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    And in those days shall men seek death,  
 
    and shall not find it; and shall desire to die,  
 
    and death shall flee from them. 
 
      
 
    — Revelation 9:6 
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    1. 
 
    There is a pale horse on a black flag in the window of the little apartment on the third floor. That’s how he knows that he is needed there. The horse on the black field is the symbol of his order. The flag is handmade because it is a forbidden emblem. It must be made by hand. After he enters the apartment, the first thing he does is take down the little flag and spread it on the table in the kitchen beneath the window. In the morning when the occupant of the residence is found they will see the horse and know why. 
 
    There is a single person living in the apartment, a young woman with curly brown hair and the haunted eyes that mark the people he serves. She is sitting up in bed with the lamp on beside her waiting for him. She’s reading a book. Not the electronic kind read on a datapad or smartpaper that changes to best suit the reader’s preferences, but the old, solid paper kind with pages that smell like must and decay and ink rubbed so many times between so many fingers that it has begun to fade. It is not a religious text, which are the most rare and the most dangerous to own, but it would be taken from her if anyone reported it and it still might cost her everything. The only paper and print books anymore are old copies of outlawed works. That is not something she needs concern herself with now though.  
 
    When she sees him, she calmly marks her place in the book and sets it aside. “Hello.” 
 
    “Hello.” He stands in the bedroom doorway until she motions him forward. Then he enters the room and sits on the edge of the bed beside her. “What is your name?” he asks. 
 
    “Deborah Hastings,” she says. “What’s yours?” 
 
    “Aarom. Aarom Jinndallah,” he says. He is the last person she will ever meet. It is harmless for him to tell her his name. 
 
    “Did I do the horse right?” she asks. “I’ve never seen one except in pictures.” 
 
    The pale horse always looks different, but it is always the same, too. A quadruped animal on a black cloth. Even the least artistic supplicant can fashion something close enough that Aarom and those like him will recognize it. 
 
    “It’s fine,” he assures her. “I’m here aren’t I?” 
 
    “Yes,” she says with a sigh of relief. She’s calm. It happens sometimes at the very end. “Thank you for coming.” 
 
    He nods. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Aarom takes her hand and begins to speak. He tells her the story of her life; the life she has never lived because a physicist twenty years ago invented a brilliant, terrible machine, the Destiny Machine, that has changed the future of humanity and derailed them all into this utopian purgatory. Deborah sits there with her hand in his and listens to the story of her unlived life, which was painful and dark and full of sorrow and loss, and as he speaks it unrolls like a carpet before her. It was a miserable life and she was often scared and alone, hungry and cold, but she had lived and felt every moment of it with vibrant clarity. 
 
    The world around them is free of disease, there is no war, hardly anyone ever dies before their time, but no one really lives anymore. Deborah is surrounded by companions and friends, she wants for nothing, she has never suffered a day in her life from anything more severe than ennui, but she is alone in crowds, screaming inside to be seen. She has never hated anyone; never truly or deeply loved. In a perfect world, her soul is slowly being poisoned. 
 
    In the world that never was, she was a sister, a daughter, a mother, a wife and a widow. She carried children in her body, brought them to life, cradled them in her arms and ultimately held them while they died. She starved, felt her ribs poking at her skin, flesh painful with sores and boils, hair shedding in clumps from malnourishment. She huddled in old buildings that were vacant of everything but the moldering remains of corpses, ate the flesh of carrion birds raw and drank oily, muddy water from the puddles of gas station parking lots. 
 
    She had clung to that life, known its value and fought like hell to defend it. 
 
    This life that should be paradise she relinquishes like a coat that is out of fashion. She offers it to Aarom on the tips of her fingers. 
 
    Deborah would have survived the meteorological catastrophes and the bombed wasteland that the Destiny Machine saved the world from, but not her family or those she loved. Then in the end, in spite of how hard she fought, she met with a bad end. Like Jezebel in the forbidden Christian scriptures, she was torn to pieces and eaten by starving dogs. 
 
    That is the death that Aarom gives her now. He does it for her and it is a mercy. It belongs to her; it has been waiting all this time. He bridges the chasm between perfection and entropy and chaos flows through her. She screams and the peaceful silence of the night is broken like the glass of a shattered mirror. Aarom watches her and holds tight to her hands until the end when she slumps boneless to the bed, eyes wide-open and staring into eternity. 
 
    There is a crimson bead of blood in the right corner of Deborah’s mouth. Aarom gently wipes at it and it smears, coating her bottom lip like gloss. 
 
    No one has heard her scream, or those who have heard it don’t know what to make of the sound. No one comes to investigate it. 
 
    He does not wait around the apartment anyway. He takes the books. There are five of them; two hard covers and three paperbacks. He takes the money she left for him on the glass topped table in the living room. The coins, notes and credit chips are everything she had; be that amount trifling pocket change or sizable wealth, that is the price they pay for what he can give to them. The price is nonnegotiable. The price is exactly everything. 
 
    Aarom walks the streets of the peaceful neighborhood until the sky begins to lighten to grey and lavender. Then he walks toward home. On the way, he passes the house of a man who has been his friend since before Aarom became a prophet. He has known Jonathan Wendell since they were children. Years before the Destiny Machine was turned on and the world started to turn against the flow of time like a ship into a headwind. He has loved him most of his life, though he doesn’t dare touch him. Jonathan is not like him; he is happy with his life. 
 
    He stands on the sidewalk across the street from Jonathan’s house and watches it for a few minutes in contemplative silence. It’s too early to pay him a visit and Aarom has been out all night and is exhausted. Soon, Jonathan will wake up, step into the shower, download the morning news and sit down to his breakfast while he listens to it. He will go to his job or visit his parents or run the errands that consume his free days. 
 
    The front door of Jonathan’s house opens as Aarom is about to walk on and Jonathan stands there looking back at him. “What are you doing out there?” he calls. 
 
    “Nothing,” Aarom says. “Walking home.” 
 
    “Well, come inside. Sit down. I have coffee,” Jonathan says. 
 
    Aarom looks down the street in the direction of his apartment, torn between the desire to do what he asks and the fear of getting too close. “All right,” he finally says, low and more to himself than his friend. 
 
    He walks to the crossway. It’s not moving because the light on the other side of the street is red, signaling for him not to walk and allowing for the traffic, but there is no traffic, so Aarom steps onto the crossway and walks. The light turns green and the crossway begins to move beneath his feet as he reaches the other side. 
 
    “Aarom, are you stalking me?” Jonathan asks as he approaches. 
 
    Aarom blinks. “What? No, of course not,” he says. “I was… I was working.” 
 
    “But on your way home, you stopped to stalk me a little,” Jonathan says with a smile. He steps back from the door, inviting Aarom inside. “That’s… cute. Strange, but cute.” 
 
    Aarom doesn’t know what to say to that. He walks through the door into Jonathan’s house, shrugs the backpack he’s carrying off his shoulder and unzips it to remove the books he took from Deborah Hastings. He lays them on the large, round coffee table in the living room and Jonathan comes to stand beside him. 
 
    “Wow,” he says. He picks up a slender paperback and reads the back of it. 
 
    The title is Fahrenheit 451 by Ray Bradbury. Aarom has never heard of it, but whatever it’s about, it makes Jonathan laugh softly. 
 
    “It’s for you,” Aarom says, deciding at once that it’s a gift. “If you want.” 
 
    Jonathan turns his gaze to him and his eyes are so blue. “I want it. Thank you.” 
 
    They go into the kitchen and the aroma of freshly made coffee fills Aarom’s nose when he breathes in. It’s strong enough to taste on the air before he takes the cup Jonathan offers him and has his first sip. Coffee is expensive. Aarom can afford to buy it, he’s not poor, but he does not get it every day and Jonathan’s coffee is much better than his. It also comes with the rare pleasure of his company. 
 
    They sit at the table near the big picture window in the kitchen and Jonathan reads the synopsis of another book. The sun sparks gold in his light brown hair and reveals the dots of freckles that are scattered across his nose beneath his tan. His eyelashes cast shadows on his face and there is a dimple on the left side of his mouth, but only on the left side, that makes an appearance as he smiles. 
 
    He smiles often. 
 
    “How are you?” he asks Aarom, putting the book aside. “I haven’t seen you in awhile. You don’t come by anymore.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Aarom says, and he is. He has missed him. “I’ve been busy.” And he has been, but it isn’t why Jonathan doesn’t see him anymore. 
 
    It hurts too much, he could say if he were the kind of man who went around being honest, but Aarom will never tell him that aloud; not the real flesh and blood Jonathan. 
 
    Jonathan smiles and shrugs to show him that he isn’t mad and doesn’t hold it against him. 
 
    Jonathan is happy and well-adjusted to his life. He works as an accountant for a business firm in the city, he has a fitness club membership, he goes to company dinners. He laughs a lot and has friends for every day of the week, none of whom would approve of Aarom. Jonathan collects books because Aarom gives them to him. He speaks freely with him as he can’t with anyone else. He does not find the omnipotence of the machine and the leash it keeps him on disturbing. He doesn’t want to change the world or the world order because he’s part of it.  
 
    Aarom doesn’t want to change the world either; he’d rather end it. Jonathan is a citizen of the new world and Aarom is an outlaw. Unlike Aarom, Jonathan would never hang a white horse in his window. 
 
    No matter what Aarom feels for him, this cannot be. A cup of coffee, a book, a smile, a little light conversation; he can have that, but nothing more. 
 
    “Are you seeing anyone?” Jonathan asks. 
 
    Aarom doesn’t know what to say for a minute. “Yes,” he says. “Sort of. Sometimes.” 
 
    “Is he nice?” 
 
    “He isn’t mean.” 
 
    “That’s not really an answer.” 
 
    Aarom smiles a little to himself. “No, I guess it isn’t,” he says. “He saved my life.” 
 
    “Oh,” Jonathan says, understanding who “he” must be, even if he does not know his name. “Well, good. I’m glad for you. You seem… lonely.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Aarom assures him, inwardly calling himself a liar. “And you?” 
 
    Jonathan shakes his head and finishes his coffee. “No. Not right now. Not for a few months, actually. I’ve been busy, too. And I think… It’s exhausting.” He stands to take their cups and put them in the washer. “More coffee?” 
 
    “No, thank you. I should go,” Aarom says. He’s already stayed too long. 
 
    He stands and Jonathan takes his cup and looks like he wants to ask him to stay longer, but he has to go to work anyway.  
 
    Aarom has places to go, too, but they don’t talk about that. Aarom can’t linger anywhere much in the daylight or he will be arrested. The machine has eyes everywhere and it is undoubtedly watching Aarom, but he is not a threat to anyone, so to the machine, he is only an unremarkable man in Jonathan’s kitchen for now. All it takes is a single failed scan of the ID chip Aarom does not have in the back of his hand or of the retinas he blocks with deflectors and police could descend upon Jonathan’s house and take him away. He would disappear, which isn’t a hard thing to do when a person is already dead like Aarom. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll let you go,” Jonathan says with a sigh. “Don’t stay away so long this time though. Sometimes I wonder… if you’re dead.” 
 
    This confession makes Jonathan’s voice sound a little strained. Aarom wants to promise him that he won’t stay away, that he’ll come again soon. He can’t because he’d be lying and he tries not to do that to Jonathan, of all people. Jonathan isn’t wrong to worry; Aarom is one of the lucky few who could die if he truly wanted to. 
 
    “I’m not going to die,” Aarom says. “I’ve tried it already and it didn’t take.” 
 
    “That’s not funny,” Jonathan says, frowning at him. “Don’t joke.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. You’re right.” 
 
    “Just come see me again. That’s all.” 
 
    “Maybe next week.” 
 
    He will not come see him next week, he thinks, but it makes Jonathan smile one of his beautiful smiles when he says it, so he doesn’t take it back. Aarom decides then that he will find a way, no matter the risk.  
 
    He leaves three of the books behind, returns the rest to his bag and goes. Jonathan is watching him from the big kitchen window as he walks away. Aarom can feel it like an itch between his shoulder blades even after he’s walked far enough that it’s impossible Jonathan can still see him at all. 
 
    When Aarom became a prophet, he became a dead man. Not a victim, but a specter; an ageless symbol. Death does not have family, he is friend to no man, lover to none, he shows mercy to no one, he is neither good nor evil, but you do not invite him to stay for dinner. Aarom’s father is dead; he died when Aarom was still a child before the Destiny Machine existed. Before they cured the causes of untimely death, before the eyes of everyone became the eyes of the omniscient machine, before the riots and rebellions, the new world order and before Aarom became a man. Aarom is dead in a different way. His mother, however, still lives in a house in a rural area outside of the sprawl where people still water their lawns and grow things in their back yards. She is alive and he sees her every week and she believes that he has been dead for ten years. 
 
    Those like Aarom sever all ties with their lives after their eyes are opened to the façade of the world. Many of them have tried for years to convince him to do the same. It is better, they say, it’s more peaceful, it’s practical, it’s easier. You close the door on who you were and open another onto who you are and walk through. Aarom had been young and depressed, one of the “blessed” few who had sought his death to whom Death had said no and laid his hand upon him instead, marking him. For a while, he thought those before him knew better and he tried very hard to cut his ties. He had managed to do it with everyone, even his own mother, but he can’t seem to leave Jonathan alone and he still sometimes goes to watch his mother in the garden before going home to bed. 
 
    Aarom passes beneath the needle sharp shadow of a high-rise office building and turns a corner, walking into the sun. The sun rises gold and pink in the violet sky and burns his eyes, which have become so used to the darkness. He takes a set of shades from his pocket, unfolds them with a snap and puts them on. His foot kicks a Fuzo soft drink bottle that the street cleaners have not yet gathered up and the cartoon man on the label dances to tinny music, boards a cartoon rocket and blasts off into a sky full of smiling cartoon stars as the bottle spins and clatters into the gutter. 
 
    A familiar baritone voice declaring, “THESE ARE FALSE PROPHETS. THEY THREATEN OUR LOVED ONES AND OUR WAY OF LIFE. THEY ARE NOT HEROES, THEY ARE KILLERS AND WE MUST APPREHEND EACH AND EVERY ONE OF THEM OR NO ONE IS TRULY SAFE,” issues from a smartpaper poster on the curved wall of the underpass as Aarom steps out of the light. It startles him. 
 
    It’s a public announcement poster. They constantly update the public on important news and events as they happen. The underpass is a border of a sort, a line dividing a nice residential part of the city on one side from the warren of the sprawl on the other. Aarom is still on the sprawl side and so is the poster, but it won’t be there for long. It wasn’t there the last time he came this way and someone will soon come upon it and tear it down, if not to repurpose the smartpaper then just because it’s so damn annoying. 
 
    He stops to look at it and the face of Marion Flowers, Chief of Police, glares out of the poster at him. Aarom has never met him, but he sometimes feels like he has. It’s an odd recurring sense of déjà vu that he has no explanation for. Flowers has a square face and a shadow on his jaw that he probably keeps scruffy intentionally to add to his appearance of fearless dedication. His hair is greying, but only tastefully at the temples. His eyes are piercing, but an unpopular shade of auburn brown. He is at least fifty, born before the machine but not before the invention of selective genetics, so the eye color at the very least gives him away as a child born to parents of lower means. Aarom supposes it lends him some credibility as a dogged fighter of crime and a warrior pledged to the public welfare, but he is a ridiculous man anyway. A figurehead. He is apparently running for reelection to office for what must be the eighth time in this province. 
 
    Aarom shakes his head and the smartpaper motion sensors catch it. Before Chief of Police Marion Flowers can begin bellowing again about his stance against prophets and his promise to hunt them all down, Aarom moves on. He is not the first official to publicly condemn prophets as murderers and he will not be the last. He will not find them and even if he did, he would not catch them. He can say his words and make his promises, but he will do nothing because all a prophet has to do is lay a bare hand on him and they become the bridge to his doom. He can try to root them out, swoop down with his taskforce of enforcement officers and corral them, Aarom supposes, but he’s never heard of such a thing actually happening. 
 
    Aarom’s mother is in her front yard when he gets there. He stands in a copse of trees just off the sidewalk near a park across the street from her house and watches her refill the birdfeeder. She spills seeds in the grass and sparrows hop to the ground without any fear of her to peck them up. His mother has always liked sparrows and finches the best. Not the goldfinches or the flashy, bright colored tanagers, but the small black, grey and brown ones. 
 
    “They’re smarter,” she used to tell him. “Just look at their clever faces.” 
 
    He has no idea if it’s true. 
 
    Her hair has gone grey and she has let it. She wears her age with dignity and pride. She is not ashamed of the silver of her hair or the creases around her mouth and eyes. It is a privilege and an honor to grow old. She never told him that, but he imagines that she would if they still spoke, though by new world standards when the average life expectancy is 120 years, she is still a young woman. 
 
    He rubs the scar on the back of his hand where his chip was removed ten years ago. He died that night, no matter how one looks at it. 
 
    His mother cups a hand over her eyes to shade them and looks across the street. Her view is distorted by the sun’s glare on a thousand silver tinted windshields of passing cars. When traffic clears enough for her to see clearly again, the shadow she thinks she saw standing there is gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    2. 
 
    Aarom’s apartment is in the middle of the sprawl. Twenty years earlier, the city had started to rapidly expand, but the restrictions on the height of buildings in the inner city prevented upward growth. The solution had been to erect such towering structures just outside of the restricted area across the river. The result is a city shaped like a bowl with the sprawl, the old city proper now inhabited by the social outcasts—the drudges, the undesirables, the freaks, the shiners, the den addicts and spikers and the outlaws—at its heart, a shining wall of privilege, beauty, power and industry circling it like a gilded rim. Aarom lives in a dark, anonymous part of the sprawl at the very bottom of the bowl. Living side by side with the denizens of the underworld, he can disappear completely. 
 
    His place is an open loft apartment on the fifteenth floor of a building that hasn’t had a working security system, chip or retinal scanner, elevator or rolling staircase as long as he’s been there. The kid who sits at the desk is supposed to keep an eye on the place, register new tenants and log rent credits when they’re due, but he mostly spends his shift between 11:00 p.m. and 7:00 a.m. watching porn. His name is Kevin and he knows Aarom as Mr. Marvin Jinn. He doesn’t even look up from the crystal monitor when Aarom passes the desk and says hello. His wave could be either a greeting or a brush-off. 
 
    Sonja is waiting for Aarom in one of the well-worn faux red leather armchairs in the lobby near the out-of-order elevator platforms. She’s reading a newspaper. It’s muted, but he sees Marion Flowers’s charming face above an article before she folds it and tosses it down on the table in front of her. 
 
    “You’re late,” she says. 
 
    Sonja Fletcher-Marks is an imposing figure. She is striking and intimidating in both appearance and attitude and Aarom has known her long enough to be nearly certain it is not a persona: she really is a disagreeable bitch. 
 
    “I did not have a scheduled meeting with you,” he says. He walks right by her and starts up the unmoving stairs. 
 
    She has no choice but to follow him. She is wearing precariously tall high heels and has to take two strides for every one of Aarom’s when they are walking together on flat ground, so he could lose her rather easily if he wanted to and for a moment he considers it. Then he slows his pace and takes the stairs one at a time so she can keep up and waits for her to state her business. 
 
    “I can’t find Sabra anywhere and he won’t answer his phone or his com,” she says. “I’ve been trying all morning.” 
 
    Prophets do not have official leaders or an organized system per se, they operate more by traditional means than mandated ones, but if they had a leader in their sector it would be Sabra Lamar. Others look up to him, look to him for advice when they don’t know what to do, go to him for help when they are in trouble and he lets them, takes care of them and asks for nothing in return. He was the one to answer the summons for most of them when they had themselves been supplicants. 
 
    “What makes you think I know where he is?” Aarom asks. 
 
    Sonja makes a disbelieving snorting sound. “Please,” she says. “I’m not a fool, but even if I were a great fool, everyone knows.” 
 
    Aarom glances at her over his shoulder. “Knows what exactly?” 
 
    “That you fuck him. Or that he fucks you; the particulars don’t matter,” she says. “What matters is that you’re close to him. So where is he?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Aarom says. “I just got home. I’ve been out all night and half the morning.” 
 
    “Perhaps you were meeting with him and that’s why I can’t get in touch,” she says snidely. 
 
    “Perhaps not,” Aarom says. 
 
    They reach the fourth floor landing and he immediately takes a turn and starts ascending the next flight of stairs. Sonja keeps pace with him. What they do requires them to walk a lot, miles and miles every night, so fifteen flights of stairs is nothing much. Still, Aarom has been out all night and he is exhausted, so he begins to slow a little. 
 
    “Then where did you go?” Sonja demands. “Not to the dens. Not yet. You’re usually home between six and seven in the morning. It’s half past nine.” 
 
    “None of your business,” Aarom says. 
 
    “If you are being a stupid, sentimental idiot again and putting us all at risk with—” 
 
    “I went to see my mother.” 
 
    Her indrawn breath of outrage at this announcement is not a surprise. Sonja dissolved all of her relationships when she became a prophet. She had been married, had children and a grandchild, but she walked away from them all after Sabra laid his hands on her and she did not die. It was relatively easy for most of them to do this because they had already made up their minds to die. Aarom wonders if it is harder for him because he hadn’t completely made up his mind when he put his flag up. Some part of him had still been afraid to die. 
 
    “You’re only torturing yourself,” Sonja finally says. 
 
    “It makes me feel better,” Aarom says. 
 
    “But then you feel worse. Then in a couple of days, you go hide yourself in the dens, bury yourself in your fantasies. You are the only reason you still suffer, Aarom.” 
 
    Aarom turns on her as they reach the next landing and Sonja takes an involuntary step back and catches herself with a hand on the wall. She is tall and pale, hair the snow white of an aged blonde, eyes the pale, inhuman lavender color that had been trendy fifteen years before, and he has looked at her before and privately thought that if she had been the one standing over him the night he became a prophet, he would have been terrified. Now she looks a little scared of him and it makes him laugh. 
 
    “My suffering is my business,” he says. “Don’t pretend you give a shit. What I do and where I go is not your concern. Who I fuck is none of your business. I have put no one in danger. I’m careful. And I have already said I don’t know where he is, so unless you intend to follow me the last eight flights just to bark at me like a dog, go away. I’m tired.” 
 
    He leaves her there on the stairs and climbs the rest of the way up to his floor. He was already tired when he arrived at his building, but visits with Sonja always take a little extra out of him. 
 
    Aarom is not very surprised when he enters his apartment and finds Sabra reclined on the sofa. He is stretched out on his back, one arm over his eyes, sleeping or faking it well. 
 
    “I gave you the door code for emergencies,” Aarom says. He sits on the sofa by Sabra’s feet, falling onto the cushion with a huff. “Sonja’s looking for you.” 
 
    “I am in dire need of uninterrupted rest, so I consider it to be an emergency, if only a little one,” Sabra says, not sitting up or taking his arm away from his face. “Did she say what she wants?” 
 
    “Why would she do that?” 
 
    “Why indeed? Contrary woman. I’ll speak with her later. Where have you been?” 
 
    “Nowhere.” 
 
    “Ah. How is your dear mother?” 
 
    Aarom smiles and lets his head rest back on the sofa cushion behind him. “She was feeding the birds. She might have seen me.” 
 
    Sabra shrugs. “You were her only child. She probably imagines she sees you every day.” 
 
    “I wish—” Aarom cuts himself off and doesn’t say aloud what he wishes. He wishes many things could be different, but they’re not. 
 
    “I know,” Sabra says. 
 
    “Do you want to stay here today?” Aarom asks. 
 
    Sabra lifts his arm and looks at him from beneath it. His eyes are a light golden hazel that is incredibly beautiful in his brown face. He paid a doctor a lot of credits for them a long time ago. The previous owner had been a nobody, so the retinal scanners allow him to move more freely than most prophets dare in public and in daylight.  
 
    “I thought I already said that,” he says.  
 
    “Oh,” Aarom says. “Right.” 
 
    Sabra sits up and leans toward him. “You’re very tired,” he says. “I understand. Let’s go to bed.” 
 
    Aarom smiles and slants his eyes to the side to find Sabra smiling, too. He is not as melancholy when he’s with Sabra and he can feel himself relaxing in his presence. He has thought many times before that if he didn’t already love Jonathan he might love Sabra. Even if he can’t quite love him, he can touch him without worrying that he will die in his arms. 
 
    The bed hasn’t been made, the VR window on the wall and the ceiling has been set to show soothing old-world blue sky and cottony white cumulous clouds and Aarom hasn’t changed it in more than a week. Sabra pauses inside the door and switches it to desert scenery and a night sky filled with stars like diamonds scattered over a tabletop. Aarom sits on the bed to take off his shirt and change into loose trousers to sleep in, but he looks up when Sabra’s shadow falls over him and stops with his fingers still on the buttons. Sabra smiles and leans down to kiss him and Aarom leans back to compensate until he’s reclining back on the bed and Sabra climbs onto it with him. 
 
    Sabra tastes like honey ginger mints. Aarom has never liked the candy much, but he enjoys the faint trace of their flavor in Sabra’s mouth. Aarom yields into his hands with a sigh and feels the night’s tension and despair wash away. They’re both tired and preoccupied and Aarom can’t help thinking that Sabra’s distracting himself as much as Aarom. It doesn’t matter, it doesn’t offend him, there aren’t any expectations here beyond the touch and the moment. They both use each other; that more than anything is the nature of their relationship. He wonders if this time it has anything to do with Sabra ignoring Sonja’s calls. 
 
    Later, lying on top of the sheets watching the turn of the stars above them, Aarom says, “How did we get here?” 
 
    Without asking, Sabra knows he does not mean the two of them naked in the bed. He shrugs. “I don’t know. But this is where we are.” 
 
    “Do you ever wonder what’s going to happen to us?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, most of them—those we reap—were born before the machine was turned on or have strong ties to family who were. What happens when the only ones left never knew there was anything else? Don’t you think prophets might become obsolete?” 
 
    Sabra smiles and shakes his head. His eyes are closed and he’s almost asleep. “I don’t believe that will ever happen,” he says. “People will always have that unexplainable emptiness in their souls. That overwhelming sense of hopeless existential confusion. They always have. They need to have the ability to make a choice even if they never decide to choose.” 
 
    “So, you think even if the reason changes, they’ll still need us?” Aarom asks. 
 
    “As long as they can’t do it themselves. The machine hasn’t taken away the need for death, only the ability to find it for yourself,” Sabra says. “Look at us. We know everything and it has not made us happy. Life can sometimes be a terrible thing to happen to a person.” 
 
    Aarom is quiet, thinking about it, looking at the stars and their constellations, feeling his skin grow cold as the sweat on his body cools until it pebbles with goosebumps. Sabra is probably right; he usually is about such things. 
 
    There is a problem with his reasoning though. A prophet is made when a supplicant seeks their own death only to discover that they are one of the precious few who would have survived the end of the world. The discovery sets them free, but it also imbues them with the power to see truth beyond the machine-made world and act as a link between them. Without survivors, there will be no prophets, so when the time comes that there are no people anywhere on earth still living that were alive before the invention of the machine, there will be no one to offer them the choice no matter how much they might need it. 
 
    Sabra has probably thought of this, too. 
 
    Their whole existence rides upon the back of an ontological paradox. The universe and the machine are perfect opposites; the machine’s sole function is to ensure the survival of the human race above all things while the universe does not care whether people—individually or as a species—live or die. The universe abhors a paradox and will find a way to fix the problem and, when all is said and done, the machine is just a machine. They are, all of them, living on borrowed time. The question is not if but when it will run out. 
 
    So thinking, Aarom rolls onto his side and falls asleep with his head on Sabra’s shoulder. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    3. 
 
    Some nights, there are no flags. It doesn’t happen often, but it does happen. Aarom walks the streets until early morning, ducks into the shadowed alcoves behind hibernating sentinels when patrols pass him until they’re gone before walking on. When the sky begins to lighten, he starts back toward the inner city, not toward home but to the den district. 
 
    Dens are the modern equivalent of opium dens, but now they sell fantasies, adventures and dreams created by programmers in the form of virtual reality. People go there to live out their darkest desires, their perversions, their urges, but most people, Aarom has heard, want to kill somebody or die without their chip interfering. Because it is virtual reality, they can commit suicide every single night of the year without the machine trying to stop them, and some people do. The dens are not technically illegal, but in order to go really deep, to have the best dreams, the most realistic experience, you have to take a dose of sunshine to get there and the shine is a schedule one narcotic and highly illegal. 
 
    Aarom takes his business these days to a place called Iniquity. It’s owned by a talented hacker and programmer named Delilah Rosewood. She is the best. Given the right details and enough incentive, she can program the perfect fantasy; one so real it’s easy to forget it isn’t. 
 
    Delilah is a sleek, beautiful, professional woman who dresses well, talks with a faint European accent that may or may not be genuine, and looks and behaves nothing like one expects a woman in her profession to be. Aarom has been to other dens and their proprietors more closely resemble whorehouse madams and pimps, but Delilah’s customers run the gamut from outlaws like himself to city and state government officials. She has worked hard to cultivate such influential relationships. Iniquity is almost never raided. It’s another reason why Aarom goes there. 
 
    Before he sees Delilah though, he has to pay the door fee and be cleared by Norman and his reprogrammed sentinel guard dog. Just like smartpaper posters end up stolen and repurposed in the sprawl, most anthrobotic sentinels end up reprogrammed to either serve as security enforcers for businesses like Iniquity or to smash each other to pieces in the pit fights. Norman’s sentinel is an older model robot, but he keeps it shiny and in working order and Aarom wouldn’t want to see if it really can smash his head. He believes it could.  
 
    The sentinel has the name Rodney engraved into its chest plate and Aarom wonders if it answers to its name, but he has never asked. Norman is a disagreeable little man who communicates mostly in grunts with a variety of inflections. Aarom pays him with a credit chip and Norman watches him pass through the doorway with suspiciously narrowed eyes. He has seen Aarom at least twice a month for more than five years, but he could be a total stranger up to no good for all the goodwill that buys him from the man. 
 
    “Aarom, darling!” Delilah says, greeting him with open arms and a practiced, friendly smile. 
 
    Aarom waits for her to hug him, but she doesn’t at the last moment, remembering herself. “Hello, Del.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen you this month at all,” she says. “You’re not taking your business to someone else?” 
 
    “Of course not. You’re the best,” he says. He’s rewarded with her pleased smile. 
 
    They get payment out of the way first, then Delilah loops an arm through his when he offers it to her and leads him through an arched doorway into a long hallway of rooms with red doors to the fifth one on the left. Inside, he takes a seat in the high-backed chair in the middle of the room and it automatically adjusts until he is reclined comfortably. 
 
    Delilah loads the vials of sunshine into the VR interface. The drug is a glittering yellow fluid, a compound of potent hallucinogens and stimulants that aid the dream experience. Some of it is plant-based like iboga and khat, but each cook does it their own way. The sunshine Delilah uses taken by itself provides a feeling of intense euphoria and creative introspection. The drug will be administered in constant small doses until Aarom unplugs. 
 
    The port is in the back of his neck at the base of his skull, a small hole that his hair easily hides. In those with functioning interface chips, the port is installed close to the place where the thousands of nanofibers connecting the chip to the central nervous system link into the brain. The port bypasses them to the cerebral cortex. Aarom’s chip has been dead so long that his body long ago absorbed the irrelevant fibers. There is no moment of interference from the chip as Delilah plugs him in. As the spike slides into the port and she twists to lock it in place, there is a distinctly sexual thrill of stimulated nerves that rushes from his scalp, down his spine and through his entire body. Aarom gasps and gives an involuntary shudder. 
 
    “Now, before we begin, am I to assume that you would like to go solo?” Delilah asks. 
 
    Some people like to share fantasies and allow for others to jump in. There is even a shared VR program in the Iniquity computer mainframe that consists of a basic virtual world where people can go. There are some who use such programs to hold clandestine meetings. Aarom knows about it, but he’s never done it. He has his own fantasies. 
 
    “You know what I want,” he says. 
 
    Delilah nods. She does; he is predictable that way. She types something on the crystal screen, selects the program and settings and asks, “Boost or spike?” 
 
    “Boost,” Aarom says. “Set the alarm for five hours.” 
 
    She grins. “You got it, sugar.” 
 
    “Do you have a book file for a novel called Fahrenheit 451?” he asks. 
 
    Delilah does a search of their archives, but she shakes her head no. Aarom didn’t expect her to have it, but it doesn’t hurt to ask. Banned books are almost as hard to find on file as they are on paper. Harder sometimes, depending on the book. 
 
    “Okay, never mind,” he says. 
 
    “I can try to find it for next time if you want,” she offers. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you won’t be able to. It’s okay.” 
 
    “All right. Ready?” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    Delilah begins the program and the first dose of sunshine hits his mind like a summer day. She turns out the lights and leaves and Aarom closes his eyes as the dark room dissolves in his vision. 
 
    When he opens them again, he is fourteen and sitting at the island counter in the house where Jonathan grew up. It’s right down the road from the house where Aarom grew up. Jonathan’s sitting across from him and they’re eating popsicles, the kind that fizz on their tongues as they melt. Aarom’s is blue raspberry and Jonathan’s is cherry and their mouths are brightly dyed from the food coloring. Jonathan grins and sticks his violently red tongue out at him. It makes something flutter down low in Aarom’s stomach. Aarom pokes his own neon blue tongue out. They compare and laugh about it. 
 
    Jonathan’s father is at work and his mother works from home. She’s pacing in the living room, talking to people hundreds of miles away on crystal monitor screens. She calls it a conference, but every so often, they hear her voice rise and it sounds more like an argument is in the making. 
 
    Jonathan snags the sleeve of Aarom’s shirt and nods toward the back door for him to follow him outside. They feed the last of their popsicles to Jonathan’s dogs, golden retrievers named Buttercup and Bart, and the dogs follow them through the field in the back of the house for a while before they lose interest and run ahead. 
 
    They don’t run too far ahead though. The monorail track passes through on the other side of the back fence and the low, constant electromagnetic pulse along the track unsettles them. They won’t go near it. No trains have passed yet today, but Jonathan watches them and he says there will be one along soon. 
 
    They walk along the track picking up pebbles and pinging them off the steel. The ground here has high iron content and sometimes a bit of quartz with a vein through it hits the magnet and comes shooting back toward them. They’ve made a game out of finding pebbles with pyrite in them to skip them along the ground near the track. They shoot off the track and sometimes pop like firecrackers from the electricity. 
 
    The dogs bark as the train approaches. There is no sound or vibration in the ground beneath them; it glides smooth and fast with barely a hiss of noise to alert anything in its path. Instead, the magnetic field around the rail gets stronger and when Jonathan and Aarom look at each other, their hair is standing out from their heads like they’re about to be struck by lightning. 
 
    Jonathan touches Aarom’s hair, which is longer than his own and standing up all over like tentacles on a creature in an alien movie. He lets his fingers hover over it and static sparks in Aarom’s hair and on Jonathan’s fingers.  
 
    “Here, put these in your ears,” Jonathan says. He passes Aarom a pair of bright orange earplugs. 
 
    Aarom puts them in and claps his hands over his ears for good measure. 
 
    They stay fifteen feet back from the track as the first glint of light on metal appears in the distance out in the field. The dogs have retreated to the house, where the walls and windows are insulated against loud sounds. The train makes no noise from a distance and doesn’t disturb the earth with its vibrations, but the silver bullet monorail trains are faster than most airplanes; they go so fast that they breach the sound barrier sometimes. 
 
    Jonathan puts earplugs in his own ears and they stand together in the tall grass behind his house watching the speck of silver grow bigger as the train draws closer. It’s a tiny, distant thing like a maggot. It grows as it hurtles toward them; a worm, a streamlined caterpillar, a glittering snake, and it’s rushing toward them at three hundred miles per hour. Their skin prickles as the fine hairs all over their body stand at attention. 
 
    Aarom starts to back up as the train gets closer and Jonathan follows him. He’s smiling his easy, eager smile and Aarom’s watching him more than the train as the monorail streams past them. The train is long and sleek and polished to a mirror shine. They see themselves reflected in the smooth side, standing in the field of grass, the house behind them, the little copse of trees where they play off to the left, Jonathan’s mother watching them and the train through the back window. Then the last car rushes by and the train is leaving, slithering through the countryside, around the hills, over the bridge, away into the city.  
 
    Jonathan takes the plugs from his ears and he’s laughing. Aarom wonders why he can’t hear it, then remembers and takes the plugs from his own ears. 
 
    “I saw the boom knock a bird right out of the sky once,” Jonathan’s saying. “Did I tell you?” 
 
    He has told him, but Aarom shakes his head no. “What kind of bird?” 
 
    “A crow, I think,” Jonathan says. He picks up a stick and pokes at the rocks and pebbles as they walk along the track. “It was on the other side of the field. Knocked it right out.” 
 
    “Did it die?” 
 
    “No. It woke up and flew away.” 
 
    They walk down the track until they’re in the trees. Then they race each other down the hillside until they’re shaded beneath the apple trees. There are apples on the branches, but they’re small, unripe things. They climb the trees and talk about school and people they know and their mothers and Aarom’s grandmother, who is visiting on Sunday and Jonathan’s dog, who keeps running off, probably to chase after the Thompson’s Border collie. Squirrels scold them for a while. Cicadas buzz in their loud, rhythmic way off and on. 
 
    Jonathan finds an apple that’s big enough it should be ripe even if it’s still green and takes a bite out of it. He makes a face, spits it out and tosses it away into the tall grass. 
 
    Around 2:00 p.m. they’re lying on their backs in the grass watching the clouds pass by. Jonathan’s mother is listening to rock music in the house just over the hill and it reaches them like the buzzing of bees. The sun is warm on their skin, the whole world smells like grass and apples and Jonathan’s propped up beside Aarom on his elbows. He’s smiling. 
 
    Aarom remembers that day. In the VR, it’s always a little different depending on his mood, but it’s always mostly the same, too. He remembers looking at Jonathan, his open, beautiful face, his smiling mouth, and wanting to kiss him. He had never consciously wanted to do that before. 
 
    He remembers not kissing him then and sits up to lean over and kiss him. Jonathan is still smiling when their mouths touch and Aarom is sure that’s right. The kiss is nice. It’s slow and warm and tastes like sour apples. 
 
    When he breaks the kiss, Aarom lies back in the grass with a sigh, smiling as well.  
 
    “What did you do that for?” Jonathan asks. 
 
    “I just wanted to,” Aarom tells him. “So I thought I should.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay,” Jonathan says. 
 
    “Thank you,” Aarom says. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For letting me.” 
 
    Jonathan leans over him and kisses his cheek. “You’re sweet.” 
 
    Jonathan sometimes tells him that, though Aarom doesn’t really understand it. He does not consider himself to be sweet and Jonathan is the only one to have ever told him so. 
 
    They doze in the grass listening to bees in the trees pollinating the blossoms and digging at the punctures in the unripe apples. The chirring of the cicadas makes Aarom’s throat tickle. Bart the dog finds them and when he can’t get them to play fetch, he rolls in the grass and falls asleep between them. 
 
    Aarom comes awake when the beeping alarm on his watch goes off. He doesn’t remember having a watch, but he knows what it is. His time is up. 
 
    Jonathan has fallen asleep beside him and Bart’s tail wags when Aarom sits up, tickling Jonathan’s face. He waves at it until the dog shifts his butt away from him. Aarom watches it for a minute and smiles, then gets reluctantly up from the ground and walks away toward the nearest apple tree. 
 
    Symbols are important to the dreaming mind and VR programmers have learned to utilize this. Like a doorway, a symbolic act can take a person from one place to another in the fantasy or to another one completely. Aarom picks a green apple from a low hanging branch and takes a bite. His mouth fills with the grassy tang flavor of the fruit. 
 
    He swallows and opens his eyes in the dark room where Delilah left him five hours ago. The field behind Jonathan’s house and the monorail track is fifty miles away and sixteen years in the past. Since then, they have both gone to school, had jobs, relationships, friends and life altering experiences. Jonathan still smiles more than most people, but sometimes Aarom isn’t sure how happy he really is. He knows he himself is not, though he also knows that he used to be. 
 
    He didn’t kiss Jonathan then; he still hasn’t and he does regret it. There are a million little reasons and no reason at all why he should never have kissed Jonathan. Life happened. It happened to them both, caught them by surprise and then one thing and another and there were no shared kisses and now there will never be any shared kisses. 
 
    Aarom sits there in the chair, still plugged in but disconnected, staring at the wall in front of him. There’s a vintage poster on the wall he’s looked at a thousand times before. It reads “YOU ARE HERE” in bright red text. He can’t see it now in the dark but he sees it in his mind and, unlike some people who frequent this place—the spikers; those addicts with their brains slowly melting under the weight of questioning their reality—he does not find the statement particularly comforting. 
 
    YOU ARE HERE. 
 
    He doesn’t want to be. He would rather be there. He’s been plugging for years, since even before he became a prophet, and it still crushes him every single time he has to leave. It’s the nature of his fantasies. Most people who plug in do it for the thrill or the escape, to achieve something outrageously unbelievable or unattainable. They spike so they can feel immortal, fifty or a hundred years passing just so they can wake up in the chair only an hour older than when they went under. They boost to pass the time, filling empty hours and days with something fun or exotic or pleasurable they can’t get from the real world. Aarom does it to remember and relive the ordinary, happy days. For one chance to take back the mistake of not stealing a kiss. Then another chance and another. 
 
    The door opens and a young man enters the room. He has the piebald hair and pale grey eyes that are all the rage right now and he smiles at Aarom with his perfect white teeth and his full, pouting lips better suited to the face of a girl and walks around the chair to unplug him. 
 
    “Miss Rosewood is with another client,” he says. “She sent me to take care of you. I’m not so bad though.” 
 
    “That’s fine. Thank you,” Aarom says. He stands and tries to shake the lingering surreal sensation that has followed him out of the boost. 
 
    The young man tosses Aarom a warm, damp towel and Aarom uses it to wipe his face. He’s been sweating while he was under. It’s the sunshine, not the VR that does it. It’s left him feeling a little lightheaded and dehydrated, too. 
 
    “I’m Ben,” the man says. “You okay? You want some water?” Aarom nods and he gives him a bottle of water from a little cooler beneath the counter. “Must have been an exciting one.” 
 
    Because Aarom looks like someone who just base jumped into the mouth of a volcano. Aarom doesn’t have to see himself to know it. He smiles. “It was a memory. From my childhood.” 
 
    “Huh,” Ben says. “Well, okay. I hope you enjoyed your experience.” 
 
    Aarom leaves and walks along the street listening to faint strains of incomprehensible music from an apartment overhead. Somewhere, a community service announcement says something about the drinking water that he doesn’t quite catch. He passes others, like him and not like him, on their way to work or home or to score their first fix of the day. Most of them do not make eye contact. Those who do, their eyes pass over him without interest, which is just the way he likes it. Cars pass him on the left, whooshing by almost silently, their windshields reflecting back glimpses of the cloudless sky. 
 
    VR in accelerated time, called spiking, is more disorienting when first unplugged than boosting in real time, but it still takes a few minutes to adjust. Aarom used to spike, but he hasn’t done it in years. Like most young people new to virtual reality, he hadn’t paid any attention to the warnings about brain damage and addiction. The last time had been shortly after he became a prophet. He unplugged to find a week of short-term memories gone and a whole lifetime of unlived moments wiped away. After Sabra introduced himself for the second time, he filled in as much of the missing week as he knew, but Aarom stopped him when he started to tell him about his other life. Those weren’t real memories. They never happened.  
 
    He sometimes wonders, like when he sees Chief of Police Marion Flowers’s face on a poster and feels like he knows him, but it’s not worth it in the end. 
 
    The VR fantasy world, even when boosting in real time, is not restful either. The experience keeps the mind awake. Aarom needs sleep. He’s still a little dazed for a while after he leaves, but he’s shaking it. He crosses the street at the corner, passes beneath the shadows of dark, dingy, inconspicuous buildings and starts toward home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    4. 
 
    The promise to visit Jonathan weighs on him for several days until Aarom can’t stand it anymore and goes to see him. 
 
    He goes during the day. He changes out of his dark prophet’s clothes into something that will not draw unwanted attention. Plain shirt, pants, shoes, no overly bright colors but nothing too drab so as to be remarkable by its lack of style. He puts on a long coat, wears deflector lenses in his eyes and a proxy chip on his hand under a strip of cosmetic tape, takes false identification and hails a taxi magnacar a few blocks from his building. 
 
    The taxi’s scanner accepts the proxy chip and thanks Mr. Lawrence Martin for his patronage. It’s a driverless car. It leaves him on the sidewalk half a mile from Jonathan’s house and Aarom walks. The sidewalks are usually bare of pedestrians in this part of the city as there are no shops or businesses nearby, but there are three people walking with him. One, an older woman in her 80s walks a small, fuzzy dog on a leash on the other side of the street. Another is a teenage girl with her calico hair in spikes, pink earphones trailing their wires from a port at the base of her skull, bobbing her head to the beat of the music in her head. The last is a young man, less than twenty, walking a few feet ahead of Aarom, hands stuffed in the pockets of his pinstriped pants, head down. 
 
    Aarom is watching his back as the young man ahead of him walks when he suddenly turns and steps down off the sidewalk into the street. He doesn’t look either way, but lunges into the oncoming traffic. The cars whiz past him, swerving to avoid him, but a bus is approaching and he claws at the air as he tries to propel himself forward, fighting the compulsion transmitted from the chip through his brain and body that is trying to force him back out of danger. 
 
    The Destiny Machine is not clairvoyant for all of its great power, but the chip implant serves as an interface between the human host and the machine, so the machine knows what the young man intends to do moments after he decides to do it. It was created to save and preserve life and it does this at all costs. Aarom watches as the young man continues to try throwing himself into oncoming traffic, but his arms and legs refuse to obey him. Like a marionette, he is pulled back and his movements become jerky and erratic. Finally he sits down hard on the asphalt. 
 
    “I’m not supposed to be here!” he shrieks. “Let… me… GO! Please! I can’t—! I’m not—! I’m not real! I can’t be here! I’m not supposed to be here!” 
 
    Aarom stops walking and stands on the sidewalk. The other two, the old woman and the young one, hurry to him as traffic swerves to avoid the man, some of the cars slowing to a crawl as their passengers peer out at the drama unfolding in the median. As the young man has been compelled to stop, to cease the actions which threaten his life, the two women are compelled, whether they actually care or not, to assist him. If Aarom still had an operational chip, he too would have no choice but to run out into the road now that traffic has stopped to help him. 
 
    Instead, he has a scar from a sickle knife on the back of his hand and is compelled to do nothing. Out of his own curiosity, he stands and watches them help the man up and half carry him back to the sidewalk. He’s sobbing and shaking, not fighting them. Soon the traffic picks up again and the curious motorists move on. 
 
    “Wow,” the girl says. She’s taken her earphones out and they dangle over her shoulders. “You must be crazy. I can’t believe it. Are you okay?” 
 
    The man giggles and shakes his head. “We’re all crazy,” he mutters. “You should have let me go.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t, can we?” the old woman asks. She looks pale and deeply disturbed. “It don’t work that way no more. You know better.” 
 
    The young man shrugs them off. Then he stands there like a child in a dream. “I shouldn’t be here,” he says. He looks up and meets Aarom’s eyes. “I’m not supposed to be here.” 
 
    Because Aarom is not heartless, he nods and reaches into the pocket of his coat for a card. It’s small like a business card, made from smartpaper and programmed with instructions for summoning a prophet. It’s a pale horse on a black field until you need it to be something else. When he presses it into the man’s hand and closes his fingers around it, his eyes clear and he really sees Aarom. 
 
    “When you’re ready,” Aarom tells him, speaking softly though the women have already started to walk away. “Until then, don’t look at it. Don’t think about it. They’re watching.” 
 
    The man puts the card into his own pocket without looking at it. He’s relieved and calm again. The distress is gone from his eyes. 
 
    “I’ll be seeing you,” Aarom says. It might be another prophet, but Aarom reaps in this part of the city and the nearby neighborhoods and he rarely crosses paths in the course of duties with other prophets. “You should go now before they send police.” 
 
    The police won’t arrest him for walking into the street, but they can still lock him away until a counselor says they can let him go. Sometimes people disappear that way. 
 
    “Thank you,” the man says. He looks both ways down the street, then turns and walks back the way he came as fast as he can. 
 
    Aarom continues on to Jonathan’s house. 
 
    He sometimes wonders about the scientist who invented the machine, Howard Vaughn. Like the creators of the first atom bomb, had he known what he had really done? The doors he had opened? Aarom doesn’t think so. He thinks the poor man meant well and never anticipated the true outcome of his brainchild. He had created the world’s most sophisticated AI and charged it with one supreme task: Save the world. The machine had realized something that had been beyond a man even as brilliant as Dr. Vaughn; that saving the world was something that had to be done every single day. Thankfully, the man had not lived to see the corrupt dark side of his invention. It seems like a thing that would break a man’s heart; learning that the only way to save the world is to utterly destroy it in every way that makes it worth saving. 
 
    Jonathan is home when Aarom arrives, but he is not waiting for him or expecting him. Aarom has to knock twice before he answers the door. Jonathan stands there in comfortable lounging pants and bare feet, a paperback book open in one hand, and a smile flashes into existence on his face at the sight of him that warms Aarom down deep in his belly. 
 
    “You shouldn’t answer the door like that,” Aarom says, stepping inside so that Jonathan will back up into the house. 
 
    “What? Shirtless?” Jonathan asks. 
 
    “No, holding that,” Aarom says and points at the book.  
 
    “Oh,” Jonathan says, “Right.” 
 
    He closes the door and locks it and there’s an awkward moment where they just stand there regarding each other almost like strangers. Then Jonathan steps away from the door and goes to mark his place and put the book away. 
 
    “Isn’t this kind of a strange time of day for you?” he asks Aarom. “I mean, you guys are kind of pretty exclusively night people I thought.” 
 
    “But you’re not and you wanted me to visit,” Aarom says. 
 
    “So you changed your schedule?” Jonathan says. “You don’t have to do that. I’m up late sometimes and I’m off tomorrow, too, so I’d be up.” 
 
    “Do you want me to leave and come back later?” Aarom asks. 
 
    “What? No. That’s not what I meant. I’m just… making conversation.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Jonathan sighs and drags a hand through his hair. “Let me go put on a shirt. Have you had lunch yet?” 
 
    Aarom hasn’t eaten anything at all since the previous night before he went to bed. “No,” he says. “Lunch sounds nice.” 
 
    “All right. Give me a minute.” 
 
    Jonathan disappears down the hallway and Aarom stands in his living room looking around. There’s a family portrait on the wall from when Jonathan was just a toddler and his parents were still together. There’s a little shelf of the books Aarom has given him over the years off to the right of the entertainment center. A small framed photograph of them when they were teenagers sits on a table beside one of the living room chairs. In it, they are both wet from playing in the river and one of Jonathan’s dogs is with them. There’s a painting on another wall and a few other pieces of art, but there aren’t any other photographs. Aarom doesn’t know exactly why this pleases him. 
 
    Jonathan emerges from the back of the house wearing clothes that do not look like he slept in them and lazed around the house in them half the day. “So, how does soup and sandwiches sound?” 
 
    “It sounds good,” Aarom says. 
 
    “Okay,” Jonathan says. 
 
    He walks ahead of Aarom into the kitchen and Aarom stands there wondering if he should help. He has known Jonathan almost his entire life, but they have inevitably drifted apart over the years. Especially the last ten. It’s made them both a little self-conscious and Aarom doesn’t like it, but he doesn’t know what to do about it. 
 
    “Coffee?” Jonathan asks. 
 
    Aarom blinks at him and it takes him a second. “Oh. Yes, please.” 
 
    “You want to sit?” 
 
    “Actually, maybe I can help?” 
 
    Jonathan gives him the cup of coffee and gestures to the refrigerator. “Sure. You want to make the sandwiches?” 
 
    Aarom gets the stuff to make turkey sandwiches out of the fridge while Jonathan mixes the soup ingredients in a pot and sets it to boil. They fall into a quiet, contemplative silence as they work. Aarom finishes the sandwiches first and leans back against the counter to watch Jonathan stirring the soup. It’s cream of mushroom; instant ready to heat from a zip pack, nothing fancy, but it smells nice. 
 
    “I miss you,” Jonathan says abruptly. 
 
    It startles him and Aarom doesn’t know what to say. 
 
    “I think maybe one day, probably soon, you’ll stop coming around completely,” Jonathan says. “Isn’t that what you do?” 
 
    It is what most prophets do, yes. Most of them do it a lot sooner. 
 
    “I’m not going to do that,” Aarom says. 
 
    Jonathan’s smile is sad and pensive. “Yeah, you will. I think sometimes maybe that would be better. I could stop wondering if I’ll see you.” 
 
    Aarom’s heart jumps with alarm and he catches his breath. “Is that what you want?” 
 
    Jonathan shrugs. “No.” 
 
    The sick clenching in Aarom’s stomach releases and he lets out a breath, almost a sigh. “Then I’m not going to.” 
 
    “You know Chief Flowers is on a campaign to lock you all up,” Jonathan says. 
 
    “I’ll call you from prison if I’m arrested. If you want me to.” 
 
    “Be careful. That’s all I’m saying.” 
 
    “I am careful.” 
 
    “Be more careful than that.” Aarom smiles. Jonathan sees it and smiles back. “I’m serious,” he says. 
 
    “I know you are,” Aarom says. 
 
    “Maybe we can go do something this week.” Jonathan says it casually, but he’s watching Aarom out the corner of his eye for his reaction. 
 
    Aarom notes his expression, knows that he expects him to refuse and he wants to surprise him and agree, but he can’t. “It’s too dangerous,” he says. “If you’re seen with me or caught with me, it’ll ruin you.” 
 
    Jonathan sighs and turns off the stovetop burner. “You ever think maybe I don’t care about that?” 
 
    Aarom shakes his head. 
 
    “Well, I don’t,” Jonathan says. “Will you hand me a couple of bowls from that cupboard?” 
 
    Aarom takes down two bowls from the cupboard near him and Jonathan pours their soup into them. The sandwiches go on saucers and they each take a spoon and carry their food to the table by the window that looks out on the strip of grass in front of Jonathan’s house and the cars zooming by on the street beyond. The soup is good, a little spicy and full of bits of ink cap mushrooms. Outside, a robin lands in the strip of grass, pecks at the sod and flies away. 
 
    “Why didn’t we ever go out?” Aarom asks. He instantly wants to take back the question the moment it’s spoken, but it is too late and he sits there perfectly still and waits. 
 
    Jonathan puts his spoon down and says nothing for a minute. He doesn’t laugh or even appear amused by the question. A frown line appears between his brows. “You mean like date? You and me?” 
 
    Aarom clears his throat uncomfortably. He nods. 
 
    “You never asked me, Aarom,” Jonathan says. 
 
    His answer surprises Aarom. He says it like it’s so simple. Like there couldn’t be another answer: If only Aarom had asked him. 
 
    “Neither did you,” Aarom points out. 
 
    “I know,” Jonathan says. He picks up his spoon and continues eating his soup. “Guess it’s too late now.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Aarom says. 
 
    But he’s thinking about it still because Jonathan makes it seem like it could have happened if Aarom hadn’t been so caught up in other things or so shy or worried Jonathan would reject him and that actually means it’s possible. That’s what he’s saying in what he’s not saying. It also goes both ways though. Jonathan could have asked and he never did and there’s a reason. Maybe a reason Aarom doesn’t want to know about. 
 
    To hell with that. “Why didn’t you?” Aarom asks. 
 
    Jonathan sighs in an exasperated way. “Really?” he says. “Fine. I don’t know, okay? Why didn’t you?” 
 
    “I think… a lot of things got in the way,” Aarom says. “And I’m not very good at that sort of thing anyway.” 
 
    “You’re shy,” Jonathan agrees. He smiles and it’s a genuine, amused one. “I know.” 
 
    They finish their soup and sandwiches then talk about books for a while. Jonathan was reading Fahrenheit 451 when he opened the door, so he hasn’t finished it, but he tells Aarom about it and they laugh because it was written nearly a hundred years ago, but there is a creepy similarity between the story and the outlawing of certain books that has happened in the last twenty years. The police don’t burn people or their houses though. The machine would never allow it.  
 
    “Have you seen your mom?” Jonathan asks him later. 
 
    “I saw her after I visited you,” Aarom says. “She seems okay.” 
 
    “She is,” Jonathan says. His mother and Aarom’s still keep in touch. “She’s got a boyfriend, that’s what my mom tells me. A nice guy. I think she said his name’s Alfred something-or-other.” 
 
    “Good for her,” Aarom says, and he means it. His mother has lost so much, she should have something like an Alfred something-or-other for herself. 
 
    “So, are we going to hang out later and go somewhere or not?” Jonathan asks. “We can go somewhere crowded, maybe see a film at a show house where they don’t scan.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Aarom says. 
 
    It tears him up inside to refuse him, but he has to. He can’t let what he is hurt the people he loves or next thing he knows, he’ll be taking Sonja’s advice and walking away from them all completely. He’s scared of what that could do to him. He doesn’t ever want to be like Sonja or many of the other prophets. They turn themselves into heartless, soulless things, creatures that would not be out of place in fireside stories and monster movies. It kills something inside them when they do that and remove themselves in every way that really counts. They become almost inhuman, almost psychopathic, their duties reaping the lives of supplicants become their whole purpose and it’s a dark purpose no matter how you cut it. He doesn’t want to become like that, so he keeps Jonathan and he holds on just a little to his mother and he holds tight to his best memories and sometimes does a good deed for a desperate man. 
 
    But Jonathan can’t be seen in public with him. Jonathan would lose everything if he was seen with Aarom and Aarom was recognized as a prophet. Then Aarom, no matter if he was arrested or not, would lose even secret visits and private lunches and the smiles and conversations that keep him together. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but we can’t,” Aarom says. 
 
    Jonathan nods. It’s exactly what he expected. “I’m sure you’re right. Sorry I asked.” 
 
    He reaches over the table and Aarom realizes what he means to do a moment before Jonathan’s hand would have touched his and moves his hand out of his reach. 
 
    “Fuck, Aarom,” he says. He takes his hand back, pushes his chair out and stands. Taking their dishes to the sink is an excuse to pace away from him. He’s tense and angry and Aarom doesn’t blame him for it. “I’m not trying to come on to you, you know. I’m just… Hell, never mind.” 
 
    “I know,” Aarom says. “But I can’t.” 
 
    He can control it. Everyone who touches him does not die. It’s not an open door or a slide that anyone who brushes against him will just fall down, but he doesn’t trust it. If he loses control of it for even a moment, the door swings wide and Jonathan sees his unlived life flash before his eyes and dies at Aarom’s feet. The possibility is unimaginably horrifying so Aarom can’t, no matter how much he wants to. 
 
    “Right,” Jonathan says. He clearly doesn’t believe him. “It’s fine. I’m sorry I tried to—” 
 
    “Stop,” Aarom says tiredly. “Just stop it. I’m sorry. I am. I don’t want to kill you.” 
 
    Jonathan turns around at the counter and stands there. He stares at him and doesn’t say anything and Aarom finally gets up from the table himself. This visit has been tense and awkward most of the time, but he doesn’t regret coming. He’s just damn sorry things can’t be different, that they are perpetually missing any chance they might have once had. 
 
    Jonathan still doesn’t speak and Aarom can take a hint. 
 
    “I guess I’ll go,” he says. “Thank you for lunch.” 
 
    “Any time,” Jonathan says. 
 
    For the first time ever Aarom isn’t sure he really means it. He’s still mad and they aren’t going to fix this, not now. Aarom is going to leave feeling bad about how the visit ends and Jonathan is going to let him and stay angry. Aarom would apologize again for hurting his feelings if he thought it was something Jonathan wanted to hear or would accept with any kind of grace, but he doubts it so he doesn’t. 
 
    He leaves and walks down the sidewalk a bit more than a mile before he sees a taxi and waves it to a stop. He gets in and slips his hand inside the chip scanner. He’s greeted warmly by a mechanical woman’s voice and thanked for his patronage. He wonders why all public service bots have the soft, soprano voices of women.  
 
    “Rough day?” the driver asks him. 
 
    “So far, yes,” Aarom says. “It’s been brutal.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” the driver says. 
 
    The car pulls away from the sidewalk and Aarom watches passing cars out the window as the driver launches expertly into a one-sided conversation about how wretched Fridays are. It’s the comedown, he says. It’s all the stress still keeping you on high and your body trying to figure out why the hell you’re still in bed at noon. It’s why Mondays are so awful, only in reverse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    5. 
 
    Later in the week, on his way home from seeing his mother, Aarom passes a dirty man in rags emerging from a small tent who spots him and tries to call him over. He pretends not to notice the flailing of his hands or the way his voice echoes off the walls of the underpass. Aarom’s sure the man is used to it; the man is clearly homeless, though by choice because no one is homeless, and that can mean only a couple of things. The most likely reason for his disheveled, malnourished condition is that he’s an outlaw rebel, though not a member of a group or he would still be better cared for. Aarom isn’t unsympathetic about such people; he just views them with impatience and does not want to find himself downwind of the man. 
 
    He keeps walking, neither faster nor slower than before, and passes out of the shadow of the underpass that much closer to home. He’s tired and stressed and his mind returns to Jonathan and the last time he saw him with irritating frequency like a tongue to a sore tooth. 
 
    The man in rags follows him. “You have been chosen to bear witness!” he shouts after Aarom. “The end of days is upon us! We are living in the last days! The last days! You have been called!” 
 
    Aarom knows the archaic, religious meaning behind the word “witness” that the raving man shouts at him because he has collected several copies of the Holy Bible from deceased supplicants. It makes him roll his eyes. If the man is a rebel, he’s one of the many religious rebels for whom the machine is not God enough. 
 
    “There will come witnesses among you!” the man screams. He’s no longer addressing himself to Aarom, but to the empty street. “This man has been chosen! He is a prophet of the Lord!” 
 
    Aarom’s family, before the open practice of religion was forbidden, had been Muslim and even then their faith had fallen by the wayside. He sincerely doubts that any deity is watching over them or if one were, he or she would select him to stand as its witness. The man is a lunatic. 
 
    “Come back!” the man screams. “I have to tell you!” 
 
    Aarom shakes his head and walks a little faster. 
 
    “I’m like you!” the man says. “Come back! I bear the mark!” 
 
    Aarom stops and turns to see the man in rags holding his right hand above his head. He holds it aloft, clamped in his left hand like an object unconnected to him. On the back of his palm is a crescent shaped scar. Aarom recognizes it immediately. It was made by the cauterizing blade of a sickle knife. He has one exactly like it on his own hand. 
 
    The homeless man runs up to him and it takes everything Aarom has not to run away from him. He shoves his hand in Aarom’s face, the scar close to his eyes. “See?” he says. “Do you see?” 
 
    Aarom gently pushes his hand back. “Yes, I see,” he says. 
 
    “I’m like you!” the man shouts in his face. 
 
    Aarom recoils from him as if slapped. “You are not like me,” he says calmly. 
 
    “I too am a prophet of the Lord!” the man bellows, becoming agitated. 
 
    Aarom doesn’t know if the man is a prophet or just a madman who took a knife and a pen torch to his own hand to prove a point. He decides he does not care and walks quickly away from him. He’s exhausted and stressed and he hasn’t eaten since before he went out the previous night. He has little experience with insane people of this man’s type and no interest in making friends. 
 
    “I am Matthew! I am one of your brethren!” the madman calls after him. “I have seen the end of days! We have broken bread together, you and I!” 
 
    Aarom turns down an alleyway to escape his ranting screams. He can still hear him, though his voice gets smaller as he puts distance between them.  
 
    “We shall meet again beyond the veil, my friend! Keep vigilant! Their eyes are upon us all!” 
 
    When Aarom steps out of the alley onto the sidewalk again, Matthew’s voice is so distant that there are no words to the sound anymore. He’s glad and wonders what in the world ever compelled him to stop and listen in the first place. 
 
    When he gets home, Aarom pours himself a bowl of Cracklin’ Wheat cereal and sits in the open window off his living room while he eats it. There’s a black tomcat on the fire escape that meows hopefully for a handout and then scampers away when food is not offered. Aarom doesn’t really like Cracklin’ Wheat, but it’s one of the few brands of cereal that doesn’t have a cartoon mascot on the box to annoy him.  
 
    He eats his breakfast, showers and changes into comfortable pants to sleep in and has just stepped beneath the canopy of desert stars above his bed when there is a knock at the door. 
 
    Rat-a-tat-tat… tat-tat. 
 
    It’s Sabra, he recognizes his knock. Aarom gets up and goes to open the door and Sabra smiles. He has a wicked smile, a smile that promises mischief and sometimes even delivers. 
 
    “Care for some company?” 
 
    Aarom stands back from the door, wordlessly inviting him in. 
 
    Sabra slips by him and looks around the room and the open space of his apartment as though expecting an ambush to be waiting for him on the other side of the door. 
 
    “Have you talked to Sonja?” he asks. 
 
    Aarom just looks at him. There is nothing he can think of, in Heaven or on Earth, which would persuade him to voluntarily engage in conversation with Sonja Fletcher-Marks and Sabra knows it. 
 
    “Right,” Sabra says. He walks toward the sofa and removes his coat. “Well, Sonja has a new acolyte and she would like you to undertake his apprenticeship.” 
 
    “No,” Aarom says. 
 
    “Aarom,” Sabra says with a sigh. He sits on the sofa and reclines back. “You can’t even consider it?” 
 
    “I considered it. It didn’t take long. No.” 
 
    “I understand you’re an introvert, but lately it’s bordering on misanthropy. I really think you should think about it before you absolutely refuse.” 
 
    Sonja has reaped herself a baby prophet and now she doesn’t want to take responsibility for him is how Aarom interprets this. It might not be true. Perhaps Sonja genuinely believes that the man would benefit from Aarom’s knowledge, but he doubts it. What he does not doubt is that she asked Sabra to tell him about it and that Sabra, who is not stupid and would have known why she was asking, but who also cares about Aarom, did not think it was a terrible idea. It sometimes occurs to him to worry about Aarom, which Aarom finds rather baffling. 
 
    “I don’t want an apprentice,” Aarom says patiently. “I don’t want some scared, dumb kid following me around, making a lot of noise, offending people, drawing attention, getting in my way and asking stupid questions. I’ve thought about it. I absolutely refuse.” 
 
    “Well, all right then,” Sabra says. “But you know, you more or less just summed up every prophet who ever was, including yourself. I thought your questions were stupid too the first time you asked them.” 
 
    Aarom frowns at him. “You know what I mean and it’s not the same. You’re not like me.” 
 
    “Of course not. I’m charming and witty and great company to have, especially on rainy days. I am a people person. You most decidedly are not, dear.” 
 
    Aarom can’t help it, he smiles. Sabra is incredibly charming, if also somewhat shady. “I was going to bed.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Sabra says, standing. “I’ll join you.” 
 
    “I’m tired, Sabra. I want to sleep,” Aarom says. 
 
    “Certainly. I shall not attempt to seduce you until you are well and truly rested,” Sabra says, following him to the bedroom. “I’m not a monster.” 
 
    Aarom snorts laughter and gets into bed. Sabra sheds his clothes and climbs in after him and Aarom can feel his breath between his shoulders as he relaxes and closes his eyes. 
 
    “Do you know a prophet named Matthew?” he asks. 
 
    Sabra is quiet for a few seconds and Aarom wonders if he’s trying to think up a clever lie. Eventually, he says, “I did. That was years ago. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “No reason. I think I met him,” Aarom says. “He’s homeless now, living under a bridge in a tent. I think he’s insane.” 
 
    “He is,” Sabra says. “Stay away from him.” 
 
    Sabra kisses his shoulder and wraps an arm around his waist and they say no more about it. As he drifts off to sleep, pulled down into it like sinking into quicksand, Aarom thinks of Jonathan and feels bad for the way they left things. He needs to fix it and soon. So thinking, he sleeps. 
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    For many days, Aarom is so busy that he does not have time to visit Jonathan again. He hardly has enough time to sleep. It happens sometimes, the way suicides happened in waves in the old days, and for a while there are almost too many supplicants in his district for him to handle on his own. He reaps three or four, sometimes five a night. His head is full of their stories and images and it leaves him so totally exhausted that he falls into bed like a man in a faint, only to be met with the most vivid and horrific dreams and wake unrested. It does not keep him from thinking about Jonathan or from wishing things were different. He’s been doing that forever, always in the back of his mind, an irritation and a constant idea like a pea beneath a royal mattress. 
 
    There are more young people than ever before hanging flags in their windows or on their doors. People who were infants when the machine was turned on or vague ideas in their parents’ brains or nothing at all, people who would not have existed without the Destiny Machine. They have no story and most of them wink out like lights when he touches them and that has always been disturbing to Aarom. It is more disturbing than those who die instantly when the bombs drop, who are eaten by wild dogs or pigs, who are set upon by raiders, who slowly perish from starvation and exposure. The very young do not even die. They are snuffed out like candle flames—except when they aren’t. 
 
    Aarom has never had that happen to one of his supplicants before. It’s rare. In the world that never was, not many people survived and even less found each other and produced offspring. In the world that never was, freak storms leveled whole cities, the sea level rose and swallowed islands and shrank continents, the lowering oxygen and rising carbon dioxide levels made buildings and highways crumble, some species of insects died and entire species of plants died with them, war destroyed countries and families and neutron bombs decimated the human population. One day he will answer a summons, show the supplicant their life, tell them their story and find there is no death waiting for them or that somehow they still would have been born, and then he’ll have an acolyte. 
 
    The way things are going, that day might not be too far off. 
 
    It’s near morning when Aarom comes upon a flag tied to the above ground railing of a below street level apartment. He almost misses it because it’s not very big and it’s crumpled in on itself, just hanging there, the picture mostly hidden by the folds of material. The sun is rising so he has to hurry. This will be his last of the night. 
 
    He finds the apartment door unlocked and cracked open at the bottom of the stairs and enters with caution. With law enforcement after them, there’s always a chance it’s a trap, especially when it looks like one. Still, he goes inside and it’s not a trap. There’s a handsome man of about twenty-five or so stretched out on the sofa watching an old movie on the crystal screen television on the wall. He looks up and smiles when Aarom enters the room. 
 
    “Hey,” the man says. He sits up and gestures to the chairs across from him and turns off the TV. “Have a seat. I’ve been expecting you. I mean, of course I have, right?” 
 
    Aarom considers it and looks around, but it’s safe. They’re alone. He goes to the chair directly across from the man’s seat on the couch and sits. There is a low, square coffee table between them and spread out on the tabletop are the supplies commonly used by shiners to mainline: two lancet syringes, a tourniquet and two vials of sunshine. Beside this, there are several rows of stacked credit chips and a small pile of rolled tobacco cigarettes. Aarom has read about them, but cigarettes have been illegal in the country since well before the machine. 
 
    “I’m Travis,” the man says. He takes a cigarette from the pile, taps it on the tabletop and lights it with an odd looking lighter. He exhales pale smoke that appears nearly blue in the dim light and Aarom thinks of dragons. “You want one?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Aarom says. 
 
    Travis holds his cigarette over the table for Aarom. “Try it. It won’t kill you.” 
 
    Aarom takes the cigarette from him, holding it pinched between finger and thumb, and tries to copy the way Travis smoked it. It burns his throat, makes his chest hitch and he coughs. It tastes thick and acrid and he doesn’t like it. There’s an aftertaste in his mouth that reminds him of garlic. Travis smiles and takes the cigarette back. 
 
    “I don’t know why it lets me smoke the damn things,” he says. “Guess I don’t smoke enough of them to risk killing me. Old girl don’t like it much though, you can bet on that. She’s a prude.” He flicks ash from the end of the cigarette carelessly on the carpet. “What do you think?” 
 
    “About what?” Aarom asks. 
 
    Travis shrugs. “Just conversation, my friend. The last conversation I’m going to have—in this world or that other one. Indulge me.” 
 
    Aarom is at a loss what to say. He has never met a supplicant like Travis, one who seems to know without his intervention about the alternate world. Travis seems almost eager, like a passenger about to disembark from a train he has been riding for too long. 
 
    “I don’t like it,” he finally says. “Tobacco. Where did you find tobacco anyway?” 
 
    “Bought it on the street in the sprawl,” Travis says. “Can find damn near anything down there if you’re willing to pay enough.” 
 
    This is true. Aarom has bought things from traders and merchants in the sprawl that can’t be had anywhere else. It’s where Travis would have bought the sunshine, too. The pale golden shade of yellow of the liquid in the vials means it’s expensive shine. Good shine, not something brewed by a second-rate chemistry student in an alley. 
 
    Travis sees him looking at it and smiles. “I’ll share it with you,” he says. “If you want. Got two needles and two hits laying out for just that reason. You bring the flag with you?” 
 
    Aarom takes the flag that was tied above from his pocket and drops it on the table near the credit chips and cigarettes. “You don’t seem… I don’t know. You’re different,” he says. 
 
    “Ain’t crying and blubbering all over the damn place?” Travis asks. “They do that?” 
 
    “Some of them,” Aarom says. “They’re afraid. Some don’t cry. Some are just… quiet. Sad.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you then,” Travis says. “I’m not sad and I’ve never known when to shut my mouth. That’s what I’m told. I’m tired, Aaron. That’s all.” 
 
    “Aarom,” Aarom corrects him automatically. His eyes go wide even as he’s saying his name though because he has not introduced himself yet. “Do I know you?” 
 
    “Doubtful,” Travis says. He tamps out his cigarette on a chipped saucer. “Moved here from Kentucky about a year ago for work. Nice enough job. Interesting. Kept my mind occupied. That’s important. Keeps me from thinking too damn much about all the shit jangling around up there, all the intruding voices. Like yours. Right now you’re freaking the fuck out, but you’re trying not to. Doing a pretty good job, too. If I wasn’t me, I’d never guess it.” 
 
    “How?” Aarom asks. There is no other question to ask. 
 
    “No idea,” Travis says. “It just is. I’m just tired. No need to be disturbed by that. It’s past my time. Past all of our times. You know, I was a kid, just seven years old, when that mad hatter, Vaughn made that thing and turned it on. Thought I was going to die from all the shrieking noise against my skull. The universe sounds like that when it’s screaming. A million-billion voices, all the voices that ever were and ever will be and ever were not.” 
 
    “Borrowed time,” Aarom says. He’s sensed it, too, though not like that. He senses it like a low static charge along his skin sometimes. Like ice water down his spine. A wrongness in everything. 
 
    “Stolen time,” Travis says, correcting him. “Stolen world. Stolen lives. I’m getting off this train before it crashes.” 
 
    “Crashes?” 
 
    “You don’t think a thing like this can go on much longer, do you? It’ll start small. Little rips in the fabric of reality. People will slip through the cracks. Other things too, I imagine. I’m almost disappointed I won’t be there to see it.” 
 
    “Not sorry enough to stay.” 
 
    Travis smiles. “No,” he says. “Don’t belong here. You know what I mean or you wouldn’t be here either, prophet. Why’d you do it?” 
 
    “Try to die?” Aarom asks. 
 
    “Yeah, that and, you know, you decided to stay when you could have tapped out,” Travis says. “Chip was gone, you could have finished it after that, but you didn’t. What changed your mind?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Aarom says. He thinks about it though. Reluctantly, he says, “I had a purpose. It seemed important.” 
 
    “Does it still seem important?” 
 
    “Sometimes. But now… There’s something—someone I can’t leave.” 
 
    Travis nods, understanding. Then he sits forward to pick up one of the vials of sunshine and one of the syringes. He thumbs the button on the end of the syringe and the needle jabs through the top of the vial into the liquid and quickly back out, leaving it empty. Sunshine loses its effect when it hits the air so the needle has to be quick. 
 
    “The other one’s for you,” he tells Aarom, tying off his left arm with the tourniquet. He puts the syringe to the inside of his elbow where the vein swells up and hits the button. The needle goes in, the yellow fluid is gone, soaring through his blood before he can draw his next breath. “God. There’s nothing in the world like it.” 
 
    “Not much,” Aarom agrees. 
 
    Travis’s eyes slip closed and the syringe falls from his hand onto the carpet. “Who were you before?” he asks. 
 
    “Does it matter?” Aarom says. 
 
    Travis considers it, flying on his high. “I guess not.” 
 
    “I was in college. I studied surgical technology,” Aarom says. “You know, like organ clone farming, transfusions, implants. Everything from chip implants in newborns and cerebral port implants to ocular transplants and injections. I was only in my second year though, barely started, not a scientist or a doctor. Still reading about it, taking tests, writing papers, memorizing diagrams—that sort of thing.” Aarom can’t tell if Travis is listening or if he has nodded off. “I started to feel it and it all seemed so pointless.” 
 
    “That’s hard,” Travis says. “I’ve known this was gonna happen for a long time. Kept putting it off.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I was a kid and the doctors kept telling me and my folks I needed therapy and drugs. They didn’t work—the drugs. Had a good job. Had family still around. Had a girlfriend and thought I might marry her. There’s always a reason if you want one.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    Travis opens his eyes, takes a deep breath and sits up. “All right,” he says. “I think I’m ready. Let’s get this done.” 
 
    Aarom hesitates and remains sitting for a minute. He realizes to his surprise that he doesn’t want to do this. It’s been a long time since he’s felt strongly about it one way or the other, but usually he feels like he’s helping them move on if he pauses to think about it. He stares at Travis across the table and Travis’s lips curve in a faint sympathetic smile. 
 
    “This time ain’t any different,” he says. “Probably shouldn’t have talked so long. I didn’t mean to make it hard for you.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Aarom says. He stands and walks around the table. His hands are shaking as he sits on the sofa beside Travis. “You’re right. It’s the same.” 
 
    Travis isn’t nervous. He’s so calm that it embarrasses Aarom because he’s not. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Aarom asks. 
 
    “I am,” Travis says. 
 
    Aarom lets out a deep breath, bracing himself, and takes Travis’s hand. Travis lets him have it, spreads his fingers so their hands fit together when they close, and closes his eyes. Aarom doesn’t and the flickering glimpses of Travis’s story as it unfolds are overlaid in his vision on the man’s face. 
 
    “I could always almost do it for myself,” Travis says. “Nothing the damn machine could do about it either. It can’t do anything about what you think. Vaughn didn’t give it that at least.” 
 
    Aarom jumps, startled to hear him speak. They don’t talk while it’s happening. They never talk while it’s happening. 
 
    “Almost,” Travis says. “But I need your help to get there.” 
 
    “Shh,” Aarom admonishes. “Watch. Feel it. It only happens once.” 
 
    Travis chuffs a soft laugh. “Guess that’s true,” he says. 
 
    Then he’s quiet and Aarom begins to speak. It doesn’t take long. His story is longer than most, but shorter than some. There is a two year grace period between the day the Destiny Machine is not turned on and the day the first bombs drop close enough to Travis’s hometown in Kentucky to wipe out life in that state. It also wipes out a significant portion of life in Illinois, Indiana, Missouri, Ohio, Tennessee and Virginia, but little Travis is only nine years old; old enough to know there are such places, but too young to have ever seen them.  
 
    In the two years before the bomb, his family is scared a lot. His dad is always shouting at his mom and Mom has stopped trying to fight back. It’s all politics and the weather and crap on the news that he doesn’t care about, but it really upsets them. They blame the president. Travis doesn’t know much about the president, except that he seems like a nice guy and he’s not as old as most of the presidents who came before him. 
 
    There are freak storms and Travis knows a little more about that because sometimes that is interesting even to a kid. States along the coast get it the worst. Hurricanes out of season, unseasonably cold or hot weather all through the year, rising water. A tsunami bigger than anything anyone has ever seen before hits Manhattan and kills over a hundred thousand people. The rest have to leave and the city, what is left of it, sinks beneath the ocean. Travis wants to be a storm-chaser, but because his parents are so angry all the time and it makes him uneasy, he tells his mom he wants to be a meteorologist. She still says, in her quiet, ironic voice, that it’s a good choice because these days he can sit back and let the weather come to him. 
 
    It’s the middle of the night when the neutron bomb falls somewhere near Louisville. Travis and his parents are all sleeping. They don’t wake. They die as they’re dreaming and don’t feel a thing; they just don’t wake up. 
 
    Aarom has to pry his hand free from Travis’s when it’s over. Travis looks like he’s sleeping on the sofa beside him, but he’s dead. Aarom stares at him for a minute before he gets up, takes the other hit of sunshine, the lancet syringe and tourniquet and walks through the house in search of the bedroom. 
 
    The underground apartment is surprisingly nice and spacious. However, it is very clear that Travis lived in it alone. There are no soft colors or edges to the furniture, no women’s clothing in the hampers or closet and no scented soaps or creams in the bathroom. There’s a VR window on the far wall with a view from on high of old world New York City at night. It’s pretty, but distracting to Aarom, so he changes it. He tries a forest glade, but the animal sounds of birds and squirrels will wake him and he knows it. He settles on an ocean with craggy rocks stabbing at the sky, programs it to night with a full moon and turns the volume down to a tolerable level. 
 
    Sitting on the side of the bed with the ocean view, Aarom ties off his arm the way Travis did his, the way he’s seen shine junkies do it a hundred times. He usually reserves his drug use for the dens and has never done it this way before, but he’s heard it’s even better. Of course, he keeps in mind that it is junkies who have told him so. He fills the syringe, then he has to spend a few seconds searching for a vein. When he finds it, he hits the plunger button and the hit is like an electric shock. The sunshine snaps through his body, makes it come alive and tingle. Staring at the water pounding on the rocks, it feels like his skin and hair is wet, though he knows it can’t be. 
 
    For some reason, he hears Sabra’s voice as he reclines back on the bed. 
 
    We know everything and it has not made us happy. 
 
    He laughs softly. They don’t know everything. Sabra probably knows more than Aarom, but he doesn’t know everything. Sonja definitely doesn’t know everything. Aarom is not arrogant enough to even pretend he knows everything. If they knew everything, the world wouldn’t be so fucked up. They didn’t know before the machine was turned on and it doesn’t seem like the machine has changed the status quo in that regard. The difference is that now they are that much more helpless to learn. 
 
    Why is he thinking about this anyway? Travis? He didn’t know Travis at all. Not until the end, but even at the end, it’s all visions of a person he’s never known. Maybe it’s because he liked him. Aarom has often been accused of not understanding people, but that’s just not the case; he understands them and he doesn’t like them very much. 
 
    Life can sometimes be a terrible thing to happen to a person. 
 
    Sabra’s voice again. Aarom growls a curse under his breath and turns his head on the pillow to watch the waves beating on the rocks. The sunshine is warm loving fingers on his brain and the irritation quickly fades away. The drug is all beauty and joy; the intrusion of Aarom’s own dark thoughts can only go so far, only last so long before they’re flushed away. 
 
    Out on the beach beneath the full moon, a figure strides across the sand. A big dog bounds ahead and Aarom knows it’s Jonathan. Jonathan and one of the golden retrievers. He would know Jonathan’s movements and gestures anywhere at twice the distance. Both figures leave footprints in the wet sand as they go. The water comes in, bubbles around their feet, and their trail is washed away. It must be a vision or a dream because Buttercup and Bart have both been dead since Jonathan and Aarom were in high school and Jonathan walking on the beach is the Jonathan of now. Jonathan picks up a stick of driftwood and the dog barks and dances eagerly for him to throw it. 
 
    We are living in the last days! the raving man named Matthew screams in his mind. 
 
    Out on the beach, Jonathan turns his head to look for the source of the sound. The dog snatches the stick from his hand and darts down the beach with it, one side dragging in the sand. 
 
    “Shut up,” Aarom whispers, swatting his own forehead like it will jostle Sabra and Matthew into silence. “Stop it. Not now.” 
 
    You’re shy, Jonathan says. 
 
    Aarom opens his eyes and turns toward the VR window, but Jonathan’s not there anymore. The voice is closer. He feels a hand on the back of his shoulder and turns to find him there. He’s sitting with him on the bed. One leg is drawn up and his foot is wet and crusted with sand. He smiles and light from the VR moon catches in his eyes. Eyes the same color of blue the sky was when they were younger. There is a reflection of nighttime ocean waves in his eyes that has Aarom looking at him in wonder. It’s the drug. He knows it’s the drug, but the waves, that’s a detail that gives him pause. 
 
    You’re shy, Jonathan says again. I know. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Aarom says. He doesn’t know which thing he’s sorry for. A little bit of everything maybe. 
 
    Not now, Jonathan says. Tell me later. Tell me about all of it and say it again later. 
 
    Dreams and visions while high on shine are like real dreams in many ways. They tap into the subconscious. Jonathan is only telling him what he’s thinking. Still, it helps to hear it in his voice. 
 
    “I love you,” Aarom says. He says it barely above a whisper. It’s a secret he’s kept for most of his life. He has never even said it to Jonathan when he’s dreaming. It hurts less than he has imagined—and more. “I am so in love with you.” 
 
    And that’s okay, Jonathan says. He stretches out on the bed beside him propped up on one elbow and smiles at him. A real smile that reaches his eyes like they used to. What are you so afraid of? 
 
    “Nothing,” Aarom says. “Everything.” 
 
    Jonathan brushes a lock of dark hair back from Aarom’s face and he can feel his fingertips on his brow. He can smell the saltwater on his skin faintly and a lingering odor of dog. It’s so vivid. 
 
    Sleep, Jonathan tells him. It’s getting late—or early. Late by your clock. The sun’s up by now. You look like hell. Go to sleep. I’ll still be here when you wake up. 
 
    But he won’t be. Aarom knows he won’t be because as soon as the shine wears off, he’ll be alone. Alone in Travis’s apartment with Travis’s corpse. He doesn’t tell Jonathan this; Jonathan undoubtedly knows. Jonathan is a creation of his tired, intoxicated mind, so he knows what Aarom knows. And he knows how much Aarom wants to hear him say such things. Such ordinary things. 
 
    “Okay,” Aarom says. 
 
    He doesn’t close his eyes and finally Jonathan puts a finger over both of his eyelids and pushes them down. He laughs. Aarom can feel his fingertips pressing there above his eyelashes. Then they’re gone and he falls asleep. It’s like drifting beneath the dark, smoky waves of the ocean, pulled inexorably down with the undertow. He thinks he feels Jonathan’s fingers petting through his hair before he’s lost to it, but he can’t be sure and it’s all fantasy and dreams anyway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    7. 
 
    Nights are still busy for Aarom for a while after Travis. It’s his excuse to himself when he needs one for why he doesn’t go see Jonathan and fix things between them. Sometimes he thinks about that day and what Jonathan said to him, how one day Aarom will just stop coming by and that’ll be the end, and it makes him feel like a piece of shit because he never meant to do that to Jonathan, and he still won’t allow himself to believe it’s what he’s doing, but isn’t it? No, he tells himself, he’s just busy. Too busy and too tired to use up the few hours he has for sleep to visit Jonathan, and probably get into another fight about something he has no control over. He even knows that he’s being a coward about it, but he’s always been a little bit of a coward where Jonathan is concerned. 
 
    It’s late and Aarom is heading back into the sprawl on the sidewalk near the underpass he goes through when he visits his mother when a shadow separates itself from a narrow gap between two buildings and lopes toward him. Aarom doesn’t think anything of it. He’s not afraid or even that alarmed by it. There is no violent crime anymore. There is no assault. There is no rape. There is no murder. The machine protects them all from it. A person with such predilections finds themselves essentially castrated. The only ones who are free to kill are prophets, but there are no other prophets working in Aarom’s district tonight. 
 
    He glances at the figure as it draws almost even with him. It’s a man and he’s wearing a hooded sweater or jacket. He laughs to himself about something and Aarom expects him to move on, but he doesn’t. He falls into step with him, walking on the street only a couple of feet from Aarom on the sidewalk, keeping pace with him. 
 
    “What do you want?” Aarom finally asks. 
 
    “A word,” the man says. “Just a word. A word is all. A word and nothing more. Words, words, words, Aarom. Aarom. What a silly name.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, my mother gave it to me. I’m rather partial to it,” Aarom says. 
 
    Here is yet another guy he doesn’t know who knows his name. He wonders if this man is also psychic like Travis or if Aarom’s name has been posted somewhere on a service announcement poster, in the newspaper or on one of the many crime websites. If so, it worries him to think where they might have gotten it from. He’s supposed to be dead and he’s done everything he can to make sure he stays that way. 
 
    “We know each other of old,” the man says. 
 
    Aarom frowns and squints to see through the shadows beneath the man’s hood. “I know you,” he says. 
 
    “Yes! That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you!” the man abruptly shouts. 
 
    “Shut up,” Aarom hisses, looking around uneasily. There aren’t many apartments along this little strip of road and no houses, but shouting and screaming can alert the sentinels—if there are any left in the area—which will alert the police. “Shh, okay? Be quiet. Your name’s Matthew. I met you… about a week ago. Out here.” 
 
    “You know me better than that,” Matthew insists. He reaches for Aarom, but Aarom steps back and moves his hands and arms out of his reach. “We have shared a fire. We have… Let me show you!” 
 
    He’s quick and he’s strong. Quicker and stronger than Aarom for just a second and he catches him by the wrist. His grip is painful and Aarom tries to tear away, but then he stops feeling it and his mind floods with images. It is exactly like what he sees when he reaps a supplicant. It’s a story. It’s his story but it’s in pieces like a stack of old photographs dumped out on the floor.  
 
    A man in rags cornered by a pack of dogs. Aarom with something sharp. Some kind of knife or machete. And fire. The dogs are afraid of fire. More fire, but they’re sitting together around it. They talk. Matthew tells him his name. Aarom shares what food he has with him and a blanket. They bed down on a layer of dirt spread over the hot coals of the fire to stay warm. In the morning, Matthew is gone and so is the blanket. 
 
    That’s all there is. It feels like there should be more, but Aarom has palmed his sickle knife from his pocket. He slips his fingers into the holes in the hilt that fit him so perfectly and lashes out. The blade draws energy from his body to heat, so it’s still cold when it cuts Matthew’s arm. Aarom is nearly as surprised as Matthew at the sight of his blood. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” Aarom asks. 
 
    “You are a witness,” Matthew says, cradling his injured arm to his chest. “And I will give power unto my two witnesses, and they shall prophesy a thousand two hundred and threescore days, clothed in sackcloth.”  
 
    Aarom backs away from him. Matthew doesn’t follow, but Aarom doesn’t put his knife away just yet. The man is crazy and unpredictable and he doesn’t have a chip, so he is dangerous. He stays by the sidewalk and watches Aarom back away without pursuing him, but his voice rises and follows Aarom away until he’s screaming biblical verses about the holy witnesses after him and Aarom is nearly too far away to hear it. He only turns around when he can no longer see Matthew. Then he hurries on his way and starts toward home. 
 
    “These have power to shut heaven! And power over the rivers to turn them to blood! And to smite the earth with plague!” 
 
    Aarom only understands what he is screaming by then because he has read it in the book himself. Distance has mutated his words into something closer to the howling of wind. He doesn’t know why Matthew is so fixated on him or on that particular chapter of religious text, but he wants nothing to do with either. If he knew him in another life, he has forgotten it and he’s glad. Aarom isn’t special and he certainly isn’t one of the horrid monsters the witnesses have always seemed to be in the Bible. He is going to have to figure out a way to go around that underpass on his rounds at night and when he goes to see his mother in the morning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    8. 
 
    As suddenly as the flood of supplicants came upon them, it passes and everything goes back to normal. Aarom answers only one summons a night, sometimes two, but it’s usually only one. As before, there are the rare nights when he wanders the streets and never sees a flag at all. 
 
    He visits Iniquity twice, once on Tuesday and again on Friday. It doesn’t do for him what it used to anymore. He unplugs and still feels just as restless and hopeless as ever and the feeling lasts and follows him home. 
 
    When he first had his port installed and VR was new to him, Aarom had tried all the things everybody tries: He skydived, climbed mountains, he drove a car at two hundred miles an hour through Tokyo, went swimming in shark infested waters, he was a gangster in 1925, a firefighter in New York in September 2001, a U.S. soldier in Vietnam in 1970. He must have died fifty times at least. It never felt right—the dying—and he’s sure that’s because death is a matter of perception, a concept that changes with individual belief. Sometimes it was frightening, sometimes it was peaceful, which said more about the programmer than it did about death. It lost its charm very quickly and soon he was revisiting his own life, paying extra credits for programs customized to his own memories. Doing it over and doing it right. A hundred times if he wanted to. 
 
    Now he worries that it’s never going to be enough for him again. His own memories don’t satisfy him anymore. They’re going the way of car crashes and earthquakes. He’s numb to it and distracted, and when he’s plugged in sometimes he’s not content to relive things. 
 
    At one point, he loses his temper and screams at Jonathan in frustration. Jonathan, who has been synthesized from Aarom’s own mind, created out of his knowledge and perception of Jonathan and represents an ideal almost more than a person. Few things can disrupt and destroy the dream after plugging in, but challenging the reality of it can shake things up. Jonathan as Delilah Rosewood programmed him does not know how to react to Aarom’s outburst. He becomes concerned at first, but when Aarom doesn’t respond to it, he stops that too and merely stands there while Aarom rages at him. 
 
    Aarom unplugs early after that. He leaves Jonathan standing in the living room of the apartment Aarom had when he was in college, stalks to the table in the kitchen where he finds a bowl of apples. He picks up the one on top of the pile, a bright red fruit, takes a bite and he opens his eyes. Stares at YOU ARE HERE screaming at him in red letters a foot high and he’s ashamed of himself and stupidly feels like crying. 
 
    He leaves and walks home, taking a longer route, going out of his way to pass down Jonathan’s street. Aarom usually visits the dens after the sun comes up and stays until evening, so it’s late in the day when he goes by his house, but Jonathan isn’t home. This bothers him and he considers waiting for him, but then he doesn’t because he still doesn’t know what to say to him. He should apologize and he tells himself he will, but it feels so useless. If he’s sorry about it, it still doesn’t change the way things are or the way things have to stay between them, and that’s just the sort of thing Jonathan would call him out on. 
 
    “Who’re you really mad at?” he asks himself. 
 
    In his head, he hears his mother asking him the question. After his father died, Aarom had been an angry child for a long time. She had asked him that one day and he hadn’t been able to answer her because he was mad at his father and even as a kid that had seemed wrong. It’s the same now. He’s mad at Jonathan and it’s not Jonathan’s fault. Deep down, if he’s angry with anyone, it’s himself. 
 
    Aarom’s walking down an alley a couple of blocks from his building with his head down, his hands stuffed in the pockets of his long coat, his thoughts turned inward, when he trips and falls. He staggers, hits the wall with his shoulder and turns his back into it to stay upright. 
 
    At his feet, propped up against the wall across from him is Matthew and his throat has been cut. There is very little blood because the wound is cauterized, but what there is stains the front of his dirty old shirt so red that it looks like a child’s bib. His face is faintly blue, his mouth purple at the corners, the whites of his eyes are red; he did not bleed to death, he suffocated with a severed and cauterized trachea. Painted on the wall above his head is a hastily rendered prophet’s flag. The black and white paint has dripped in places down the wall and it’s not very well done, but Aarom knows it for what it is on sight. 
 
    He has never in real life seen a brutally murdered human being before. It stuns him for a minute. He’s seen dead bodies and dying people countless times, but always there is a layer of distance to it—it happened in the world of never was or it happened in virtual reality or a nightmare he can wake up from—but there is no distance here. He’s standing on pavement sprayed with Matthew’s blood. His own image is reflected back at him from the man’s opaque dead eyes. He knew him. 
 
    Someone looks down the alley, sees Aarom and the body at his feet and they run away screaming. 
 
    “Get up,” Aarom tells himself. He doesn’t move. He can’t look away. “Go. You have to go. You have to. The police will come. You have to… run!” 
 
    His own raised voice finally snaps him out of it. He pushes away from the wall and he runs. He does not quite run blindly, but he runs as fast as he can, which is really fast. Aarom walks for miles every night and he never takes a night off. He is in incredible shape, so he runs and puts several miles of distance between himself, the body and any possible pursuers in minutes, but it’s not fast enough. There are cameras everywhere, scanners, sentinel bots, and every single pair of eyes is a window for the machine. 
 
    But the machine doesn’t care about the dead; it is only concerned with the living. Aarom isn’t a killer, not that kind of killer, and the machine has never been able to quantify what prophets do or answer the question: Are they murderers? 
 
    So thinking, he lets himself stop to catch his breath and looks around. He has run in the opposite direction from his apartment building to lead them away from his home, but he looks around at the faces of passersby and none of them take any notice of him. A couple of people cast him worried glances and it occurs to him that he must look truly dreadful. No one points at him or cries out or cares that he’s standing there breathing like half the oxygen has been sucked out of the air. 
 
    Matthew is dead. Aarom hadn’t liked him, the man had scared and upset him, but he hadn’t wanted him dead. No prophet’s suicide for him either, he had been killed. Throat slashed open with a sickle knife and a flag painted over him. A message of some kind? It’s possible. A warning seems even more likely. 
 
    A warning for whom? 
 
    “Hey, you! Hey, you there, stop! You are under arrest!” 
 
    Aarom snaps to attention and sees a man in police uniform pointing at him. He is on the other side of the street and the traffic is keeping him there, but the light will change soon and the officer is already talking on his com, directing more cops to Aarom’s location. 
 
    Aarom has to run again. Instinctively, he wants to run home and hide where he’s most familiar, but he doesn’t. He’s not ready yet to burn the Marvin Jinn persona and start over. He’s faster than the police officers on foot, but he doesn’t expect them to stay on foot for long. They’ll be chasing him in cars and on hovers, which he can’t outrun. 
 
    He takes an alley, runs until another alley joins with it and turns right, keeps running. Alleys aren’t so narrow that cars and hovers can’t fit down them, but these are police who have never actually had to hunt a murderer before, so they are less likely to think of searching the alleys. Even if some of them do, the alleyways in and around the sprawl are a series of mazes that average professional, social, daylight people don’t know well enough to negotiate. He’s counting on the police, who live in a world devoid of violence, being not much different from the average person who walks by an alley without seeing it. 
 
    There’s a doorway at the end of the narrow alley he’s in and an unloading ramp that descends ten feet below ground level. Aarom walks down it until he’s hidden and peeks over the lip of the hole toward the street. A police car zooms by, blue and red lights spinning, siren wailing. It doesn’t even pause. A cop on a hover bike shoots by a moment later.  
 
    Aarom lets out a sigh of relief and slumps against the wall. He hears sirens in the area for a while, but nothing close. Soon, the cars move away and he can’t hear them anymore. 
 
    The big corrugated door at the bottom of the loading ramp rolls up and an old man with a beard and bushy eyebrows stares out at him. Aarom puts a finger to his lips, signaling for him to be quiet, but the old man turns his head and shouts something in what sounds like Italian at someone else and Aarom doesn’t stick around to see if he’s calling for help with the door or telling someone to call the cops. He hoists himself out of the hole and runs again. 
 
    When he finds himself jogging down the small unpaved road that passes behind Jonathan’s house and those of his neighbors, he’s not really that surprised. He can’t go home, he can’t go to his mother’s house and Sabra lives across the river, so he doesn’t have anywhere else safe to go. He doesn’t have anyone else to go to. Jonathan might be mad at him—Jonathan probably is mad at him—but he will still help him. Aarom has no doubt of that. 
 
    Unfortunately, when he gets there and pounds on Jonathan’s back door, there is no answer. He still isn’t home. 
 
    “Hey there.” 
 
    Aarom whirls around and falls back against the door. Instead of a police officer this time, an elderly man is peering at him over the fence that separates his small yard from Jonathan’s. He smiles when he sees Aarom and holds up his hands in a placating way. 
 
    “Whoa now. Didn’t mean to startle you, son.” 
 
    Aarom drags a hand through his hair and sighs. His heart is beating painfully fast, but it begins to slow as he slides down the door to sit on the gravel walk. “Sorry,” he says. “Just… a little jumpy I guess.” 
 
    “Well, I guess so,” the man says. “You looking for Jonathan Wendell, he’s not home yet. Suppose he had to work a bit late.” 
 
    “Probably,” Aarom says. 
 
    “It’s not like him though. Odd,” the man says. “Of course, he’s been odd the last few weeks. That’s what my Sarah says and she’d know. She talks to him more than me.” 
 
    “Odd how?” Aarom asks. 
 
    The man shrugs. “Just odd. Up all hours, home strange times of the day and night. He’s been something of a shut-in of late. Awfully quiet, too, which isn’t like him. He’ll usually visit and laugh with a person for a while.” 
 
    That is odd. Odd for Jonathan at any rate. 
 
    “I seen you around here before,” the man says. “We’ve never been introduced though. I’m Vern Bryant.” 
 
    “Marvin Jinn,” Aarom says. “Nice to meet you, Vern. I don’t suppose you’ve got any idea when Jonathan might get back?” 
 
    “Nope. Like I said, he’s been odd lately.” 
 
    Aarom nods and stands up. The back door has a thumbprint lock on it and Aarom thinks how unsafe that is. Fingerprints aren’t difficult to steal. It might as well not have any lock on it at all. Then on impulse he puts his thumb into the lock and presses down on the scan pad. It reads his thumbprint. 
 
    The bolt clicks open. 
 
    Aarom carefully controls his expression so that he doesn’t look as surprised as he feels. “I’ll just wait for him inside,” he says. 
 
    “Well, sure,” Vern says. “I’ll get back to tending the roses. Have a good evening, Marvin.” 
 
    “And you. You have a good evening, too,” Aarom says distractedly as he enters the house. 
 
    Jonathan’s house is not large or terribly luxurious, but it’s spacious enough for him and the occasional visitor. Aarom’s apartment is bigger, but the house has always felt more cozy than claustrophobic to him. Jonathan is a neat person, has no pets, lives alone and his only concession to clutter are the books left off the shelves in places on the coffee table or one of the end tables. The only dirty dish left in the sink is a cup with a dried brown spot of coffee residue at the bottom. He has two houseplants, a young ficus in the living room and a decorative pepper plant with spotted leaves on the windowsill in the kitchen. Aarom remembers Jonathan telling him that he had named them. The pepper plant is called Brutus, but he can’t remember the name of the ficus. 
 
    Aarom turns the light on over the kitchen sink, gets a cup of coffee—Italian roast, black, no sugar—from the machine on the counter and sits at the table with his chair turned so he can watch out the window for Jonathan. He watches it get dark and doesn’t see any police on the street. They won’t look for him here. If law enforcement has a picture of him and they run facial recognition, he will come up in the system as a ten year old suicide. That’s what they call it when you hang a black flag to summon a prophet. It’s not quite the right word for it, but there isn’t a better one. If that happens, they’ll know he’s a prophet and there’s a list out there somewhere and his name will be added to it. They’ll believe he murdered Matthew and Aarom will be hunted, but they still won’t connect him to Jonathan. 
 
    “Computer?” Aarom says. 
 
    From a tiny speaker on the wall above the window a pleasant male voice answers, “Yes?” 
 
    “Has there been a news update today about a murder in the city?” 
 
    Silence for a moment, then, “There are two. Would you like to see them?” 
 
    “Yes. On the window, please.” 
 
    The window looking out at the street in front of Jonathan’s house goes opaque and the news articles appear. They’re both about the death of Matthew, whose last name had apparently been Vasquez. He was killed with a prophet’s sickle knife and much is made about this and the painting of the flag near his body. Marion Flowers is quoted several times, though the quotes are from previous interviews about prophets not specific to the death of Matthew Vasquez. It doesn’t matter; the object is clear and the result the same. Prophets are murderers, prophets are the only ones who use sickle knives; Matthew had been murdered with a sickle knife, so therefore his murderer has to have been a prophet. The flag adds a real visceral kick to the picture that accompanies the article. 
 
    Even if one ignores the bias and politics, they’re right. The killer undoubtedly is another prophet. Only another prophet would have been able to kill the man without being stopped. With all of his ranting and raving and loud nonsense drawing attention to himself, Matthew had been putting them all in danger, which gave a prophet motive to silence him. Sickle knives are not easy to come by and the average citizen has no use for one. Aarom’s was a gift from Sabra. As he understands it, they are typically given to acolytes as gifts. 
 
    It wasn’t a coincidence either that Matthew had been killed so close to Aarom’s apartment building. He had started deliberately avoiding the man after the last time he encountered him. Perhaps Matthew had caught on to it and come looking for him. 
 
    “Shouldn’t have done that,” Aarom murmurs. 
 
    He taps the window and scrolls to the next article. It is similar. Police are following some leads, they have an eyewitness. There is a still shot of Aarom with the body from a camera on one of the buildings, but nothing of his face. Aarom instinctively keeps his head down to avoid cameras when he’s outside and there aren’t any images captured of his face. The officer in charge of the investigation is quoted as saying that they do not believe the man seen by the witness or caught on camera is the killer, but they would like to speak with him. 
 
    There was a camera in the area, which means there is footage of Aarom discovering and falling over the body. There should also be footage of the murder then, but there’s no mention of that in the news. 
 
    “Thank you. Close and return to window setting,” Aarom tells the house computer. 
 
    The news articles fade and the glass clears. Aarom drinks his coffee and watches through the window as it gets darker outside. There are no stars in the city, but the moon is bright gold and gleaming like a scythe. 
 
    “Computer, are you linked to Jonathan’s personal phone?” Aarom asks. 
 
    “I am,” the computer says. 
 
    “Call him for me, please.” 
 
    A moment of silence, then, “I’m sorry, sir. Jonathan’s personal phone appears to be turned off at this time. Would you like to leave him a message?” 
 
    “No. Thank you.” 
 
    “You are welcome.” 
 
    Aarom finishes his coffee and goes to the machine for another cup. He tries the espresso this time. He likes it but it’s a little too strong, so he checks the fridge for milk. There’s soymilk and some kind of butterscotch flavored nondairy creamer. He uses the soymilk and the coffee’s better. 
 
    He’s still standing at the counter when the front door opens and Jonathan walks into the house. He halts in the doorway when he sees Aarom. Then he calmly closes the door and takes his jacket off. 
 
    “That was you in the news, wasn’t it?” he asks. “I thought so. Bad pictures, but it looked like you.” 
 
    “It was me,” Aarom says. “Do you want me to leave?” 
 
    “Did you kill that man?” 
 
    “Does that matter?” 
 
    “Aarom, did you kill him?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Jonathan nods thoughtfully. Then he goes to put his jacket away. He returns a minute later and his tie is gone, his shirt open at the collar, his shoes kicked off. “It doesn’t matter,” he says. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Aarom says. 
 
    Jonathan sighs and leans in the doorway. “If you killed him,” he says. “It wouldn’t matter. I just… I need to know.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill him,” Aarom says. 
 
    “You know who did?” Jonathan asks. 
 
    Aarom shrugs. 
 
    “You know who did,” Jonathan says. 
 
    “Jonathan…” Aarom hesitates and stares down into his coffee. “Jonathan, I’m sorry.” 
 
    Jonathan looks at him from beneath lifted brows. “Are you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For… the other day. For what happened.” 
 
    “Nothing happened.” 
 
    “Okay, nothing happened.” Aarom takes a sip of his coffee. “I’m still sorry.” 
 
    “You’re forgiven.” Jonathan stands away from the doorway and walks over to stand in front of him. He doesn’t say anything else until Aarom lifts his head and looks him in the eye. “You’re always forgiven.” 
 
    Aarom lets out his breath and relaxes a little. “Okay. Thank you.” 
 
    “Aarom?” Jonathan says. 
 
    He leans toward him slightly and Aarom tenses again at his nearness. “What?” he asks. 
 
    “You never smile anymore,” Jonathan remarks, then asks, “Why did you do it?” 
 
    Aarom swallows and looks away from him. He doesn’t pretend to misunderstand him. That would be a lie and Jonathan would know it was a lie. “I don’t think there’s always one big reason,” he says. “There were a lot of things. It was… a bad time for me. Everything felt wrong. Don’t you sometimes feel it? The skin of the world pushing you away?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jonathan says softly. 
 
    He’s too close still, but Aarom forgets about that and looks at him again because that is not the answer he expected. “You do?” he says. “Since when?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jonathan says. “What do you think it means?” 
 
    Aarom frowns at him and says nothing for a while. Jonathan just looks back at him and waits. Finally, he says, “Nothing. It doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
    He’s lying and they both know he’s lying. It means everything. 
 
    Jonathan steps back, turns and walks out of the kitchen. Aarom follows him and he goes into the living room and sits down in a comfortable chair with a heavy sigh. For a second, Aarom stands there looking at him, then he sits down in the chair across from him, though tensely hunched over with his elbows propped on his thighs. 
 
    “Maybe it’s always been there,” Jonathan says. “Like the background noise you tune out so you can concentrate. Not gone, you’re just not listening to it. Soon it’s like it’s always been there, which makes it easier not to notice it. Maybe it’s like that. When you’re busy, when your life’s good, when things are looking up, you’ve got shit worth getting up for in the morning, then you don’t notice it. You only start to notice it if something changes. Then the background noise becomes this annoying hum.” 
 
    “Jonathan—” 
 
    Jonathan looks at him sharply and Aarom sees the sleepless nights in his eyes. “Was it easy?” he asks. “It must have been. You never said anything.” 
 
    “Was what easy?” Aarom asks. 
 
    “Leaving,” Jonathan says. “Deciding to leave. To just quit the world. To leave us—to leave me. Was it?” 
 
    “Jonathan, no,” Aarom says. His coffee has gone cold in his hands, so he puts the cup aside on the table. “I didn’t leave.” 
 
    “That part wasn’t up to you, was it?” Jonathan smiles, but it’s one of those smiles that look strange on him. It isn’t quite real. “You made up your mind, hung that flag, decided to leave. Then the world went and spit you back out. Before that though, you decided to leave. Was it easy?” 
 
    Aarom tries to remember. It’s been a long time and he’s changed a lot since then. “I don’t think… I don’t think it was. I think it was hard. It gets easy once you make up your mind, but making up your mind is… That’s hard.” 
 
    “You’re such an idiot,” Jonathan says. He looks at Aarom like he wants to say more, but then he huffs out a soft, tired laugh and shakes his head. “Sorry,” he says. “I’m really tired. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Aarom says. “I guess I am sometimes. An idiot.” 
 
    “I guess we both are,” Jonathan says. “That’s how we got here.” 
 
    “Do you want me to leave?” 
 
    “I want you to stop asking me that.” 
 
    “Oh. Well… do you want me stay?” 
 
    “Do you want to stay?” 
 
    Aarom clasps and unclasps his hands between his knees. He nods. “I think… um. I’d like to talk. You know, like we used to?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you can stay in the guestroom,” Jonathan says. “I won’t touch you if that’s what you’re nervous about.” 
 
    “I think I’m probably always like this,” Aarom says. His lips quirk in a faint smile when Jonathan laughs. 
 
    They don’t talk for a little while and the sound of the room becomes the sound of their breathing. Aarom is usually a quiet person by nature, but he feels the discomfort in the silence, wonders what Jonathan is thinking but doesn’t ask. Jonathan is in an uncharacteristically dark mood. 
 
    “It must be awfully freeing to not exist,” Jonathan says. 
 
    Aarom lifts his gaze from his own clasping hands to Jonathan’s face. “Sometimes it is,” he says. “Sometimes you just feel empty. The emptiness can be an unbearable burden. Jonathan, what’s this about?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he says. “I’ve just been thinking a lot about it lately. Since the last time I saw you. Maybe a little before that even. Aarom?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Would you let me kiss you if I was dying?” 
 
    Aarom sits up and puts out a hand to touch him before he remembers himself and snatches it back. “Don’t say that,” he hisses. “You’re not dying. Don’t even think about it.” 
 
    Jonathan laughs and puts his head against the back of his chair. “Because it’s up to you. It’s your choice, not mine and I’m asking your permission,” he says sarcastically. “Answer the question.” 
 
    “No,” Aarom says. He’s angry, his voice sharp and a little too loud, but Jonathan’s scaring him. “No, I wouldn’t. I won’t. If you do something like that, you’ll have to do it without me.” 
 
    The smile doesn’t leave Jonathan’s face. He closes his eyes like he’s having a beautiful daydream. “Liar,” he says. 
 
    “I’m not,” Aarom says. “You can’t do that, Jonathan.” 
 
    Jonathan opens his eyes and looks at him. “Doesn’t feel very good, does it?” he asks. He sits up and they’re close, too close to be safe, but Aarom doesn’t move away from him yet. “That fear right there that you’re feeling? Remember it. That’s how it felt when I found out what you’d done.” 
 
    “It’s not the same thing at all,” Aarom says. 
 
    Jonathan jabs a finger at him. “It’s exactly the same,” he snaps. 
 
    “Jonathan.” Aarom scoots to the edge of his seat and has to keep his hands in his lap because the urge—the need—to reach out and touch him is so strong. “Jonathan, you can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “You’re not really thinking about…” 
 
    Jonathan steeples his fingers and touches the tips to his mouth. “Why can’t I? I probably know better than most of them what a horse really looks like. I’m not all that artistic, but I could swing it. Why not?” 
 
    “Because…” Aarom’s pulse beats painfully behind his eyes and makes his throat itch. “Because, Jonathan. Just because.” 
 
    “Why?” Jonathan insists. “Tell me, Aarom. Why?” 
 
    “I don’t want you to die,” Aarom says miserably. He’s shaking and he puts his head down in his hands. There’s that wanting to cry feeling again and he hates that. It makes him feel stupid and weak, especially with Jonathan looking on. 
 
    He tenses when he feels Jonathan’s hand on his bent head. Jonathan’s fingers lightly tunnel through his hair, pushing it back from his face, tucking it behind his ear, and Aarom feels more than ever like he’s going to weep. Shaking, his skin alive with the force of his awareness of that simple touch, he picks his head up and finds Jonathan just as he expected; watching him. He looks weary and sad, which is strange to see in him, though even stranger for the way it seems to make him more beautiful. It hurts how badly Aarom wants to put out his own hand and touch Jonathan’s face, but he doesn’t. He closes his fingers into fists and makes himself be content with only looking. 
 
    “You don’t have to be so afraid,” Jonathan says. 
 
    He moves his hand from Aarom’s brow down to his jaw, strokes his thumb out over the slope of his cheekbone. Aarom unconsciously tilts his head into the touch like a cat and Jonathan smiles a real smile for him. 
 
    “I don’t want you to die,” Aarom repeats. 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you and I’m not afraid of dying,” Jonathan tells him. His hand moves to hold Aarom’s chin up, his thumb touches the swell of his bottom lip. It’s all as shocking to Aarom’s senses as electric current. “And if they’re the same thing now, I’m not afraid of that either.” 
 
    Aarom’s eyelids flutter, but he doesn’t close them. This is as close as he’s ever been to what he wants and as close as he’ll ever get if he wants Jonathan safe and alive because he’s right: Aarom has become death.  
 
    He sits back and Jonathan’s hand falls away. “I am,” he says. “I’m afraid.” 
 
    Jonathan closes his hand and stands. His expression changes, mouth pressed tightly closed, eyes narrowed. “You dumb shit,” he says. 
 
    He turns, leaves the room and marches down the hallway. The slam of the bedroom door makes Aarom flinch. He shakes his head and sits back, imagining he can taste Jonathan’s fingers on his lips. His eyes sting with unshed tears and he is dumb because he’s pushing Jonathan away. He can feel the growing distance, but he doesn’t know how to stop it. It seems like whatever he does, he’s going to lose him anyway. He would rather lose him and know he is alive somewhere, but Jonathan’s right: it’s never really been up to him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    9. 
 
    For a couple of weeks, Aarom stays away from Jonathan. He stays away from Jonathan’s house and only passes down his street because he has to every night. It’s part of his district and it’s his responsibility. He walks by and doesn’t stop or pause and tries hard not to even look too long at the house where he knows Jonathan is sleeping. Sleeping and thinking his dark, existential thoughts and leaving him behind. He’s sitting there in his chair or at his kitchen table or at his desk when he goes to work and Aarom’s losing him. He feels it like a weight pressing on his chest and he tells himself that he’s letting go, but he’s not. It wouldn’t hurt so much if he were capable of letting go. 
 
    One night, Sabra calls him and tells him to meet him at his place across the river. He wants Aarom to walk with him on his rounds. The request alone makes him curious, but things have been incredibly slow, so he agrees and catches the night train over the bridge to the other side of the river and meets him. There have been many nights lately with no supplicants at all, like they got most of them when there was a surge in their numbers the previous month and now there isn’t anyone left. It’ll level back out eventually as it always does. Given a little time to think about it, there will be more. 
 
    For now, Aarom stands waiting on Sabra’s doorstep. While he waits, he turns his back to the door and looks out at the city. Here where Sabra lives, the streets are spotless, the cars and houses are expensive, the people work in the high-rise buildings that enclose the sprawl like a fence and look down on the city like gods peering at an anthill. The sky is grey and blue and phosphorescent. It’s going to thunder and rain. 
 
    Sabra comes outside pulling the collar of his coat up around his neck, looks at the sky with Aarom for a moment then starts down the steps ahead of him. 
 
    “Did you have a problem getting here?” 
 
    “No,” Aarom says. “I’m going to need another proxy chip though. Especially after what happened to that guy Matthew.” 
 
    “That is a problem easily solved,” Sabra says. He doesn’t comment on Matthew’s murder, which says a lot on its own. He takes something from his pocket and holds out his hand to Aarom. “Here. Sebastian Burge, welcome to the world.” 
 
    Sabra scissors his fingers open and a chip falls into Aarom’s open hand. He puts it away in his pocket. “Thanks.” 
 
    Sabra smiles. “You’re welcome. You’re safe, you know. They don’t know about you. I made sure of it.” 
 
    Aarom doesn’t ask him how. Sabra has ways, he’s always known that and he’s just grateful for it. “Thank you.” 
 
    “It could have been handled better, I suppose,” Sabra says. 
 
    The first raindrops begin to fall and they are fine, more mist than real rain. Aarom pulls the hood of his jacket up. “It was a message, wasn’t it?” he asks. 
 
    “Was it?” Sabra says. 
 
    Aarom frowns at him. “Yes.” 
 
    Sabra’s smile flashes in the dark. “And what was the message, do you think?” 
 
    “Be quiet,” Aarom says. 
 
    Sabra laughs. “Is that all?” 
 
    “I think that’s enough,” Aarom says. “Be quiet. Don’t let them see you. Don’t make so much noise and draw so much attention.” He shrugs. “Be quiet.” 
 
    “Concisely put,” Sabra says. “He was rather vocal about it all. We operate in the dark for a reason. They mostly ignore us and tolerate us because we keep the world sane. We serve a purpose. It’s a very symbiotic relationship we have with the machine whether they want to believe it or not. As long as we don’t make too much of ourselves. As long as we don’t shout about it on street corners. As long as what we do is secret—or everyone pretends it is—they ignore us and leave us alone. Matthew had his own agenda.” 
 
    “So Matthew’s dead,” Aarom says. 
 
    “Or perhaps Matthew just pissed off the wrong person,” Sabra says.  
 
    Aarom doesn’t doubt that Matthew did piss off the wrong person. He finds himself oddly unmoved by the idea. The way he had died is disturbing, but the fact of his death is a necessary evil. He hadn’t liked the man, he had been a nuisance at best, a danger at worst, and if Sabra killed him he had his reasons. There is no official chain of command among their kind, but people instinctively form around leaders and in their city, Sabra is theirs. If he had to kill Matthew to silence him, he did it to protect them all. 
 
    Sabra is not as unmoved by what he did as he pretends to be though. Aarom knows him better than that. He is, however, an expert at hiding his emotions, at showing only what he wants to show and keeping his own council. His voice does not crack or waver, his gaze is steady, his manner bordering on blasé. Mathew was a problem; problem solved. 
 
    They turn down a residential street lit by floating halo lights along the sidewalks. They pass houses and look for flags in the windows or on the doors. The black material can sometimes make them hard to spot, but they’re both so used to looking that they pause when they see a flap of fabric that can’t be a curtain or a dark spot on the glass of a windowpane that could be paper. 
 
    If it’s not a flag, and it’s usually not, they keep going. People who really want their flag seen tend to place it where it’s easily noticed from the street. It is the biggest, most important decision they will ever make and one of the last things they will do. They treat it that way, some almost ritualizing it. Flags are nearly always somewhere well lit, lights left on in the room of the window where it’s hung, the porch light on if it’s on the door, placed near a street light if it’s on a gate or a fence. 
 
    There aren’t any flags and Aarom and Sabra walk in companionable silence between the high-rises, through the alleyways, going up elevators and rolling staircases to the floors of apartment buildings, down their many hallways. They pass people occasionally, but no one speaks to them. Some sense something off about them, perhaps even intuit what they are and the business they’re about, and those make a point of either staring or turning their faces away in fear. 
 
    They leave the apartment and office buildings behind and enter a nice residential area with large houses surrounded by carefully tended grass and flowerbeds. People here put fences up, they have gates, they own big dogs that bark when someone ventures too close. The halo streetlamps are all lit, casting a foggy blue glow, it’s full dark and cloudy, the rain coming down hard at a slight angle. Any dogs in the neighborhood have retreated inside out of the rain. Distantly, the soft boom of thunder like boulders rolling deep in the earth comes as a warning several seconds before lightning shatters the sky. 
 
    “I want to show you something,” Sabra says. 
 
    Aarom glances away from the sky to look at the house he’s pointing at. It’s unremarkable as houses go, smaller than most of the houses surrounding it, all on one floor squatting in the middle of a quarter acre of grass that looks a little sun crisped and long. From the street, it seems like all the lights inside are on. 
 
    “Nice house,” Aarom says. 
 
    Sabra grins. “Not really.” 
 
    “Okay. Why did you want to show it to me?” 
 
    “Guess whose house it is.” 
 
    Aarom has no idea. “Whose house is it?” 
 
    “This is the residence of our noble Chief of Police, Marion Flowers,” Sabra says.  
 
    Aarom takes a better look at the house. There’s a magnacar parked outside. One of the windows on the passenger side is down. The house is a little older than those surrounding it, built before the area attracted developers and wealthier residents. It still isn’t a very interesting house. Except there’s something hanging in the window that makes it the most interesting house he’s seen all night. 
 
    “Sabra, look.” 
 
    Sabra is already looking. “Yes, I see it. I do believe there’s a flag hanging in yon window.” 
 
    “Yon?” Aarom says. 
 
    Sabra nudges him with his arm. “Yon,” he confirms. “Cheer up, Aarom. You’re nearly as damn dreary as this weather we’re having. Smile. This is wonderful.” 
 
    “Ah. I don’t know,” Aarom says. “If this is Marion Flowers’s house, don’t you think that’s… strange?” 
 
    “Yes I do,” Sabra says. He’s already reaching for the flip latch on the gate to the fence though. “I think it’s strange and wonderful. Like a unicorn.” 
 
    “What?” Aarom says. He follows him through the gate and down the walk. “Sabra, he’s the chief of police. All he’s been doing the last few months is publicly condemn us as murderers and swear to rid the city of us.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. He talks an awful lot, doesn’t he?” Sabra says. They’re on the porch and he leans out over the railing and cups his hands over his eyes as he peers through the window into the house. “But it’s talk. He’s running for reelection after all. He has to talk about something.” 
 
    “This could be something else,” Aarom insists. He glances around, looking into the shadows, but there isn’t anyone lurking there. Marion Flowers doesn’t even seem to own a dog. “This could be a trick. A trap. Or… I don’t know. Murder.” 
 
    “Murder?” Sabra asks, looking at him with one eyebrow lifted. “How so?” 
 
    “Well, suppose you wanted to kill Marion Flowers?” 
 
    “Suppose I did.” 
 
    “You can’t kill him because you’re a citizen, not a prophet. So… So maybe you make a flag and you hang it in his window one night.” 
 
    Sabra snorts laughter and shakes his head. “Maybe,” he allows. He taps the window glass over the flag. “Except it’s on the inside.” 
 
    “Oh,” Aarom says. “It could still be a trap.” 
 
    “Could be you’re the most paranoid motherfucker I’ve ever known, Aarom, you know that?” Sabra says. “Which is saying something. You want to wait for me out here?” 
 
    “No,” Aarom says. He doesn’t have any deep-seated urge to meet the police chief face-to-face, but he will not let Sabra walk into a possible ambush alone either. “No. I’m coming with you if you’re determined to go in there.” 
 
    “Oh, I am,” Sabra says. He surprises Aarom by leaning in to kiss him on the cheek. “You’re sweet. Paranoid, but sweet.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Aarom says. “I guess.” 
 
    The door is unlocked and Sabra enters the house first, but Aarom’s close behind him. Flowers is waiting at his kitchen table. There’s a plate in front of him with a crust of toasted bread on it and a coffee cup steaming near his right hand. Sabra walks into the kitchen while Aarom shuts the door. Flowers looks calmly between them and raises his cup to sip. 
 
    “Saw you boys through the window here,” he says. 
 
    His voice is raspy and not as loud as Aarom has heard it in the news and the public announcement posters. There’s one particular poster Aarom has walked by countless times a mile from Iniquity that spans one entire side of a ten story building. Marion Flowers looming ten stories tall and vowing to hunt prophets to the last man is a hell of an imposing figure. Marion Flowers at his kitchen table drinking mellow tan coffee with too much sugar, a drop of mayonnaise from the sandwich that was his last meal on the collar of his blue T-shirt, three days of greying beard growth on his cheeks, staring at them with bloodshot eyes and speaking rather softly is not very intimidating at all. He’s only a man and he’s reached the end of his rope like so many others; a realization that on his face looks like humiliating defeat. 
 
    “You might want to be more careful than that. That’s all I’m saying,” he says.  
 
    “Not much point in being too careful,” Sabra says. “We’re the only ones anyone has any reason to be afraid of.” 
 
    “True enough,” Flowers says. He makes a beckoning gesture with the fingers of one hand waving Sabra forward. “Come on then.” 
 
    “Quick as that, hmm?” Sabra says. “No chitchat? No foreplay? No explanation at all for what is, I have to confess, a rather surprising and remarkable change of heart?” 
 
    “You’re Sabra Lamar, aren’t you?” Flowers asks him. 
 
    Sabra blinks at him. It’s the only sign he gives that hearing his name pass the man’s lips has surprised him. “I am.” 
 
    “See, I knew I was close,” Flowers says. “I’ve been trying to find you for a long, long time.” 
 
    Sabra spreads his hands and takes a mocking bow. “And here I am,” he says. “Chased but never brought to bay. And there you sit and I’m here to accept your surrender.” 
 
    Flowers smiles faintly. “You talk a good game,” he says. “People like you. It’s why I never caught you.” 
 
    Aarom can’t help feeling like a redundant observer in this situation. He stays by the door and watches, allowing them their moment. There’s no threat here. The flag was a genuine summons. In another time, on a real battlefield, it would have been white. 
 
    “You would have made a better homicide detective, I think,” Sabra tells him. “You’re a man—literally and figuratively—out of time.” 
 
    Flowers nods thoughtfully. “I don’t like you,” he says. “Just so we’re clear. You never would have fooled me.”  
 
    Sabra tilts his head to one side, considering it. “How would you know?” he asks. “We—neither of us—will ever really know. Oh well. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Said I was, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Yes. And I don’t mind saying, sir, it’ll be my pleasure.” 
 
    Flowers puts his hand out palm up for Sabra to take. “We better get this over with then before you go and shoot your load all over yourself,” he says. 
 
    Sabra laughs and Marion Flowers might not like him, but Sabra likes the police chief more than he expected to. He walks over to the table and slaps his palm into Flowers’s hand like they’re going to shake. 
 
    Flowers’s eyes snap open wide and he goes rigid in his chair. His eyes stare at nothing, blind to everything before him, and he looks into the schism of time and space on the other side of the bridge Sabra builds around him with his knowledge of all the things that never were and never will be. He gasps and appears to be in excruciating pain. 
 
    Then before Sabra can begin his story, something unexpected happens. Flowers’s eyes focus and he looks down at his hand in Sabra’s, up the length of his arm to his face and he’s seeing them both. Aarom doesn’t know how he knows, but Flowers is seeing through the door Sabra opened for him, he’s on the edge of that bridge, and he’s also seeing Sabra standing there with him in his kitchen. Sabra’s eyes widen with shock and understanding and it is Flowers who takes his hand back and breaks the connection. 
 
    He is filled to the brim with jittery energy for a moment. Then he collapses back in his chair like a paper doll in the rain and nearly slides to the floor before Sabra jumps forward to catch him. He’s conscious, but barely and he’s delirious like he has a bad fever. 
 
    “The sky is red,” Flowers murmurs. 
 
    “I know. It’s not always red, but I know,” Sabra tells him. 
 
    He waves for Aarom to come assist him. They help Flowers into his living room and sit him down on the sofa. He pants for breath like he’s run for miles at a sprint and Aarom remembers feeling that way when it happened to him, too. It takes as much out of them as they take from it when, despite all the odds, they don’t die. He remembers that and, following on the heels of that feeling, an overwhelming sensation of melting despair.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Aarom asks him. 
 
    Flowers rolls his eyes up to look at him and regards Aarom with confusion. He’s seen him with Sabra and known all along that he was there, but he stares at him like he is trying to make sense of him. “What happened?” he asks. 
 
    “Don’t you remember?” Aarom asks. 
 
    “I don’t think…” He licks his lips and swallows. “I didn’t die. Did I?” 
 
    “No,” Sabra says. “You didn’t die.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Flowers asks. 
 
    “What do you think it means?” Sabra asks. He palms his sickle knife from the inside pocket of his coat and wiggles it before Flowers’s eyes. “This is going to hurt.” 
 
    Before Flowers can move, Sabra’s hand flashes out, the knife flicks, cuts a crescent into the back of Flowers’s hand. Sabra flips the flap of skin up with the tip of the knife and when he stands up, Marion Flowers’s interface chip is resting on the blade, fine hairs of nanofibers dangling from it and already withering. 
 
    “Shit!” Flowers smacks his other hand over the wound and jerks up, pain galvanizing him for the moment. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “I’m killing you. I should think that was obvious,” Sabra says. “Now watch closely.” 
 
    He puts the chip on the edge of the end table near Flowers so he can see what he’s doing, turns the blade of his knife over it and slowly presses down. The hot blade crushes and melts the chip. When he lifts it away, the chip is a small silver and silicone smear on the metal tabletop. 
 
    Sabra scrapes the melted chip off the table, wipes the knife on a cloth and returns it to his pocket. Flowers is shaking again. The pain is unimaginable, Aarom knows. It’s hard to believe that it’s something a human being can endure and not lose consciousness, but they usually don’t. It’s not over either. The nanofibers are dying and the pain moving through his body will soon reach his spine. Then it will reach his brain and then he will pass out. 
 
    “Aarom, get the flag,” Sabra says. 
 
    Aarom leaves them there and goes to the kitchen to retrieve the black flag from the window. This hasn’t happened as they expected, so the flag doesn’t get left behind as a suicide note for Flowers’s loved ones and the authorities. Aarom folds it and puts it in his pocket. 
 
    Back in the living room, Sabra has filled a little lancet syringe with sunshine and he’s leaning over Flowers to shoot it into his arm. He doesn’t use a tourniquet, but the veins in Flowers’s forearms are big and stick out on their own. 
 
    “Never done that shit before,” Flowers says through gritted teeth. “Guess there’s a lot of firsts for me tonight though.” 
 
    “This will make you feel better,” Sabra says. 
 
    What he doesn’t tell him is that it’ll make him feel almost nothing for many hours and when he wakes up, he’ll be somewhere else. He doesn’t tell him that sunshine will help along the natural process of killing the nanofibers because a cop like Flowers should already know that, no matter where his head is at the moment. Sunshine has recreational uses now, but it was originally invented in an underground lab by rebel scientists to disable and fry interface ID chips. It still will, but the original problem with it remains: in order for it to work that way, the average person has to take so much that it brings them dangerously close to fatal overdose. 
 
    Flowers licks his lips and makes a sound in his throat that is part surprise and part borderline sexual pleasure. Aarom chuffs soft, amused laughter at the sight. He remembers that too; his first time on the shine. Right now Flowers’s head feels like it’s full of soft focus rainbows, his skin is so pleasure sensitive that if someone bit one of his fingers off he’d come in his pants and he is so completely introspective that from one moment to the next he believes the universe is revealing to him it’s most sacred secrets. It is doubtful he will feel any more pain until he wakes up. 
 
    “Let’s find his car keys and get him out of here before the machine alerts them about the dead chip,” Sabra says. 
 
    Flowers is still sort of awake. He raises his hand like a child who knows the answer. “No key,” he says. “Retinal scan and voice recognition.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Sabra says. “Don’t fall asleep on us yet then, Chief.” 
 
    He bends down to put an arm around Flower’s waist and haul him off the sofa. Aarom goes to his other side and they half carry the man out of the house to the car. They lay Flowers across the back seat and Sabra pulls out his knife again to deactivate and destroy the GPS system installed in the dash. The car spits sparks in protest, but it’s quickly done and he leans over the seat to prod Flowers. 
 
    “Come on, just this one more little thing and you can nod off,” Sabra says. “I’ll even carry you inside when we get there and put you to bed.” 
 
    Flowers pulls himself up and leans out over the console divider. “Press the… the thing,” he says. 
 
    Sabra punches the green button on the dash and a green scanner light hits Flowers in the right eye, pans across his face twice and blinks out. A calm female computer voice says, “Name, please.” 
 
    “Marion Thaddeus Flowers.” 
 
    The car starts and the lights on the dash come to life. The computer begins to tell them the weather report, latest news updates, traffic report for their area and Sabra turns it off. 
 
    “Thaddeus?” Sabra says. 
 
    “Yeah,” Flowers says.  
 
    Aarom laughs. “Sorry,” he says, and he bites it back down. “Sabra, I’m going home.” 
 
    “You want me to drive you?” Sabra asks. 
 
    “The two of us and the missing and assumed dead chief of police in the same car?” Aarom says. “I’ll take my chances on the street.” 
 
    “All right,” Sabra says. He leans out the window and reaches to give a flap of Aarom’s coat a tug. Aarom leans down to peer in at him and Sabra kisses him. It’s a goodbye kiss and it’s quick. “Be careful. I’ll see you later.” 
 
    “You be careful,” Aarom says. 
 
    He walks behind the car and holds the gate open for Sabra to back it out before he closes it. Then he walks back toward the high-rises and apartment complexes. He can see the bridge over the river as the road dips and he’s walking down it as a night train goes over the water, the lights along the sides of the cars streaming like neon tracers in the dark. Before he reaches the train station, he pulls back the strip of cosmetic tape on the back of his hand, removes the Lawrence Martin proxy chip and replaces it with the new one Sabra gave him. Sebastian Burge buys a ticket back across the river on the night train.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    10. 
 
    Chief of Police Marion Flowers has been officially dead a week when Aarom is walking down Jonathan’s street and he sees the flag hanging. At first he thinks it’s hanging in the window of one of Jonathan’s neighbors. He stares at the house for a long time and doesn’t move. He is sure he doesn’t even breathe. He knows it’s Jonathan’s house, Jonathan’s window, Jonathan’s flag, but his mind refuses to believe what his eyes are seeing for several minutes. It can’t be. They talked about this. It’s not possible. Jonathan is the most happy and alive person Aarom knows. Jonathan wouldn’t do such a thing. 
 
    But he would. Aarom knows he would. That he has. The talk they’d had about it hadn’t ended in his favor. He hadn’t won that fight. Jonathan hadn’t done it right away, but he is doing it now. 
 
    “No,” Aarom says. His voice, strained and pathetically pleading, startles him enough to get him moving again. “No,” he repeats as he crosses to the other side of the street and goes up the walk. “No, no, no, no, no.” 
 
    The door is open because they always leave their doors open. Jonathan is waiting for him in a comfortable easy chair. He’s drinking scotch from a crystal lowball glass and waiting. When he sees Aarom, he looks him in the eyes and finishes his drink.  
 
    “Jonathan—” 
 
    “I knew it would be you,” Jonathan says.  
 
    Aarom starts to go to him and sit, but he changes his mind, unsure what the right thing to do or say in this situation is. He stands there feeling helpless and lost, his mind racing in circles.  
 
    “Of course you knew it would be me,” Aarom says. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Jonathan rolls one hand in a vague way and shrugs. “Oh, you know.” 
 
    “No,” Aarom snaps. “I told you no. I told you already that I won’t do it.” 
 
    “That seems rather unprofessional of you.” 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck how unprofessional it seems to you. I said no.” 
 
    Jonathan stands and crosses his arms over his chest. “And you get to have the last word. This is all about you, huh, Aarom?” 
 
    Aarom pinches the bridge of his nose between finger and thumb and tries to be calm or at least not to shout. “I didn’t say that. That’s not what I meant. Jonathan, please.” 
 
    “It’s good enough for you, but not for me?” 
 
    “You die. There’s nothing good or bad about it, it just is. You die and you’re gone and I know what’s over there, so I know how it works. They almost never go easy. They die bloody, sick, starving and in pain. Their throats are ripped out. They curl up to sleep and freeze or pass away with empty bellies. Other starving people capture them and eat them after spending a long time raping them. You cannot possibly be angry with me for not wanting that for you.” 
 
    Jonathan steps around the coffee table and walks toward him and Aarom retreats a step before he makes himself stop and stand still. A smile that is almost teasing touches Jonathan’s lips, but the situation is not funny and there is too much strain between them for happiness, so it looks cruel.  
 
    “I don’t care,” he says. “I don’t care. I told you. I’m not afraid. I am not afraid. It’s you that’s afraid of death, not me. Not even your own death scares you; it’s mine that does it. Tell me about that, Aarom.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean,” Aarom says. “You’re my friend. I don’t want you to die. There’s nothing strange about it.” 
 
    Jonathan stares at him until Aarom is tempted to fidget and look away. “You’re such a liar,” he says. “I used to not think so, but then I used to be so clueless, too. I think you tell the worst lies to yourself though. You’re doing it to yourself, don’t you see that?” 
 
    “Doing what?” Aarom asks.  
 
    Jonathan puts out a hand to touch him and Aarom twists out of his reach. “That,” he says simply. “You do it all to yourself. And I’m tired. Don’t flatter yourself and think I’m doing it for you or in spite of you. I’m doing it for me. That great big emptiness, it’s inside of me now, too, and I can’t think of a single reason to stay.” 
 
    “Jonathan, please don’t do this,” Aarom says. “Don’t make me do this.” 
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “Because.” Aarom swallows and lets his guard down a little more. Just enough to give him a little bit of the truth. “I need you.” 
 
    Jonathan goes still and his eyes fix on Aarom’s face, intense and demanding. “Why?” he asks softly. “Why do you need me?” 
 
    Aarom raises shaking hands to his face and presses the heels of his palms to his eyes. He’s going to cry in a minute, he can feel it coming, a stinging pressure behind his eyes. If he says nothing, Jonathan will do it and he’ll leave him. He’ll leave angry and sad and not the way Aarom has known him all these years, but that’s not even the worst part. The worst part is that Aarom will remember him dying. His horrible death in some other divergent and destroyed world will be painted on the backs of his eyelids every time he closes them for the rest of his life. If he tells Jonathan what he wants to hear and gives him his answer, he might still lose him, but he is less and less convinced that Jonathan’s rejection will be derisive laughter or stem from a lack of interest and similar emotion.  
 
    But there’s hope in that. Hope; the most seductive and atrocious of evils. 
 
    He can still choose death no matter what Aarom confesses and that would somehow be worse. 
 
    Aarom drops his hands to his sides, defeated, and returns Jonathan’s stare. He takes a breath, licks his lips and says, “I love you. I’ve loved you… forever. My whole life, I think. So, I need you. I would rather cut off my own hands than do what you’re asking me to do.” 
 
    Jonathan’s expression softens, but his voice is still hard when he says, “But what good is your love to me this way?” 
 
    Aarom shakes his head. He doesn’t know and he doesn’t know what to do and he can feel the tiny light of hope he’d been clinging to being blown out as he continues to say nothing. What is there to say? He’s given him everything. Those three little words, the three most overused and abused words in the English language—in any language—that mean everything, that mean worlds when they’re meant as he means them. If it’s not enough, then there’s nothing else. There is no bigger gun for him to pull out.  
 
    “Come here,” Jonathan says.  
 
    Aarom hesitates and Jonathan crooks a finger. He goes to him, but cautiously. Jonathan keeps his hands down by his sides, but he leans in close until Aarom becomes uneasy and is on the verge of shying away like a half-tamed animal. Jonathan watches him do it and smiles.  
 
    “I love you, too,” he whispers.  
 
    Aarom’s eyes narrow and he searches his face for any hint of mockery, but he doesn’t find it. He doesn’t quite believe he heard him right either. Or perhaps Jonathan doesn’t mean it the way Aarom means it. It seems like quite the unlikely coincidence.  
 
    “What did you say?” Aarom asks.  
 
    “I love you,” Jonathan repeats. “If you weren’t such a dumbass sometimes, you’d know it, too.” 
 
    “You do?” Aarom says. “Are you just saying that because—” 
 
    “I’m saying it because it’s true. So, what are you going to do about it?” 
 
    Aarom knows what he wants to do about it, but he can’t. That hasn’t changed. “I don’t know,” he says. “I still can’t… I’m still me. You could still die. It doesn’t change that.” 
 
    Jonathan listens to him and nods solemnly. For a second, it’s like he’s truly agreeing with Aarom. Then he moves quickly, faster than Aarom can retreat from him, grabs both of his hands tightly and jerks him toward him. “One for the road then,” he says, and kisses Aarom, silencing his fearful protests.  
 
    It happens in a blink, like the single flap of a hummingbird’s wings, and in that instant Aarom isn’t in control of it and the contact of his skin with Jonathan’s cracks the door open. The kiss, the slide of Jonathan’s tongue over his teeth into his mouth and the shocking thrill of desire that slams into him like a hard punch blows that door open wide into nevermore, but Jonathan isn’t dropped into it to go crashing to the bottom alone. This time, Aarom is pulled in with him and they fall together. 
 
    Their lives are twined together like snakes in a basket. They’re thirteen when the first bomb falls on American soil, but their parents have joined a caravan already going inland to escape the ravages of natural disasters along the coast, so they are not hurt by them. They see the clouds from hundreds of miles away as the sky goes dark with ashes, but they’re safely out of range of the blasts. Everyone back home is dead. 
 
    They keep moving west. The highways become deathtraps, cars abandoned on the shoulder of the road or in medians begin to block them and there’s no one to tow them away and clear it. People determined to keep going have to go on foot, bicycle, or horseback. Some people have motorcycles but it’s nearly impossible to keep gasoline in them and they’re soon abandoned, too. For a while, there is still government and an attempt at maintaining order in the bigger cities, but the cities are hit the hardest. There’s military rule, but chaos and corruption reign. Good people who don’t want any trouble like Aarom’s and Jonathan’s families stay away. 
 
    They keep going west, not sure what they’re looking for. The bombs agitate the environment, the clouds of ashes block out the sun, volcanoes that have been dormant explode, there are severe earthquakes, it’s cold and dark and they must cover their faces with cloths to breathe, and still they end up hacking up black phlegm. 
 
    At one point, Jonathan’s father talks of taking his family to Canada and the boys plot to run away together so they won’t be separated, but nothing comes of it. Ten nights later, their camp is raided by men who kill their parents and almost everyone else. Aarom only survives because in their hiding place under the burned-out skeleton of a car, Jonathan covers his mouth to keep him from screaming and tells him to close his eyes. He can’t close his ears though and his mother’s screams and Jonathan’s arms around him become his whole world. 
 
    They keep going west even without their parents because they don’t know what else to do. They’re hungry and thirsty all the time. Others have nearly always gotten to the food before they get there, which seems strange since there aren’t really any people. They eat some outdated candy found under a shelf in a convenience store one day, Purina dog chow from a can another, sometimes grasshoppers if they can catch them. They drink water that’s gathered in old mason jars or food cans or beer bottles. Their stomachs growl all the time and the move west becomes secondary to their constant search for food and water.  
 
    They see a lot of dead people. They hide from the ones that aren’t dead because they remember all too well what happened to their parents. There is no law but the law of the jungle among the survivors and they’ll rape and murder boys as soon as girls—or eat them. Or both. 
 
    Marion Flowers finds them on a Tuesday. Jonathan has been keeping track of the days from the beginning by making tally marks on his arm with a permanent marker. Aarom’s not sure how it works without him being covered in little black marks, but Jonathan’s always been good with numbers. No one cares what day it is anymore, it’s just one of those things he does to stay connected and hopeful, so whether it’s Tuesday or it isn’t, it’s a Tuesday. 
 
    They stayed the previous night in an abandoned farmhouse and they sneak out the back when they hear a man’s boots creak on the wood floor. They’re going down the back porch steps when he sees them and calls out to them. Remembering their dead parents, they run. They hop the fence in the back and run through the tall dead grass of the field and they’re fast because they’ve run through fields, climbed trees and chased the bullet trains all their lives, but they’re weak, starving and dehydrated, too. Marion Flowers is a tall, young, healthy man. 
 
    When he catches them, the first thing he does is ask Aarom if he speaks English. Jonathan tells the man to go fuck himself and Marion Flowers laughs.  
 
    He’s thirty-two, tall and tanned and the first person they’ve encountered in a long time who looks well-fed. He tells them his name, gives them both water and some dried meat and asks them if they have parents. When they tell him no, that they were murdered, he doesn’t seem surprised. He tells them they’re coming with him and that he’s on his way to New Mexico where he’s heard there’s a colony. 
 
    Jonathan believes him. Aarom doesn’t.  
 
    Turns out there is a colony in New Mexico. A small one, but they stay and more people find them and it grows. They make their homes in an underground catacomb of caves in the center of a canyon. The people farm and keep animals and there are dogs that bark to alert the camp to intruders. Before long, it’s a small, self-sustaining village. There are rumors of others like it and people talk about visiting them and one day establishing trade with them, but people are cautious and suspicious now so it’s always one day in the future. 
 
    They’re safe enough to start planning for the future though, and that’s something.  
 
    Marion Flowers teaches Aarom and Jonathan how to hunt and how to defend themselves. They both learn it quickly and well, but Aarom is the one who spends a lot of time outside of the colony tracking and hunting, not Jonathan. Aarom stays out in the desert alone sometimes for several days and Jonathan worries about him whenever he’s gone very long, but he doesn’t ask him not to go. Aarom has a longbow that he hunts with, a gun for protection if he needs it and he takes two of their dogs with him whenever he goes. He has always been a solitary and shy creature by nature. It suits him to wander, but he always comes back.  
 
    Jonathan sometimes goes with raiding parties into the destroyed cities and, along with useful items he finds, he brings back books. He teaches the younger children to read, teaches them their numbers and a little math in the evenings and early in the morning. Flowers raises horses and Jonathan’s good with the animals so he helps him. He has never been a loner like Aarom and he enjoys the work and laughter around the fires and knowing people by name wherever he looks.  
 
    His gaze often wanders, looking for Aarom to return when he’s away, and he’s always afraid that he won’t. There are no ambulances anymore. They have a doctor, but she can’t work miracles and they don’t have much in the way of medical supplies. There are no phones, no emergency numbers to call, no way of even knowing where to look for him if he disappears and anyone who comes upon him wounded will finish him off and rob him. These are the things that Jonathan thinks about when he’s away, but the world is more dangerous now and the only thing he could do to make certain he was safe is ask him not to leave again. Aarom might stay if he did that, he knows, but he would be unhappy, so he doesn’t and he waits. 
 
    There are no fizzy popsicles in this world, no lazy summer days under the apple trees, no silver bullet trains, no Buttercup and no Bart, but there are kisses and sometimes they even taste like little green apples. Green apples, sunshine and the quiet fear of losing one another, because it can happen still and they never forget it. It can happen so fast.  
 
    Their first kiss had been when they were eleven. Halloween night, both of their mouths sticky and sweet with candy. Aarom wore a black cape with a hood and carried a rubber axe and his mother painted his face like a skull. Jonathan was a superhero, some character in a comic book that wore a blue costume and threw bolts of lightning like the ancient god, Zeus. His costume didn’t fit him as well as the character’s, the knees bagged a little and he looked silly with fake plastic muscle definition on his chest. Aarom kissed him impulsively, then immediately apologized. Jonathan said it was okay and that they should try it again because he hadn’t really been ready for it. They tried it again. 
 
    That first kiss had been like most first kisses, awkward and clumsy, but by the time they’re living in the caves, they’ve been doing it long enough to be good at it. They have a house in the cave; it’s partly carved out of the stone and partly built out of mud and rock by hand. Inside, Jonathan has painted the walls to tell the story of their journey to this place; it is spread across the walls like the inside of the Sistine Chapel. There’s a hole at the center of their domed ceiling to let out the smoke from the fire that keeps the house warm. There’s a bedchamber with a bed they made from wood and the hides of some of the animals Aarom kills. The bed is comfortable, but it’s for sleeping. When they have sex, they throw the hides down on the floor. 
 
    There are rare occasions when Jonathan goes with Aarom on his hunting trips. He has responsibilities of his own within the colony that don’t allow for him to do it often, but sometimes they get away together and Jonathan doesn’t have to wait for him. These times are more like weekends or vacations than Aarom’s usual hunting trips. When he’s alone, Aarom pays more attention to the animals and their tracks, he watches for other tribes of people and takes mental note of their locations and the roads they travel. Besides hunting for meat and hides to trade, Aarom’s skills are invaluable to the colony because he alerts them when people or groups of raiders venture too close.  
 
    On the very night when Aarom sees the flag in Jonathan’s window, that is where they are in the life they never lived in the world that never was. Jonathan’s hands grip Aarom’s fingers tightly and they’re standing there together in his living room, their unlived life together flooding their minds with memories of things they never did in places they’ve never been, and it’s always been inevitable. In every life, in every place they’ve been, their lives are twisted together into a single cord. Of all the people in his life, Aarom can’t let this one go because they are each all the other has, and some part of him has always known it. 
 
    This was inevitable. This has always been the way it was going to happen.  
 
    In the desert, they lay bundled up together beneath blankets and furs, the coals from their fire like a heating pad beneath a layer of soil where they lay, keeping them warm from the nighttime chill. The moon is full and yellow, nearly orange like a pumpkin in the red and purple darkening sky. Jonathan is against Aarom’s back, his arm around his waist, and Aarom’s head rests on his shoulder. 
 
    Then Aarom’s eyes open and he’s looking at himself, staring into his own face, his gaze locking with his own from an alternate reality, and a jolt of awareness and terror passes through him. It is beautiful, the life there, but it’s built on the destruction of so much. Too much.  
 
    They can stay, he realizes. They can choose that other world and if they do, this one where he’s standing in Jonathan’s house gripping his hands and shaking would pop out of being like a soap bubble.  
 
    So fragile is the hold the machine has on the universe. 
 
    “No,” Aarom says. In his mind, he says it loudly, but when the word leaves his mouth it is nothing but a dry whisper. “No.” 
 
    “No,” Jonathan repeats, also whispering it. 
 
    Somehow, they’ve ended up kneeling on the floor. Aarom’s gaze focuses on the here and now at the sound of Jonathan’s voice and he grabs him, takes his face in his hands and tilts his head to look at him. He’s breathing and his lashes flutter as his eyes open and, incredibly, he smiles. He’s shivering and exhausted to the bone, they both are, but he smiles and he means it and he isn’t dead. That’s the most important thing; he isn’t dead. Aarom hasn’t killed him after all.  
 
    “You’re so stupid,” Aarom says. His voice catches and his eyes are watering and he understands that he’s crying but he doesn’t give a damn. He kisses Jonathan’s face and tells him how stupid he is until Jonathan turns his head and kisses him on the mouth to make him shut up. 
 
    Jonathan fists his hands in the front of Aarom’s coat and pulls him against him. Aarom has to put out a hand to brace himself against the edge of the coffee table so they don’t fall. He’s crying, so relieved that Jonathan isn’t dead, still half convinced that he is, and the saltwater taste of his tears is in their mouths as they kiss. Jonathan’s hands gentle, slip beneath Aarom’s shirt to caress skin and he wants to go where this is leading, but they’re both drained and it’s all he can do to keep his eyes open. Finally, reluctantly, he disentangles himself from Jonathan and stands. 
 
    “Aarom, what… what is it now?” Jonathan asks. He sighs and it’s partly in exasperation, but most of it is mind-numbing exhaustion. He’s just had an extra lifetime of memories poured into his brain; it’s a miracle he’s awake at all.  
 
    “I can’t,” Aarom says.  
 
    Jonathan’s eyes narrow to slits and he gets up from the floor. “You have to be kidding me,” he says. “Still? After what just happened, you’re still going to do this?” 
 
    “Just this once, yes,” Aarom says. He smiles and gestures at Jonathan, standing there fairly swaying on his feet like a drunk. “I don’t want to fall asleep on you.” 
 
    Jonathan blinks and looks down at himself like there’s something on his clothes. Then he laughs. “Oh. Right,” he says. “I guess you’re right.” 
 
    “I want to,” Aarom assures him. “I do. But we’re walking dead right now.” 
 
    Jonathan nods. “I have a bed,” he says.  
 
    “Yes, I know.” 
 
    “We could sleep in it.” 
 
    Jonathan smiles at him and Aarom smiles back. He wipes the backs of his hands over his eyes, dashing away his tears. “Okay. Just let me take the flag down first.” 
 
    “Yes, we should do that,” Jonathan agrees. “That would be awkward to explain in the morning.” 
 
    Aarom tears the flag down from the kitchen window and tosses it in the incinerating trashcan. Then they go to bed. They undress, crawl beneath the sheets and curl up against each other and sleep. On the walls and ceiling, the VR windows are programmed to a clear, dark starry night full of the soft chirping of crickets and the occasional laughing howl of a coyote in the distance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    11. 
 
    In the morning, Aarom wakes to stars and Jonathan kissing the back of his neck and for a few seconds he’s disoriented. They’re in the desert; he brought Jonathan hunting with him the day before. They didn’t catch anything except a jackrabbit for their supper, but they watched a tribe of wanderers pass by; four men, three women, an infant, two adolescent girls and one boy, and a little boy and girl about five or six years old. They’d had two horses between them, both pack animals, and a mangy, half-starved dog. They hadn’t stopped and they hadn’t wandered off the road toward the colony, so Aarom and Jonathan only watched until they were out of sight before moving on themselves. Aarom shot the rabbit when it started to get dark; the arrow went straight through its eye. They spread a blanket on the ground beside the fire and laid down— 
 
    “Are you awake?” Jonathan asks.  
 
    In answer, Aarom asks, “Where are we?” 
 
    “My house,” Jonathan says. He rests his chin on Aarom’s arm and looks down at him. “My bedroom, in my bed, it’s about ten o’clock in the morning. Don’t you remember?” 
 
    The stars and the desert are virtual reality screens on the walls and the ceiling. There is no colony; no destroyed cities and decimated populations, no cave dwelling with Jonathan’s paintings on the walls, Jonathan’s parents and Aarom’s mother are still alive and well and the Destiny Machine is holding it all together. Aarom sighs, and he’s a little disappointed because it wasn’t bad, that life, but he’s also in bed with Jonathan and he doesn’t have to be afraid to touch him anymore and Jonathan loves him. There’s a great amount of freedom in this knowledge and the tremendous weight of his secret love, which he’s carried a very long time as it grew bigger and heavier year by year, is gone.  
 
    “I remember,” Aarom says. 
 
    The bed is warm and comfortable and he could easily go back to sleep, but instead he rolls over and kisses Jonathan. He does it properly, without that weight of fear riding him for once, without hesitation, and Jonathan kisses him back and it’s perfect. Simple and perfect and addictive because he could lay there doing it forever, map every curve and crevice of Jonathan’s mouth with his tongue until they’re committed to memory.  
 
    Except Jonathan isn’t content with just kissing and Aarom realizes that he already knows the inside of his mouth. He has those memories taken from an unlived life and part of him is saddened by it because he won’t have the experience of learning it all new, but he has those memories, too, so the disappointment doesn’t last. Jonathan doesn’t allow him to dwell on it too much. He moves down Aarom’s body, kissing and nipping his skin to drive him mad and make him twitch and shiver. 
 
    “Isn’t it like we’ve done this before?” Jonathan asks him. He nips at the sensitive flesh of Aarom’s belly and laughs softly when he arches a little toward him and reaches for him. “Mhmm, like we’ve been here many times before. How else could I know what you like without asking?” 
 
    It is fascinating and something they will probably explore at length, but it can wait because Aarom won’t. He has waited too long already. 
 
    “Jonathan.” 
 
    Jonathan has shifted up the bed, moving his kisses up Aarom’s body. He makes an inquisitive humming sound in his throat as he catches one of Aarom’s nipples between his teeth and licks it to taut sensitivity.  
 
    Aarom sucks a breath through his teeth and pulls at Jonathan’s shoulders, urging him up the bed to him. Jonathan comes to him, kissing up Aarom’s neck to his mouth, stroking his hands into his hair where the dark waves curl around his fingers. His tongue slides into Aarom’s mouth, his fingers wend through his hair and over his scalp, Jonathan’s body presses him down into the soft mattress and it’s overwhelming, but he’s impatient and it’s not enough.  
 
    He tells him so, but Aarom’s not certain that he spoke aloud until Jonathan stops kissing him and reaches over the side of the bed to get something from the drawer of the bedside table. He shows it to Aarom and it’s a little bright green bottle of lubricant. It has an ad on the side of an apple with a cartoon face. It begins to chirp a song, but Jonathan shakes it and it goes silent.  
 
    Aarom laughs. Jonathan laughs too and applies a dab of the stuff to his fingertip for Aarom to taste it. It’s sour apple flavored—of course it is—which only makes Aarom laugh more. Jonathan kisses him and the candy sweet taste of apples melts down their throats as he strokes his fingers inside him. Aarom moans and wraps his arms around Jonathan’s neck, the encouraging sounds of his pleasure humming on their tongues and lips. Their hearts are racing, they’re both painfully aroused and Jonathan answers Aarom’s moans with his own as he fingers him. Jonathan finally breaks the kiss and draws in gasping breaths, pressing soft kisses along Aarom’s jaw, murmuring wordless comforts into his skin. 
 
    “Jonathan?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “When did you buy lube for this?” 
 
    Jonathan pants soft laughter. It fades and turns to a groan when Aarom draws his legs up his sides. “I have sex. I’m not a slut, but it does happen,” he says. He thinks about it, then admits, “But yeah, I bought that for this.” 
 
    Aarom pets a hand through his hair. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean… it seemed like something that might happen,” Jonathan says. “It’s seemed that way for a while. Then I wondered because, well… you’re you. So maybe not. But I thought it couldn’t hurt anyway and besides, I’d already bought it.” 
 
    “That’s nice, I guess,” Aarom says.  
 
    Jonathan’s smile is quick and amused. “Well, I’m a nice guy.” 
 
    It’s also weird because of the apples. Because of the strong feeling he has more and more as the days go by that the worlds are bleeding into each other in little, coincidental ways.  
 
    Jonathan pulls him down the bed a few inches, over his knees and Aarom lifts his hips as he pushes inside him, lets his breath out on a cry and wraps his legs around him. There’s more urgency and need than pleasure to that first slow stroke, but it gets better, it builds to pleasure and pleasure grows like a gasoline fire. Aarom clings to him, holds him tightly, arches against him when Jonathan takes his hands, holds them down to the mattress and laces their fingers together. They rest for a few minutes, then they do it again and Aarom rolls Jonathan beneath him and rides him. The world narrows to the two of them, their bodies and senses, the motion and friction of them, each desire satisfied giving rise to new ones. 
 
    In the end, they both come unraveled and stop more out of sheer exhaustion than lack of desire. Even lying there spent, Aarom’s hands stray to touch Jonathan, marveling at his new freedom to do so. He has combating memories inside his mind and it’s both new and not new, but for now it’s new and he doesn’t dwell on the rest. He traces his fingers down Jonathan’s spine, kisses his shoulders, his neck, runs his hands over him until Jonathan laughingly pushes him away. 
 
    Aarom lays back and closes his eyes. 
 
    “I have to cut out your chip,” Aarom says. It occurs to him as he begins to drift off to sleep and jerks him awake.  
 
    Jonathan grunts in affirmation, but puts a hand on Aarom’s chest to make him lay back down. “Later,” he says. “It’s fine. Right now all that happened is I missed a day of work and didn’t call in. You cut it out now and we’ll have to hurry out of here, so just wait.” 
 
    Aarom relaxes back on the bed. He yawns. “Naptime?” 
 
    “Mhmm. That’s my personal goal right now,” Jonathan says. “Followed by molesting you at least once more before I drag my ass to the shower. Then we can get down to cutting me open, okay?” 
 
    Aarom smiles sleepily. He’s happy, which is strange and wonderful, not entirely because he just spent a couple of hours having sex with Jonathan, but it’s definitely a contributing factor. The idea of cutting him shouldn’t please him as much as it does, either, but it does.  
 
    “You can live with me,” he says.  
 
    “Figured I’d have to,” Jonathan says. “Where do you live anyway?” 
 
    “The sprawl,” Aarom says. “I have an apartment. The building looks like a shithole on the outside, but it’s not so bad inside.” 
 
    “You like it that way,” Jonathan says. It is not a new revelation into Aarom’s character that he should know this. “Because it’s camouflage.” 
 
    “Mhmm, it is. No one cares about it very much. The old monuments that used to be so important are crumbling. There’s a huge museum, several buildings full of stuff, most of it outlawed, but a few old people from before still watch over it. I’ve been there. It’s interesting, but people don’t care about any of that, either. The cameras get broken—no one fixes them. The sentinels get stolen—no one replaces them or cares where they went. Service announcement posters end up in the gutter or taken for the smartpaper. There’s graffiti, shine, contraband, addicts, whores, thieves, rebels, outlaws and there’s me. Me and a few others.” 
 
    “That sounds… Do you like it?” 
 
    “I love it.” This is a bit of a revelation to Aarom, but even as he says it aloud, he realizes it’s absolutely true.  
 
    He does worry that Jonathan won’t like it though. He is used to a completely different way of life. Most acolytes are in the beginning, but Aarom’s never had an acolyte and he doesn’t think he’d care about another one the way he does about Jonathan. He wants Jonathan to be happy with him. He doesn’t want being a prophet, not dying, to be the end of his life and something he’ll come to regret. 
 
    Some of this must show on his face or Jonathan senses a change in his mood and his worry. He tilts his head on his pillow and regards Aarom with calm affection. He tucks a lock of his hair back from his face and smiles.  
 
    “I’ll get used to it,” he says. “If I can get used to caves in the desert, I can get used to that. Let’s go to sleep now, what do you say?” 
 
    “Sure,” Aarom says.  
 
    He’s still a little worried about it, but he closes he eyes anyway and in no time, he falls asleep.  
 
    When he wakes a couple of hours later, he sees the stars again, but there is no moment of confusion this time. He knows precisely where he is. He’s in Jonathan’s bed, but Jonathan isn’t there, he’s alone. He swipes a hand out over the sheet beside him and finds it still faintly warm from his body. He lays there for a minute and hears the water running in the shower in the adjoining bathroom. 
 
    The water shuts off and Jonathan strolls into the bedroom with a towel slung low around his waist, ruffling another through his hair. He drops down on the bed next to Aarom and bends to kiss him. He tastes like mint toothpaste and smells like citrus and flowers.  
 
    “I have to cut that chip out,” Aarom tells him again when the kiss ends.  
 
    Jonathan sighs. “You know, if I didn’t know better, I’d think you were getting off on the idea of hacking into me.” 
 
    “No,” Aarom says. “No, but it has to be done.” 
 
    “Yeah, well let me pack some things first so we don’t have to run out the door,” Jonathan says. “Go shower. You smell like sex. Not that it’s a bad fragrance for you, but you know, places to go and all.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    Aarom starts around the bed to the bathroom, but Jonathan stops him. He doesn’t say anything for a moment and sits frowning with Aarom’s wrist in his hand. “My parents can’t know, can they?” he asks.  
 
    There’s a plunging sensation in his stomach as Aarom shakes his head. “You’re only really safe if no one knows,” he says. “They are only safe if no one knows.” 
 
    “So I’m dead,” Jonathan says. 
 
    “Yes,” Aarom says. He squeezes Jonathan’s fingers. “And no.” 
 
    Jonathan takes a deep breath, lets him go and says, “Okay. Okay, go on and shower.” 
 
    Aarom doesn’t move. He rests a hand on Jonathan’s shoulder. Jonathan reaches up and takes his hand, slips their fingers together briefly before letting go and nudging him toward the bathroom.  
 
    “It’s okay, Aarom,” he says. “I’m okay.” 
 
    He wants to be alone for a little while. Aarom can tell. He leaves him and goes to clean up. He takes a little longer washing his hair and lathering the soap into his skin than he needs to give Jonathan a few more minutes of privacy.  
 
    When he emerges from the bathroom, Jonathan’s packed and waiting for him in the living room. He hasn’t used a suitcase, rightly suspecting that it might be noticed, and has packed what belongings he can’t live without into a gym bag. From a look around the house, what he can’t live without consists of a few changes of clothes, the photographs that were on the walls and the books Aarom has given him over the years.  
 
    When Aarom cuts the chip from his hand, the authorities will know what’s happened to him, but to his friends and family he will be dead. The story they tell the people in his life depends on the person; in Jonathan’s case, an unavoidable accidental death during the commission of a robbery might do best because of how close his house is to the slums. Officially dead, unofficially an outlaw—it’s how they all live together without the firmaments crashing down around them. 
 
    They go to the kitchen to do it and Aarom tries to be as smooth and quick as he can be with the cut, but his hand shakes a bit. The crescent shaped cut isn’t as expertly done as he’s seen Sabra do it. The scar won’t be as clean as his own. But it gets the job done. He crushes the chip while Jonathan holds his hand under the water. Then he offers him shine to dull the pain, but Jonathan refuses it, so he fishes a milder pain medication out of one of his inside pockets and Jonathan swallows that. It’s just as well, they have to leave and it’s still early evening and light outside, so he can’t carry Jonathan down the street. Someone would notice.  
 
    Jonathan is in pain, but well enough that he hefts the gym bag over his shoulder and follows Aarom out of the house. Aarom puts an arm around him to help him along when the worst of the pain really hits him and he almost collapses. A block over and a mile west, Aarom waves down a taxi. He uses his proxy chip so Jonathan doesn’t have to identify himself and pays with untraceable credits. These are things that come naturally to him which Jonathan will have to learn.  
 
    On the way to the inner city, Jonathan passes out. Aarom tells the driver that he had a little too much to drink and the driver doesn’t press him about it. When the taxi lets them out, he carries Jonathan and his gym bag up the fifteen flights of stairs to his apartment, stopping several times to rest. 
 
    He tucks Jonathan into bed, writes him a note in case he wakes and goes out to pick them up something hot to eat for dinner. 
 
     


 
   
  
 



 
 
    12. 
 
    They both attend Jonathan’s funeral. No one knows that they’re there. They stand far away from the mourners so that it will appear they are standing over another grave, there for a different reason. They wear coats with hoods that they pull up over their heads to hide their faces. It’s raining so the hoods don’t even seem out of place.  
 
    Jonathan’s mother wraps her grief around herself like a cloak and does her best to carry herself with grace and dignity, her tears sliding quietly down her face, her ex-husband holding her. Aarom is grateful to the woman for that. If she wailed, he thinks it might break Jonathan’s heart. It might take more than words and reason to keep him from going to her.  
 
    “I feel like Huck Finn and Tom Sawyer watching their own funeral from the church rafters,” Jonathan says.  
 
    “I don’t,” Aarom says.  
 
    Jonathan considers it. “I suppose you’re right,” he says. “If I remember, they were… flattered by the attention.” 
 
    He wipes at his face, trying not to let Aarom know that he’s crying. His voice doesn’t betray him, it’s steady, and the rain disguises it some, but Aarom still knows. He doesn’t mention it though. 
 
    “I just wish I didn’t have to do this to them,” Jonathan says.  
 
    “I know. I’m sorry,” Aarom says. “It’s a lot to give up.” 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Jonathan says. “You didn’t ask me to do it and it’s not like I didn’t know the risk. I’m lucky to still be alive, don’t think I’ve forgotten it.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to remind you,” Aarom says gently.  
 
    He puts an arm around Jonathan and Jonathan turns in to him, puts his face against the side of his neck and hugs him back. Aarom feels his warm tears turn cold on his neck and part of him wishes things could be different because Jonathan in tears, wracked by grief, feels so wrong it makes him a little sick.  
 
    Jonathan steps away from him and looks toward his funeral again. His expression is inscrutable, his tears sliding steadily down his face, dripping with the rain onto his coat. He says, “That’s my Great Aunt Roxanne. I haven’t seen her since we moved here. You know she used to tell me she was named after a famous song. I looked it up once and you know the only song I could find about a girl named Roxanne is about a prostitute? I wonder if that’s the one she meant.” 
 
    Aarom smiles, privately thinking that it makes a good story either way.  
 
    “Do you regret it?” he asks.  
 
    Jonathan stiffens. Then he turns his head and looks him right in the eyes. “No,” he says. “No, I don’t. It’s hard, but I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Aarom nods. It is hard. He still visits his mother every week, after all. He hasn’t moved on, but she has and he won’t take that away from her. He envies her the ability to let go; he has never been good at letting go. Maybe Jonathan will do it better. 
 
    “We saved them, didn’t we?” Jonathan asks. “I mean… we chose right. Didn’t we?” 
 
    He felt it, too. That moment when they could have chosen one world or the other. Both of them chose to stay in this one. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Aarom says. “I think… I think it takes more than two of us to change the world though. Then again, there’s Howard Vaughn. I think maybe the answer is subject to change.” 
 
    “Subject to change?” Jonathan says. He smiles teasingly. “Like the terms of a contract?” 
 
    “No. Yes. I don’t know. I think right now it was the right answer. I think maybe… maybe someday it won’t be anymore.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping we’re not around when that happens then. Let it be someone else’s choice. I don’t think I could do it. Send us back to the Stone Age. Kill all those people.” 
 
    “It is much easier to do it one at a time.” 
 
    Jonathan snorts. The laughter is a nice change in him. He’s going to be okay, Aarom thinks. They’re both going to be okay.  
 
    Jonathan raises Aarom’s hand in his to his mouth and kisses his fingers. “Thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Making me laugh. Letting me cry on you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Jonathan looks down at the wet ground and kicks up a clump of sod with the toe of his boot. “Is it hard the first time?” 
 
    He knows what he’s asking. If there’s a flag, tonight will be Jonathan’s first reaping. Aarom will go with him, but Jonathan’s will be the hand the supplicant takes and he will open the door and build the bridge and show them the way. He will tell them their story and give their death to them. He’s nervous and Aarom doesn’t blame him. He wouldn’t be Jonathan if death was something that came to him easily. 
 
    “It’s different every time,” Aarom says. “It’s harder at first. It sounds awful… but you get used to it.” 
 
    “That does sound awful.” But he seems relieved to hear it. 
 
    They stand there without speaking for a while and watch the gathered mourners. They are burying a casket without a body inside, though it’s unlikely they know it. Aarom did not attend his own funeral and he has never had any reason to attend another, so he doesn’t know how it’s done now. Whether they fill the casket with sandbags and rocks or if they have a body substitute created. When his father died, Aarom was a very small child. They had dressed his father in a suit, his face was too smooth and he hadn’t looked very much like Aarom’s smiling papa at all. 
 
    The people he knows now are all supposed to be dead, but he hasn’t known a prophet other than Matthew who has ever died, and he did not really know Matthew. There is a ritual for the disposal of a dead prophet, but Aarom has never bothered to ask Sabra or anyone else what it is. Fire seems most likely. He finds the idea more comforting than the prospect of being lowered into the ground in a box, six feet of cold, heavy soil shoveled in on top of him.  
 
    When Aarom’s father died, there was music. His grandfather recited from the Qur’an. Aarom hadn’t understood a word of it, but he understood that his father was gone and never coming back, that his mother was so sad she couldn’t stop leaking from the eyes and that all of this fuss had something important to do with it. There was a reception after and food and Aarom hid under one of the tables until everyone was gone and his mother called for him.  
 
    Jonathan isn’t in the box they lower into the earth, he’s standing right beside him, but the sight of it disappearing into the hole in the ground still sends a chill along his arms. Aarom is the only one of them who still knows he’s alive, so he doesn’t share their grief, but he can imagine it. 
 
    They are not even permitted the comfort of a god, a heaven or salvation through grace anymore, at least not in a public setting or at a gathering of so many people. It is forbidden. They stand around saying goodbye while imagining death as the end of everything, like the snapping of a flower’s stem, or praying to their gods, but not together and not aloud. They pray in their hearts. They don’t know that the box is empty. 
 
    He hasn’t been to many of them, but Aarom thinks it’s the saddest funeral he’s ever attended.  
 
    “I want to go home,” Jonathan says. 
 
    The funeral isn’t over, but there isn’t much left to see. The casket has been lowered and everyone is standing around talking in low voices and weeping. Jonathan’s eyes are fixed on his mother and father, but he abruptly turns his back on the sight and looks at Aarom. 
 
    “I’m tired, Aarom. I want to go home.” 
 
    “Okay,” Aarom says. 
 
    The tombstone they’ve been standing beside reads, DEBORAH HASTINGS, BELOVED DAUGHTER. The name is familiar, but it takes Aarom a few seconds to recall why he knows it. Then he remembers and he smiles and holds out his hand for Jonathan to take. Deborah Hastings, the young woman eaten by wild dogs like Jezebel in the Bible.  
 
    He touches the tips of his fingers to the top of the stone and thinks, I remember you.  
 
    “Let’s go home,” he says to Jonathan.  
 
    They walk around the stones until they reach the pathway that leads out of the cemetery. Behind them, Jonathan’s funeral is over and the first people begin to leave. Their condolences carry on the breeze to Aarom and Jonathan as soft, wordless sounds like music turned down so low it’s nothing but noise.  
 
    At the gate before they leave Aarom leans over to pick a flower growing beside the pathway. It’s a bright yellow dandelion with rain caught in the clumps of tiny petals. He gives it to Jonathan, half expecting him to throw it away when he thinks Aarom isn’t looking, but he keeps it. He holds it in one hand and Aarom’s hand in the other and they walk home through the rain. 
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    Keep reading for a sneak peek at J.L. Aarne’s novel 
 
    I Hear They Burn for Murder 
 
    “We’re playing Murder in the Dark, agent.” 
 
    Special Agent Ezekiel Herod knows the game well, but he’s never played it quite like this before.  
 
    Rainer Bryssengur is only a professor of English and Ezekiel doesn’t expect to gain any insight from him into his case, only to cross him off the list as a person of interest. Then he meets him and gets a glimpse through the carefully crafted mask Rainer wears every day to the monster he is at heart.  
 
    “Which one of us is the liar?” 
 
    Sometimes even a psychopathic serial killer gets tired of killing people and that’s where Rainer is when Ezekiel walks into his office and stirs things up. The serial killer the media has dubbed The Lamplighter has been dormant because Rainer’s heart just isn’t in it anymore. But Ezekiel presents him with a new opportunity, a challenge… a game. Rainer sees in him the perfect adversary. 
 
    They’re more alike than either of them suspect and soon Ezekiel gets pulled in deeper than he thought possible, past the point of no return. 
 
    “Which one of us isn’t? That’s the real question.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Most animals would not eat human flesh if they had a choice, but Rainer’s coyotes were not like most animals. They were not even like other coyotes. They were special. 
 
    One of the young ones crawled toward him over the ground, hunched down low in an army crawl, eyes warily darting toward the fire nearby. Rainer had allowed it to die down, but the hot coals still glowed enough to give off a ghostly light. The young coyote’s name was Aeolus, like the god of the wind, and Rainer had seen him grow from a puppy. He was one of the few coyotes that would take meat from his hand and allow himself to be petted. 
 
    Rainer cut off a thick, red strip of meat and tossed it to Aeolus. The coyote darted forward to snatch it up and retreated again from the fire. He was less skittish around the fire than most of the others as well, but he still shied instinctively away from it. The coyotes were not domesticated; they weren’t dogs. They were wild creatures, but Rainer had cultivated a relationship with them over several years. Any other person, they would have run away from or watched from a distance. Even with him, it sometimes took a little while for them to approach. 
 
    The man Rainer was feeding to them was bound and gagged, staked to the ground with his arms over his head and his legs together. He had told Rainer that his name was Jack at the club where they met, but Rainer had taken his wallet and his driver’s license said his name was Gregory Alan Beck. 
 
    Gregory Alan Beck had lovely rust brown hair, deep, dark eyes and hands like an artist or a poet. He was twenty-seven, his birthday was the fifth of November and he lived in an apartment with a letter B after the number. Like Sherlock Holmes. 
 
    Gregory Alan Beck had passed out twenty minutes ago after watching Rainer feed his left bicep to a coyote Rainer called Pied. Gregory Alan Beck was in a great deal of pain. Rainer knew it because he had been doing this for a long time and knew exactly where and how to cut to provoke the most intense pain without severing major veins and arteries. He didn’t want Gregory Alan Beck to die. Not yet. 
 
    Pied was the leader of the little group of coyotes. He was stretched out and sated just beyond the glow of the fire where he could keep an eye on the others and on Rainer. He wouldn’t eat out of Rainer’s hand or allow himself to be touched, but Rainer thought they understood each other. It was not complicated. They had a very simple symbiotic relationship: Pied kept his group fed and Rainer enjoyed feeding them. 
 
    The other coyotes were spread out in the dark around the dying fire, watching Rainer and the butchered man. Their eyes gleamed like slivers of black hematite, the flames danced in them, disembodied in the darkness like demons watching him work. They weren’t hungry anymore, but they wouldn’t leave until Gregory Alan Beck was dead. 
 
    He was very close. The poor man didn’t have much left. That happened to the best of them; weak or strong, man or woman, the human body only had so much blood to spare. Soon, Gregory Alan Beck would not be able to wake up no matter what Rainer did to rouse him. 
 
    Before that could happen, Rainer reached over and snuffed out the cigarette he had been smoking on Gregory Alan Beck’s cheekbone. He had very nice cheekbones. 
 
    The man jerked, eyes snapping open, and screamed. It was weaker than it had been when they started, but Gregory Alan Beck had been screaming a lot in the last three hours; his throat was sore and his voice strained and breaking. 
 
    Still, Rainer savored the sound of it. The echo of it sent a shiver of pleasure through him. He could only indulge himself this way all the way out here in the wide-open desert where no one lived for miles around. Gregory Alan Beck could scream himself hoarse and no one would hear it but the coyotes and scorpions. 
 
    And Rainer. 
 
    Gregory Alan Beck watched Rainer with watery, pleading eyes. His pain had finally brought him to that transcendent threshold where Rainer stopped being a monster and became a savior. In that moment, with his body butchered out like an animal’s, his ribcage exposed beneath the moonlight and Rainer’s cigarette burn on his cheek like a kiss, he had never been closer to or more intimate with anyone. There was something more than a plea for mercy in his expression and Rainer leaned close to stare at his face, trying to understand it. 
 
    “Kill me,” the man begged. “Please. I want you to.” 
 
    Rainer smiled and gently brushed his sweaty hair back from his brow. “I know you do,” he said. “Soon.” 
 
    Gregory Alan Beck sobbed. He couldn’t struggle much anymore, though he wanted to, that was clear in the tension of his body. Rainer had carved the muscles from his arms and legs, leaving mostly tendon and bone exposed beneath the loose flaps of his flayed skin. Flies had already started to land where his blood was cooling and tacky. To them, he was already dead. 
 
    “Please,” he whispered. “Rainer, please.” 
 
    Rainer nodded and got up to walk around him to the bag where he kept his tools. He removed a retractor from the bag and a clean scalpel. Gregory Alan Beck screamed when Rainer cracked open his ribcage, but he didn’t lose consciousness again and, with Rainer holding his beating heart in his hand, he thanked him. They did that sometimes. 
 
    Rainer sliced into his heart with the scalpel and cut a tiny piece of it out, placed it, still beating, on his tongue and watched him die as he bit down on the pulsing tissue. 
 
    One of the coyotes yipped. They all started to move anxiously around the fire. Rainer didn’t look up, but he heard them leave. Distantly, beyond the nearest hills and rocks, something much bigger than the coyotes howled. Its voice was deep and its howl long and loud, but not mournful. It was the howl of a wolf calling to its pack or its mate or the moon. 
 
    Shaking with twisted, pent-up desire and sexual frustration, Rainer stood and wiped his hands on his jeans. He carefully gathered all of his tools and returned them to his kit bag. Then he doused Gregory Alan Beck’s body with a mixture of gasoline and lamp oil, lit a match and dropped it into the body cavity. 
 
    With the light of the fire to guide him and the smell of it in his nostrils and throat, Rainer walked back to his car, put his kit in the trunk and drove away. 
 
    He drove a few miles before he pulled off onto the shoulder of the road because he was shaking, his body humming like a livewire. He put the car in park, got out and went around to the passenger side where there was a ditch running beside the highway. It was deep and full of prairie grass. The wind sighed through it and chilled him, but he was hot like he was running a fever. 
 
    He leaned his back against the side of the car, closed his eyes and opened his pants to touch himself. Gregory Alan Beck’s lovely brown eyes stared back at him. In his parched, scream-torn voice he begged, Please. Rainer, please. It was beautiful and he was beautiful and the wind was cold on Rainer’s belly like breath. The scent of blood from his clothes overpowered the odor of desert sage and the taste of heart meat was still in his mouth when pleasure tore through him like claws. 
 
    Rainer let his head fall back against the car with a breathless laugh. It wasn’t enough, but it took the edge off. The trembling need was gone and he could think about where he was going rather than where he had been. 
 
    Somewhere across the plain a wolf howled. He wondered if it was the same wolf that had frightened away the coyotes. There were no wolves in that part of the country, hadn’t been for a long time, but it didn’t sound like a person and nothing at all like the yipping howl of a coyote. The wolf howled again and another one answered him. 
 
    Rainer got back in his car and drove on.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Rainer’s brother Thomas lived in a house in Hancock Park. He was the owner of and executive chef at the posh Centzon Totochtin restaurant. While he had employees to clean up and prep for the next day, he was a control freak who usually stayed until everything was done to his satisfaction. It was 3:30 a.m. when Rainer pulled into the driveway, but the lights in the living room and bedroom were still on. Even if Rainer had not stopped by, Thomas wouldn’t have gone to bed yet for another hour. 
 
    Music was playing loudly inside the house and Rainer stood on the porch listening to it thump through the walls while he finished his cigarette and flipped his keys on their ring around and around on his finger. He examined his fingernails under the glow of the motion activated porch light and used the tip of his car key to clean the crusted blood from beneath them. Thomas was a germophobe and blood beneath Rainer’s fingernails would get him turned away at the door. He took a last drag from his cigarette and reached out to knock on the door with the back of his hand as he exhaled and crushed the butt beneath his heel. 
 
    Thomas’s dog, Marley, barked. Rainer knocked again and Thomas opened the door while his hand was still raised. Rainer opened his hand and wiggled his fingers at him in a little wave, which made Thomas smile. 
 
    “You have a key,” Thomas said, stepping back to let him in. 
 
    “Yeah, but you’re here and you’re awake,” Rainer said with a shrug. 
 
    Marley sniffed Rainer in greeting, licked his hand, then disappeared back into the house. Most animals did not like Rainer, perhaps sensing something wrong with him, but his brother’s one-eyed German shepherd knew him. Rainer’s otherness was just the way he was to Thomas’s pets, as it was to Thomas himself. 
 
    Rainer smelled like blood and gasoline. Without being asked to, he walked by Thomas and went straight to the kitchen to wash his hands. Thomas followed him and poured them each a whiskey while Rainer scrubbed beneath his fingernails. 
 
    “So, what’s up?” Thomas asked. 
 
    Rainer dried his hands, took a folded sheet of paper from his back pocket and held it out to him. Thomas sipped his drink and unfolded it. He already knew what it was, but he read it anyway. Every time Rainer had himself tested, Thomas expected to see that one of the results had finally changed and his brother would test positive for one of the many STDs he routinely exposed himself to with his promiscuous behavior, but so far, he was still clean. He folded the paper back up and put it aside. 
 
    “If I turn on the TV in a few hours am I going to see more of your handiwork?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” Rainer said. 
 
    The men and women he fed to the coyotes had never been found. The area where he killed them was littered with human bones, most of them burned, gnawed on and buried beneath the dust and sand. They were not the only people he killed; just those he refused to share with anyone else, including law enforcement and their grieving families. 
 
    “Besides, you don’t own a TV,” Rainer said. 
 
    He picked up the tumbler of whiskey Thomas pushed over the counter toward him and held his gaze while he drank it. Thomas’s eyes were dark and deep as black coffee. Thomas studied him and his eyes were full of the knowledge of things they never spoke of aloud. He knew what Rainer did and Rainer knew that he knew about it. Thomas had never come right out and asked about it though and Rainer had never openly confessed it to him. They sometimes talked around it, but it remained Rainer’s secret. 
 
    Thomas had his own secrets that he was reluctant to share. He knew that he would one day. They both would. They shared everything and, though there were secrets, there were never lies between them. 
 
    Rainer watched him back, jittery inside with anticipation, his nerves and muscles slicked and vibrant with adrenaline. The whiskey was warm in his throat and on the back of his tongue. It kindled to a slow burn in his belly. 
 
    “Well?” he said. 
 
    “Come here,” Thomas said. 
 
    Rainer set his glass down and walked around the counter to him. Thomas met him at the corner of the counter, backed him up against the doorway and kissed him. Thomas licked the jitters away with the first familiar swipe of his tongue in his mouth and replaced anticipation with urgency. Rainer kissed him back, moving away from the doorway partition to back him into the living room, his hands pulling at Thomas’s shirt until he got it untucked, then moving to yank open his belt. On the stereo, the music changed to something with a heavy, pounding rhythmic bass. As they reached the bedroom, Thomas turned them so that Rainer’s back hit the door, throwing it open on their way to the bed. 
 
    There was blood, dried but fresh on Rainer’s clothes, and though Thomas was used to it, he didn’t like it. He tugged at the hem of Rainer’s T-shirt, snapping the cotton material. “Take that off.” 
 
    Rainer obediently pulled the shirt over his head and dropped it into the hamper. Then he sat on the bed to take off his boots and the rest of his clothes without being asked. 
 
    Thomas stood in the open doorway, his shirt and belt open, and watched him undress. Rainer was uncommonly attractive, a fact that served him well both as a predator and as a lover. Thomas admired the sinuous slide of his pale, flawless skin over the muscles of his shoulders and the unconsciously graceful movements of his body as he stripped each piece of clothing away. He itched to touch Rainer even as he calculated the likelihood of contamination from the blood on his clothes. The smell of it lingered on his skin and it was impossible to believe that it hadn’t seeped through the thin fabric of his shirt. He didn’t look bloody, but Thomas knew better. 
 
    Rainer glanced up as he slipped out of his jeans and caught him watching. He smirked and got up to toss the rest of his clothes in the hamper and leaned in to kiss him. 
 
    Thomas put a hand to his mouth to stop him and shook his head. “No. You are filthy,” he said. 
 
    Rainer blinked at him. “Seriously? You’re going to do this after I’m already naked?” 
 
    Thomas shrugged and left him standing there to go into the adjoining bathroom. He returned a moment later with a wet washcloth, which he gave to Rainer. Rainer rolled his eyes, but he took it and wiped his chest and stomach with it until Thomas was satisfied. 
 
    “We can always fuck in the shower. There’s no dirt in there,” Rainer said. He tossed the cloth in the hamper on top of his clothes and hooked his fingers in the front of Thomas’s pants to pull him toward him. “You know, I had them run those tests a week ago, right?” 
 
    Which meant he’d had plenty of time to pick up a stranger for a little casual exchange of body fluids between then and now. 
 
    Thomas rested his hands on Rainer’s shoulders, his expression stern. “Have you been with anyone since then?” he asked. 
 
    Rainer smiled, bright eyes alight with teasing. “No.” 
 
    He had been involved in a casual sexual relationship with his friend and mentor, the professor and writer Cosra Melmoth, for a couple of years and that had come to a spectacular end a week earlier. Before that, it had been Thomas. Gregory Alan Beck had been the first person since then that he had picked up intending to spend a casual evening with, and the only penetration involved in that particular tryst had been with a scalpel. 
 
    “You swear?” Thomas asked. 
 
    Rainer pressed his smiling mouth to Thomas’s and gently tugged at his fly, pulling him back toward the bed. “I swear,” he said, “but if you don’t trust me, you can wear a condom.” 
 
    Thomas shook his head and went with him to the bed. He shrugged out of his shirt and shoved Rainer down on the mattress so he could crawl over him. Rainer pushed his hands down Thomas’s sides, under the loose waist of his pants and grabbed his ass to pull him against him. They kissed and Rainer moaned insistently into his mouth, restless and wanting, while Thomas felt blindly along the nightstand for the drawer handle. He fumbled it open, nearly dumped it on the floor and finally had to break the kiss to find what he was looking for. 
 
    Rainer bit nipping, sharp kisses into his skin, down his chest. He pinched one of Thomas’s nipples between his teeth and ran his tongue over it and Thomas cursed, pleasure snapping like lightning to the pit of his stomach. While Rainer sucked and rolled his tongue over his painfully sensitive nipple, Thomas took a little bottle of lubricant from the nightstand, opened it and squeezed some onto his fingers.  
 
    Rainer wrapped his hand around Thomas’s cock and he hissed a breath through his teeth. “Jesus, Rainer.” 
 
    Rainer slowly but firmly drew his hand up. He smiled into the side of Thomas’s neck when he caught his breath and shivered. “You can make love to me slow and pretty like I’m your girlfriend later, Thomas,” he whispered, panting. “Come on. Right now.” 
 
    Thomas growled against his shoulder and lightly bit him. He felt between them, slipped a finger inside him and Rainer gasped, opened his legs wider for him as he pulled him down to kiss. Thomas pushed a second finger in beside the first and worked them in and out of Rainer’s ass while they kissed, tongues mimicking the sliding, thrusting movements of his hand.  
 
    Rainer rocked up against him, matching the thrust of his fingers with his body, moving with him. He rubbed the pad of his thumb along the head of Thomas’s cock, rubbed the wetness of his precome into his sensitive skin and smiled at Thomas’s responding moan. Rainer panted into his shoulder and Thomas shivered and worked his hips into the tug and squeeze of Rainer’s consummate hand on his cock. They knew they could finish exactly like that; it had happened before. 
 
    Thomas was the one to finally stop it. He twisted his fingers inside him one last time, forcing Rainer to catch his breath, then he made him take his hand off him and kicked his pants off the end of the bed. He ran his palms down Rainer’s sides to his hips, cupped them in his hands, and pushed inside him. Rainer arched beneath him and drew his legs up, knees pressing tightly against Thomas’s waist, fingers biting into his shoulders. That first long, deep stroke was slow and Rainer moaned low in his throat. 
 
    Thomas stayed like that for a moment, deep inside of him, savoring the hot, tight grip of Rainer’s body, the way he shivered beneath him and started to squirm when Thomas didn’t move. The overhead light was on and everything was stark and illuminated, from the powder-fine sand in Rainer’s hair by his left temple to the shadow of the shallow scar above the right side of Thomas’s mouth. Rainer stared up at him, ran his fingers through Thomas’s hair to the back of his neck and wrapped his legs around him. He flexed his hips and Thomas thrust, driving a surprised cry from Rainer. He thrust again and Rainer bucked under him, rocked into it to meet him and they began to move together. 
 
    Rainer liked it rough, especially in the mood he was in, but a gentle caressing touch here and there could make him shake and catch him unprepared by his own body’s pleasure. Thomas licked and nipped at his throat, held Rainer’s shoulder in his mouth between his teeth like a wolf while he fucked him hard and fast, making the bed springs screech in protest. Thomas’s hands were soft on his body though. He stroked them along Rainer’s sides, along his ribs, smearing sweat over his skin as it broke out on their bodies.  
 
    Rainer made soft sounds of pleasure against Thomas’s skin as he pressed kisses into the base of his throat, along the curve of his jaw. His hands clutched at him when Thomas thrust particularly hard or when he touched the right spot, slid over it and stroked. Thomas thrust there, grinding into him and pressed him down into the mattress. Rainer shuddered around him and whispered encouragement in his ear, his breath warm along the side of his neck, causing Thomas to shiver. 
 
    When Rainer tried to roll them, reverse their positions and take control, Thomas was ready for it and stopped him. He liked to lay back and let Rainer ride him, but that wasn’t what he wanted right now. He wanted Rainer right where he was; on his back pinned beneath him. 
 
    “Not this time,” Thomas said through his teeth. 
 
    Rainer dragged his nails lightly down Thomas’s back to his ass and hauled him against him. Thomas threw his weight behind his thrusts, harder, drawing breath-hitching cries from Rainer that only made pleasure swell down deep in Thomas’s belly and had him responding possessively. He dragged his hands through Rainer’s brown hair, the sweaty strands clinging to his scarred fingertips, and kissed his bared throat when he tilted his head back. Rainer’s voice trembled against his lips and he nipped below his chin.  
 
    The sharp contrast of that pinching bite with the pleasure coursing through his body made Rainer gasp. He wrapped his arms around Thomas and held onto him, his hands sliding up his back, his neck, into his dark, damp hair, mirroring him. 
 
    Thomas’s orgasm came first and Rainer held him as he moaned, his teeth pressed into the curve of his shoulder.  
 
    Thomas only paused for a moment before he picked up his pace again. His strokes were less steady, but he ground his hips against Rainer’s ass, shallowly thrusting to feel the slick slide of his cock in his own come inside him. 
 
    The obscenity of it, Thomas’s breath panting in his ear and the constant stimulation was enough. Rainer cried out, his orgasm snapping through him like a whip. He bucked against him and bit his own lip so he wouldn’t bite Thomas. Thomas still had his hands in Rainer’s wet hair and he growled into his mouth, licked past his teeth and swallowed his cries and moans of pleasure in a possessive kiss. 
 
    They lay there for a while after, lazily kissing. The hunger was gone and they were sated for the moment, the kisses leading to nothing else than more kissing. They eventually broke apart and Thomas rolled off of Rainer with a sigh. 
 
    Two of Thomas’s three cats sat inside the doorway staring in at them on the bed. Rainer nudged Thomas with his elbow to get his attention. Thomas turned his head toward him and he pointed. 
 
    “We have an audience,” Thomas remarked. 
 
    “Or a gallery of critics,” Rainer said. 
 
    After a few minutes, Rainer got up from the bed and went into the bathroom to shower. Thomas put his bloody, sandy clothes in the washer before he joined him. When he stepped into the shower, Rainer held up a bottle of pink body wash and raised his eyebrows inquiringly. It hadn’t been there the last time Rainer stayed over and it wasn’t really Thomas’s sort of thing. It was pink and the bottle said that it was sweet pea scented. 
 
    “It’s Jasmine’s,” Thomas said. 
 
    Jasmine was Thomas’s current girlfriend. Rainer had only met her a couple of times and he didn’t feel anything about her one way or another. She was pretty and Thomas liked her, so she was probably smart, which was all well and good. Her body wash in Thomas’s shower though was something else. 
 
    Rainer didn’t like it. He examined the feeling and decided that it was jealousy. 
 
    Without a word, he put the bottle down and picked up the shampoo. Thomas stepped under the water spray and didn’t say anything else about it. He didn’t need Rainer to say it to know that he didn’t like it or that he likely didn’t understand why it annoyed him. His expression didn’t change and his body language was the same as it had been, relaxed and comfortable, but no one knew Rainer like he knew him. His confusion and irritation had weight to them. 
 
    They washed their hair and cleaned the sweat and sex off. The foam was swirling down the drain when Rainer backed Thomas up against the wall of the shower and kissed him. Whether he wanted to lay claim and reassert his ownership or just reassure himself, Thomas couldn’t tell and even Rainer didn’t know, but Thomas didn’t refuse him. They had sex again with the water sluicing down the tattooed slope of Rainer’s back and raining down on their heads. It was starting to run cold before they finished, but Rainer felt better afterward; exhausted, but good. 
 
    Usually Rainer had trouble sleeping and sometimes went a few days with nothing more than a catnap to keep him going, but after pulling on a pair of Thomas’s sweats, he fell into bed and went to sleep almost immediately. Thomas turned off the stereo and the lights then he and crawled into bed with him. Rainer turned toward the heat of his body without waking and Thomas was soon asleep, too.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Early Monday morning, Ezekiel was wide-awake at the kitchen table with files stacked up under and around his laptop and glossy photographs of dead girls spread out in front of him. On the laptop, Breakfast at Tiffany’s played on mute. The TV in the living room was in his line of sight and an old Fred Astaire movie played on mute there, too. “On My Way to the Cage” by Rollins Band was on the stereo loud enough to make the air vibrate and thump around him. 
 
    Ezekiel led a new team of profilers at the Los Angeles branch of the FBI and the case he was currently working on was an old one in more ways than one. Two years earlier in the L.A. area there had been a series of copycat killings that mimicked the Whitechapel murders of the late 1880s. The murderer had killed, mutilated and dismembered eight girls in all over a period of three months only to slip away like a shadow, leaving behind nothing of himself. There was no DNA, there were no fingerprints, shoe prints, fibers, no witnesses, nothing. Law enforcement had never had any serious suspects and the killer had concluded the series of murders with his version of Alice McKenzie—a girl named Alicia McKenzie—and moved on. 
 
    There were some very distinct differences between the age-old mystery case and the copycat that Ezekiel found interesting though: None of the girls had been older than 30. Only one of them, Meredith Theresa Kelley—Mary Kelly—had any connection to the sex industry at all. She had been a waitress, aspiring actress and, according to the reluctant statements of some of her friends, occasionally turned a trick or two when she was hard up for money. Each of the girls had been missing her top two canine teeth, except for Meredith Kelley, who had bad teeth beneath cheap veneers, so the killer had taken the bottom ones as well. Jack the Ripper’s familiarity with human anatomy and his surgical abilities were debatable and highly doubtful, but the copycat had some knowledge and skill with both. He had used a scalpel rather than a knife and recreated the wounds and mutilations with perfect, studied precision. That which had been done roughly and with rage and passion in the long-dead Whitechapel women had been done with cold, pre-planned exactness by the copycat. 
 
    Ezekiel had caught himself admiring the killer while studying the evidence and silently scolded himself for it. It wasn’t the first time it had happened with a case, but it wouldn’t help him profile the guy and it wouldn’t do to let his colleagues see it. He hunted the monsters; he wasn’t supposed to admire them. What they did was supposed to horrify and outrage him. It was supposed to sicken and disgust him and drive him to capture or end them. He still had that—the drive to hunt them to the ends of the earth—but the rest wasn’t something he had felt strongly in a long, long time. 
 
    Maybe it was because he didn’t get out in the field much anymore. The victims weren’t people, they were information. He hunted the killers on paper with photographs, reams of data, psychology and conjecture. He could slip into the mind of a killer, but then he passed what he knew on to other people and went to the next case. 
 
    He had already given a preliminary profile to the LAPD the day before and even he knew how inadequate and unhelpful it was: The Copycat Ripper was a white male between the ages of thirty and forty with above average intelligence. He was educated and had a background in surgical anatomy. He was confident, as evidenced by his fearless placing and posing of his victims in public places. For the same reason, he was not the type of person the average citizen would feel threatened by or imagine as a killer. He did not spring to mind when people heard that someone had been murdered. He was likely decent looking and employed in a respectable, even high paying job. It was possible, even likely, that he was a psychopath. He was probably heterosexual, though it wasn’t really possible to determine that conclusively from a copycat. 
 
    Ezekiel had the glossy coroner’s photographs and crime scene photos of the copycat victims sorted beside photocopies, where photos were available, of the original Jack the Ripper victims. The similarities were hard to miss. The killer hadn’t sent anyone a letter from Hell, but he had intended for the bodies to be found and for someone to make the connection. 
 
    Ezekiel put down the glossy photograph of one painfully pale and horribly butchered young woman and picked up another. 
 
    The music on the stereo had changed to Nick Cave. He wasn’t listening to it any more than he was watching the movies, but it all helped him to think by running in the background. 
 
    He put the girl’s picture aside. Something about this case had caught his interest and held it and he couldn’t put his finger on why yet. Murderers emulating Jack the Ripper, whether well or badly, were not unique or new. It happened all the time. 
 
    Ezekiel remembered the original case in Whitechapel. He hadn’t been in England, but he had read about it in the paper. He and his twin brother, Jacob, had been living near Chicago at the time. Ezekiel had been working for the Pinkerton Agency, under various aliases, for almost forty years when the sensational news of Jack the Ripper made it into the papers on their side of the Atlantic. It was the first case of murder for nothing more than the pleasure of committing murder to catch the world’s attention and hold it. It was the first in his lifetime and it had fascinated him exactly because of its strange nature. The police had looked at the murders, realized what they had, and immediately assumed that the murderer was an inhuman, slavering, insane demon with a diseased mind that would stand out in a crowd. Ezekiel knew that wasn’t true at all. He had seen even then the wretched atrocities that mere mortal men were capable of, but law enforcement at the time was a hundred years away from the concept of psychologically profiling killers. 
 
    It was the copycat’s last victim, Alicia McKenzie, who was the reason the case had been brought to Ezekiel’s attention again after two years. He picked up her photograph and examined it. She had been a beautiful girl. Dark brown hair, pale blue eyes surrounded by a fringe of eyelashes as long and dark as a china doll’s, full lips like most girls had to spend thousands of dollars to attain surgically and a beauty mark like a drop of dark chocolate above the left outer corner of her top lip. Like Alice McKenzie, she had been stabbed twice in the throat then held down as she lay bleeding to death while the killer mutilated her. With Alicia, as with Alice, the wounds and kill method were slightly different from the others, the mutilation less gruesome and more cursory, but unlike Alice, Alicia’s parents were wealthy, connected people with serious political clout. 
 
    The FBI hadn’t been invited in on the case when it was new, but Alicia McKenzie’s parents were pushing the local police. The media spotlight they had put on the case in recent months threatened to be a huge embarrassment to the LAPD. It wasn’t much of a surprise then when the Copycat Ripper case ended up on Ezekiel’s desk. No one really thought the killer would be caught, but maybe if the FBI looked into it, the McKenzies would be pacified, shut up and go away. 
 
    The stereo abruptly went silent and Ezekiel’s head snapped up. Jacob stood in the living room beside the entertainment center, fresh from the shower, looking sleepy and irritated. He went to the flat screen TV and turned it off, too. Then he yawned and walked through the kitchen to the coffee pot. He emptied what was left in the old pot into Ezekiel’s thermos and gave it back to him before starting a fresh one that wouldn’t be quite as stout. 
 
    Jacob and Ezekiel were twins, but they were not identical. They had the same black hair, but Jacob’s was long past his shoulders and Ezekiel kept his short. Jacob was slim, pale and androgynously pretty while Ezekiel was tan, thicker built, heavier and more muscled. Jacob’s eyes were bright blue and he had a mouth that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a woman, coated in lipstick. Ezekiel’s eyes were dark chicory brown and his mouth was wide but did not have the full, almost pouting bow of his brother’s. No one ever mistook one of them for the other. 
 
    Jacob was wearing an old pair of jeans and a black T-shirt. He pulled his long hair back from his face with an elastic band as he crossed the kitchen to where Ezekiel sat. When he reached him, he leaned in and pressed a quick kiss to his mouth. He tasted faintly of mint toothpaste. In contrast, Ezekiel tasted like too strong black coffee and Jacob’s cigarettes, which he was in the habit of stealing. 
 
    “You didn’t sleep last night,” Jacob said. He filled his cup with coffee, stirred in one packet of sweetener and two teaspoons of creamer and sipped it. “What are you working on?” 
 
    Ezekiel nodded to the files and glossies on the table. “Jack the Ripper’s biggest fan,” he said. “Have a look.” 
 
    Jacob raised an eyebrow and walked around the table, his coffee cupped in his hands. He stood there studying the crime scene photographs and the black and white photocopies and drank his coffee without comment for a while. 
 
    Ezekiel had moved them across the country from Virginia seven years earlier after Jacob had a psychotic break following a case of human trafficking he worked that ended with a high death count. 
 
    The traffickers had slaughtered over fifty children between the ages of six and thirteen rather than let themselves be caught with them alive. Before that, Jacob had been an active agent with the FBI like Ezekiel. He had worked for a time with the Behavioral Analysis Unit, too, but even then he had mostly dealt with abductions and missing persons rather than killers. Missing people were sometimes found alive and brought home, so Jacob had spent more time in the field than Ezekiel had in quite a while. He looked at things differently than Ezekiel and occasionally made connections that Ezekiel would not. 
 
    Jacob was getting better. Because he was getting better and because of his experience, even with his sanity hanging by tenterhooks, he occasionally still consulted with law enforcement and the FBI. Jacob was still crazy, but the thing was, he had always been crazy, they just hadn’t always known that he was crazy. 
 
    Jacob picked up a photograph, looked at it and put it back down with a soft huff of laughter. “These were two years ago?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah. March, April and May,” Ezekiel said. “Some people of interest, but little evidence and no suspects. Then the killings stopped.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Jacob said. 
 
    “He seems to have enjoyed it,” Ezekiel agreed. “Eight people in three months is a lot. With most killers, I’d say he was devolving, going on a spree, but I don’t think he was. They were always clean, exact replications, he never lost control. But after the McKenzie girl, there weren’t any more and he didn’t start over.” 
 
    “Then he moved on to something else. Because this? This isn’t the work of a quitter,” Jacob said. “Look at this. He’s got them posed, he took vics with similar names… No, this guy’s playing here. It’s a game.” 
 
    “Catch me if you can,” Ezekiel said thoughtfully. It was something that had appeared twice in some of the more credible taunting letters Jack the Ripper had mailed to the police. 
 
    That was what had caught his interest. That thing he couldn’t put his finger on, Jacob had pointed him right at it. It was a game. 
 
    Ezekiel closed his laptop and started gathering together the files and photographs. “I have to get ready for work. What time is it? Christ, it’s already six?” 
 
    Jacob took the files from him and set them aside on top of Ezekiel’s computer. “Sit. I’m going to make pancakes and you’re going to eat them before you go running off.” 
 
    “I’ll just grab something on the—” 
 
    Jacob put a hand on his arm and gently pushed him toward a chair. “Sit, Zeke. The case is two years old. It’s not going to get any colder if you eat breakfast first.” 
 
    Ezekiel sat. He drank his coffee, bounced his knee and watched Jacob move around the kitchen while he cooked. He chopped half of an apple into the batter and sprinkled cinnamon into it. While the pancakes cooked on the griddle, he lit a cigarette. Before he flipped them, he reached back to offer the cigarette to Ezekiel, who took it and put it in his mouth with a smile. 
 
    The familiar ease of being with him and the domesticity of Jacob making pancakes on Monday morning before the sun was even completely up after they talked about murder made Ezekiel feel more relaxed than he had in a couple of days. They could never be married and they would never have children, but it was what passed for domestic bliss for them. It worked and it had worked for a long time. Longer than any human lifespan and definitely longer than their marriages. 
 
    They ate the apple-cinnamon pancakes with powdered sugar. Ezekiel ate three of them because he knew he was unlikely to eat anything else the rest of the day. He took a quick shower, changed his clothes, stole one last cigarette and a kiss from Jacob and hurried out the door.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Alicia McKenzie hadn’t been killed at the university where she was a student, but the police had questioned her teachers and other students in the course of their investigation. A few of each had made the short list as a “person of interest” requiring a closer look. 
 
    The cops had done their jobs well, asked all the right questions and looked for anything that might lead them to their killer, but they weren’t trained to do what Ezekiel’s people were trained to do. For most police officers, the psychology of criminals was something they picked up a little of on the street through experience, but they rarely worked cases like the Copycat Ripper serial murders. They could not be counted on to see what Ezekiel’s people would see or even be expected to look for it. 
 
    Ezekiel divided up his team; sent Agent Gonzales with Agent Kenner and Agent Schechter with Agent Brockden to talk to Alicia’s friends and fellow students. Most of them had graduated and now lived around the city in houses and apartments with boyfriends, girlfriends, wives or husbands. He took Agent Beatrix Crewes, the newest member of his team, with him to the college. 
 
    They spent the day reinterviewing everyone the police had talked to in the initial investigation that had, for some reason or other, made the interviewing detectives stop and take notice. 
 
    Professor Dunbar was just a nervous guy—he knocked over his coffee cup and apologized to Crewes for it as he mopped up the mess. He undoubtedly had some sort of anxiety disorder, but that made him an unlikely candidate for their murderer. His high anxiety had set off someone’s spidey sense, but Ezekiel and Crewes scratched him off the list. 
 
    The next teacher they spoke with, Professor Latham, had been Alicia’s algebra teacher her last semester and the only reason the woman had caught the attention of the police was that she couldn’t specifically remember the dead girl and had to look her up to be sure Alicia had even been one of her students. Professor Latham politely explained to Ezekiel and Crewes that she taught three classes a semester, plus an online class, and had upwards of a thousand students. Unless Alicia McKenzie had been extraordinarily gifted, she was unlikely to remember her name or her face. 
 
    They scratched Professor Latham off the list. That left one more; Professor Rainer Bryssengur, who had the singular honor of being the only person of interest still on campus that had not also been one of Alicia McKenzie’s teachers at the time of her death. Though he had been teaching beginning level English courses at the time, he had still been a grad student. There was little reason to believe that he would have even known Alicia, who was a sophomore business major. There was a separate file on him like there had been on the others, but nothing from the cops who had talked to him to explain why his name was there. 
 
    Ezekiel and Crewes were passing a grassy courtyard area on their way to find Professor Bryssengur’s office when Crewes cursed, wobbled on one three inch heel and hopped to a park bench, where she sat rubbing her instep. She removed one of her shoes and showed Ezekiel the broken heel with a sigh of irritation. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing wounded but my pride,” Crewes said. She was a small woman, blonde and cute with an eastern Kentucky drawl she had never managed to completely quash. It got thicker when she was irritated, as she was now. “What the hell am I supposed to do now? Break off the other one?” 
 
    Ezekiel smiled at the thought. “Why don’t you take a break?” he said. “This shouldn’t take me long and I can handle a single English professor if he puts up a fight. There’s one of those coffee shop bookstores across the way there. You can sit inside with the A/C and have a latte or something.” 
 
    “Really?” Crewes gave him a grateful smile and took off both shoes to carry them. “I could go for an iced mocha right about now for sure, Herod, so don’t tease me.” 
 
    “Yeah, go ahead. And if they give you any shit about no shoes, no service, you’re here on official FBI business,” Ezekiel said. 
 
    “Heh, yeah. The Coffee Inspectors Division,” Crewes said. “All right then. If you’re sure.” 
 
    Ezekiel watched her cross the walkway to the coffee shop before he continued on his way. Rainer Bryssengur’s office was one of many in a long hallway of small offices. A cheerful woman in the English department’s main office gave him directions without asking to see his identification. She seemed to think he was a student. 
 
    Ezekiel let her think it. His business wasn’t with her. “Is he in his office right now?” 
 
    “Oh, I think so,” she said. The wall and door in front of her desk were glass and looked out on the hallway. Anyone leaving had to walk by her to reach the elevators or the stairs. “He just has the one class on Monday mornings. Right now he’s got office hours scheduled until one. He sometimes goes out for lunch though, but I think he’s still in.” 
 
    Ezekiel thanked her and walked down the hallway to the professor’s office. The door was open about six inches, but the overhead light wasn’t on. He knocked and pushed the door open a little more. “Hello?” 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    Ezekiel walked in and automatically hit the wall switch to turn on the light. 
 
    Rainer was at his desk with his head back on the cushioned headrest of his chair and his eyes closed. The floor lamp behind him was on, but the blinds were shut. When the light came on, he winced and sat up. 
 
    “Sorry,” Ezekiel said. 
 
    Rainer pointed at the light switch. “If you don’t mind,” he said. 
 
    “Right. Sorry.” Ezekiel turned the light back off. There was still light, it was just dimmer, coming through the edges of the closed blinds and from the lamp. Ezekiel could see fine in the low light though, better than most people. His night vision was excellent. 
 
    Rainer Bryssengur did not look like a professor of English and literature who taught at a respected liberal arts university. He was not pretty, for that word suggested a delicate effeminateness he did not possess, but he was attractive enough that it still fit him. He wore a plain black T-shirt and on his right bicep the bottom of a tattoo peeked out beneath his sleeve. It was difficult to tell what it was, but there was a banner curling down toward his elbow and Ezekiel could read the words “would break” there. There was another tattoo on the left side of his neck; the howling head of a coyote. He wore a bracelet on one wrist of white beads made from ox bone or shells. He had a day’s worth of beard and he smelled like tobacco and just a touch of cologne. 
 
    Most interesting, he also smelled faintly of wolf, though Rainer was not one himself. The odor was overpowered by his own distinctly human scent. 
 
    “Hangover?” Ezekiel asked. 
 
    “Migraine,” Rainer said. 
 
    He picked his head up and studied Ezekiel for a minute. His eyes were startlingly blue and penetrating. He looked at Ezekiel and noted his apparent age, his nice suit, his demeanor, the file in his hand and a small smile crept over his lips. 
 
    “You don’t look very much like a professor,” Ezekiel remarked. 
 
    Rainer shrugged. “What can I do for you…?” 
 
    “Agent,” Ezekiel said. He took out his wallet and showed him his ID. “Special Agent Ezekiel Herod.” 
 
    Ezekiel was both too young and too handsome to be an FBI agent. He looked more like a hot young actor playing the part of an FBI agent on one of the crime shows Rainer watched at night when he couldn’t sleep. Which did not make him a liar, merely a wonder of his species. 
 
    “You don’t look very much like an FBI agent,” Rainer said. 
 
    Ezekiel shrugged and looked around the room. The office was small and cramped, the desk taking up a large portion of the available space. A floor-to-ceiling bookshelf stood against the wall to the right behind Rainer’s chair. Just inside the door, another bookshelf, shorter but longer than the other, started to the right of the doorway and went all the way to the join of the two walls. The books were an indiscriminate hodgepodge of popular fiction, serious and classic literature and anthologies. 
 
    The only picture in the room was a framed 11x14 ink drawing of a human heart hanging on the wall behind Rainer’s desk. It had the anatomical precision of a medical student’s drawing. 
 
    Ezekiel picked up a novel by Cosra Melmoth lying on the low bookshelf and opened the front cover to find it signed on the first title page. He had signed it “with love.” 
 
    “He was joking,” Rainer said.  
 
    He sat with his elbows on the desk, fingers steepled before his mouth, and his headache had either abated or he had remarkable control, because he watched Ezekiel standing there with interest, but not the slightest sign of discomfort. “Forgive me, Agent Herod, but I still haven’t the faintest notion as to why you’re here.” 
 
    “I understand the two of you are close?” Ezekiel said rather than explain himself just yet. He held up the book he’d been looking at. “You and the author?” 
 
    Rainer stared at him for several beats. Eventually, he said, “He was my mentor, my thesis advisor, I worked as his TA for a year and yes, we remain good friends.” 
 
    “More than friends?” Ezekiel pressed. 
 
    “I fail to see how that is any of your business,” Rainer said. “What is this about?”  
 
    “The murder of Alicia McKenzie,” Ezekiel said. “We’re talking to a few people. Your name came up.” 
 
    Rainer sat back in his chair and considered this. Alicia McKenzie had been a mistake on his part; he freely admitted that, if only to himself. He had fought with himself about taking her for a while, but in the end, he had wanted her too badly to resist. He had talked with detectives after the murder two years earlier and thought it went well. He had gotten away with it. 
 
    “My name came up in what capacity?” he asked. 
 
    “Person of interest,” Ezekiel said. 
 
    Rainer did not seem agitated, merely curious to know, which was in itself a little off. An FBI agent appears in your office and tells you you’re a person of interest in an ongoing murder case, maybe you don’t have an anxiety attack like Professor Dunbar, but you get a little uneasy. Rainer waited patiently for Ezekiel to say something more without even a hint of disquiet. 
 
    Ezekiel replaced the book on the shelf. “So, you were a med student?” he asked, gesturing to the drawing on the wall. 
 
    “Pre-med,” Rainer said. “Dropped out halfway through my third year. Switched schools the next year and took up English.” 
 
    Ezekiel already knew that. It was one of the reasons he suspected Rainer had been a person of interest in the case in the first place. 
 
    “And you wrote your dissertation on Jack the Ripper, didn’t you?” he asked.  
 
    That was the other reason. 
 
    Rainer smiled. “It was a literary study, Agent,” he said. “The paper examined the influence of fiction on the picture of Jack the Ripper in the public consciousness and how that picture influenced the evolution of the villain. The depictions of him in art and literature shaped him more than his actions ever did. There have been worse murderers; murderers who killed more people, killed children, wiped out families, but Jack the Ripper is the one that endures. Why do we still think of Jekyll and Hyde-like figures lurking in dark, misty alleyways, wearing top hats and capes? People who know nothing about him still know who you mean when you mention him a hundred and twenty-five years later, and still get a little thrill of morbid pleasure thinking about it. That picture influences villains in fiction to this day. I had the bad luck to be writing on the topic at the same time that girl died, but I assure you, it’s a coincidence.” 
 
    It did seem like a real stretch to believe that the two things were connected or that his topic of study was indicative of murder. Rainer’s explanation was completely reasonable and Ezekiel didn’t believe a word of it. There was something deeply, fundamentally wrong about Rainer Bryssengur. It wasn’t anything he could put his finger on, nothing that would justify an arrest or even further investigation, but Ezekiel had been hunting bad men a long time and Rainer set off some of those same old internal alarm bells. 
 
    “Why don’t you have a seat, Agent?” Rainer asked, indicating the single chair across from his desk. 
 
    The office was cramped enough that it looked like the chair would bump the bookshelf behind Ezekiel if he didn’t turn it at an angle. He declined. “English and literature seem like an odd change from medicine,” he said. “You had already been studying to become a doctor for three years. Why’d you quit?” 
 
    “I was going to be a gynecologist, but then the thought of spending my days gazing into the face of Cthulu started giving me nightmares.” 
 
    Ezekiel laughed before he could help himself. Rainer watched him, an amused smile playing around his mouth, and Ezekiel realized two things: Rainer was his killer and Ezekiel still kind of liked him. 
 
    It would not stop him from nailing his ass to the wall if he could though. 
 
    “Did you know Alicia McKenzie?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” Rainer said. “I didn’t live in student housing, didn’t have time for recreational activities—or for maintaining a lot of friendships, for that matter—so if I wasn’t in class or grading Professor Melmoth’s papers, I wasn’t around. I was unbelievably busy and I don’t think there’s any reason why we would have come into contact with one another. She wasn’t a student of mine and I believe she was quite a lot younger than me.” 
 
    Ezekiel couldn’t tell if he was lying or not. He displayed none of the signs Ezekiel had learned to look for. He sounded sincere and, as before, made very believable and reasonable points as to why he would not have been acquainted with the victim, but Ezekiel’s instincts were telling him the guy was full of shit. Unfortunately, Ezekiel’s instincts, preternaturally acute as they were, were evidence of nothing and would not stand up in court. 
 
    Rainer rolled his chair back and reached around for a book on the shelf behind him. It was a plain volume of approximately 200 pages bound in simple, inexpensive black binding. He held it out to Ezekiel. “My dissertation,” he said. “Borrow it if you like. It’s likely dull reading if you’re not an academic, but you can skim through it. You’ll see what I mean.” 
 
    Ezekiel took the book from him. “Thanks. I’ll have a look,” he said. “I guess I’ll let you get back to what you were doing. I might have a few more questions later. Just follow-up.” 
 
    He held out his hand and Rainer stood to shake it. His fingers were slightly calloused, his handshake was firm. Ezekiel held on a little too long. “One more question,” he said, holding his hand. 
 
    Rainer made no move to extricate his hand from Ezekiel’s grasp. “Yes, Agent Herod?” 
 
    “What did you do with the kidney?” 
 
    Rainer frowned. “Excuse me?” 
 
    He pretended surprise, but Rainer knew exactly what he meant and, by his question, that Ezekiel suspected him. Rainer had fed Kathy Conway’s left kidney to the coyotes after he murdered her and left her to be found wearing her own intestines like a necklace. 
 
    Rainer held Ezekiel’s gaze and a certain knowledge passed between them: Ezekiel knew and Rainer knew that he knew. His pulse didn’t spike, his pupils didn’t dilate, his mouth did not go dry with fear at the idea. Rather, he had to suppress the urge to grin as he experienced an exhilarating thrill of anticipation and thought, This is going to be fun. 
 
    Ezekiel took his hand back. “Thanks for this,” he said about the book. “I’ll get it back to you.” 
 
    “No rush,” Rainer said. “Good luck.” 
 
    He sat back down at his desk and watched Ezekiel leave. Only when he was gone did Rainer allow himself a brief, pleased smile. He hadn’t killed anyone in a way that received any attention in several months because his interest had been waning. Perhaps what he needed was an opponent to play with. Ezekiel Herod seemed like a formidable adversary; a wrathful god to be tempted by the devil. 
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    The Man in the Long Black Coat 
 
    Dale Bruyer and James Sandover were huntsmen: monster hunting heirs to a secret legacy, self-appointed defenders of mankind, students of magic, warriors and—in James’s case—occasional chess opponent of the Devil himself. Until James died and left Dale all alone on a self-destructive path through alcoholism to an early grave.   
 
    Then one stormy night, the giant tree that had marked James’s grave uproots and Dale finds footprints walking away from the hole beneath it. A killer begins ritualistically murdering young women in the small town of Solagrove, Louisiana where he lives, and though the man in the long black coat sounds a lot like James, it can’t be James. James is dead; there is absolutely no question about it.  
 
    Dale is reluctantly dragged into the investigation by his neighbor, the mother of the first victim. He’s not so sure the killings are really his sort of thing, but there’s something very familiar about it all anyway and someone has to stop it. Though why does it have to be him? 
 
    In the midst of all this chaos, he suddenly finds himself with a house full: a werewolf in the kitchen, a god crashing on his sofa and a punk rock fallen angel riding shotgun.  
 
    To read a sample or purchase a copy: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00LOYM78O 
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    Love Song for a Vampire 
 
    Dale Bruyer kills bad things that go bump in the night, or at least he used to. Now he owns a bar in small town Louisiana and granted, it has become a hang-out for the same creatures he used to track down, but they tip in gold and diamonds, so he can't really complain. He's retired (sort of) and out of the game until a friend starts him a blog without his permission and brings him a new case: vampires in New Orleans.  
 
    He's skeptical at first, but he discovers vampire blood making the rounds on the street as the newest cheap thrill and comes face to face with a monster from legend, and it's not so unbelievable anymore. Except things aren't always what they seem, especially in Dale's world, and it's up to him to figure out what's actually happening and ultimately decide which side he's really on. 
 
    To read a sample or purchase a copy: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00T100SMU 
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    Mercy 
 
    A kid commits suicide as a direct result of bullying once every half-hour. This is something that Mercy Hartwell knows, but it doesn’t impact her life until her brother, Corey nearly becomes a statistic.  
 
    On a Monday morning in small town Iowa, a harmless school assembly about bullying takes an unexpected turn and becomes a hostage situation. With a captive audience and a small arsenal, Mercy and her friends conduct a trial with themselves as judges, jury and executioners. They’re willing to risk everything for their one chance at vengeance. In their courtroom, anyone can accuse anyone of anything as long as they’re willing to tell their horrible story in front of the class.  
 
    The only verdict is guilty. 
 
    The only punishment is death.  
 
    Those who survive will have a whole new reason to hate Mondays.  
 
    To read a sample or purchase a copy: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00OI76FMI 
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    Needle Freak 
 
    Phineas first appeared to Jack as a friend and he took him away from all the horrors of his childhood. No one could see Phineas except Jack though, and more and more as the years passed he seemed less like a friend and more like a demon. At sixteen Jack ran away from home and ended up living on the street. Out there, Jack learned just what lengths he would go to in order to survive.  
 
    Then he met Steve and Steve is a bad, bad man—one who drags Jack lower than even he imagined he could go. But that doesn't matter to Jack because he is stupidly, pathetically in love with him. 
 
    When Jack finally starts to pull his life together and puts all of that behind him, he reconnects with the brother he used to be so close to but hasn’t seen in fourteen years and with his sweet Grandma Chloe. He gets a real job and kicks the drugs. He even believes that he’s gotten away from Phineas at long last.  
 
    He couldn’t be more wrong and when Phineas returns to torment him, Jack becomes more desperate than ever to escape him. Jack’s secrets come out and threaten to destroy everything and a ghost from his past tracks him down and this time he may not survive. When it comes right down to it, Phineas might be a demon, but he’s one of Jack’s demons and Jack needs him if he’s going to make it out alive.  
 
    To read a sample/purchase a copy: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B01FP1ALBG 
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