We will teach her better her job.”
It gestured slightly toward the pinks, who advanced, tightening the arc that closed them in.
“They won’t let you go, now that you have seen the truth,” Wima said.
“I know.”
Spears thrust forward, the Selenites attacked. Leon pulled the pistol from his pocket and shot the nearest one. The thing’s chest exploded into fragments and its body recoiled like a discarded marionette.
The pistol’s report, magnified by the roof of the chamber, was deafening. The Selenite captain clapped its hands to its ears and fell writhing to the ground. The others flinched.
In a single bound, Leon was amid them. He swung the pistol into the carapace of the nearest. His hand went right through it and the thing was instantly dead. Leon seized its spear and swung it about him, smashing two more Selenites to flinders. The others fell back. “Come on!” Leon yelled to Wima.
The plucky girl ran to his side, picked up another fallen spear, and the two of them beat their way through the confused soldiers. Leon killed another before they broke free. “This way,” she said, tugging at Leon’s sleeve.
They raced along the channel of blue water and into one of a row of tunnel entrances. Leon found that, now that he understood his strength, with very little effort he could move much faster than Wima by long, low strides.
“Let me carry you,” he said.
Wima nodded.
He shoved the pistol into his pocket, took the spear in his left hand, and Wima climbed onto his back. In the lunar gravity, she was hardly heavier than a cat. The walls of this tunnel were slimy with mold, the stone floor slippery. They hurtled down the passage in twelve-foot strides, Leon working to avoid hitting the tunnel’s roof.
“That way,” Wima said, pointing to a by-passage. Her arms were around his neck and her scent was lovely.
The passage ended in another cavernous room. Here bloody red light revealed row upon row of metal racks receding into the distance. On them stood ranks of basins. Each basin held a single human infant, naked, asleep. Each infant had a rubber nipple in its mouth connected to a tube that ran up to a swollen lozenge the size of a dirigible that hung suspended from the roof of the cave.
Small Selenites moved along the rows, occasionally stopping to unkink a tube, adjust the flow of nourishment, or spray baby excrement down drains in the basins.
“They won’t find us here,” Wima said. “Put me down.”
Leon did so. “But what of these Selenites? Won’t they report on us?”
“These workers are the lowest class. They know and care only for the smooth functioning of the production line. They have no interest in anyone who is not an infant; if we do not disturb them, I would be surprised if they are even aware of us.”
“What is this place?” Leon asked.
“This is the child factory,” Wima said. “Here the Selenites grow the next generation of human slaves. These infants will soon be on their way to becoming cogs in the Grand Lunar’s industrial machine—unless our revolt succeeds.”
Wima drew him on to an adjoining room. Here they saw older children, of perhaps a year or two, crammed into bottles with only their arms left free to hang out of a constricted opening. “See what they do to us,” Wima said.
Leon recoiled. “What is this monstrous cruelty?”
“These children are meant to grow into machine tenders. Their role will be to spend their lives crawling within the cramped interstices of great mechanisms in order to repair them. The Selenites compress their bodies while stimulating their arms and hands so they may do their assigned work with maximum efficiency.”
Leon looked down into one of the bottles, past the extended arms to make out a child’s face—he could not tell if it was a boy or a girl—looking up at him, lips slightly parted, eyes half-closed. Leon’s heart went out to the poor creature. One of the nipples from the previous room lay on the floor beside the tortured child. He took it up idly, weighed it in his palm, and put it into his pocket.
Wima and Leon wove their way back to a place in the baby factory behind a forest of standing pipes. She touched the stone wall of the chamber and the wall split open to reveal a little room. They entered and the doors closed. The little room hummed and the floor dropped away. For a second, Leon floated into the air. It was an elevator, such as Leon had heard they used in the towering buildings of New York.
Down, down, down they went. Leon felt pressure on his feet as the room stopped moving and the doors opened onto another cave. Wima took him further, always down, through a warren of caves and passages, to an astonishing depth. The only light came from pools of the blue water. Here were chasms and funnels and canyons, lakes and galleries. The Moon, Leon realized, was a great anthill, a sponge of caverns. There were underground cities, though Wima and Leon avoided them and their hordes of Selenites. Eventually they came to a region where escaped workers lived.
Wima took him to a room off one of the caves that contained a pallet, a low table, and an electrical light like those on display at the Exposition, so bright in relation to the relative darkness they had come through that Leon squinted. She lowered the light’s intensity. “We do not use these lights much, since we need to keep our vision adjusted to the Selenites’ level. But the human eye is better able to deal with bright light than theirs, and this gives us some advantage.”
She fed him a cold stew of mushrooms and some bits of meat. Mooncalf stew, Wima called it. “But now you must sleep. I will tell you more in the morning.”
After she left, Leon lay down on the pallet of sponge-like fiber. Terribly tired, but sleepless, he wondered at all he had seen. The horror of shoving his fist through the head of the first Selenite who had attacked. It was a moment out of a nightmare. He could hardly grasp that he had begun the morning in the saloon on Broadway amid the smell of stale beer and the crapper behind the building. The notion of shooting President McKinley seemed like some fantasy he had imagined in another lifetime, though it could only have been hours since he boarded the Trip to the Moon. The celluloid tag still dangled from the button of his coat, spattered now with the blood of one of the Selenites he had killed. He unwound the thread and put the tag on the floor beside his pallet.
In the morning—though in the perpetual darkness of the lunar caves there was no proper morning—Wima brought him to the central committee of the Brotherhood of Lunar Workers. Though there were a couple of older, silver-haired men present, most of the committee were young. There was a black man among them, and two women. Wima introduced a handsome young man with dark hair and penetrating eyes.
“This is Geron,” said Wima.
The man took both of Leon’s hands in his and looked him in the eye. “Thank you for saving my sister,” he said.
“I only done my duty,” Leon said.
“Your duty? But you owe us no allegiance.”
“Wima needed help. I couldn’t ignore her.”
One of the older men said, “You survived a fight with over twenty pinks. No human has ever done that.”
“What are these ‘pinks’?”
“The lunar police,” the gray-haired man said. “They are trained from infancy to be perfectly obedient to the Grand Lunar.”
Wima touched Leon’s arm. “They are the meanest and most despicable creatures in the universe. They know no mercy, cannot be reasoned with, and take joy in nothing so much as in brutally executing the orders of their rulers.”
The older man nodded. He turned to Wima. “We are glad that you are back with us.”
“But I failed,” she said, lowering her head.
“We shall try again,” Geron said.
“What was your task?” Leon asked. “Why did the guards seize you after your dance?”
Wima pulled a knife out of her sleeve. “I was there to assassinate the Grand Lunar.”
Alienists

 
McKinley’s sudden death after he had appeared to be recovering sent the newspapers into frenzies of speculation. The President’s doctors were the best in the country; they could not have botched the surgery. There must have been poison on the bullets.
The lynch mobs were back outside police headquarters in full force.
As a precaution, the police moved Leon to the county penitentiary. In order to avoid attracting attention, they took him out the back of the city jail, unhandcuffed, with a single cop as his guard. They climbed into a plain coach. When they got in, the cop hauled out his pistol and held it against Leon’s head.
“You move and I’ll kill you,” he said.
Leon was in the county penitentiary only a few days and then they moved him to a jail across the street from the City Hall. Soon after he was settled in the new cell they dragged him into a courtroom and indicted him for murder. The court appointed two retired judges as his attorneys. One was named Titus and the other Lewis, but Leon had trouble remembering which was which. They might have been brothers except one of them had hair and a beard and the other was bald and clean-shaven. They were both old men. Soon, like Leon, they would be dead.
He had little doubt now that he would be executed. He only wished that McKinley had died in the Temple of Music when Leon had shot him, not eight days later after everyone thought he was recovering. Then Leon would have been spared the confusing emotions that came from thinking that both of them might survive their encounter.
Neither of his lawyers could hide his dismay at being made to defend him. One of them had been in Milwaukee at a convention of Masons when he got the word. They showed up a week before his trial and asked him the same questions he had answered repeatedly before he had stopped talking to the cops.
“We need to know why you shot the President,” the bearded one said.
“A new alienist, Dr. Carlos F. MacDonald, a professor of mental diseases at Bellevue Medical College, is coming up from New York City to interview you,” the bald one said.
Leon didn’t answer. He watched their mouths as they spoke. He had begun to feel increasingly detached from the person they were talking about. This Leon Czolgosz—Fred Nobody—who was he?
Less and less of this seemed to have anything to do with him. He felt like the character Bedford from Wells’s story, coming back from the Moon after escaping from the Selenites, weightless and detached. It was as if “Leon Czolgosz” were some trivial thing to which Leon was connected by accident; what happened to “Leon Czolgosz” had nothing to do with him, though he could not deny their connection. Who was Leon Czolgosz? He had always thought that he knew who he was, but everything that had happened since he’d gotten off that ride to the Moon—which he still could not remember—made him wonder. Everyone had a different opinion, from his family to Nora to Emma Goldman to the district attorney and the cops and Harold the guard. What did the murderer of the President of the United States have to do with the boy who had grown up in Alpena, Michigan?
“Czolgosz, we can’t mount a defense of you unless you talk to us,” said the bald one.
“It is our duty to see that the decorum of the law is maintained,” said the bearded one.
Leon said nothing. From his vantage far above the Earth’s atmosphere, he saw them clearly. They could hardly stand to be in the same room with him. One of them seemed more disgusted by than terrified of him; the other was more terrified than disgusted. But they both felt terror and disgust.
Two days before Leon’s trial was set to begin, Dr. MacDonald arrived, with yet another alienist in tow. The fact that the district attorney gave them his own office in which to interview Leon suggested how likely they were to take Leon’s part. Leon turned his back on them and looked out the window at the City Hall across the street, where on Monday the trial would begin.
MacDonald was a man in his fifties with dark hair and a beard. His manner was calm and friendly. The other alienist, named Hurd, was more forbidding. When Leon told them he would not talk about the assassination, MacDonald did not look upset.
“All right,” he said. “Let’s talk about other things.” MacDonald asked him about his family, about his work. About whether he had friends. About where he had lived, and how. He asked if Leon had been alone as much as he claimed, how he spent his time.
“Do you masturbate? Have you any other unnatural practices?”
Leon had masturbated daily when he was an adolescent. His fear that his stepmother Catarina knew about it was one of the reasons he disliked her. “No, I don’t do that,” Leon said. “Never do that.”
“Have you ever had a girlfriend?”
“I had a girlfriend. She threw me over.”
“Have you ever had sexual intercourse with women?”
Leon colored. “You don’t need to know that.”
“That’s all right. It does not bear directly on your situation. Perhaps you have never been with a woman?”
“I’ve been with a woman.”
To the church, self-abuse and fornication were equally mortal sins. Worse still, just thinking about a woman in that way was a mortal sin; you did not even have to do anything. Yet Leon had not been able to avoid thinking about women. He was deeply ashamed, and never talked to any girls except for his sisters Cecili and Victoria.
One night in Cleveland more than a year ago, he had gone into the city to a meeting of the Socialist Club. Afterward, as usual, the people went to a tavern. As usual, Leon had his one beer and sat in a corner, listening. The men from the meeting talked about the twenty thousand workers a year killed in industrial accidents, about how the Spanish American War had been fought to distract people from the way that the owners kept them down.
A girl had come into the tavern. Leon had seen her before. She was a streetwalker. A plump girl with red hair and a spray of freckles over her nose. She looked Irish. Her dress had furbelows at the shoulders and hem, and she was tightly corseted; she wore a black sash around her waist.
She looked around the barroom, past the intense men talking, toward Leon. Their eyes met. He looked away, then after fifteen or twenty seconds looked back. She was still watching him. He felt himself color. She passed the bar and came over to stand beside his table.
“You’re back again,” she said. “You go to these meetings, but you never talk with anyone. Do you know how to talk?”
“I can talk,” Leon said, “when I have something to say.”
She sat down. “Why don’t you buy me something to eat and we can talk.”
Leon bought her a beer and a plate of stew. She wolfed it down. He watched her chew and swallow. She was young, not even as old as he was. One of the men at the other table looked over at Leon and winked.
“You dress better than these Socialists,” she said.
“I’m a Socialist,” he said.
“Always neat and clean. You must have money.”
“What’s your name?” Leon asked.
“Nora. Yours?”
“Fred C. Nieman.”
“Well, Fred C. Nieman, thank you for the meal. Are we going to sit here all night and listen to them whine?”
“What do you want from me?” he asked.
“The question is, what do you want from me, Fred C. Nieman?”
“I don’t know you.”
“Well, now we’re getting to know each other. Would you like to see my room? It will cost you only two dollars.”
Leon’s smile felt frozen on his face. He tried to look assured, but he could feel the beads of sweat at his hairline. “Show me,” he said.
She led him out of the saloon and down the street, around a corner. Rain fell in a fine mist, a chill in the air that would get worse after midnight. There were bars all along the way here. On the corner, under an awning, stood a music grinder with a monkey sporting a tiny green fez. The street was full of horseshit; water ran in the gutters. Other women on the sidewalk leaned against buildings. From the taverns they passed came the sound of loud voices.
Nora took him to a big house on Ashtabula Street with a verandah and lit windows. Behind the tall front door was a foyer and staircase; off to the side an archway opened onto a parlor where a number of other women sat with a couple of men. A fire burned in the fireplace. The place didn’t look like a whorehouse; it looked like a good boarding house. Nora led him up the stairs and along a landing; from below Leon heard the sound of laughter. She opened the last door on the landing.
Nora lit a lamp on a dresser. A small window with white lace curtains opened onto the street. Some dresses hung on pegs in a tiny closet. There was a big iron bedstead and a deal table with a pitcher and an enamel bowl of water with a towel beside it.   She asked him for her two dollars and he gave it to her. She sat on the bed, took off her shoes, lifted her dress, and rolled down her black stockings. He stood there uncertainly, shifting from foot to foot. “Don’t be afraid,” she said. She gestured at the basin. “You should wash.”
Leon began to wash his hands.
“Not your hands, Fred,” Nora said, laughing. “Here, I’ll help you.”
She came over to him, unbuttoned the fly of his trousers. His heart beat fast.
After a minute or two she said, “Now, come sit with me.”
When he hesitated, she took his hand and pulled him down beside her.
“Kiss me,” she said.
He kissed her. He had never kissed a girl.
She smelled of powder. He sat there stiffly. She put her arms around him and pulled him to her. He did not know what to do with his hands. She laid her head on his neck, her hair against his cheek. His erection ached.
She lay back, taking him with her, and they made love. Leon felt miserably embarrassed and ashamed and still desperately wanted her. She saw how inexperienced he was. She said nothing but helped him. She closed her eyes and moved against him.
It was over soon, but Leon could not imagine a greater pleasure. Afterward he lay beside her almost trembling. She probably wanted him to go. He didn’t want to go. “If I give you another dollar, can I stay for a while?”
She raised herself onto one elbow, took a cigarette from a box on the table, and lit it from the lamp. She exhaled a plume of smoke. “It will cost you another two dollars, Fred. Do you have another two dollars?”
Leon took two bills from his wallet and laid them on the table. And so they spent that night together.
Leon came to see Nora the next night, but after that he ran out of money and had to go back to the Warrensville farm. He tried staying there but found he was always thinking about her. He had to see her again. He asked his father for some of the four hundred dollars Leon had given him to help buy the farm. But his father said he had no cash—all the money they had was tied up in the farm. What little cash they had they needed for the family. Maybe he could borrow some from one of his brothers. Frank had a good job as a bricklayer. But Frank asked him what he wanted it for and Leon could not make up a good enough lie. Catarina told Frank that if he lent Leon any money she would not feed him, since he had so much he could throw it away.
When Leon considered the privation he had gone through to save such a sum as four hundred dollars on the wages of a wire puller, he felt bitter resentment. He’d foregone meat and eaten boiled potatoes in order to save every cent. For what? He wasn’t ever going to get ahead. He’d just end up old and broken like his father. And now he couldn’t even get his money back!
After two weeks, Leon begged his father to help him. Paul Czolgosz looked in his son’s eyes, made him promise not to let on to Catarina, and gave him twenty dollars he had squirreled away. Leon went back to the city.
He saw Nora again, and again. He made her go out to eat with him. She would not tell him anything about herself. It bothered him that other men were seeing her. It was because of capitalism that women had to sell themselves like that.
But that didn’t keep him from buying her favors as often as he could afford.
This was before he learned about Free Love, when he still believed in bourgeois ideas of morality and marriage. He had been seeing her for a month when one night, up in her room, he asked her if she would marry him. “You would never have to do this again.”
“Oh, I think you would not like it if I never did this again,” Nora said.
“No—you would still do it with me,” Leon said.
“But only you.”
“Don’t you want to?”
“I want a million dollars and a house in the country.”
Leon was hurt. “Please. I love you.”
“How much money do you make, Fred?”
He hadn’t made any money in a year. “I earned a dollar and a half a day at the wire factory.”
“I clear twenty-five a week,” she said.
When she saw his hangdog face, she threw a washrag at him. “Don’t be so glum, Leon. You can visit as often as you like.”
“How do you know my name?”
“It was in your wallet.”
She would have seen he only had a couple of bucks on him. “Then you know I can’t afford to keep paying you.”
“Leon, I grew up next to the Toledo city dump. I shared my room with two brothers, a sister, an uncle, and too many rats to count. I’m never going back there.”
“But I love you.”
“Even if I loved you, which I don’t, marrying you would not do either of us any good.” She handed him his wallet. “I think you had better go now.”
He had gone back to the farm. Where else could he go? He stayed away from her. His health seemed to suffer. He developed a cough. He felt tired. He had a rash. It was then he realized that Nora must have given him a disease.
He went to see a doctor. The doctor examined him and said he did not think there was anything wrong with Leon. But he took Leon’s money and gave him some pills.
Through the end of winter, Leon was sick. He coughed and he felt weak. He lay about more than usual. He needed to leave again, but he could not get at the money he had given to the family.
Sometimes he felt better, and his father would give him some of his money, complaining all the time, and Leon would go to the city, but he never returned to the house on Ashtabula Street. If women came along he crossed to the other side of the street, afraid one of them might be her.
Emma Goldman had spoken of Free Love, of men and women living together without being married, as a good thing. Listening to her lifted Leon’s heart. When you said something was free, that meant you didn’t have to pay to have it. But people used the word in other ways, too. On the farm you dunked the sheep in lye to make sure they were free of lice. Emma Goldman taught Leon what men and women living together without being married were free of. They were free of hypocrisy. They were free of the idea that one can own another person; they were free to be together for the sole reason that they wanted to be with each other. They were together because they loved each other. That was Free Love.
The only love Leon had ever known was the opposite of free. Except with his little sister Victoria, whom he loved without expecting her to love him back—and maybe with Nora, a little. He had seen it sometimes when he looked into her face. She would turn away whenever he caught sight of that, and he would pay her.
All these things had happened to the Leon Czolgosz who had shot the President and who was now sitting in a cell, soon to be on trial for murder. Looking down from his safe place beyond the Earth’s gravity, far above the Erie County Courthouse, he was not sure what these memories had to do with him.
Captured

 
Wima explained how she had infiltrated the corps of Moon Maidens. She told of the many indignities she had suffered in the process.
Her dark eyes were hard with righteous anger, but Leon perceived her sensitive soul beneath the rage. His heart went out to her.
The Brotherhood of Lunar Workers asked Geron to acclimate Leon to life among the rebels, and Geron, with the help of his sister, took Leon under his wing. Like a brother, Geron accepted Leon’s peculiar Earth ways without judgment.
During his weeks among the rebel humans, Leon learned much about the social structure of the Moon. Spying with Wima and Geron, he observed the myriad types of Selenites. They ranged in size from as small as terriers to as large as bison. He saw the dimwitted, nimble herders who, during the two-week lunar day, led the great mooncalves to feed on the phantasmagoria of strange plants that sprouted in the sunlit craters pocking the surface. He saw the Grand Lunar’s attendants, ones with overdeveloped eyes and ears and brains, those suited to memory and those suited to action. He saw the burrowing miners with their dim eyes, sharp claws, and blunt faces.
“In the Moon,” Geron explained to him, “every citizen knows his place. He is born to that place, and the elaborate discipline of training, education, and surgery he undergoes fits him at last so completely to it that he has neither ideas, nor mental capacity, nor physical ability, for any purpose beyond it.”
“This is horrifying,” Leon said. “But how have you in the Lunar Brotherhood escaped this cruel fate?”
“Our fate is more subtly cruel,” said Wima. “The Grand Lunar knows that if he wishes to conquer the Earth he must have humans to serve as go-betweens, so, at the risk of having us rebel, some of us—the ones he allows you earthlings to see—are left to grow naturally to adulthood. Even capitalists might balk at making common cause with an insect race that enslaves all humans.”
“Though our capitalists also make slaves of the working class,” Leon said. “And like the Selenites, they would prefer servants so accustomed to their place that they could not imagine any other.”
Wima touched his arm. “You understand us completely,” she said.
“But how are you able to recruit others to your cause? You must not be allowed to publish newspapers, to speak in public.”
“We recruit from the unemployed.”
“The unemployed! Do you have unemployment here?”
“I do not know how your world works,” Wima said, “but here there are times when the need for machine tenders is less. During those times when there is no work for humans to do, rather than spend resources on feeding and housing them, the Selenites administer powerful drugs to the workers that put them to sleep. Asleep, they may be stashed in crowded galleries and empty caverns, and so long as they are awakened before they starve they do not need to be fed.
“Then, when some industrial accident kills a few thousand workers—and typically more than twenty thousand die every year—they simply waken an equivalent number to replace them.”
Leon could only shake his head in sadness.
“Fortunately,” Geron said, “their disregard for humans means that the warehouses of sleepers are not well guarded. So we are able to sneak into them, awaken the workers, and spirit them off to our hiding places. Once they taste freedom and understand their duties to their brothers and sisters, they join our movement.”
Leon was moved, his brain set afire.
“Though I have nothing to offer but my hands and heart,” Leon said, “what can I do to help?”
“I see you more clearly than you do yourself,” Wima said. “Your strength is beyond that of any man among us.”
“I’m no stronger than the average earthman,” Leon said. “It’s your lower gravity.”
“It is your heart that is strong,” Wima said.
Geron said, “The Selenite hierarchy is like a great pyramid with the Grand Lunar at its apex. If the ruler were exterminated, the entire system would be thrown into confusion, and our revolution might succeed in an hour.” The kind-hearted lunar proletarian lowered his voice. “You, Leon, might perhaps prevail where Wima was thwarted. The problem is getting close enough to the Grand Lunar to kill him.”
“I have this,” Leon said. He pulled the Iver Johnson out of his side pocket.
Geron took the pistol. He tested its weight in his hands. “What is this?”
“It is a fearsome weapon,” Wima told Geron, “of the sort the Grand Lunar seeks to purchase from the Americans. I saw Leon use it against the pinks—it blew one of them to pieces.”
“How does it work?” Geron asked.
“It fires projectiles at a speed faster than you can see, with a force that can pierce armor,” Leon said. “With it I could kill the Grand Lunar. If I could get within ten feet of him, I know that I would not miss.”
Geron eyed him soberly. “You would likely forfeit your life. Why should you take up our cause? We are not your people.”
“The oppressed of the Earth—and the Moon, too—are my brothers and sisters.”
Wima’s eyes glistened. “You are our savior,” she whispered.
Leon’s plan was simple: Wima and Geron and several other members of the Brotherhood would dress themselves in the comic Selenite costumes and infiltrate the performers at the arrival of Thompson’s Aerial Navigation ship. Leon would sneak up to the arrival crater, hide among the foliage there, and when the passengers debarked, slip into their number as if he had just arrived with them. When they reached the Grand Lunar’s palace, Wima and the others, already inside it, would cause a diversion. In the confusion, Leon would rush the dais and shoot the Grand Lunar.
The Brotherhood managed to steal or fabricate the necessary costumes. They cleaned and pressed Leon’s coat and trousers, for which Leon was glad—he was always fastidious about his clothing. Geron carried one of the gold spears. Wima wore a dress that came to her ankles; she had cut a slit in the skirt so that she could slide the knife from the sheath she had strapped to her thigh.
It was a long journey from the remote sublunar caverns to the surface. At last they reached the elevator to the baby factory. When the doors opened on the red-lit scene, they moved quietly out, in ones and twos, slipping along the racks of infants who, should Leon succeed, would live complete and humane lives.
They approached the surface passages. It was time for them to separate, for Wima and Geron to slip past the Selenite guards to infiltrate the dressing rooms of the human performers.
Geron grasped Leon’s forearm, and Leon his, in the secret handshake of the Lunar Brotherhood. “May the spirit of the workers be with you,” Geron said. “In an hour, we shall be free.”
Wima looked so harmless in her silly costume, green makeup, long false eyelashes, and red spots on her cheeks. Her dark hair was hidden by a green cap with spikes. “I don’t know if we shall see each other again,” she said quietly. “But whatever the outcome, remember that you carry two hearts in your breast: yours and my own.” She leaned up to kiss Leon on the cheek.
She and Geron moved off into the darkness.
After they departed, Leon made his way to the crater on the surface. After weeks underground, it was a balm to see stars shine in the lunar twilight, the great blue disk of the Earth low on the horizon. This late in the lunar day, the crater was profuse with exotic plant life. He crouched behind a great orange puffball and watched the sky above the landing stage. Wima had told him how the plants of this crater sprouted, grew to maturity, and then withered and died, all within the two weeks of lunar daylight.
As Leon waited, he recalled how, at the beginning of July, when his father had finally agreed to return his money to him, Leon and Waldek had walked far away from the house to talk where their stepmother could not hear them. She begrudged Leon every cent he asked for from the hundreds of dollars he had contributed to the family. They would have to sell off land in order to repay him, and for that she hated him.
Waldek and Leon stood beneath a sparsely leafed elm smoking cigarettes. They talked about the nights they had read aloud from Looking Backward when they shared a room in Cleveland while working at the iron mill. Leon felt the increasing distance between them. He could tell that Waldek wanted to draw him back into the family.
Waldek asked, “What can you want this money for?” The frustration was plain in his voice.
Leon tapped the ash from his cigarette, like a telegraph agent sending a message. It drifted down to the toe of his boot. His breath came short.
“Look at this tree,” he said.
“What about it?” Waldek asked.
“It’s dying.”
“It looks okay to me.”
“No,” Leon said. “You can see that it isn’t going to live long.”
They finished their cigarettes and went back to the house. The next day, Leon’s father gave him one hundred and ten dollars and he left. He had not seen any of them since.
After a half-hour of waiting, Leon heard the chuff of wings and the Luna appeared in the distance, trailing phosphorescence in the Moon’s dispersing atmosphere. It swung over the crater walls and floated toward the landing, almost hovering now. He could hear the clank of chains and see passengers peering over the side. The great ship glided forward a few feet and settled onto the slip. Gangplanks were dropped and the guide—the same one from Leon’s own trip—spun out his spiel about the Moon and the Selenites.
While the crew busied themselves mooring the ship, Leon scuttled into the shadow of a giant mushroom a dozen feet back of the gangplank. The guide led the passengers down and they spread out around the dock, talking excitedly and staring at the lunar forest. Leon stepped around the mushroom’s bole and stood casually among them, his hands in his pockets, imitating their gazes of curiosity and astonishment.
There followed the familiar greeting by the costumed human Selenites, and the progress into the cave and the lunar underground. This time around, Leon kept his eyes open. He caught glimpses of true Selenites in the dark hollows of the sublunar galleries, there to monitor the costumed humans and keep them from giving the charade away. How strange that here he was again, hand on his pistol, once more contemplating an assassination, this one of perhaps more consequence even than the assassination of McKinley might have had, if Leon had followed through with it. Someone else would have to take care of McKinley.
They reached the palace. Once more the vendors peddled cheese and moonshine. Once more the dancers came out and sang “My Sweetheart’s the Man in the Moon.” The tourists from Earth gathered to receive the blessings of the King. Leon drifted to the edge of the group, twenty feet from the dais. The King of the Moon smiled down and waved his scepter benignly.
A commotion arose at the back of the room. Shouts and counter-shouts. Two of the costumed Selenites fought with a much larger one. It was Geron and another Brotherhood member wrestling with a pink.
Leon stepped quickly toward the dais. Though most of the guards were distracted, one of them noticed him and came forward, extending his spear to block the way.
A female figure rushed between them and threw herself at the guard’s feet.  “Help me!” she cried.
The guard hesitated just long enough for Leon to get past.
He was a dozen feet from the King now. Up close he could see how much of the figure, including his smiling face, was puppetry manipulated by Selenites that sported multiple tentacles rather than arms and hands. They were amazingly dexterous at making the puppet look real. Of course, Leon thought. They had been bred for this purpose.
The lower body of the King, though, was alive—it was really the enormous head of the Grand Lunar. Invisible from elsewhere in the room, the creature’s face was crammed into a small space at its bottom, almost as if an afterthought.
But its sagacious eyes were fixed on Leon.
Leon jerked the gun from his pocket, tangling it in the coat. He got it out and pointed it at the great domed skull.
Before he could shoot, a whiplike tentacle shot out and yanked the pistol from his hand. Other tentacles bound his feet, and he fell hard onto his shoulder. More tentacles around his arms, hands, face. One slapped over his mouth.
Out in the room he could see the guard raise his spear over the fallen Wima. Then Leon’s eyes were covered, and he could not breathe, and he saw nothing.
Condemned

 
On the morning of his trial they shaved Leon, gave him a new shirt and suit, and handcuffed him to guards by both wrists. Instead of crossing the street to the City Hall, they took him down into the basement of the jail and through a dimly lit tunnel that reeked of mildew. The walls of the tunnel were slimy with mold, the stone floor slippery. The passage was so narrow it was hard for Leon and the guards handcuffed to him to walk. He seemed to remember going through a tunnel like this before. It was one of those moments when you would swear that you had lived it already and knew what was going to happen a fraction of a second before it did.
At the other end of the tunnel, they took the stairs up to the second-floor courtroom, directly above where McKinley’s body had lain in state not long before. Leon entered the courtroom to a chorus of hisses and boos from the more than two hundred spectators. It was not a big room. The jury box did not even have a rail around it—it was just a six-inch-high platform with chairs on it.
Leon had not spoken to either of his attorneys since a week earlier. The two old men had not seen the inside of a courtroom in years. They made Leon stand up and the DA read the charges against him. The judge asked Leon how he pled.
Leon found it hard to stand in the face of the waves of hatred that came off every person in the room. He did not want to have to go through this farce. He whispered, “Guilty.”
That sent everybody into a flurry. The crowd in the courtroom buzzed. It was funny: Everybody in the room knew Leon was guilty but they were startled when Leon said it. The judge explained to Leon that in the State of New York, in a capital case, the defendant was not allowed to plead guilty. They entered a plea of “not guilty.”
Did this mean that he might be acquitted? It took him a while to understand that no, this was only about the death penalty. In order to give them the option to execute him, he could not plead guilty.
Once he realized this, Leon stopped paying attention to the proceedings. While the legal show went on around him, he watched the afternoon sunshine that slanted through the high courtroom windows light dust motes that floated in the air. His presence was not necessary: He was there only to witness how legally and morally circumspect they all were. They would not simply pull a pistol on him the way he had on McKinley.
He was in space again, looking down. They were going through a ritual for their own peace of mind. They spent most of the time establishing things that were not in question. They introduced witnesses who testified that they had seen Leon shoot the President. They showed the Iver Johnson pistol and the charred handkerchief. They called on the secret service man and guards from the Temple of Music to describe their heroic capture of Leon. They asked the doctors to explain where the bullet entered McKinley’s body and what they had done to try to save him, making sure that everybody knew that their failure to find it, and the fact that they had not used the X-ray machine on display at the fair to help, had nothing to do with the President’s death. They established that Leon had shot McKinley and that this shooting was the cause of his death.
He noticed one lapse in their story: They never mentioned the black man Jim Parker. His part in disarming Leon was left out. The things that Parker had done they asserted were done by some Irish guardsman.
It took some time to go through this. After the prosecution was finished, Leon’s lawyers took over. They presented no evidence. They called no witnesses. Instead, each of them addressed the jury. The first said that the only issue was whether Leon was insane, but he made no argument for Leon’s insanity. Rather, he pointed out that Leon had tried to plead guilty, so he must therefore have known that what he had done was wrong. He gave a lecture about how the defense in a trial like this was merely a way to ensure that Leon’s condemnation and execution would be handled in a legal, orderly, and proper manner. The rest of his speech was a lengthy panegyric on President McKinley, “one of the noblest men that God ever made . . . a man of irreproachable character . . . a loving husband . . . a grand man in every aspect that you could conceive of.”
After that, Leon’s other attorney stood and said he had nothing to add.
The judge wanted Leon dead. The prosecutors wanted him dead. The jury members, in their answers to the lawyer’s questions during selection, had made it clear that they would be happy to see him dead. Leon’s lawyers would be relieved once they no longer had to pretend they did not want him dead.
As he listened, Leon wondered if he didn’t deserve to die. The lawyers talked about Mrs. McKinley. In his 1896 campaign, McKinley had refused to travel around the country because, he said, he needed to keep close to his Ida. Both of their children had died young. Ida was subject to fainting spells and, they said, epileptic fits, though McKinley never alluded to this malady. It was said that, whenever she froze in her chair at some public dinner, McKinley would take out his spotless handkerchief and drape it over her head like a veil.
Leon had seen how solicitous the President was of her—he might be the most powerful person in the country, with important decisions to make and hordes of sycophants to do his bidding—but in the midst of all that pomp McKinley always had an eye out for his wife, making sure she was comfortable, worried about her being too much in the sun, too cold in the shade. Patient, unceasingly attentive, always at her side.
The papers said she had hand-sewn his satin neckties. Maybe she had sewn the tie McKinley was wearing when Leon shot him. In killing her husband, Leon was killing her as surely as if he had put a bullet in her belly, too. How could that not be an evil thing?
“Go easy on him, boys,” McKinley had said. Everybody talked about how Christian it was of the President, seconds after being shot, to call off his dogs. Leon might have pointed out how much power McKinley must have in order, with a word, to stop a crowd of men with their blood up from beating him to death. McKinley’s having such power was reason alone to assassinate him. But sitting there in the courtroom, Leon did not feel the force of that injustice as much as he had when sitting in his rented room reading the Free Society.
After Leon’s lawyers came the district attorney. Penney concluded his summation by characterizing Leon as an example of the unsavory refuse who had entered the country with the immigrant influx of the last decades. Leon was a member of “an awful class of people that have no place upon our shores . . . they must go hence and keep forever from us . . . they will not be permitted to come here.”
Then the judge charged the jury and sent them out to decide on their verdict. Waiting for their return, Leon could not help but dwell on all the things these men had said about him. To them he was a monster, a blankness, a bewilderment. He felt bewildered himself. He did not belong in the same world that they lived in. There was some polite murmuring in the courtroom while the jury was gone, but no one spoke to him or made any effort to remove him while they all waited.
A half-hour later, the jury came back with a verdict: guilty of murder in the first degree.
Spectators exclaimed, reporters scribbled in their notebooks. The entire trial had taken eight hours.
They took Leon back to his cell. He did not sleep well that night. With the verdict, his space vehicle had returned to Earth. He no longer floated above himself. He was back inside Leon Czolgosz. This part of the peculiar ritual had come to an anticlimactic end.
In the morning, the guards brought some people to his cell. To his surprise, it was his father, his brother Waldek, and his sister Victoria.
Leon was glad to see his father and Waldek, but it hurt him to see Victoria. She ran to him and embraced him, sobbing, “Leon, what have you done?”
He let his hands hang by his sides as she wept against his chest. He looked at his father and Waldek. His father’s face was creased with sorrow. Gently Leon separated Victoria from himself. “I must speak with father,” he said.
She turned, still weeping, head down.
Waldek explained that they had arrived the day before but that the police would not let them see Leon. Instead, the DA questioned them about their actions in the last months, trying to get them to admit they were a part of Leon’s plan to kill the President. He demanded to know who else was in it with Leon. Only after his family had convinced Penney that they had no part in the assassination did he relent.
Leon spoke to his father in Polish. He told him he was sorry, that he did not want the family to suffer because of him. His father said nothing.
As Leon spoke, Victoria kept sobbing. She looked at him through her tears, and Leon saw that she had become a beautiful young woman. He saw that this was happening not just to him, but to all of them. After he was dead, Victoria would always carry around the fact that her brother had killed the President of the United States. He had branded her, the infant that his mother had left them, whom he had taken care of as a boy. The only three people in his family who gave a damn about him were here in this cell, and there was nothing he could say or do that would take away their grief. They cared about him. He had not grasped that the way he should have.
“Don’t cry,” Leon pleaded with Victoria. “I can’t stand it if you cry.”
He gave her his newly purchased handkerchief. Victoria gathered herself together and stopped weeping.
Leon’s father still had not spoken. Leon tried to explain to him, in Polish, what had happened, but he found he did not have words for it. This awful reality. He spoke with Waldek in English.
“Who put you up to this?” Waldek said. “Maybe if you tell them they won’t execute you. Tell them. Tell them, Leon.”
“Nobody put me up to it,” Leon said. Standing there, he hardly understood how he had put himself up to it.
He asked them to forgive him for the trouble he had brought them. After that there was not much more to say. His father had not said a word to him, just looked at him with sad incomprehension.
Leon shook hands with Waldek and his father. Victoria kissed him and started crying again. “Goodbye,” he told them. They left.
He had fooled himself. He had thrown away his life for no good reason. What did he accomplish? And even if he had accomplished something, was this the way to do it?
The next afternoon, Thursday, the cops came and took him back to court for the sentencing. The courtroom was packed, standing room only. The best show in town. Only one of his lawyers—Titus, that was this one’s name, the bearded one—represented him this time. Leon looked for Waldek, Victoria, or his father, but they were not there.
Before pronouncing his sentence, the judge made Leon stand. He asked Leon if he had any statement to make.
Leon could have told them about injustice, about how the rich fed off the poor, about how the rules of society consigned working men to lives of misery, about how for some women it was better to be a prostitute than to be married, about how the church told them to be good and to pray and nothing came of it. He could have talked about how hard it was to breathe in the iron mill, and what it felt like to have a hot wire whip across your face, about men who got their hands cut off in chopping machines, about his father’s gnarled fingers and stooped back and the lines on his face.
He didn’t say any of this. His voice failed him. He whispered, “My family had nothing to do with it. I was alone. I was alone and had no one else, no one else but me.”
“What did he say?” the judge asked, his mask of dignified impartiality broken by annoyance.
Titus repeated what Leon said.
Leon said, a little louder, “I never told anything to anybody about killing McKinley. I never thought of it until a couple of days before I did it.”
Dead silence from the crowded room.
After a moment, the judge said, “Anything further?”
“No, sir,” Leon said, voice failing again. “That’s all.”
The judge sat straighter in his black robes. His moment had come. Leon clutched the back of the chair to support himself.
“Czolgosz, in taking the life of our beloved President, you committed a crime which shocked and outraged the moral sense of the civilized world. The sentence of this court is that in the week beginning on October 28, 1901, at the place, in the manner, and by the means prescribed by law, you suffer the punishment of death.
“Remove the prisoner.”
October 29, 1901

 
No one could say that they had condemned Leon without decorum. The newspapers complimented everyone: the prosecution, the judge, the jury, the officers of the court, the jailers, the mobs in the street outside, and themselves. They heaped praise in particular on Leon’s lawyers, who had undertaken “the disagreeable task of protecting the legal rights of the wretched culprit.”
It was a concerted effort to erase the shame that Buffalonians felt over the fact that the President had been killed in their city. The funeral and the trial had put quite a damper on the Exposition, but while they lasted, they flooded the hotels and restaurants and railroad depot and telegraph offices with business. It was a pity the execution would not take place for another month, and would happen far away.
The night of his sentencing they hustled Leon off on a train to Auburn State Prison. The sequence of events that had started when Leon pulled the trigger in the Temple of Music had moved forward like this train on its tracks, steady, unwavering, destination fixed. He was a ghost, on a train, and he could not get off.
Somehow the word must have gotten out: When the train stopped in Canandaigua, it was met by a mob with torches and rope and guns. “Sorry, boys,” the conductor told them. “Czolgosz ain’t on board. The sonofabitch won’t leave Buffalo until Saturday.”
He got back onto the train and spat at Leon’s feet. “Don’t thank me,” he said.
When they arrived in Auburn at three in the morning, another mob was gathered. They called for Leon’s head. The Auburn depot was directly across the street from the prison entrance, not one hundred feet away. Angry men rushed the phalanx of guards surrounding Leon. For the first time since his arrest, Leon was afraid. The DA and the lawyers had wished to make Leon go away, but they had been constrained by their belief in the law. If these men got him he would be ripped to pieces. Amid the shouting and darkness, Leon’s legs failed him. A couple of the guards grabbed him by the shoulders and dragged him toward the prison gate. The cops used billy clubs to beat off the mob, and they wrestled Leon inside.
There they stripped him, threw him into a cold bath, weighed and measured him, and put him into a striped prison suit. They stuck him in a cell on death row.
The cells on the death row in Auburn Prison were windowless, eight feet square, and seven and a half feet high. Each cell contained a cot and a shit bucket and nothing else. Three sides were masonry and the barred cell door faced onto a gallery on the west side of the prison. In the cell to one side of Leon was Clarence Egner, an inmate who had killed a guard; on the other was Fred Krist, a married man from Waverly who had murdered a seventeen-year-old girl named Kittie Tobin when her parents forbade her to see him.
Auburn had established the method of holding prisoners in solitary confinement and forbidding them from ever talking with anyone so that they might contemplate their crimes. Leon did not want to talk to anyone. Maybe if he could figure out what had happened to him, and why it had happened, and whether he had made a mistake, and exactly what his mistake was, he might have something to say worth listening to. But for now, he was quiet.
One of the things he thought about in his month waiting for his execution was Emma Goldman. All his time in custody they had badgered Leon to implicate her, but he had refused. Yes, her speech had set him on fire, but he insisted that killing the President was his own idea, nobody else’s. Now he tried to understand the degree to which Goldman was responsible for his actions. Was it, as they all seemed to think, her fault?
After her speech in Cleveland he had seen her one other time. It was in July, when he had gotten his money out of the farm. He had heard some members of the Liberty Club say Goldman was living in Chicago. He took the train there and arrived on a muggy evening, got directions, and went to the home of Abraham Isaak, editor of Free Society, with whom she was supposed to be staying. As he arrived at the nondescript brownstone, she appeared on the front stoop carrying a valise. A cab drew up by the sidewalk, the horse restive in its traces.
Leon caught her before she could climb into the cab. “Miss Goldman.”
“Yes?” she said. She looked at him, at first with some suspicion, and then, when she saw his face in the streetlight, with surprise. “We’ve met before. In . . .”
“In Cleveland, in May, when you spoke there.”
“Ah, yes. What can I do for you, Mr. . . . ?”
“Nieman. Fred Nieman. I wanted to talk with you about anarchy. Some ideas I have.”
“Unfortunately, Mr. Nieman, I am leaving Chicago. I need to get to the depot to catch a train for Rochester, where my sister lives.”
“May I ride with you to the station?”
She agreed, and they got into the cab together. While the driver drove them through the busy streets to the Lakeshore station, Leon, tongue-tied, tried to explain himself to her. “I wish to do something for the cause,” he said. “To help the working people.”
“Have you read Kropotkin?”
He had not. “I’ve read Free Society and attended some meetings.”
She shook her head. “You need to educate yourself. I can’t do it for you.”
He told her he wanted to be one of the comrades, to be let in on the secrets of anarchism. She seemed puzzled by both his ignorance and his eagerness. Her hand rested on the handle of the valise between them. He could have put his own over hers. He did not.
They talked. She admitted how, when she first got involved in radical politics, she had known no more than Leon about political theory. She had been moved, she said, by her sense of justice, fairness, and basic humanity. Perhaps, she said, that was enough.
All too soon they arrived at the station, where Goldman was met by some of her anarchist friends, including Isaak. After she boarded the train, Leon felt deflated. Isaak asked him where he was staying. Leon said that he had just arrived and did not have a stopping place. They talked for over an hour; Leon admitted he knew little more of anarchy than he had heard from Goldman’s speech in Cleveland and explained how he had been disillusioned by the Socialist Party and their internal squabbles. Leon asked if he could attend the anarchists’ secret meetings. Isaak said there were no secret meetings.
“What about plans for action by the comrades?” Leon asked.
Isaak gave him a peculiar look. “We need to find you a place to stay. I can recommend a good, inexpensive hotel.”
“I don’t have any money,” Leon said.
Isaak took pity on him. He accompanied Leon to a hotel and booked him a room, offered to buy him breakfast the next morning, and to help him find a job.
Leon felt bad lying about being broke, and afraid he would make a fool of himself if he had to talk further, so he left early the next morning rather than meet with Isaak. He hadn’t gone to Chicago, he realized, to talk about anarchism. He had gone to see Emma Goldman. He had failed to impress her; she thought him a man of no consequence. He was not like her lover, Alexander Berkman, serving fourteen years in prison for shooting Henry Clay Frick, the man who had broken the Homestead Strike.
But what Goldman had said about being moved by a sense of justice was true for Leon as well. She had seen that in him, at least.
He was in Buffalo when the September issue of Free Society came out. In it, Isaak published a notice titled “Attention!” in which he called Leon a police spy.
His demeanor is of the usual sort, pretending to be greatly interested in the cause, asking for names, or soliciting aid for acts of contemplated violence. If this individual makes his appearance elsewhere, the comrades are warned in advance and can act accordingly.

 
The next day, Leon went out and bought the pistol. To what degree was it to prove Isaak wrong, to make himself into one of Goldman’s martyrs? Maybe the suffering of the working classes had nothing to do with it. So he had taken a sick woman’s husband, a man who, fatally wounded by a bullet in his gut, had worried about the man who had shot him.
The day before Leon's execution, they sent a priest from Buffalo to talk to him. Leon was surprised. The warden had asked him if he wanted a priest and Leon had said no. But there he stood outside the cell in his black cassock and white collar. He was younger than Leon would have expected, a vigorous man in his forties with penetrating eyes and a big nose. He might have been an ironworker himself.
“Who are you?”
“I am Father Hyacinth Fudzinski,” the priest said in Polish.
“Speak English,” Leon said. “I was born here. I’m an American.”
“I’ve come to hear your confession,” the priest said.
“I don’t want to confess,” Leon said.
“Maybe we can just talk. If we sit for a while, something may come to you. Maybe you have some messages you’d like to pass along to your family?”
The priest was well intentioned. Leon let him in. They brought a wooden stool for him, and Leon sat on the bed. Leon asked the priest to make the guards go away.
“We’re not going anywhere, Czolgosz,” the guard said. “If you try to harm the father they won’t have to fry you tomorrow; I’ll put you down right here and now.”
The priest said something to the guard and the guard stepped out into the gallery.
The tiny cell, just the two of them, was like a confessional. “Were you raised Catholic?” the priest asked.
“Yes. But I quit the church. I don’t believe in the church.”
“God hasn’t quit you,” the priest said.
“What does God know about me?”
“He knows the good and the evil in your heart. You have committed a terrible sin, but that does not mean that God won't take you into heaven. If you make a sincere confession, I will absolve you and you will end your life in a state of grace. Tell me your sins and by this time tomorrow night you will be in heaven. If not, you will burn in hell for all eternity.”
“That’s what you want me to believe,” Leon said, “so you can control me. I used to believe that, but I don’t anymore.”
“Do not harden your heart, Leon. You can be forgiven.”
Leon smiled. “Don’t worry. You’ve done your job, coming here. Now you can go home and tell everybody how you tried to save my soul but I refused. Tell them their sorrows are temporary, they can be cured if they will pray. And the poor people will take bread from their children’s mouths in order to put money in your basket on Sunday. You’ll eat a fine meal, drink some holy wine, and sleep quiet in your bed.”
Father Fudzinski paled, but he did not raise his voice. “What I do is not a job.”
“It’s a job. Even being the Pope is a job, like a shoemaker, except he earns a lot more money. And when you pay the shoemaker at least you end up with a pair of shoes.”
The priest sighed. It was dark in the cell, and Leon could not make out his expression. Leon looked out of the cell into the gallery, where the sunset light had turned everything so bright that he had to squint.
“Many things you think you know are wrong,” the priest said.
His voice sounded different, sibilant and high pitched.
Leon turned to face him, and everything was changed. The cell was altered, larger, much larger. It wasn’t a cell anymore; it was a vast cavern dimly lit with blue light. His cot and his shit bucket were gone. It was foolish even to expect such things in this place, ornately decorated and suffused with a glowing blue mist. Around them stood a horde of misshapen, dark figures. The priest, too, was changed. He did not sit on the wooden stool but on a dais, and it was not the priest at all, but rather some monstrous thing with a huge head and a tiny face. Around it hovered insectile creatures carrying odd devices. One of them sprayed a cooling mist around the monster’s great dome of a skull.
“You are about to die,” the Grand Lunar said, “but before you do, we would take it as a courtesy if you would answer some questions for us.”
Leon looked around the great chamber. There were no barred doors, no cells, no gallery. There were guards, and they were human, but they did not wear the uniforms of the Auburn State Prison. Leon himself wore the clothes he had worn on the day that he had visited the Moon at the Pan-American Exposition. The day he had shot McKinley.
“Why should I answer your questions?”
“No reason. But your attempt to kill me must have been motivated by something, and in order for me to rule justly, it would help if I understood my human servants. You see—” the Grand Lunar waved one of its pitifully small arms at the human guards among the Selenites “—that they remain loyal to me still, despite the revolt of some of their brothers and sisters, whose minds must have become confused. I thought that perhaps you might be able to explain the source of their confusion.”
It all came back to him. Leon remembered Geron grappling with the Selenites in the phony palace; he saw Wima’s eyes fixed on him as she went down, desperately, before the Selenite guard in order to give Leon the chance to kill the alien tyrant. He had failed them. Tears came to his eyes and, overcome with emotion, he drew a ragged breath.
“They wish to be free,” Leon said.
The Grand Lunar’s little eyes glittered. “You have seen that we do not have money here. Everything on the Moon is free.”
Leon laughed bitterly. “Your human slaves are not. You torture infants from birth, warping their bodies and minds, stunting their abilities in one area and exaggerating them in another, not according to their desires but to what you conceive to be their usefulness. You treat them as objects to be fitted into slots in your machines, used up, abandoned, and replaced without a qualm when they can no longer do their jobs. And they never know another possibility. All the potential they might have had to think, to dream, to live a full life, is squashed down into a bottle with no room for art, love, imagination.”
“It is true that we do this. We do this out of our concern for them.”
Concern? You destroy them before they can even know they are being destroyed!”
“Should we rather, as I understand you humans do on Earth, allow them to grow to adulthood with every capacity you so eloquently describe—for art, for love, for imagination—and then force them into a menial job that does not allow them to express those capacities? Let a boy grow to twelve years old, a thoughtful and imaginative child who longs for a larger life, and then thrust him into a glass factory where for twelve hours a day, seventy-two hours a week he carries red-hot bottles to an annealing oven, his hair and eyelashes singed by the heat, ears deafened by the roar of the furnaces, mouth parched, hands blistered, eyes red, feet and back aching, repeating the same tasks endlessly, reduced to a pair of hands and a pair of eyes until he cracks? Here, our workers do not know they are being destroyed. There, you let them realize they are being destroyed, and then destroy them. This hardly seems like a better alternative.”
“You drug the workers into unconsciousness when you do not need them, then wake them only when you do.”
“Is it better, when there is no work for them, to leave them awake and turn them into the streets to starve?”
Rage rose in Leon’s chest. “Freedom means that a person may choose his own fate. You may tell yourself that by eliminating choice you have made your slaves happy, but the fact that they sent me to kill you puts the lie to your sophistry.”
The Grand Lunar said, “Your heart is full of anger. Tell me this: What happens when a free human wants something, and another wants the same thing?”
“They share.”
“Is this what happens on Earth?”
Leon would not lie. “Sometimes they fight, and one wins and the other loses.”
“So the freedom you speak of only means that people will discover reasons to fight one another.”
“They have the ability to share. No one has to own or be owned. We can preserve good things and make new ones that are equally good. We can give ourselves freely and love one another.”
“And that is why you attempted to kill me? You would bring down the order that we have created over generations, which has tamed the lunar world and created this vast number of variegated beings, in order to replace it with a teeming conflict of individuals in the hope that they will not fall to killing each other. They will ‘give themselves freely and love one another.’”
“Yes. They will.”
“Why, then, is your Earth not a paradise?”
“Not everybody can do it, yet. The powerful ones repress the others. The violent ones insist on imposing their will. There are—”
“Yes, I see. I see one such in front of me.” The Grand Lunar slowly closed his eyes and opened them again. He waved a feeble arm at one of his attendants. “Take this one to be executed.”
Leon felt himself seized from behind. They pulled a hood over his head and all was darkness. They grabbed his wrists and manacled his hands together. He struggled, but their grip on him only tightened. They marched him forward. The sense of the large space around him changed and he was in a hallway. He heard only the footsteps of his guards. The air grew colder. A metallic clang, the creak of iron hinges, a door opening.
They jerked the hood off him. He squinted against the light.
He was in a room full of men. The warden was there, and some guards, and the alienist Dr. MacDonald whom he had spoken with back in Buffalo, and another doctor, and some other men in suits. On a square rubber mat raised an inch or two above the floor stood a blocky wooden chair with leather straps at the wrists and ankles. Thick cables ran from its sides. A leather helmet dangled above it on a cable from the ceiling. The guards had told him that this was the first electric chair ever built. It used alternating current, the same current that powered the thousands of lights that turned the Pan-American Exposition into a fairyland every night.
They did not let Leon catch his breath; without ceremony they frog-marched him to the chair. This was the end, and he didn’t want to let it pass without telling them what he had seen and felt even if he did not know what it meant: that the injustice that had driven him was real, that McKinley was an agent of that injustice, that the events of his life since he heard Emma Goldman speak had been as much fantasy as a trip to the Moon, that he had been born with the capacity to do better but the world had shaped him into a hand holding a gun. That he was a martyr to nothing. It was too much; it would take him a lifetime to say it and his lifetime was done.
As they strapped him in, Leon managed to say, “I shot the President because I thought it would help the working people. I did it for the sake of the common people. I am not sorry for my crime. That’s all I have to say.”
But as they tightened the straps around his head and chin, he thought of something else. “I am awfully sorry I did not see my father again.”
They were all watching him, except for one of the guards whose eyes followed the cables from the chair to the generator. For a moment, Leon wondered why he did this, but then he recognized that the guard was Geron.
The straps would not let Leon move his head, but he could still make out, among the people there, at least three other members of the Brotherhood of Lunar Workers.
The Grand Lunar said to the technician, “Proceed.”
The Selenite moved his articulated, three-fingered hand to the mechanism. Before he could close the switch, Geron knocked him aside. The other rebels sprang into action.
“Stop them!” the Grand Lunar shrieked in its whistling voice, but the creature, its body atrophied and mind without resources to understand what was happening, was helpless to do anything without its slaves to command.
And then, dashing into the room came brave Wima, laying about her with her golden staff, knocking Selenites around like ninepins. Within moments the rebels controlled the room. Wima fell on the straps binding Leon. Through his tears he watched her beautiful, determined face. She undid the band holding his head rigid and threw her arms about his neck, sobbing with relief and triumph at this victory over power and circumstance.
Leon struggled from the chair. “Thank you,” he said.
Geron embraced him. “Comrade.”
Wima took his hand and pulled him away.
“Come,” she said. “We have work do.”
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	Covenant – Elizabeth Bear


	The Magician and LaPlace’s Demon – Tom Crosshill


	Sadness – Timons Esaias


	Amicae Aeternum – Ellen Klages


	Red Lights, and Rain – Gareth L. Powell


	The Sarcophagus – Robert Reed


	In Babelsberg – Alastair Reynolds


	Passage of Earth – Michael Swanwick


	The Colonel – Peter Watts





The Year’s Top Ten Tales of Science Fiction #8
(audiobook / ebook / paperback)
	My Last Bringback – John Barnes


	The Tumbledowns of Cleopatra Abyss – David Brin


	Three Cups of Grief, by Starlight – Aliette de Bodard


	Damage – David Levine


	Botanica Veneris: Thirteen Papercuts by Ida Countess Rathangan – Ian McDonald


	The Audience – Sean McMullen


	Empty – Robert Reed


	A Murmuration – Alastair Reynolds


	Two-Year Man – Kelly Robson


	Today I Am Paul – Martin L. Shoemaker





The Year’s Top Ten Tales of Science Fiction #9
(audiobook / ebook / paperback)
	The Art of Space Travel – Nina Allan


	They Have All One Breath – Karl Bunker


	Patience Lake – Matthew Claxton


	Touring with the Alien – Carolyn Ives Gilman


	My Generations Shall Praise – Samantha Henderson


	Elves of Antarctica – Paul McAuley


	Red in Tooth and Cog – Cat Rambo


	Parables of Infinity – Robert Reed


	Prodigal – Gord Sellar


	Terminal – Lavie Tidhar





The Year’s Top Ten Tales of Science Fiction #10
(audiobook / ebook / paperback)
	My English Name – R. S. Benedict


	Zen and the Art of Starship Maintenance – Tobias S. Buckell


	The Moon is Not a Battlefield – Indrapramit Das


	Dear Sarah – Nancy Kress


	An Evening with Severyn Grimes – Rich Larson


	The Chameleon’s Gloves – Yoon Ha Lee


	The Martian Obelisk – Linda Nagata


	A Series of Steaks – Vina Jie-Min Prasad


	The Residue of Fire – Robert Reed


	Night Passage – Alastair Reynolds





The Year’s Top Hard Science Fiction Stories
(audiobook / ebook / paperback)
	Vortex – Gregory Benford


	RedKing – Craig DeLancey


	Number Nine Moon – Alex Irvine


	Of the Beast in the Belly – C. W. Johnson


	The Seventh Gamer – Gwyneth Jones


	Chasing Ivory – Ted Kosmatka


	Fieldwork – Shariann Lewitt


	Seven Birthdays – Ken Liu


	The Visitor from Taured – Ian R. MacLeod


	Something Happened Here, But We’re Not Quite Sure What It Was – Paul McAuley


	Sixteen Questions for Kamala Chatterjee – Alastair Reynolds





The Year’s Top Hard Science Fiction Stories 2
(audiobook / ebook / paperback)
	Shadows of Eternity – Gregory Benford


	The Chatter of Monkeys – Bond Elam


	Acadie – Dave Hutchinson


	Canoe – Nancy Kress


	The Use of Things – Ramez Naam


	The Proving Ground – Alec Nevala-Lee


	Holdfast – Alastair Reynolds


	Vanguard 2.0 – Carter Scholz


	ZeroS – Peter Watts





The Year’s Top Hard Science Fiction Stories 3
(ebook / paperback)
	3-adica – Greg Egan


	Umbernight – Carolyn Ives Gilman


	Icefall – Stephanie Gunn


	The Woman Who Destroyed Us – S. L. Huang


	Entropy War – Yoon Ha Lee


	Cosmic Spring – Ken Liu


	Nothing Ever Happens on Oberon – Paul McAuley


	The Spires – Alec Nevala-Lee


	Providence – Alastair Reynolds


	Intervention – Kelly Robson


	Kindred – Peter Watts





The Year’s Top Hard Science Fiction Stories 4
(ebook / paperback)
	Soft Edges – Elizabeth Bear


	By the Warmth of Their Calculus – Tobias S. Buckell


	A Mate Not a Meal – Sarina Dorie


	The Slipway – Greg Egan


	This is Not the Way Home – Greg Egan


	Cloud-Born – Greg Feeley


	On the Shores of Ligeia – Carolyn Ives Gilman


	Ring Wave – Tom Jolly


	The Little Shepherdess – Gwyneth Jones


	Sacrificial Iron – Ted Kosmatka


	The Menace from Farside – Ian McDonald


	The Ocean Between the Leaves – Ray Nayler


	At the Fall – Alec Nevala-Lee


	Winter Wheat – Gord Sellar


	Cyclopterus – Peter Watts





The Year’s Top Hard Science Fiction Stories 5
(ebook / paperback)
	Salvage – Andy Dudak


	You and Whose Army? – Greg Egan


	Time’s Own Gravity – Alexander Glass


	Brother Rifle – Daryl Gregory


	Invisible People – Nancy Kress


	Tool Use by the Humans of Danzhai County – Derek Künsken


	How Quini the Squid Misplaced His Klobučar – Rich Larson


	50 Things Every AI Working with Humans Should Know – Ken Liu


	A Mastery of German – Marian Denise Moore


	Eyes of the Forest – Ray Nayler


	Beyond the Tattered Veil of Stars – Merurio D. Rivera


	Bereft, I Come to a Nameless World – Benjamin Rosenbaum


	When God Sits in Your Lap – Ian Tregillis


	Mediation – Cadwell Turnbull


	Test 4 Echo – Peter Watts





The Year’s Top Hard Science Fiction Stories 6
(ebook / paperback)
	Light Up the Clouds – Greg Egan


	Striding the Blast – Gregory Feeley


	Little Animals – Nancy Kress


	Flowers Like Needles – Derek Künsken


	The Planetbreaker’s Son – Nick Mamatas


	Paley’s Watch – Anil Menon


	The Metric – David Moles


	Año Nuevo – Ray Nayler


	Vaccine Season – Hannu Rajaniemi


	Submergence – Arula Ratnakar


	Aptitude – Cooper Shrivastava


	The Egg Collectors – Lavie Tidhar





The Year’s Top Short SF Novels #1
(audiobook / ebook)
	Return to Titan – Stephen Baxter


	The Sultan of the Clouds – Geoffrey A. Landis


	Seven Cities of Gold – David Moles


	Jackie’s-Boy – Steven Popkes


	A History of Terraforming – Robert Reed


	Troika – Alastair Reynolds


	Several Items of Interest – Rick Wilber





The Year’s Top Short SF Novels #2
(audiobook / ebook)
	The Ice Owl – Carolyn Ives Gilman


	The Man Who Bridged the Mist – Kij Johnson


	Kiss Me Twice – Mary Robinette Kowal


	The Man Who Ended History: A Documentary – Ken Liu


	The Ants of Flanders – Robert Reed


	Angel of Europa – Allen M. Steele





The Year’s Top Short SF Novels #3
(audiobook / ebook)
	In the House of Aryaman, a Lonely Signal Burns – Elizabeth Bear


	The Stars Do Not Lie – Jay Lake


	The Weight of History, the Lightness of the Future – Jay Lake


	Sudden, Broken and Unexpected – Steven Popkes


	Eater-of-Bone – Robert Reed


	The Boolean Gate – Walter Jon Williams





The Year’s Top Short SF Novels #4
(audiobook / ebook)
	Earth I – Stephen Baxter


	Success – Michael Blumlein


	Feral Moon – Alexander Jablokov


	The Weight of the Sunrise – Vylar Kaftan


	One – Nancy Kress


	Precious Mental – Robert Reed


	Murder on the Aldrin Express – Martin L. Shoemaker





The Year’s Top Short SF Novels #5
(audiobook / ebook)
	The Man Who Sold the Moon – Cory Doctorow


	The Regular – Ken Liu


	Claudius Rex – John P. Murphy


	Of All Possible Worlds – Jay O’Connell


	Each in His Prison, Thinking of the Key – William Preston


	The Last Log of the Lachrimosa – Alastair Reynolds





The Year’s Top Short SF Novels #6
(audiobook / ebook / paperback)
	The Citadel of Weeping Pearls – Aliette de Bodard


	The New Mother – Eugene Fischer


	Inhuman Garbage – Kristine Kathryn Rusch


	Gypsy – Carter Scholz


	What Has Passed Shall in Kinder Light Appear – Bao Shu





The Year’s Top Short SF Novels #7
(audiobook / ebook / paperback)
	Wyatt Earp 2.0 – Wil McCarthy


	The Charge and the Storm – An Owomoyela


	Lazy Dog Out – Suzanne Palmer


	The Iron Tactician – Alastair Reynolds


	Einstein’s Shadow – Allen M. Steele


	The Vanishing Kind – Lavie Tidhar


	The Metal Demimonde – Nick Wolven





The Year’s Top Short SF Novels #8
(ebook / paperback)
	The Martian Job – Jaine Fenn


	The Tale of the Alcubierre Horse – Kathleen Ann Goonan


	How Sere Picked Up Her Laundry – Alexander Jablokov


	Proof of Concept – Gwyneth Jones


	The Proving Ground – Alec Nevala-Lee


	The Speed of Belief – Robert Reed





The Year’s Top Robot and AI Stories – First Annual Collection
(ebook / paperback)
	Cold Blue Sky – J. E. Bates


	Okay, Glory – Elizabeth Bear


	Air Gap – Eric Cline


	When We Were Starless – Simone Heller


	Grace’s Family – James Patrick Kelly


	Meat and Salt and Sparks – Rich Larson


	Quality Time – Ken Liu


	The Blue Fairy’s Manifesto – Annalee Newitz


	Different Seas – Alastair Reynolds


	S’elfie – Justina Robson


	Hard Mary – Sofia Samatar


	The Buried Giant – Lavie Tidhar





The Year’s Top Robot and AI Stories: Second Annual Collection
(ebook / paperback)
	Callme and Mink – Brenda Cooper


	Go. Now. Fix. – Timons Esaias


	Your Boyfriend Experience – James Patrick Kelly


	Metal Like Blood in the Dark – T. Kingfisher


	The Beast Adjoins– Ted Kosmatka


	50 Things Every AI Working with Humans Should Know – Ken Liu


	The Ambient Intelligence – Todd McAulty


	Nic and Viv’s Compulsory Courtship – Will McIntosh


	Father – Ray Nayler


	A Guide for Working Breeds – Vina Jie-Min Prasad


	Rover – A. T. Sayre


	Come the Revolution – Ian Tregillis


	Sparklybits – Nick Wolven





mini-Masterpieces of Science Fiction
(audiobook)
	Last Contact – Stephen Baxter


	The Something-Dreaming Game – Elizabeth Bear


	Grandma – Carol Emshwiller


	Lambing Season – Molly Gloss


	None So Blind – Joe Haldeman


	Kin – Bruce McAllister


	Gene Wars – Paul McAuley


	Bright Red Star – Bud Sparhawk


	Far as You Can Go – Greg van Eekhout





Timeless Time Travel Tales
(audiobook / ebook)
	Things Undone – John Barnes


	And Wild for to Hold – Nancy Kress


	Home Time – Ian R. MacLeod


	The Mists of Time – Tom Purdom


	Against the Current – Robert Silverberg


	The Observation Post – Allen M. Steele


	Scherzo with Tyrannosaur – Michael Swanwick


	Bespoke – Genevieve Valentine





Steampunk Specs
(audiobook / ebook)
	Smoke City – Christopher Barzak


	Dr. Lash Remembers – Jeffrey Ford


	Machine Maid – Margo Lanagan


	Arbeitskraft – Nick Mamatas


	Ninety Thousand Horses – Sean McMullen


	Tanglefoot (A Clockwork Century Story) – Cherie Priest


	Clockwork Fairies – Cat Rambo


	Edison’s Frankenstein – Chris Roberson


	A Serpent in the Gears – Margaret Ronald


	Zeppelin City – Michael Swanwick and Eileen Gunn





Starship Vectors
(audiobook)
	Mayflower II – Stephen Baxter


	Boojum – Elizabeth Bear and Sarah Monette


	The Political Officer – Charles Coleman Finlay


	The Tomb Wife – Gwyneth Jones


	Shiva in Shadow – Nancy Kress


	The Remoras – Robert Reed





Aliens Rule
(audiobook)
	Okanoggan Falls – Carolyn Ives Gilman


	Laws of Survival – Nancy Kress


	How Music Begins – James Van Pelt





We, Robots
(audiobook)
	Tideline – Elizabeth Bear


	Balancing Accounts – James Cambias


	The Seventh Expression of the Robot General – Jeffrey Ford


	Shining Armour – Dominic Green


	The Illustrated Biography of Lord Grimm – Daryl Gregory


	Sanjeev and Robotwallah – Ian McDonald


	The Scarecrow’s Boy – Michael Swanwick





The 2020 Look at Mars Fiction Book
(ebook / paperback)
	An Ocean is a Snowflake, Four Billion Miles Away – John Barnes


	Martian Heart – John Barnes


	Mars Abides – Stephen Baxter


	The Burial of Sir John Mawe at Cassini – Chaz Brenchley


	Hanging Gardens – Gregory Feeley


	The Martian Job – Jaine Fenn


	The Rise and Fall of Paco Cohen and the Mariachis of Mars – Ernest Hogan


	The Vicar of Mars – Gwyneth Jones


	Falling onto Mars – Geoffrey A. Landis


	The Monoliths of Mars – Paul McAuley


	Wyatt Earp 2.0 – Wil McCarthy


	Digging – Ian McDonald


	The Old Cosmonaut and the Construction Worker Dream of Mars – Ian McDonald


	The Cascade – Sean McMullen


	The Martian Obelisk – Linda Nagata


	The Emperor of Mars – Allen M. Steele


	Martian Blood – Allen M. Steele


	Terminal – Lavie Tidhar


	How to Become a Mars Overlord – Catherynne M. Valente





	La Malcontenta – Liz Williams





The 2020 Look at Space Opera Book
(ebook / paperback)
	Mayflower II – Stephen Baxter


	On the Orion Line – Stephen Baxter


	Boojum – Elizabeth Bear & Sarah Monette


	By the Warmth of Their Calculus – Tobias S. Buckell


	Weep for Day – Indrapramit Das


	Glory – Greg Egan


	The Ice Owl – Carolyn Ives Gilman


	Saving Tiamaat – Gwyneth Jones


	Someday – James Patrick Kelly


	Jonas and the Fox – Rich Larson


	Extracurricular Activities – Yoon Ha Lee


	City of the Dead – Paul McAuley


	Dead Men Walking – Paul McAuley


	Botanica Veneris: Thirteen Papercuts by Ida Countess Rathangan – Ian McDonald


	The Third Party – David Moles


	The Hero – Karl Schroeder


	Bright Red Star – Bud Sparhawk


	The Days Between – Allen M. Steele


	Slow Life – Michael Swanwick





	The Island – Peter Watts





The Year’s Top Tales of Space and Time
(ebook / paperback)
	Midstrathe Exploding – Andy Dudak


	Not This Tide – Sheila Finch


	Exile’s End – Carolyn Ives Gilman


	Words We Say Instead – Brit E. B. Hvide


	Beyond the Dragon’s Gate – Yoon Ha Lee


	Pax Mongolica – Evan Marcroft


	Knock, Knock Said the Ship – Rati Mehrotra


	Father – Ray Nayler


	Laws of Impermanence – Kenneth Schneyer


	Come the Revolution – Ian Tregillis


	Sinew and Steel and What They Told – Carrie Vaughn
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