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[image: Draconic King, by James Wymore]


  [image: P]lease see reason, your highness,” my oldest counselor said.


  Around the long table sat my most trusted advisors. The youngest, my best friend from birth, Michael, sat to my right. Six of them, seated by age, represented the only men in the world I trusted with my plan. The eldest, once a counselor to my grandfather, spoke now.


  “The last king to try riding a dragon into battle died and brought his house to ruin. The fifth kingdom fell behind him. Without a dragon, the other kingdoms quickly joined to conquer them.”


  I knew somebody would bring up the last failed attempt. “What choice do I have?” I stood, the purple cloak lifted behind me and floated to the sides. “My father, rest his soul, left us weak. On the western front, the forces of Swalend and Harmach continually harass us. If not for Isaluf taking land from Swalend, Murghness would have perished already.” I paced, deliberately letting the silken cape float up behind me as I turned. I pointed at the large map tacked on the wall behind Michael.


  “At least let one of your knights try first,” one of the advisors in the middle said. “That way if something goes wrong…”


  “There is no such thing as a Draconic Knight. Dragons are too proud to bow to any but a king. We have fewer soldiers and harsher lands than the other kingdoms. Even if we manage to stave off these vultures now, eventually, they will beat us by sheer numbers. They have ten times the acreage of fertile lands as well as fish from the ocean. Already they have four or five times as many outlying towns.


  “In one generation, Swalend and Harmach will each have enough men to crush us on their own. The only reason we still stand is because they fight each other for the privilege of conquering us first. Eventually, they will realize this and join forces just long enough to wipe us out.”


  The council all stared at the map where I had carefully penciled in the current territorial boundaries and battle locations.


  My military tactician said, “Perhaps with a little time, Isaluf will have weakened Swalend enough to prevent them from overtaking our defenses.”


  “Perhaps.” Everybody knew it was a fool’s hope. “However, to my eyes, it seems we are ignoring our greatest tactical advantage.” I pointed to the dragon’s lair just north of the castle on the map. “Our spies have confirmed Swalend has no dragon.” I pointed to the crossed out location of Swalend’s treasure horde. “Their king has positioned soldiers around the cave. Rumors indicate the king is spending vast portions of their treasure to keep up his armies.”


  “Spies have seen the empty cave,” the spymaster said. “There has not been a dragon guarding their horde for some months now.”


  I smiled. “Harmach’s dragon is ocean bound, useless in a battle against us. Isaluf has no means of transporting their hole-digging dragon across the sea. Even if they did, they couldn’t possibly maintain a colony in the lands of Murghness when they are cut off by the other kingdoms.”


  I paused, listening for any new information. My advisors began looking back and forth at each other. They could not deny the military advantage I suggested. “With the element of surprise, our mountain dragon will easily burn and rout their attacking armies. I can push forward and take what is left of Swaland’s poorly defended horde.”


  “Surely you’re not suggesting we try to conquer Swalend?” the political expert asked.


  “No. Even if we succeeded, we don’t have the capacity to maintain it against Isaluf and Harmach. But with what’s left of Swalend’s diminishing money reserves, we can build our defenses. With any luck, Isaluf and Harmach will move against Swalend after us. When Swalend falls, we push our forces forward and north, grabbing all of this fertile acreage.”


  I indicated the land to the north and west of the great mountains. “There are many budding farming communities there. With lower taxes, we should easily garner their support. It will also afford us access to the ocean along the northern coast, so we can begin fishing.


  “When the others learn of Swalend’s situation, they will swoop in and finish them off. This one push will give us the people and lands necessary to grow into the strongest of the remaining three kingdoms within two generations, while the other two kingdoms are forced to keep each other constantly in check.”


  Several nodded their agreement.


  Michael said, “I think this is the best plan.”


  I winked my silent thanks.


  My spymaster wagged his head. “This plan is too dangerous. Your life is too valuable to risk, your majesty. If something were to go wrong, the entire kingdom would fall into ruin.”


  I swished my cape around again, laying my hand on the hilt of my sword. “The once-great kingdom of Murghness is already fallen,” I said. “I have a young son, but if we do nothing, he will have nothing to inherit when he comes of age.”


  “There must be some other way. Your father has been dead only a week.” My eldest advisor looked at me with large, caring blue eyes, emphasized by wrinkles grown from long years serving my family.


  “I believe my father’s death is the blood in the water that will draw the sharks to us. However, I am happy to hear any other suggestions.” I sat down, breathing slowly as I scanned their faces. They wanted only the best for our people. They had dedicated their lives to this kingdom. If they could not think of another way, no group of men alive could.


  “Maybe we can entreat the dragon to act without a rider?” the political advisor said. He rubbed his hands nervously as he spoke.


  I took a deep breath. “Dragons are passionate beasts. They do not distinguish one army from another in battle. Without a rider, the beast would be as likely to destroy our own men as our foes.”


  The silence stretched on. I looked at the tapestries depicting the great deeds of my ancestors. Rising, I stood by the woven portrait of my great-great-grandfather speaking over a shield to a giant monster. “When the other kingdoms began recruiting dragons, Starin Murghness personally led a quest into the deep wilderness to find a dragon for us. He travelled farthest, along the hardest path, unaided by ships as the other kingdoms were. He did not depend on emissaries and wizards to do the task.


  “When he returned, he had the greatest of the kingdom dragons. Bonded as one, they destroyed any who dared threaten their borders. They took great sums of wealth and guaranteed the kingdom would be strong. The same dragon sleeps now on the same gold. We have fed it six cows a month, enough to feed half the castle, for decades. Now, the kingdom is again in peril. Will not the dragon want to protect its own interests by joining with me to regain the same glory and set the kingdom to last all the longer?”


  They looked back and forth from one to the other, eventually settling their eyes on me. The room fell quiet. “I guess we will have to ask it, then.”
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  As I stood at the entrance to the cave, I bid my guards and advisors wait for me outside.


  “It’s too dangerous, Majesty,” the captain of the guard said. “The dragon has killed some of the men we sent in to feed it. We have no reason to assume it will respect your authority.”


  I saw only loyalty and the greatest of respect in his eyes. Though he didn’t speak the words, I knew if I asked, he would attempt to ride the dragon for me.


  “Thank you,” I said. “But there is no other choice.”


  Nothing would change my plight. Generations of kings had lived safely. The time for that luxury passed with my father.


  I hefted my heirloom shield, the very one Starin Murghness held up in the tapestry. The crest of a living mountain beneath a cold moon was inlaid on it with gold. Tall and broad, this shield would be just enough cover if the dragon tested me. I placed my gauntleted hand on the pommel of my sword and rushed into the giant hole cleft into solid rock.


  The tunnel wasn’t long, but the diffuse light of cloud-dampened sun rapidly diminished. The smell made me gag. Either the dragon didn’t bother to leave when it defecated, or some remains of the whole-beef diet we kept it on were rotting here. Humidity dampened my skin and wilted my clothes. Hotter than a summer day, it felt like the royal kitchens when they had the walk-in oven stoked.


  I stopped at the end of the tunnel where the ground fell off. In a cave almost as tall as my castle, a great mound of treasure melded seamlessly with the metallic skin of a fat reptile. The rhythm of the monster’s breathing unnerved me. With slow, moaning swells, the thing sucked in enough breath to cause wind to rush past me. Then a prolonged exhale cast the red light of glowing coals out of huge nostrils.


  All this gold. It would be enough to fund a great army of mercenaries–possibly enough to buy loyalty from the citizens of the other kingdoms. Yet, my father’s words echoed in my mind. That is the dragon’s gold. Do not think of it as ours. To touch the smallest coin would be to doom all of Murghness.


  I felt small and weak for the first time in my life. Standing on the edge, looking at a magical beast, a force of nature, I knew I tempted fate beyond the strains of reason. I didn’t know if I should shout its name to assert myself, or be considerate and wait for it to acknowledge me. By all accounts, it had been sleeping here for more than sixty years, only waking to gobble its meal or occasionally the men delivering the meal. Waiting would not work. Still, a roaring command did not seem right either. In the end, I decided just to speak to it as one of my advisors.


  “Zaamaach, I have come to consult with your great wisdom. No, of a truth, I have come to ask a favor.”


  I waited for the current breath, swelling the metal mountain and then stoking the coals. One great eye, larger than my head, opened like a crescent moon.


  “You bring no food?”


  “I will bring you more food if you want it.”


  Zaamaach closed his eye and then opened it. “I ate yesterday. Did you come to die?”


  “No. I came to ask your help.”


  The great yellow eye opened all the way. “Who are you?”


  “I am Starenge Murghness, king of this realm.”


  The dragon huffed out a bit of burning air. It made me wonder if he’d actually just scoffed at my declaration.


  “You once joined with my ancestor to secure this gold and the stability of the kingdom.”


  The long snout dipped, as if to acknowledge the fact.


  “Our kingdom is in peril. We need your great help once more to secure our lands.”


  The low voice growled. I hoped it was just to clear its long throat. “What difference is it to me?”


  “If we do not act soon, the kingdom will fall. We will be unable to provide you with food.”


  The dragon blinked, its copper skin glinting as it stretched across the eye. “I’m sure a new king would be happy to renew my contract.” The dragon lay back down, as if to close the matter.


  I thought quickly. “More gold. If we move against Swalend, we can increase your keepings.”


  The dragon lifted its long neck again, turning to the side as if my words were at least worth stretching enough to consider. Licking its lips with a wide, forked tongue, Zaamaach said, “I will not fight another of my kind. Dragons do not squabble as men do.”


  I suppressed my instinct to be offended. “There is no dragon guarding this treasure. Just men.”


  “How much?” the dragon roared. The walls echoed with thunder, and my heart shuddered within my chest.


  “They are spending it quickly,” I said. “But reports say maybe half as much as you have here.”


  The dragon’s neck snapped back and forth, taking a quick inventory. Bobbing with a twisted smile, it reared back. “I could use a new mound for my tail, and a higher pillow.”


  “I will need some of the gold to reinforce our armies,” I said. “We need more farmland to the north in order to increase our productivity.”


  “So, you can feed me more?”


  “Yes,” I said with a sigh. I knew my son would curse my agreeing to this. We could feed half an army for what this dragon ate.


  “Very well,” the dragon said. It turned so the far eye was looking at me. “Do you know the way of the Kingic Dragon?”


  I’d never heard it said in quite that way, but I assumed it is what a dragon would think of the arrangement.


  “I’ve read everything Starin wrote, all the directions you gave him.” I couldn’t believe my ears. It sounded like the monster might agree. My heart raced at the prospect.


  “Then let us be going,” Zaamaach said. The massive bulk of the titan began to rise from the hill of lucre.


  “Not right now,” I said, raising my hands before it got too far. “I need some time to prepare my people.”


  Zaamach settled back onto the roost, snorting out two small bursts of flame. “I will need more food then,” the monster growled. “Bring me food every day until you are ready.”


  I swore under my breath, as the giant eyebrow rose above the glowing eye. “Okay. I’ll send somebody soon. But please, let the soldiers live. We will need all of them.”


  “They live if they do not linger,” the dragon quipped. Another large breath vented, this time stoking the inside of his nostrils to a white hotness.”


  “Thank you. I will make ready in five days.”


  The dragon just closed the big eye as if the whole conversation had never happened.


  I rushed out of the room, feeling cold. Having spoken with the behemoth, I knew it didn’t respect me or anything else. If the whim took it, fire would surge up the tunnel and roast me from behind.


  When I came out, the light hurt my eyes. I didn’t wait for them to adjust. “Captain, ready your men.”


  “Yes, your highness.”


  “I want them marching toward the north gate in four days.”
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  “You can’t be serious,” my wife cried out. She ran to the crib where my firstborn slept soundly. “You just had a child. You’ve only been king for one week. They will think you are a warmonger.”


  “I’m so sorry, Thana.” With her, I always could let down the airs I put on for everybody else. “I didn’t mean for it to happen this way. I just wanted to ask the dragon if it would help us. Then it wanted to move quickly. I can’t afford to feed it every day for very long. We’ll all starve, and as I told you before, this kingdom is on the brink of disaster. I have no choice but to move now.”


  “I’ll die without you,” Thana said. “How can any country survive without their king? You are better than your father. You’ll find another way.”


  I grasped her shoulders and waited until she met my gaze. “I don’t have another choice. I’ve been studying this for years, not days. I’m not going to do anything foolish like trying to take all of Swalend. But this one decisive move will make all the difference for Murghness. It will assure the kingdom is strong again. If I don’t take this chance, there will be nothing for our son to inherit.”


  “But I cannot lose you. You are all I have.” She kissed me, and I tasted the salt of her tears on the corner of her lips.


  “You know you are my love, but a whole country of our loyal citizens will be ruined otherwise. I have to do what is best for them first. If all goes well, we will be able to enjoy our life with our children until we are very old.”


  “Don’t you mean child?”


  “No.” I smiled at her. “I mean children.”


  She smiled back, wearily.


  “I have given orders. You are to be the steward if things go wrong.”


  “What? No. I don’t want—”


  “The council of advisors will keep Murghness going. But you will be the figurehead until our son is of age.”


  Thana put her head down and collapsed into my chest. I hugged her tight, taking deep breaths. I hated that I had to put her happiness at risk.


  “I will come back,” I swore. “It will all be good.”


  She looked up, speaking with a resolve her eyes couldn’t muster. “I believe in you. You are strong and brave. You are the greatest hero of Murghness. You will be the legend our people tell to their children at night.”


  I crushed her with my embrace, as if I could force those words deep into my heart.
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  Alone in my chamber, I pulled out a small ring of keys. I had stewards keeping dozens for me, of course. These few I trusted to no man.


  I selected a black one with an ornate bow and chaotic teeth. Behind the portrait of my grandfather, I pushed the key into the center of a safe. Gold and jewels, just a stash for emergencies, piled on one side of the small box. Notes and books from my ancestors filled most of the space. From the top of a very old book, I pulled down a wooden box. I could not see the dark and ornate carvings in the dim firelight—I had them memorized. This piece, handed down to me years ago, had dominated my youthful dreams.


  Do not waste your thoughts on it, my father had cautioned me when he gave it to me in secret a few years ago. It is a relic of a bygone age only. Best to let such things lie.


  I didn’t keep his advice. I had gazed on this box hundreds of times since, in the middle of the night when nobody watched. Now, I opened it with new purpose.


  Beneath the thin, fitted lid lay a red-jeweled pendant encased in gold. A small piece of parchment, tucked into the velvet padding, said, “This magic can bend a dragon’s will. Do not rely on it too heavily.”


  I’d memorized the small book of directions, hints on how to coerce Zaamaach. Without this amulet, I would never have the courage to attempt it. I lifted the heavy object and placed it around my neck. Worn beneath my armor, the family secret of how my great-great-grandfather had subdued the greatest of creatures would remain hidden.
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  Five days passed in a blur. We set guards to keep every single person in the city and regular patrols of the nearby mountains, so no spies could report our preparations to our enemies. The reinforcements marched one day before my expected arrival. We timed our plans so they would arrive just as I did. With midday came the time for my departure.


  I stood bowlegged in heavy armor, fashioned of every color of metal. The suit had a dragon saddle built into it, as the dragon would never allow us to saddle it. Two large rings in front and back fastened onto spikes along the lower section of the monster’s neck. I prayed the beast hadn’t grown fat in the meantime, so the contraption would still fit. I knew Zaamaach didn’t have the patience for me to make adjustments.


  My captain and advisors each offered me words of encouragement. Michael went last. He spoke quietly when we had a little privacy. I’d asked him never to treat me differently as king, so I felt relief when he used my nickname.


  “You’re crazy, Strange. But if anybody can pull this off, it’s you. Just keep your shield up high. You always try to protect your feet.” I remembered how many times he’d smacked my shoulders or head with the sticks we used to spar. “Leave the feet and protect your head.”


  I nodded and smiled. The confidence showing in his eyes felt good.


  I waddled down the tunnel. The funny shape of the custom armor made me feel ridiculous. Making slow progress gave me plenty of time to rethink the situation. I’d memorized the book of notes about riding the dragon. Still, I doubted those words held everything I needed to know. As the metal plates on my boots clanked down the rough, angled floor, I felt my throat swelling. Ice gripped my heart.


  I paused halfway. I knew the floor would drop away soon and then I would not be able to back down. My ancestor’s words drummed in my mind. Dragons are stronger, smarter, and more magical than humans. Never make the mistake of assuming you can force them, outsmart them, or use magic to bind them.


  The amulet chaffed beneath my breastplate, but I didn’t have time to adjust it. I hoped I might not need it. I had bribed this dragon with treasure. I held no illusion of superiority. I just had to be there to keep it focused on our enemies.


  These thoughts brought me no comfort. I felt myself wanting to turn back. Surely, nobody would fault me for trying a different option first.


  Then a gust of heat from inside the cave brushed past me, warming my armor. I smelled roasted flesh. I remembered how much we were feeding it the last five days. I knew the kingdom didn’t have the resources to keep that up. I had bound myself to this action. The dragon would not like me taking back the extra food we agreed upon. I couldn’t afford for it to think I looked weak. The armies were in place. There was nothing else to do but get on the dragon and finish the plans.


  I steeled myself and took another step forward. One way or another, the fate of Murghness, the fate of my family, and my own fate would all be determined today. For good or ill, I would live or die with my courage.


  The space opened and the dim light brushed my cheeks. My silk cloak floated away from my feet and back as the air shifted with the behemoth’s breath. I stood looking at the mangled carcass of a half-eaten cow. The front legs and head were gone. Guts spilled from the middle where a puddle of blood surrounded the hindquarters. I turned away from the gore and spent a few seconds preparing my next words.


  “Are you ready to increase your horde today?” I asked evenly. The great wyrm’s head rested in the same pile of treasure it had been on last time. Reptile bearding fell around the top of the golden pillow. The tall spikes on the beast’s back continued to go up and down as one breath after another glowed.


  The copper eyelid lifted. I felt myself flinch beneath the power of the predatory stare. I knew it contemplated snatching me up as a snack just for interrupting a nice nap. Eventually, the deep growl formed words.


  “You have some of his features,” Zaamaach said. “But you are smaller.”


  I thought of Starin, my most courageous ancestor, and prayed he would lend me his strength now. “Will that make it easier for you?”


  “Staying here serves my ease best.” It huffed out a puff of black smoke.


  I paused. Had he changed his mind? Before I could muster a response, the great neck looped up, pulling the heavy head high into the dark cave.


  It roared, “However, my ease has not brought me any increase of wealth. If your spies serve you well, it would be a crime to let anyone squander such a fortune. We should bring it here for safe keeping.”


  I saw a glint in the slit of the yellow eye, even in the dark. “Then let us recover it,” I yelled up, assuming he could not hear me well from so high. My knees buckled. I might have toppled if not for the support arch of the strange armor. What was I doing? I couldn’t be more than an insect to this fierce creature. I gulped, realizing I probably would not make it back alive. I wished I’d spent just one more moment kissing my infant son and loyal wife goodbye.
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  The heat of a furnace roaring beneath me offset the icy wind as it raced past my face and tried to freeze my armor. The dragon wouldn’t wait for anything. My heart raced as a fear of falling to my death gripped me. Once I had the clamps in front of and behind me tightened securely around two of the bony spikes near the base of the monster’s neck, I relaxed.


  Exhilaration coursed through me as we flew. Looking down on the small castle and mountains, I understood better how dragons could see the smaller creatures of the world as insignificant. In addition to their great size and power, just the view of everyone so small beneath them would swell their pride.


  The dragon shifted to one side, folding one wing slightly and losing altitude as it banked. I re-gripped my sword. Despite having chained it to my wrist, the gauntlet’s grip kept slipping, making me worry I might drop it. Also, there wasn’t anything else to hold on to as my stomach protested the momentary free fall.


  I’d spent my life travelling these mountains, mapping our lands, and observing our people. Now, the information I’d spent years gathering unfolded beneath me in moments. I could see every house, every peak. I saw a few mountain meadows we could yet settle for farmland. The sheer expanse of land I could observe made my mind tingle with the possibilities. I memorized the birds-eye view, happy for any distraction from my plight.


  The incredible nature of being aloft, carried on the back of a great dragon, filled my mind. This event would be my legacy. My own notes would be added to the small book by Starin Murghness if I survived. I tried to see greatness in it, but failed. Sitting atop a massive creature made it impossible for me to feel much pride. I was more of a prisoner than a commander. The dragon, thirsting for lucre, only tolerated my presence as I served its will. It was a strange perspective for a king.


  When we flew past the highest peaks of the range, where snow remained year round, the cold finally threatened to overwhelm the heat of the furnace below me. The sun, though filtered through clouds, made the snowcaps blindingly bright. Zaamaach’s wings beat harder. I assumed the thin air offered less to fly upon, but feeling the monster’s heart pulse beneath the thick scales with my ankles, I realized the danger for this titan. The cold blood of a reptile was weakest in low temperatures.


  I examined the giant links of the spiked spine. Should I slip my sword between them, or just to the side of them between the ribs? If I had designs to destroy the dragon, this would have been the moment to slay it. All the treasure would be mine to spend unopposed. Still, I didn’t know if my sword could penetrate the scales. Besides, I’d have to wait for it to land first, of course. I tossed the thoughts aside. This creature was an ally, for now.


  Once we crested the white cap, the dragon ceased beating its wings. Instead, stretching wide, the leathery sails directed our gliding forward. Slowly, gaining speed, cold tears streaked from my eyes. The dragon’s furnace began to win over the cold air, and we accelerated to a fearsome velocity.


  Coming down the other side of the mountain took half as long. The dragon’s pulse slowed, and its belly warmed. Over the long minutes of gliding, the beast rested. I felt new worries rising. I’d never been tested in battle. Despite training all my life, I’d only given orders from the back lines. My stomach lurched from a new fear. My head swam. The beautiful scenery rolling away from me offered no relief.


  Then I saw the wall in the distance. A towering gray structure, made of stones hewn from the nearby mountains, rose between two tall cliffs, guarding the gate at the edge of the kingdom. This great wall served as the northern of two perimeter defenses of our lands for generations. Placed to use the jagged mountains as a natural extension, the gate closed the canyon to any we did not permit to enter our lands. My armies stood behind it. Surely, they had seen the dragon coming by now.


  Across the wall, a good-sized contingent of Swalend’s army camped. The recent arrival of our reinforcements caused them to muster, preparing for an attack. From this distance, they looked like ants arranged in nice little blocks.


  I felt a small twinge of guilt, knowing they stood little chance against Zaamaach. I didn’t let it deter me. They had been harrying my men, the army of Murghness, for some time now. We never advanced on them, always acting in defense. By now, they would have seen the copper skin of the dragon shining in the afternoon sun. I wondered how long they would hold their ranks. Would they last until we arrived?


  Zaamaach descended, and I felt his heart speed up. The seat beneath me warmed as its throat rumbled. I realized it was too soon. The dragon was going to drop into my army on the near side.


  “Up!” I yelled. “These are my men. We need to go over the wall.”


  The dragon held course, gaining yet more speed. The rumbling swelled beneath me, but I couldn’t make out any words. Was it arguing, or just ignoring me? I had nothing I could hold onto, no handle or reins with which to communicate. Could it even hear me?


  I shouted, “Over the wall. The far side.”


  The dragon held course as my men began to scatter. I saw horror and panic in their faces. They could see me on the great beast now, though none stopped to make eye contact. I reached out with all my mind and heart to command the dragon once more in loud, firm words. “No! Not these men.”


  I felt a small fire on my chest beneath the armor. Then the dragon’s head jerked up and looked back at me. I thought the distraction would lead us straight into the wall, but despite turning to make eye contact with me, the wings diverted at the last second, and we jolted up into the sky.


  “So, you have the talisman,” the dragon said to me, guiding us over the wall. I first worried he could not see where he was going with his head turned, but then realized with an eye on each side of his head, unlike humans, he could stare at me and see the direction he travelled at the same time.


  “Yes,” I said. “It is my most valued possession.”


  “It only works if I choose to honor it,” Zaamaach said.


  “I know. Thank you for honoring it now.”


  The dragon’s tail twisted beneath us, and then the wings tipped. It felt as if we flew over an invisible arch. From high among the clouds, the great aerial reptile turned its head forward again. We began to free fall, my stomach rapidly rising into my throat. I shook with the effort of not vomiting. The descent became fast and terrible.


  Before we reached the Swalend army, the units broke their ranks and ran. I thought we were going to crash into the ground at full speed, but the dragon made a fast turn and instead plowed through a hundred fleeing men. Hitting them with the power of a hundred horses, the monster broke and crushed them all in a single swipe before lifting above the nearby trees again. I felt the full grip of my saddle clamps tested as the snake-like neck twisted in the air, almost throwing me free. Luckily, nobody could see my face registering shock and worry. They couldn’t see anything but the bearded maw of Zaamaach.


  In a quick reverse, the beast stalled in the air and then released a gigantic blast of fire. The other large unit of men screamed louder than the first as the sticky, alchemical flame coated their armor and burned straight through.


  I did not admit guilt or horror at the scene before me. Though I knew it would haunt my nightmares for the rest of my life, I gloried in this incomparable moment. I felt a rush of power as if I had been the one vanquishing life by the hundreds on a whim.


  Trees exploded; rocks took flame. When the dragon stopped, the light from the fire subsided and a great plume of black and brown smoke began to rise. All the remaining men of Swalend ran for their lives, dropping spears and swords. Zaamaach chased a group of them into the trees, swiping down hundred-year-old plants and squishing screaming soldiers beneath giant claws. Sharp branches pounded me, bouncing off my plate armor. A few arrows found their way to my chest, but none penetrated. Remembering my friend’s words, I lifted the shield to guard my face. Though the dragon killed men with an unbridled rage, he only ate two. They looked to be squires to me, unarmored.


  Plenty of the survivors had seen me atop the behemoth. Word would spread rapidly that Murghness had brought their dragon out for war again. Already, the first part of my plan had succeeded. The other kingdoms would not dare attack us as long as I reigned. If I could, I’d have turned back then.


  After a remarkably short encounter, the army’s camp emptied. Zaamaach spurted a small fire in a circle to ignite the tents. The heat grew unbearable. The dragon would not care, but I could easily roast in the oven of my armor while it flexed muscles and roared its victory.


  I held my tongue, hoping it would leave before I was forced to ask. I had the feeling the amulet would offer me a very small number of requests, and I didn’t want to waste them lightly. Just as my resolve melted, and my feet burned in their metal boots, the monster sprang with all four legs into the sky and floated to the northwest. I turned back to see great lines of black smoke rising into the air. Long before the surviving soldiers made it back to tell the story, those fires would telegraph the news to the people of Swalend.


  Away from the battle lines, I felt some relief my men were no longer in danger. We veered north, and again, I enjoyed a wide view. I could see the distant dot of Swalend’s castle to the west. Unlike the other kingdoms, they kept their dragon’s cave far from the castle, a tactical mistake.


  I expected the dragon to go straight toward the cave, where the money waited. Instead, I felt him divert toward a small hamlet. Unlike the soldiers, these were unarmed peasants and farmers. I felt a new horror rise in my heart. The dragon would not distinguish between innocents and armies.


  “The cave is just north now,” I called into the wind. No response. The wings continued to drift away from our course toward the wooden buildings and green farms. “There is nothing here for us!”


  As the dragon’s course became set, I saw him glance back at me. Was it challenging me? Did it test me again?


  “Please,” I yelled, “let us go claim the horde before the king squanders more of it. There is the cave!”


  I pointed with my sword. I had not used it once except to block a branch flipping toward my face. Zaamaach groaned beneath me. I prepared to make a passionate command, utilizing the magical device on my chest, but the creature turned.


  I let out a breath I had been holding as the huge body beneath me banked against the invisible air and corrected course to the north. My heart did not slow. Now that the adrenaline of our first attack wore off, I felt a tired sadness. This was a foolish decision on my part.


  I could not control this dragon anymore than I could command the thunder and rain. A new fear grew inside me. Now that my own tactical plans were coming to fruition, I realized I had forgotten a few details. What would happen after the dragon killed the soldiers guarding the cave? How would we transport the gold? What would the dragon do to me after obtaining its goal?


  As the distant cave rapidly approached, I turned my mind back to the task. I raised my shield while the dragon gained altitude. There would be no way for any of the survivors to have warned these guards we were coming. They weren’t in ranks, just camped around the entrance. Again, the dragon arched in the air, and I recognized a pattern. It wanted to build up speed for the attack.


  Once again, the cool wind assaulted my eyes, bringing tears. The men before us must have recognized the shape in the sky because they ran to form ranks, weapons lifted high. They had more courage than the group besieging our wall. As we rushed toward them, dozens of arrows pounded us. The missiles bounced harmlessly off the dragon’s scales. Only one hit my shield and ricocheted with a twang. A few hit the wings, which were tucked back as we dove.


  There were fewer men here. They formed two smaller groups, spears to the front and archers to the back. As Zaamaach advanced, he roared. They scattered too late. We smashed into the front line soldiers as fiery breath engulfed the archers behind. I felt one spear tip lodge between two plates on my left leg, cutting into my calf above the ankle. Still, I held my shield up where it protected my face. I could afford to lose a little blood and refused to show any pain.


  The few men on the edges smart enough to run escaped into the rocks and trees. We looped around once, the great beast stepping on stragglers. As quickly as the first encounter, this battle ended. Without hesitating, the dragon rushed into the cave.


  It took time for my eyes to adjust. I heard the now muffled sound of agony and screaming outside. Our spy information stood true. The horde, though smaller than our own, held a great deal of wealth unguarded by a dragon. Great rib bones rose like a makeshift prison to one side. I assumed the remains could only be from a slain dragon. Black lines streaked the wall and across the ceiling on that side. They obviously burned the corpse to stave off the stench of the rotting flesh. I wondered how they could make it catch fire, considering the obvious resistance of Zaamaach’s skin. Would it burn once cut open?


  “This will do nicely,” Zaamaach said.


  “How will we transport it?” I hated to be practical, but I really couldn’t think of anything except a prolonged engagement where the dragon held off the armies of Swalend while my own troops filled horse carts to carry the stuff away.


  “It’s time for you to get off,” the deep voice growled.


  I set to unfastening the clamps, as the dragon’s claws began lifting and sifting Swalend’s loot. The wyrm seemed to never tire of the shiny metals, despite my taking some time to get free and slide off the side to the ground. I hurt my wounded leg when I landed, letting out a stifled cry.


  Zaamaach glanced at me through a half-closed eye. “I will need a little bit of time. You must keep guard.”


  I opened my mouth to ask why he would ever need me to stand guard and then decided better of it. My legs ached from the bowed armor. I couldn’t sit down or even see my leg wound, though I knew the rest of my metal boot was full of blood. I wanted to check it, but didn’t want to show weakness.


  “I can’t do anything in this armor,” I said.


  The dragon ignored me, flexing its muscles in waves and making strange grunting sounds. I started the long task of unbuckling and loosening panel after panel. When I finally pulled my ankles out of the ridiculously shaped saddle, great relief went up my back, and I felt new soreness in both legs.


  I examined my lower leg. The laceration looked clean. Blood flowed from it, but not so much that I had to worry about bleeding to death. I looked around for anything to work with. Wine would have been ideal, but I didn’t have any. I hadn’t even brought water or food. I decided to wrap it. I cut long strips of fabric from the bottom of my tunic, tying it firmly over the wound. The blood soaked the cloth, but it staunched the flow.


  After a few minutes, I tested it. I could still stand on the foot, despite the pain. I found I could sit on the bowed leg armor like a chair, so I moved it into the path of the cave’s opening and sat down to rest. The top half was heavy and put extra weight on the injured leg when I walked.


  I listened to the sounds of chaos outside the cave. They faded as the brave found a few survivors and helped them get away. Nobody was planning to organize and enter. When I felt safe, which was remarkable, I turned to study the strange behavior of my gigantic companion.


  The beast’s body from head to tail had turned a grayish white color. Only patches of the copper color remained along his belly and rear haunches. The muscles continued to pulse from one end of the creature to the other, like great waves rippling across a pool of liquid metal. As the various muscles flexed outward, the red color returned to the skin in those places and then faded. I completely forgot what I’d agreed to do, instead watching in morbid fascination.


  It took a long time before I figured out the strange condition of the monster. Zaamaach was shedding skin. Like a giant snake, he shuffled off the outer layer of covering and scales.


  Noticing my attention he said, “Why do you think I needed the extra food?”


  Long minutes later, I diverted my attention as the dragon emerged from a crumpled mess of shed skin. Around the arms and tail, it held the same shape, but most of it looked like a huge ghost. The behemoth stretched its mouth wide, as if yawning. Ripples of flexing muscle once more coursed down the length of the great body.


  “It’s been ages since I did that,” Zaamaach said. “It feels nice.”


  I watched the dragon’s neck swing back and forth, again assessing the treasure. Finally, I said, “I don’t think anybody is planning to attack us in here any time soon.”


  “Too bad,” the dragon said with a purr. “I’m about ready for a snack.”


  I felt a chill go up my spine. Would it decide to eat me instead of carrying me home? I wanted its mind on the lure. “What about all this treasure? How can we move it?”


  “How are you the king, yet you cannot comprehend simple things?”


  “The skin!” I shouted. I felt dumb for not seeing it before.


  Zaamaach grabbed the crumpled mass and crushed it at the neck and tail. Pulling the middle out like a great balloon, the dragon put one claw into a hole on the back where spines stuck out. Carefully drawing the talon from one spine hole to the other, the dragon opened the top. Smashing each leg to seal the openings, the enormous bag sat finished along one side of the cave.


  I said nothing as the monster scooped up great heaps of treasure and dropped them with a cacophony into the bag. It made no attempt to be careful, letting the coins and jewelry cascade through the air, tinkling as they fell, before crashing into the pile with a collective boom so loud it echoed through the cave. On and on this ritual went. It reminded me of a child suddenly inundated with candy far in excess of any edible amount.


  “Can you carry so great a mass?” One second after I spoke the words, I regretted it.


  “If I can’t, we’ll have to leave some things behind.” The dragon had a glint in its eye again, puffing out small clouds of smoke as it glowed inside. I understood the thinly veiled threat. Was it laughing? Were the words merely sarcasm?


  Eventually the dragon said, “You will need to pick up the smaller pieces.”


  I noticed thousands of coins littering the ground, much too small for his large clawed hands to pick up.


  “Is it worth the trouble?” Compared to the rest of the bag, it didn’t seem important.


  “Maybe not,” the dragon said. “But I thought you said you needed some money, too.”
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  It took me hours, hobbling on my injured leg, to collect the rest of the treasure into a bag made from my tied-off shirt. My amulet thumped against my chest every time I leaned over and stood back up. I rested my bag on my heirloom shield, sliding the once polished front across dirt and rocks until I had at least my own weight in gold. Eventually, I stopped picking up the silver and copper. By the end, I only collected jewels.


  Once pain threatened to push me to delirium, I dragged the metal sled to my armor and sat down to rest. Thankfully, the dragon lifted my bag into the larger skin bag with the rest of the horde.


  “I’m rested. We can leave now,” the dragon said.


  The great beast moved its head to rest on the treasure. I strapped my armor on as fast as I could. My swollen leg and wrapped ankle no longer fit the metal boot. I tried to endure the pain of it, only to give up. I left the top plates of my left boot unlatched.


  Driven by willpower I did not know I possessed, I carefully waddled over to the prone giant. Exhausted beyond anything I’d ever experienced, I found I lacked the strength to lift my heavy armor onto the tall neck. On my third try, as I held the spines and pulled without success, Zaamaach flexed his muscles and lifted his neck. I almost fell off, but holding tight, the movement tossed me into the air. I twisted and landed between two spines.


  Only one of the saddle clamps, the one behind me, was around a bony spine. The front one couldn’t reach. Was I in the wrong place? Had the dragon grown so much with the molting? Out of strength and lacking any ideas, I strapped the sword and shield to my back and just held on to the spike in front of me.


  Zaamach grabbed the giant skin bag and dragged it forward out the front of the cave. The package seemed to cause even the titanic reptile a great exertion. When we moved outside, a group of men had mustered, shooting crossbows. A regiment of cavalry with spears charged. The dragon blasted them all with fire, roasting them with a single spray of burning fuel spewed out in a semi-circle. I tried to sit up straight and keep my bearing, but with no weapon or shield, and my cape in tatters, I failed to look regal. Nobody looked past the fiery monster to me.


  The temperature rose rapidly. The dragon wrapped all four appendages around the impossible bag of wealth. Then the wings beat hard. The long, spiked tail curled beneath for a moment, lifting us. Once aloft, the wings began to propel us forward, gaining lift with speed.


  Far too weighed down to fly upward, I assumed, Zaamaach kept beating his wings. With each great flap, I felt us rise and move forward before falling again on the upstroke. We travelled north, following the mountain ridge away from our destination. I said nothing. Cold bit my face and the left foot where the plates couldn’t close. Pain lanced through my leg every time the massive wings surged down. I guessed the monster’s purpose was to cross the lower mountain ranges ahead, rather than trying to go over the snowy peak again.


  Helpless, I observed his labored effort. Fighting gravity, a foe much greater than any we’d seen today, Zaamaach struggled for every inch of distance. If I’d never seen it, I could not have imagined anything big enough to hamper such a monster.


  Finally, we turned. The huge span twisted to the side, flapping harder and lifting both head and tail to add strength to each beat. The sun began to set, and I wondered if the monster’s furnace could hold up against the night air.


  An hour wore on. We crested one ridge so low I heard the tops of the pine trees scratching the muscled limbs beneath us. By the time we headed south again, the sun dipped below the distant ocean, leaving only a smear of red clouds. The largest ridge, now on our left, remained to be topped.


  As the dragon flew, the beats grew slower, as if coasting brought a small relief. The heartbeat slowed. I no longer relished the sight of the land beneath me. Now, I saw it as an enemy, the last to be conquered. Still, I began to doubt the dragon could do it.


  When the dark settled and the dragon’s heart slowed more because of the cold, I said, “We could leave this here and return for it. Nobody would find it in the middle of—”


  “Never!” A little fire came out with the roar. The dragon flapped harder, though quickly settling back into its slower pace. “It’s time for you to help.”


  “Me?” I couldn’t imagine any way to assist a massive reptile as it flew through the mountains holding tons of treasure. I wondered if the contribution in question might not be the removal of my weight. I held tighter to the tall protrusion in front of me, listening to the hot oven stoke beneath me as the great heart raced and icy wind blew by.


  The longer the dragon did not speak, the more I began to fear for my life. Even if I survived the fall from this height, I could never climb out of these mountains on my injured leg. I thought first of my wife and young son. Then I remembered Michael. All these people believed in me.


  Everything had worked so far. I wanted to believe my plans, and my pains, would soon come to completion. I couldn’t believe I had done the unimaginable, only to be discarded by a greedy dragon just twenty leagues from home. I prepared to grab my sword quickly. If it attacked, I would stab the back of the horrid monster’s neck before I fell. I steeled my will to channel my strength to the magical amulet.


  The dragon spoke deep into the wind. “You figured it out.”


  What? I thought I heard him wrong. What had I figured out? Then realization dawned on me. The amulet offered more than control of the dragon. It linked us.


  I clutched the bone spike with both hands and concentrated. My body ached, my leg throbbed, but I blocked everything out and just focused on Zaamaach. I felt his heart through my feet. I absorbed heat from its belly. Unlike my legs, my arms and shoulders did not hurt at all. They held the strength I could contribute.


  With all my remaining energy, I flexed my shoulders and arms. I let go and put them out into the brisk wind. Each time the wings pumped, I could feel my muscles flex against the air. I thought of home, of treasure, and of a secure kingdom. I channeled it all into the beast beneath me. At that moment, the word “beast” felt wrong.


  Zaamaach held greater wisdom and intelligence than any mere beast. This dragon embodied elegance and magical power. As we connected, I felt the barriers between our minds melt away. I felt the genius of ages leech into my thoughts and the courage of invincibility course through my veins.


  We were not a predator. We were an icon. Above the elements of the world, we knew the history of eons and the emotions of so much change. And we knew the one unending power in a world of commerce was a huge, comfortable pile of treasure.


  I did not only receive. I gave, too. I poured my sense of loyalty to Murghness into the giant’s soul. I contributed my naïve, indomitable will.


  With my lent determination, we pumped harder. Pushing the fabric of each wind to the limit, forcing muscles beyond their endurance, we thrust one wing full of air after another behind us. My feeble arms, magnified hundreds of times, sliced through ether and collected it as fuel. We gained altitude with each pump, until the dragon twisted between two cliffs. The skin on my fingers felt scratched when the tip of one sideways wing brushed the dirt in the bottom of the crevasse.


  Threading the twisting canyon, the dragon rolled to the other side and broke out into open night air. Slowly leveling off, the wings held us long enough to get a moment’s rest. Then, we were pumping again. My stomach felt feverish. The dragon’s left leg throbbed with pain. Yet, together, we had some strength.


  Over the next hour, my power waned. We rationed our energy, coasting and flapping in turns. Nothing else existed except the skin bag, the cave, and the castle. Using every muscle and every thought, we pressed against nature herself, refusing to surrender.


  When a few fires in high towers revealed the distant castle of Murghness, we coasted. Losing altitude fast, we flapped only when necessary. Our internal fire died to embers as the willpower we shared diminished. My warm blood was no longer sufficient to keep its cold body working against the night.


  We put our last scrap of energy into the wings, gaining just a few inches of altitude. Then we stretched out even wider and held on to every iota of lift the breeze could lend. Faces and eyes toward the cave, we flew like a great arrow.


  My mind and heart spent, and the amulet grew cold. My leg throbbed, and my eyesight faded to black.


  “Jump,” Zaamaach whispered. I heard it in my head.


  I twisted the clamp behind me. Pressing my heels against the smooth scales, I pushed with my arms. I lacked the strength to get the clamp off the spike and dismount. Looking along our path, I knew we would not make it to the cave before hitting the ground. In such a crash, the dragon would twist and turn, crushing me. I tried again to kick off, unsuccessfully.


  A wave of flexed muscles, starting at Zaamaach’s head, rippled back toward me. Jolting up just at the back of the neck, I flipped up off the back. I launched myself to the side and tumbled in the ridiculous saddle armor.


  As I flew through the air, I watched the dragon touch down. The skin bag shredded, with coins and jewels exploding along the hundred-yard landing path. Gargantuan wings pulled in as claws flailed. Flipping head over tail, the huge body dug a trench until it skidded to a halt in front of the cave opening.


  I felt the dragon’s eyes close as I landed on my left side and pain filled my mind. The world went dark.
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  Sunlight poured through a window, bringing an ache to my eyes that lanced all the way through my brain. I could not keep in a moan as I turned and felt my leg sting.


  “You’re awake!” my wife said. She rushed to my side with a flagon of water and placed a damp cloth on my head.


  “Don’t let anybody touch the treasure,” I said. “Zaamaach will—”


  “We know. A few young squires ran screaming when they tried to take a few coins out of the dirt and the dragon almost roasted them. Since then, the palace guards have kept everybody away. Nobody can use the whole west side of the castle.”


  “I’ll have to go clean up.”


  “You?”


  The idea of the king picking coins up out of the dirt and weeds probably surprised her.


  I nodded. “It’s better this way. It means I’ll get a bigger cut.”


  Thana squinted her eyes, seemingly skeptical.


  I reached for my chest. Panic filled me as I searched for the amulet.


  “It’s over there,” she said, pointing to the dresser. “Although, I don’t see why that old thing should be special among so much treasure.”


  I smiled. “It’s special. It’s the talisman of the Draconic King.”
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  “We already live a very long time for mammals, getting three times as many heartbeats as a mouse or elephant. It never seems enough, though, does it?” —David Brin


  The Present


  [image: T]he familiar clicking of Henry Thackery’s heart made him uneasy this day, and he found himself picking up an old habit of counting the beats. In years past, he would sometimes find himself staring off into space, timing the steady rhythm, but he could never make it past a few hundred. He always attributed it to a loss of concentration, but a small part of him was afraid to try and count any higher. He was not typically a superstitious man, but there was nothing typical about the situation. If the old philosophies were true―if man had a finite number of heartbeats predetermined by the fates the day they were born―then Henry Thackery was an anomaly.


  The fates were wrong.


  At least in his case.


  As he approached the park bench―so familiar after these many years―his stomach stirred. He took a deep breath. The crisp air of an early winter pained his throat and caused his false teeth to chatter. Why did he get so nervous on each occasion of meeting her, even after thousands of times?


  And there she was.


  She sat there on their park bench as beautiful as the day they had met. Though her hair was now spun silver thread, her green eyes still glittered like emeralds submerged in shining water.


  How long had it been? A hundred years? Longer? His mind wasn’t as sharp as it had been in his younger days. Some things he remembered; some things he forgot. But he never forgot how he felt each time he encountered her.


  She didn’t look up from her book, even though her head tilted at the familiar footsteps. Nowadays, they were accompanied by the clickety-clack of his metal-tipped cane on the cement walk. The smile on her lips told him she knew who was approaching.


  The curve of her mouth brought hundreds of memories of that same smile shining at him over steaming plates of roasted turkey at countless Thanksgiving dinners, or beaming above the crumpled balls of gift-wrapping paper strewn at their feet on so many Christmas mornings. A hearth-cozy smile like hers might cause a man’s heart to swell and beat a little faster—but not Henry’s heart. Henry’s heart could not swell or beat at a different rate.


  “Good morning, Emily,” he said, offering the lady a bouquet of freshly arranged white carnations. She had once called them “the flowers of God.” Henry wasn’t sure what that meant exactly, but he had interpreted it as a good thing.


  “Carnations! Thank you, Henry. I swear, if you had continued to bring me roses all these years, you would be in debtor’s prison or laboring your life away on the poor farm by now. Well, if there were such things in this day and age.”


  “Not very likely, my dear,” he replied. “I’m careful with my pennies.”


  She laughed, and his spirit lifted. He thought he would never forget the sweet chime of her voice or the velvety richness of her laughter―no matter what her answer to him might bring this day. No matter what she might say. No matter how she would react.


  “Pennies?” she scoffed. “You deal with more than mere pennies, my dear Henry. I imagine you lighting your rank cigars with hundred dollar bills.”


  “Two hundred dollar bills actually.”


  She grinned. “There is no such thing as a two hundred dollar bill.”


  “My dear Emily, have you not considered that the reason you have never seen a two hundred dollar bill is because I have simply used them all to light my delightfully aromatic cigars?”


  She scowled. “You need to quit smoking, Henry. Haven’t you read a newspaper headline for the past three decades? Or even longer. Have you paid no attention to the public warnings about the dangers of inhaling tobacco smoke?”


  “Emily, you needn’t fret about me. If my cigars haven’t killed me by now, they never will.”


  Her green eyes crinkled at the corners. “I never said I cared if you died,” she replied with as straight a face as she could muster. “I just don’t delight in the smell of those things as much as you seem to.”


  He bowed and kissed her gently on the cheek. He was pleased that, in spite of all her protests, she didn’t pull away from his sickly sweet, cigar-scented lips.


  She did blush, however.


  Even after all these years, some things never changed. He had come to love that hint of crimson highlighting her face. Using his cane for balance, Henry took his time settling down beside her on the bench. He hated his cane; it seemed to him a sign to all the world of his frailty.


  He glanced down the cement walk as he always did when he and Emily visited together on the bench beneath the sycamore. The next bench sat twelve yards farther down the lakefront. Over the decades, he and Emily had seen a variety of couples sitting there, all different in their ways as time flowed on. There had been corseted ladies dutifully ignoring young paramours, young bobby-soxers dancing together on the bench to rockabilly music blasting from a hand-held radio, and even bell-bottomed duos sunning themselves topless as they smoked their funny cigarettes. But today, the bench sat empty.


  The cold weather could have had something to do with the vacant benches. Winter had crept into the city like shadows in the twilight, sneaking in unnoticed until one finally realizes that everything is in darkness. Henry leaned his cane against the bench and placed his large hand over Emily’s smaller one. The warmth of her skin radiated into his palm.


  “Did you bring your key?” he asked.


  “Of course, I have my key,” she replied, a mild hint of irritation edging her voice. She had forgotten her key only once, many years ago. “But must we do it now? I’d like to sit and talk for a while if you don’t mind. We have plenty of time.”


  Henry wasn’t much of a talker but considered himself a great listener. Emily seemed to enjoy how well he listened, although she encouraged him to talk more often, especially when she knew something was bothering him. He usually confided in her when all was said and done, but it wasn’t an easy task for her to drag it out of him. “Certainly, my dear. There’s no hurry.”


  He glanced down at the book nestled in her lap. “What are you reading this week? Another romance?”


  She pouted. He expected no less. This teasing was simply another element in their routine. “Now, Henry, I don’t read romance novels every day of the week. I like a good mystery now and then, and you know I love my science fiction and gothic horror―”


  “And tales of suspense, of monsters and mayhem, of machines and magic. Yes, I am quite aware of your taste in reading materials by now,” he said with a devilish grin.


  She hesitated. “But, yes, this one is a romance.”


  “Are you enjoying it?”


  “Yes, but I must admit I am still uneasy with some of the language they use now. I picked up a new book two days ago, and it was so explicit. I couldn’t get through a single chapter without feeling myself grow red in the face.” She averted her eyes, still a bit uncomfortable with such talk even after all these years.


  “And was that book also a romance novel?”


  “Yes, although a little more, shall we say, sensual. And I hear that sensual romances are very big sellers. Full of, well, throbbing and, uh, trembling.”


  He cocked one eyebrow.


  “And they are written for women?”


  “Yes, and by women for the most part. Guess it’s a different generation. I remember when women couldn’t even carry themselves to a voting booth, and now they’re so, well, scandalous.”


  “Sounds like these books are pure pornography to me,” he scoffed.


  “Like you haven’t read a Playboy or two in your time, Mr. Henry Thackery. Or watched a blue movie.” She swiped a finger playfully across his cheek.


  “Not in quite some time, my dear.” He sighed with a pinch of disappointment in his voice. “Besides, just as you say, it is a different generation.”


  He glanced to his left, toward the busy street that ran along the east edge of the park. She followed his gaze, and they sat there, watching the traffic as the cool air from the lake curled in around them. Suddenly, Emily raised her right arm and pointed toward the road, nearly smacking Henry’s face in the process.


  “Look! There’s the new Ford,” she shouted into his right ear.


  Thirty years ago, he might have winced, but his hearing was nearly gone now on that side, and it wasn’t much more acute in his other ear. He nodded and feigned interest. Henry had never owned a car. Well, that wasn’t quite true. He’d owned dozens and dozens of cars. He had simply never learned to drive. It had never been necessary for him to drive anywhere.


  Emily pointed again. “Remember when that boutique there on the corner used to be a soda fountain? When did it close? 1950?”


  He smiled. He did remember. “Best cherry colas in town,” he whispered as he took her hand in his.


  She nodded and their fingers intertwined.


  They sat there quietly for quite some time, and it made Henry uneasy. Emily was usually very talkative. Except when something bothered her.


  He fidgeted on the bench. It was still strange to be in a stressful situation and not feel the increase in the rate of heartbeats.


  “You should have told me sooner, Henry. I deserved to know,” she said in a soft voice.


  He sighed, remembering how she’d looked the first day he’d seen her so long ago. “I know, Emily,” he said quietly. “I’m sorry.”


  A single snowflake fell, gracing the back of Emily’s hand. It lighted there, white and crystalline for a moment, before it melted and rolled down her finger with the slow ease of a tear. They were so lost in reflection that neither of them noticed.
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  1875


  An invigorating breeze from the lake etched away at the warmth of an early spring day as trees discovered new buds, flowers debated waking from winter’s sleep, and love sauntered along the sidewalks of the bustling city, looking for new clients.


  Henry’s shuffling gait was much slower than it should have been for a young man in his mid-twenties. Taking deep breaths was painful. That could have simply been an aftereffect of the surgery. After all, it had only been a week. But he supposed skittish nerves also slowed his progress.


  The more he thought about the prospect of seeing the woman on the park bench―a book perched in her lap and a parasol protecting her from the sunny afternoon―the faster his gait increased, regardless of the pain that blossomed beneath his rib cage.


  He put his hand against the thick bandages covering his chest and hoped their bulk was not evident under his clothing.


  There she was.


  Her auburn hair was pulled into a bun and secured with a mother-of-pearl comb. The skirt of her blue and white gingham dress billowed neatly around her knees. She was beautiful.


  At the sight of her, he remembered that very first day he’d seen her. Even all of those decades could not erase that memory. That had been the day she had received the news, he suspected.


  That had been the day he had fallen in love with her.


  Her face had not been so calm and cool then. The skin around her mouth had been tight and pale and her eyes downcast. She had walked that day with an almost indiscernible slump, as if her hands were filled with parcels even though they were empty. He was glad to see that now she seemed to have fully recovered from her procedure, and though he was not a religious man, Henry thanked the skies above. Where so many others had floundered and failed to thrive, she was strong, and he was grateful beyond words.


  And even though his prayers for her health and well being filled his thoughts, he knew she didn’t even know he existed. At least, not yet.


  If only his courage could hold out, he hoped that would soon change. A knot of fear had worked its way up Henry’s throat. He was a man who could devour high-level businessmen and entrepreneurs in a single gulp at a boardroom meeting. He could stare them down with the cold, steel glint in his eye until they broke and looked away. All his young life, he felt he could stand up to anyone or anything and make any demand.


  But in her presence, he was powerless. She was different.


  She absent-mindedly twirled the white parasol above her head as she turned another page in her book, unaware of the effect she was having on the young man who stiffly approached her.


  Henry’s mouth went dry, and his hand involuntarily rose to touch his chest again. His surgeons would have thrown a fit if they knew that he had dressed and left the hospital. His only obstacle had been an orderly, but a wad of bills quickly convinced the young fellow to allow Henry to do as he pleased. He simply had to see her.


  Henry knew the young seamstress in the blue and white dress was named Emily and left her small shop on the opposite side of the park and took her midday meal here every day. Even when it rained, she came, carrying her cloth-swaddled lunch. Henry had waited long enough as he stood at the end of the gravel path and pretended to read his newspaper. He had thought of little else over the past dozen weeks, and it was all that had kept him going through the pain following the surgery.


  He wondered if her scar still bothered her, too. He reasoned that the mark on her chest must be similar to his in length and size, but he imagined hers as a work of art settled beautifully between her perfectly shaped breasts. He wondered if the ragged mark still bothered her at times, and if she resisted the urge to scratch at the itch that accompanied the healing process. His own more recent scar often drove him crazy, but of course, she had undergone her surgery weeks before.


  Henry took a deep breath to brace himself, but the effort tugged at his incision. He winced, but his heart never skipped a beat.


  And it never would.


  Straightening his coat, Henry buttoned his vest. The fabric rubbed against his bandage, but one should never approach a lady if not properly dressed. Even a lurid lady of the night would likely turn and run the other way if a man had wandered up to them with an open jacket and no tie. First impressions were important.


  He shuffled along slowly, trying to appear not quite so much an invalid. He paused near the bench, and Emily glanced up briefly from her book to determine what had cast a shadow over the words she was reading.


  He tipped his new Parisian top hat and stretched his mouth into the widest smile he could manage. He knew how gaunt he must look after his surgery, and he worried if she might see nothing but his pale skin, sunken cheeks, and the sallow circles beneath his eyes. He imagined himself grinning toothily down at her as only a madman could.


  If she gets up and rushes away, he thought nervously, it will end even before it begins. There was no way he would be able to run after her to explain his conduct. Their relationship would be over before it even had a chance to develop. Even though he knew it would be scientifically impossible, he worried his heart might break.


  “May I?” he asked, indicating the space on the bench beside her. His hand shook, and he tried to steady it as he met her eyes.


  Barely seeming to notice him, she shrugged and glanced momentarily at gulls diving for things only they could see beneath the lake’s surface and then returned her attention to her book.


  So much for first impressions, he thought ruefully.


  “Lovely day,” he finally sputtered after suffering several moments of agonizing silence.


  She simply nodded and turned another page.


  Henry’s anxiety increased. His intake of breath came quicker, and he swallowed, though his mouth was dry as an old, empty icebox. His heart, though, ticked steadily. The cowardly part of him, which was small but rather vocal, wanted to mumble a simple good afternoon (with a tip of the hat) and shuffle back to the hospital. Nothing threatening there except doctors with sharp scalpels and nurses with pointy needles. Much less terrifying than this, surely.


  He cleared his throat. “Do you perchance have the time of day?”


  Without looking up, she shook her head.


  “Do you perchance possess the faculties required for human speech?” He spoke without thought and immediately regretted his quip. If he was too forward, too familiar, it could end everything. With rising panic, he tried to appear calm and nonchalant.


  She looked up from her book, blinked, and turned her gaze upon him as if finally noticing his presence. Under a knitted brow, she scrutinized him for a moment as if inspecting his face for a spot of muck or a sign of evil. After a moment, her face smoothed. A smile followed, and from that point, Henry’s day brightened substantially.


  “I’m sorry, sir,” Emily said. “I am entirely too engrossed in my reading, and it was terribly impolite of me to ignore you so. I am usually not so inadequate in the ways of etiquette.”


  “No need to apologize. I’ve always thought that one must lose oneself now and again.”


  “Are you poking fun at me, sir?” she asked. “Or are you simply flirting?”


  Now, he was flustered.


  He opened his mouth and then closed it. He had no idea how to respond, so he said nothing. In any case, her smile alone had the ability to still his voice in his throat and every other muscle in his body. Well, maybe not every muscle…


  She came to his rescue. “Emily Harding,” she said rather formally, extending her hand.


  He gently took it for one brief moment, gripping the fingers lightly with his own. He was careful not to be overly forward, though he ached at the thought of turning her hand, palm down, and pulling it gently to his mouth.


  “Henry Thackery,” he responded.


  A racket on the nearby thoroughfare interrupted their brief conversation. “Oh, how grand,” she said, her hand darting to her cheek as she gazed with wide eyes toward the street.


  His eyebrows rose. “What the devil?”


  “Mr. Thackery. Watch your language!”


  He glanced at her, confused by the grin on her face. Was she teasing him, or had his language truly offended her? Was she simply being polite and trying to make him comfortable, or was she chastising him as a straitlaced governess might? He sighed. No wonder the urge to settle down with a woman had not been a priority in his younger life. They were, well―just too complex.


  “Look at it,” she said with a grand gesture at the vehicle chugging down the street. “It’s one of those newfangled, steam-driven automobiles. Isn’t it marvelous?”


  Henry shrugged. “I suppose, but give me a good old horse and buggy any day of the week. All that noise and commotion. How can one possibly ponder the meaning of life amid that infernal racket?”


  “There goes your language again, Mr. Thackery. Are you trying to upset me?” She grinned―mischievously, he thought―though he wasn’t sure.


  “Hell no, ma’am,” he said softly with emphasis on the word hell.


  Her grin didn’t fade, but she blushed just the same.


  The steam-powered contraption chugged off, leaving them in relative peace and quiet.


  “Technology isn’t always a good thing, Miss Harding. You just watch. One day, it will cost men their jobs.”


  “Possibly,” she replied. “But you can no more stop the advance of technology than you can the spinning of the earth. We shan’t always be riding in horse-drawn buggies, Mr. Thackery.”


  I don’t know why you think so, he thought to himself, choosing not to voice his opinion. He understood the irony of his viewpoint. If not for the advance of technology, he would not be sitting here, engaging the beautiful Emily Harding in conversation.


  “What are you reading?” he asked.


  “Oh, this?” She held up her volume. “It is a novel by Jules Verne. Le Tour du Monde en Quatre-Vingts Jours,” she stated matter-of-factly, her French accent indiscernible from that of the shopkeepers whose shops he had occasioned on his visits to Paris. “He is a wonderful writer. Such an imagination.”


  “You are reading it in French?” he asked.


  She nodded. “Yes. I understand that it has been translated into English, but I prefer to read it in the language in which it was written. Things are often lost in translation. Don’t you agree?”


  Henry looked at her blankly.


  “Have you read Monsieur Verne?” she asked when she received no answer.


  “I do not read much outside of newspapers and financial journals. Life is too short for frivolity.”


  He realized the mockery of the statement the moment it left his lips.


  “So, you feel I waste my life by reading books and educating myself?” This time, her eyes did not twinkle.


  “No, certainly not. I did not mean to imply any such thing, Miss Harding. Please forgive my thoughtlessness.”


  “But you are able to read, are you not?” she chided. “I mean, you know how to spell cat and dog, naturally?”


  “Of course, I can read,” he huffed, trying to keep his voice from betraying his nervousness. “I just have more important things to do with my time.”


  “Such as flirting with strange women in the park?”


  His response was immediate. “Only if they are beautiful.”


  The flattery caught her off guard and seemed to unsettle her, but only momentarily. “I will take that as a compliment, Mr. Thackery, though I think it a bit forward on your part.”


  Henry started to reply, but as he took a breath, he winced.


  “Are you in pain, Mr. Thackery?” she asked with what felt like genuine concern.


  The truth was, Henry was not feeling well. Not that he would ever admit it to her. He didn’t want this moment with her to end. His body, however, was telling him a different tale. It was time to return to the hospital.


  “I am fine, thank you, Miss Harding.”


  “Why do you call me Miss Harding?”


  “I am sorry. Are you married?” he asked, suddenly unsure of himself. Though he had never seen her with a man, and he saw no golden band around the finger of her left hand, what if his assumptions had been wrong? What if she had a husband secreted away in the crawlspace above her shop? What if he lived bound to an invalid’s chair, unable to speak, totally dependent on her, and she loved him, still? Henry feared his belief in her availability might have been a presumption that would crush him. Suddenly, speechless with worry, he chewed the inside of his lip as he looked at her.


  Her gaze lifted to the lake, her mood seeming to decline. He did not like the change. He wanted to see her happy forever.


  “I am a widow, Mr. Thackery,” she replied in a distant voice. “My husband died of pneumonia nearly two years ago.”


  “I must offer you my deepest condolences, then, Madame. I apologize. Mrs. Harding it is, then.”


  She shrugged, and some of the darkness seemed to slip from her shoulders. “Life comes, and it goes. It is such a fragile thing.”


  More than anything, he knew just how fragile. He longed to take her in his arms and pull her close. He did not, of course. Instead, he reached inside his vest for his pocket watch. As he pulled it free by its gold chain, something fell, clinking to the cobblestone beneath their feet. He retrieved it quickly but saw the look of recognition that covered her face. She unconsciously moved a hand between the swell of her breasts to clasp the similar key that hung from a silver chain about her neck.


  Emily gazed at the small, ornate key on her chain and then at the one in Henry’s fingers.


  She rose quickly.


  “I must be going, Mr. Thackery,” she said, placing her book into her satchel. She turned so abruptly to walk away that he was unable to utter a single goodbye. Henry wanted to call out to her as she walked away, but he did not. His body sagged against the back of the wooden bench. If it could have, his heart would have slumped lifeless in his chest. But, of course, it couldn’t.
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  The Present


  Henry sat quietly on the bench next to Emily. “Un sou pour vos pensées?” Emily asked as a snowflake came to rest beneath an emerald green eye. It melted quickly against the warmth of her cheek. Henry brushed the wetness away with the tip of his finger and smiled.


  “I was thinking about the past,” he replied. “And now you owe me a penny.”


  He had learned more than a few French words over the last dozen decades with Emily. He would, however, never be up to her task of reading Jules Verne in the original French as she did, and had no desire to ever do so.


  “The past?” she inquired.


  He wanted to tell her how he regretted not spending every day of his life at her side. He wanted to tell her how he wished things had been different between them, how he wished she had agreed so long ago, but he did not. “It is nothing. Just the fleeting thoughts of an old man.”


  He studied the bouquet of carnations she held in her hand. “Perhaps next week I’ll bring you roses.”


  “Next week is an eternity away, Henry,” she said softly. “And why would you bring me roses? You know I don’t want them. They’re too expensive. You’ve brought me beautiful carnations for decades, and I’ve probably saved you thousands of dollars.”


  “Roses are the flower that signify love, Emily.”


  She was quiet for a moment. “I like carnations,” she said. “Even a simple bouquet of daisies or pansies is a thing of beauty.”


  “But daisies and pansies don’t express my feelings for you, Emily.”


  She turned away from his gaze and pretended to be interested in a flock of geese sailing over the choppy waters of the lake.


  “I love you,” he said softly.


  “I know you do, Henry. You’ve told me that every week for over a century now.”


  “Does that mean you want me to stop telling you?”


  She clasped his hand tighter. “My stomach says it is time for lunch, dear Henry. What lovely delight have you brought to tingle my palette?”


  “It’s not your palette I’d like to tingle,” he said, a sly grin on his face.


  “Mr. Thackery!” she gasped with a practiced swoon.


  Henry laughed and held up a grease-soaked paper bag.


  “Hot dogs with all the fixin’s and chili cheese fries. I do so love this modern cuisine.”


  She shook her head. “Are you trying to kill me, mon ami?”


  “Never,” he exclaimed as if wounded. “Besides, your heart is impervious to this stuff.”


  “My heart, perhaps,” she conceded. “But I still have arteries to be clogged.”


  “Hey, we all have to go sometime.”


  She was quiet for several minutes as she sampled a few of the fries. They were delicious as usual. His hot dog was half-gone before she had even unwrapped her own.


  He spoke through a mouthful of fries. “Remember when that shop on the corner use to be a soda fountain?”


  Emily paused and studied him.


  “We conversed about that just a few minutes ago, Henry. Are you sure you’re feeling all right?”


  “I’m fine,” he said with a nonchalant tone. But it bothered him he didn’t remember her saying that. Maybe he had been distracted, admiring her legs or her chest. Even though she was nearing 150 years old, her breasts were still quite shapely. Time had treated her well.


  And her heart, her unbreakable heart, ticked as strongly as ever.
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  1875


  Henry shielded his eyes from the sun reflecting off the lake. In spite of a barrage of threats from his doctors, he had taken leave of the hospital again. There were more important matters on his mind than healing from his surgery.


  “My heart is fine,” he had informed them.


  “Of course the mechanism is fine,” was their response. “We’re not worried about the mechanism. It either works after the implant, or it doesn’t. At whatever point you die, Mr. Thackery, it will not be because of your heart. It will be because you have allowed yourself to be overtaken by infection or pneumonia. There are other parts of your body which are, forgive us, less indestructible than your heart.”


  Henry did not care.


  He limped along, a bouquet of white lilies from the hospital gift shop in one hand and a cigar in the other. My doctors will not be too happy about the cigar, either, he thought. Nor the glass of wine he’d imbibed across the street to steady his nerves. It hadn’t helped much. The butterflies in his stomach had turned from beautiful winged creatures to hungry little monsters, nibbling at his innards.


  He glanced at the lilies clutched in his hand with a sigh. He had wanted to buy her roses, the flowers of love, but there were none to be had so early in the season. Lilies will have to do, he thought. Though, I’m not sure what they symbolize; I hope it is something eternal and romantic.


  At that moment, he rounded the path by the lake and lifted his gaze toward the bench.


  But his trek was for naught.


  The park bench sat empty in the soft sun of the early spring. Henry sat down to wait, finished his cigar, and an hour later tossed the already wilting lilies behind a bush. With a rub of weary eyes, he began the journey back to the hospital. His heart ticked away, but Henry felt as if something inside it had broken. Not the brassy, gear-like wheels, which wound and whirred together, nor the tiny watch plate springs that held the contraption taught in his chest, but something deeper and more tender. His spirit. Or perhaps, his very soul.


  Clouds had gathered. Henry hadn’t bothered to bring an umbrella, and when it started to rain, he didn’t care. Men didn’t usually die from the common cold. At least, not healthy men with good, strong hearts.
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  The Present


  Absently, Henry stroked his fingertips over his chest, thumbing the edge of the wallet that bulged beneath his jacket. His mind wandered to the ancient and faded duotone of Emily Harding that he kept within it, always near his heart. He had many photograph albums with pages crammed with pictures of the woman who had inspired him, but this particular photo spoke to the depths of his heart, beating as strong today as when he had first received it.


  He kept this photograph to remind him how close he had come to losing her that day.
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  1875


  He had brought no flowers to the park the third day as he had expected to find the park bench vacant.


  In fact, he was so surprised to see her there that when he rounded the curve in the gravel path, he halted mid-step, painfully pulling at his stitches. Her auburn hair sparkled with the rays of the midday sun.


  She glanced up at him.


  He tipped his top hat, acting as nonchalantly as possible under the circumstances.


  “May I?” he asked, gesturing to the empty spot on the bench.


  “Of course,” she said.


  Her voice was soft and nearly lost in the chirp of the birds and the chatter of the squirrels that went about their routine, unaware and uncaring of any problems outside their own universe. If the earth were flat or round, these tiny creatures never debated. The possible invasion of a crow or two was of much more concern to them.


  Henry and Emily sat quietly for a long time, she not talking, and he, not knowing what to say.


  He found himself staring at a young couple that had greeted each other in the park moments earlier. Their embrace seemed overly amorous for such a public place, but they seemed unconcerned. The couple had seated themselves at a park bench farther down the path, the young man’s arm firmly around the girl’s small waist. The girl giggled as her admirer whispered in her ear.


  Henry glanced at Emily, who, thank goodness, seemed not to have noticed them. Her concentration was elsewhere. When she finally spoke, she uttered her words quickly as if she might not otherwise be able to speak them.


  “I want to apologize for not being there the other day. I hope you weren’t waiting in this weather. It just took me some time to think about things.”


  “There is nothing to apologize for,” he replied.


  Emily absent-mindedly twisted the chain about her neck, causing the key to spin slowly between her breasts, which were evident even beneath her blue cotton dress. She caught him staring at it, seemingly mesmerized by the action, and her fingers froze. She discreetly tucked the key down the front of her dress and pulled her woolen winter coat about her. She blushed when his gaze lingered there even after the silver metal completed its disappearing act.


  Henry forced himself to look away. His gaze wandered back to the embracing couple on the next park bench. He felt like somewhat of a voyeur but found it hard to look away.


  “When did you get yours?” Emily asked.


  He knew what she was talking about, but pretended ignorance. He looked at her, one eyebrow raised. “Excuse me?”


  “Your key,” she said. “To your―your heart.”


  He did not answer directly, frankly not knowing how he should respond. He decided to avoid the question entirely for the moment. “I did not expect to see you here today.” He pulled his key from its resting place in his vest pocket and rolled it between his fingers.


  “I could not stay away, considering the circumstances,” she replied, a catch in her voice. “We may be strangers in this world, but it appears that you and I have a unique bond. I am certain you know to what I am referring. I cannot ignore that most uncommon connection. To my knowledge, there are few of us. Survivors, that is. I must ask you, Mr. Thackery, is it fate that brought us together in this park, mere coincidence, or something more?”


  Henry stroked his perfectly groomed beard. “I don’t believe in coincidence.”


  “Coincidence. Fate. Maybe it is the same thing. But that being said, you failed to answer my original question. When did you receive your heart?”


  “A little over a week ago,” he replied.


  She spoke, alarm filling her voice. “And you are out and about? Is that wise? I cannot believe your doctors allowed this. They admonished me not to rise from my bed for a week, and I was not permitted to leave the hospital for nearly a month!”


  He laughed. “Believe me, my dear lady. My physicians are not aware that I have left the premises. I assure you, they will be furious when they find out.”


  “How… how do you feel?”


  “Stronger every day. And stronger every time I see your face.”


  She blushed. “Are you being forward again, Mr. Thackery?”


  “Please. Call me Henry.”


  “Not yet, Mister Thackery,” she replied. “Regardless of our strange connection, we hardly know each other.” She hastened another glance at the neighboring park bench. “Some people still follow polite decorum in social situations.”


  He glanced in the direction of the demonstrative couple and watched as the young man’s hand touched the young lady’s lower leg. The woman allowed it to linger for a moment before she pushed it away with a sly smile.


  Henry laughed. “So it seems.”


  Emily smiled, then turned away to give the couple their privacy. She confused him. She seemed puritanical one moment, but at other times revealed a hint of coquettishness. A curious creature she was. Did he fully understand what he was getting himself into?


  “Are you a well-off man, Mr. Thackery?”


  The question caught him off guard.


  “What?”


  “It is a simple question.”


  “Now who’s being forward?”


  “I want to know. You wear expensive clothes. You carry a gold pocket watch. And you were able to afford an extremely expensive medical procedure.”


  He sighed.


  “I am… well situated,” he finally answered.


  She nodded.


  “Then, since you are a wealthy man, I can assume you are not interested in my meager life savings. That bodes in your favor, by the way. But now I am beginning to wonder if it was fate, after all, that brought us together. Did the doctors tell you I had the same surgery as yourself? If so, they should be admonished for giving out such private information.


  “You see, I could not afford such an expensive procedure. Could it be that I was simply lucky enough to be chosen as a guinea pig to see if such an expensive operation could be useful for important, wealthy men, such as yourself? What else could explain it? To my knowledge, we are the only two people on the Eastern Seaboard with a Merganthol Circulatory Assistance Device implant.”


  He did not take pleasure from the direction the conversation seemed to be headed. He shifted in his seat. “The devices are a bit pricey, I’ll admit, but then again, it is not an item you will find within the pages of the Montgomery Ward catalog.”


  “That is exactly my point, Mr. Thackery.”


  “Forgive my obtuseness, my dear, but I’m afraid I do not follow.”


  “Isn’t it apparent? Do I not wear a plain dress? Is my parasol not worn and tattered?”


  He stared at her blankly.


  She sighed. “I am not a rich woman, Mr. Thackery. My deceased husband left me just enough funds to open a small seamstress shop across the way. I earn only enough money to keep my daughter and myself in food and the creditors away from my door.”


  Henry reached into his coat pocket, pulled out a white baker’s bag, and after opening it, offered it to her.


  “Gumdrop?” he asked.


  She ignored the gesture. “I find it strange, Mr. Thackery.”


  “You find it strange that I carry gumdrops in my coat pocket? They are in a paper sack, of course. I don’t just leave loose candies to tumble about amid my pocket lint, mind you.”


  “Well, all that might seem a little strange as well, but what I find stranger is the fact you do not ask how I managed to obtain a wind-up heart when I make such a paltry living.”


  “A wind-up heart? Is that what you call it? I would think that something costing over a hundred thousand dollars deserves to be referred to by its proper name―the Merganthol Circulatory… ah… thingamabob-gadget-thingy…”


  She smiled. “See? You can’t even remember what it is called. Does the device not take the place of the heart?”


  “Of course.”


  “And is it not constructed of gears, springs, regulators, and requires winding?”


  “Actually, it has a singular regulator, and the gears are actually wheels, but―yes, you have the basics of it. It is very clocklike in its mechanisms.”


  “Well then, a hundred thousand dollar device it may be, but it is still simply a wind-up heart.”


  Henry thought about continuing the debate when he noticed the deliciously playful smile on her lips. “As you wish, my lady. A wind-up heart it is.”


  “And, as it stands, Mr. Thackery, you have still failed to answer my original question.”


  “I didn’t hear a question in your dissertation,” Henry replied, reaching in to his bag of gumdrops again.


  “Don’t you find it curious how a woman of little wealth and status might have acquired such a miraculous device?”


  “Would not a lady such as yourself find it terribly forward, perhaps even presumptuous, of a strange man whose acquaintance she has only recently made, to ask about her financial situation, Mrs. Harding?”


  She scowled at him. “It is not fair to answer one question with another, Mr. Thackery.”


  “Now that I think about it, it could be possible you found your heart lying on the sidewalk. Or perhaps you purloined it from a drunkard in an alley somewhere.”


  Her scowl disappeared, and she laughed, a welcome twinkle returning to her eye.


  “Do I look like a common thief, Mr. Thackery? To say nothing of the fact that a mere seamstress hardly has the skills necessary to implant a mechanical heart. Besides, thieves are after things like gold and silver. People don’t go around stealing hearts.”


  “I disagree, my lady. For you have certainly stolen mine.”
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  The Present


  The realization had dawned on Henry that he had been deeply in love for over a century now. If his mechanical heart could flutter at the sight of his true love, it would simply fly from his chest like a bird, young and wild. His muscles might constantly ache and his bones might be old and brittle, but he felt as if he could live forever―as long as Emily was in his life.


  He finished his hot dog, and his chili cheese fries quickly followed. He then promptly finished the balance of Emily’s meal, which she had hardly touched. “I’m sorry,” he said, wiping his face with a paper napkin. “Next time, I’ll bring something you might find more delectable.”


  “That’s what you said the last time,” she chided. “I spent hours preparing our lunch last week.”


  “Hours? You spent hours preparing a Rueben sandwich?”


  “Well, perhaps not hours, but you have to admit it was a great sandwich.”


  He nodded. “Yes, it was.”


  They listened to a squirrel chatter at them for a moment and then watched as it scampered up a huge old sycamore tree.


  “Remember when they planted that tree?” Emily asked.


  He didn’t want to admit it, but he did not remember the occasion at all.


  “Quite some time ago,” he ventured.


  “Nearly a hundred years,” she replied. “Nearly twenty-five years after we met. The park crew arrived with it in a horse-drawn wagon, and you and I watched together as they hoisted spades full of earth onto the grass to put the tender sapling into the ground. Remember? I said something about how its roots would push through the rough burlap sack they had packed them into, and you couldn’t imagine how a tree could grow so strong as to break the seams of a sack?”


  And, he did almost remember.


  “I buried my first heart under a tree,” he said, reminiscing. “Well, not me exactly, but my butler, Gregory, took the old organ from the iron box the doctors sent it home in and buried it for me. At the base of an oak tree in my garden. He thought it would keep me strong, I think. Silly, old fool.”


  “I buried my first heart, too,” Emily said softly. “At the base of my husband’s memorial stone.” She glanced at him and quickly straightened on the bench. “It was so soon after his passing, you see. And I missed him so at times. At least his companionship.”


  “Naturally,” Henry said with a nod while the wheels of his heart turned uninterrupted in spite of the pang of irrational jealousy that shot through his chest.
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  1900


  “Did you bring your key?” Henry asked as Emily opened the wicker picnic basket. The aroma of fried chicken tickled his taste buds.


  “You ask me the same thing every week, Henry.”


  “Yes, I do. And you know why.”


  Three years earlier, she had left her key on the washbasin after her weekly bath and had forgotten to put the chain back around her neck. She hadn’t realized it was missing until she reached the park, and they both had rushed back to her flat to retrieve it.


  One of the major drawbacks to the mechanical heart was it needed regular winding like the grandfather clock that stood in his study. The heart could only be wound once a week, and there was but a three-hour window in which that could be accomplished. Henry had been warned many times over that winding the heart too soon could result in the mainspring locking in place, bringing almost instant death. If it were not wound at all, the circulatory process slowed down, resulting in sleepiness and then death as the heart ground to a stop.


  At the time she had misplaced her key, her physicians had suggested she schedule weekly appointments to act as a reminder to maintain the winding schedule. She could not, of course, afford the weekly visits, although Henry had offered to pay for them. They had finally made a pact to make their heart windings an element of their weekly lunches together.


  “And what did I tell you after that harrowing day that you mislaid your key?”


  “Well, it wasn’t all that harrowing, Henry! And I certainly wasn’t going to invite you into my flat every bath day,” she replied with a blush. “And I wish you would refrain from talking about me bathing. It isn’t appropriate to allude to one’s unclothed body. And with good reason. This aging body might be the one thing that could shock your heart into permanent failure.”


  “The only thing you could possibly do to my heart is melt it,” he said. “You will always be young to me, Emily. You will always be beautiful.”


  She handed him a napkin and a chicken leg. “Eat,” she demanded. “Perhaps a mouthful of food will prevent crazy words from slipping through your lips. You know, I think you used to listen more and talk less.”


  He leaned over, kissing her lightly on the cheek.


  “Mind your manners, Henry. It is the middle of day.”


  “Consider it payment for the fine lunch you have prepared.”


  “So, now you’re saying my fried chicken is worth nothing more than a simple kiss on the cheek?” He knew she regretted the words the moment they left her mouth.


  “You demand greater reward?” he asked, almost giddily. He moved his lips toward hers, and she promptly stuffed the chicken leg into his mouth.


  “You are a cad, Mr. Thackery.” She grinned.


  He shrugged and went to work on the fried chicken as she filled a plate with potato salad.


  “New hat?” she asked after a few bites.


  He removed the hat from his head, holding it out for her inspection. “It’s a bowler. Ordered it from London two months ago. Do you like it?”


  She shrugged. “I liked your top hat better.”


  “That’s not really the style for a gentleman these days, darling,” he informed her.


  “A top hat will never go out of style, Henry, and please, stop addressing me as ‘darling’ in public.”


  He took her hand, and she did not draw away.


  “Emily,” he began. She lifted her eyes to his. “I love you.”


  She sighed. “Henry.”


  She squeezed his hand, and they finished their meal in silence.


  Quietly, they watched as two uniformed park employees pulled up in a wagon and unloaded a sapling from the rear of the wagon bed. They took their time digging, enjoying several cigarettes as they talked more than they worked. They placed the sapling in its new home, sharing a drink from a flask before heading for their next destination.


  “Sycamore,” Henry said, pulling a cigar from his coat pocket.


  “Sycamore? Is that the name of your newest brand of cigar? Where did this one come from? Cuba? Ethiopia? Timbuktu or some other remote country halfway across the world where shipping in a box of smelly cigars costs a thousand dollars?”


  “I was talking about the tree those gentlemen just planted. It’s a sycamore.”


  She glanced at the newly planted tree, already drooping in the summer heat as it struggled to adjust to its new surroundings. “Oh,” she said. “I’ve always found it so amazing how the roots can push through that sack they are all bound up in.”


  “I suppose trees are much stronger than people,” Henry said. He cocked an eyebrow and leaned forward. “And just so you know, my dear Emily, this cigar cost me a whole nickel over at Delman’s Drugstore.” He cut off the end of the cigar but did not light it. Instead, he pulled out his pocket watch.


  “Almost time for us to return to making a living, Emily Harding.” He withdrew his key from his inside vest pocket. “Will you do me the favor?”


  “What? Are you an invalid now? Crippled, perhaps?”


  “Yes. My heart is crippled. You break it every time you reject my proposals.”


  “Henry Thackery! Do not think you can make me feel guilty. You are a charming man and very dear to me, but I have my reasons for not marrying. And don’t be so vain as to think they have anything to do with you.” She crossed her arms haughtily over her chest.


  “Indeed, so you have said each and every time I offer myself to you. I daresay, Emily dearest, that these reasons of yours betray any sense of reason I can comprehend,” Henry said, his voice a little harsher than he’d intended.


  She fixed him with an icy glare before turning to feign interest in the newly planted sapling. “It is not your place to understand, Henry. It is simply your place to accept it and move on.”


  “I wish you could just tell me, dearest, how or what I could do to make you love me.” He sighed.


  Her expression softened as her gaze fell to the ground in front of her. He thought he could see tears forming in her eyes, but nothing spilled down her smooth cheeks. She opened her mouth to speak and then closed it as if she thought better of it. After a moment, she looked at him and said in a soft voice, “Besides, your heart can never break. It’s constructed out of metal.”


  “They removed the mechanical heart from market last week, you know,” Henry informed her resignedly.


  “I had read somewhere that the number of people failing to survive the procedure was high, but I hadn’t heard the surgery was no longer being performed.”


  “Well, I think you could say that the death of most of the recipients made it a logical decision.”


  “And yet here we sit,” she mused. “Were we just lucky then?”


  “Maybe so, but I’ll take luck over chance any day of the week. Otherwise, we both would have been six feet under a long time ago.”


  She sighed. “I know. I feel guilty sometimes. Not only was I one of the few survivors, I also never found out who paid for my procedure. It would have been nice to be able to thank them. I was assured by the hospital that I was not a guinea pig, although maybe they just said that to avoid a lawsuit. But they said they couldn’t inform me of my benefactor.”


  “You shouldn’t feel guilty, Emily. It was obviously a gift. Just accept it. What you should really feel guilty about is your constant failure to accept my hand in marriage.”


  Her eyes drifted to Henry once again, but he could not read what was written in them.


  “Oh, look!” She pointed her finger in the direction of a passing streetcar. She cast a sideways glance at Henry to be sure his gaze had fixed in that direction before continuing. “It’s one of those new electric cars. Oh, how I would love to drive one of those.”


  “You said the same thing about steam-powered contraptions. They are all death traps as far as I’m concerned. One of them crashed into a lake in New Jersey last week.”


  “Was anyone hurt?” she asked with some alarm.


  “I don’t recall. But it wouldn’t surprise me.”


  He reached out and dropped his key into her hand.


  He undid a single button on his white linen shirt, revealing a shiny gold disk inset in the center of his chest. It looked like a tiny, gilded Alice in Wonderland portal to the center of his body. The skin surrounding the metal plate was smooth as though the disk had always been a part of him. In the center of the plate was a small keyhole.


  Her touch always sent shivers through his body, and even the insertion of the tiny skeleton key was sensual. He closed his eyes as she began to rotate the key in a clockwise direction. He wondered if the cylindrical metal box inside his chest felt cold the way metal usually did, or was it warm from his body? From her nearness… He sensed her fingers brushing his chest. He could feel the clicking of the small wheels and gears deep within his chest and imagined the mainspring tightening.


  She finished and buttoned his shirt, blushing as she always did.


  “My turn?” he asked quite innocently.


  “Mr. Thackery, you are so predictable. Or should I say despicable.”


  She turned away from him, and once she was sure no one else was in the vicinity, undid one stay on her dress. The disk in her own chest was silver to match the tiny key she bore around her neck in its simplicity. She inserted her key into the disk positioned perfectly between her breasts. With her own hand, she turned the tiny crank positioned in the center of the cleft of the heart.


  He swore he could hear the clicks and imagined his own fingers turning the key, his hand so close to the warmth of her body. Henry sighed, hoping they could live forever, so this communion between them could be repeated again and again. And at some point, even if it took another a hundred years, he felt sure his fingers would someday turn that key.
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  The Present


  Henry pulled his coat tighter about him as a breeze from the lake reached with wintry fingers to claw at them. The sycamore tree, now over a hundred years old, appeared skeleton-like, its leaves having scattered weeks earlier. Its bare branches provided little cover to the park bench as the threat of a winter storm loomed on the horizon.


  Though Henry could not recall the tree being planted, he could still appreciate its sturdiness and beauty. He watched as two doves huddled in its branches. Well, they may have been pigeons, but Henry preferred to think of them as doves.


  “I rented the newest movie version of Around the World in 80 Days last night,” he confided.


  She smiled. “Do you mean to tell me you have still not read the book?”


  He reached into his tattered briefcase and pulled out the leather-bound copy of the book Emily had given him nearly seventy-five years earlier. It had rarely been out of his possession. “I have not yet, my dear lady. It is much too elegant for reading. It is a treasure I am saving.”


  “No doubt you’re right about that. It’s a first edition, Henry,” Emily reminded him. “Probably worth a fortune by now.”


  Henry shrugged. “Perhaps I will pick up a used paperback version the next time I visit Goodwill.”


  She laughed. “Henry, you are one of the richest men in America and still you browse in secondhand stores. You might also be the strangest man in America. But secondhand stores?”


  “How do you think I remained rich?”


  “If you are so frugal, why do you insist on buying me expensive gifts?”


  “Emily, the true treasure of my life is not wealth nor contraptions nor things―but you. Why should I not shower you with expressions of my deep adoration?”


  “Well, by now you should have grown tired of returning them each time I sent them back. Or do you have your secretary return them for you?”


  “Who said I return them?”


  She gazed into his eyes. Henry knew she could not tell if he was serious or not. He smiled, and his fingers touched the vest pocket that held his key and the ring. The ring he had kept there for over a century.


  “So, I assume you brought another gift today?”


  He shrugged. “Perhaps, as you say, I have tired of returning them.”


  She looked disappointed.


  “But maybe not.”


  She brightened. She wouldn’t accept the gift, of course, but he knew his presentation of them had become an exciting ritual. “Just no more cars, please! That’s what started all of this. Surely, Henry, you remember that day.”


  And this time, he did.
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  1925


  “What do you think?” Henry asked, settling onto the park bench next to Emily.


  “About what, my dear Henry? The weather? The Charleston? The Great Gatsby?”


  “What in heaven’s name is a gatsby?”


  “Henry Thackery! How do you ever expect to be a truly educated man, to say nothing of a contemporary man, if you never read? The Great Gatsby is the newest book by F. Scott Fitzgerald. I believe it captures the startling culture of this generation. And how can you expect to be a good business man if you are behind in the popular culture of the times, Henry?”


  “I wasn’t expecting a lecture on literature, my dear, nor did I request business advice, though I’m grateful for your interest in my welfare. I inquired what you think about the motor vehicle parked over there near the curb.”


  She took a good look at the car from front fender to rear taillights. “Looks like the new Packard Runabout, I believe. Very nice. I like the red paint job, but I don’t think it suits you.”


  “No, but you would look very sporting behind the wheel,” he said, dangling a set of keys before her.


  Emily’s hand rose to her mouth to stifle a gasp. “Henry, I could never―”


  “Please, Emily. It would do my heart good.”


  She laughed. “There is nothing I can do that can improve your heart, Henry. And while I admire the car―and I love the thought behind your gesture―I cannot accept such an extravagant gift.” She stiffened her resolve and looked him straight in the eye. “I refuse to be beholden to you or anyone else. I was… kept, once. My late husband, while I loved him dearly, near the end, he―” She stopped short, casting her gaze downward. “Never mind. I cannot accept the gift.”


  “You won’t even take a closer look at it?” he asked.


  “I dare not,” she replied. “I would be too afraid of falling in love with it. Then what would I do except mourn the loss when someone else drives it away.”


  A slight frown tugged at his wrinkled face. He sighed deeply, and she touched his hand.


  “But I do have a gift for you,” she said as she pulled a leather-bound book from her satchel. “It is an English first edition of Around the World in 80 Days.”


  He took the book from her hands, running his fingers over the fine leather. “And even though you have rejected all my gifts, you expect me to accept this gift from you?”


  She nodded.


  He had to agree. The book was the perfect gift. It was personal and well thought out. The expensive, shiny Packard was… well, it was just an automobile. He scolded himself and accepted the book without protest.


  “Thank you, Emily. I shall treasure it forever.”


  “I would rather you actually opened it up and read it sometime.”


  Henry smiled, slipping the Verne novel into his new briefcase.


  Emily touched his sleeve. “Perhaps, if you have brought us a nice lunch today, I will allow you and your driver to take me back to my shop when we are done. What did you bring?”


  A look of alarm filled his face, widening his green eyes. “I thought it was your turn.”


  She feigned a frown until he reached into his briefcase and pulled out two thick sandwiches wrapped in butcher paper.


  “I know how you love a Rueben sandwich,” he said with a broad smile.


  She laughed, and they ate their leisurely lunch as the small sycamore tree near their bench entertained a robin that swooped down to a low-hanging bow to feed her nest of baby birds.


  “I like your new hat,” she said, dabbing her mouth with a cloth napkin. “It’s a new style, isn’t it?”


  “It’s called a Homburg,” he said with pride.


  “I like it better than that silly bowler. Much more dignified, I think.”


  “Thank you, my lady,” he said, tipping the brim to her. “And I must say, your new outfit is wonderful. Did you make it yourself?”


  She nodded and smoothed the skirt of her empire-waisted, pink and yellow chintz dress with a flattering pattern of pink fleur de lis trim around the bust. “I fashioned it after the newest line from Paris. It is probably much too young for me and perhaps a bit too daring as well.”


  He glanced at her cleavage, but it hadn’t been the first time he had done so that day. The new dress amplified her bust nicely. She was usually much more conservative. She pretended not to notice the direction of his glance.


  “It is very becoming,” he said.


  She blushed and took her time folding her napkin into a precise square. Her eyes finally wandered out over the rippling waters of the lake, and she was silent for quite some time.


  “A penny for your thoughts?” he asked as the silence finally got to him.


  “Un sou pour vos pensées?”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “It is French for ‘a penny for your thoughts,’ my dear,” she explained. “Really, Henry. I cannot imagine how you’ve managed to acquire such wealth in your life without acquiring any wealth in your head! Don’t you know any language other than American English?”


  “I think everything sounds much more eloquent in French,” he mused. “But I suspect that would hardly be the case should I try to speak the language.”


  “It has been called ‘the language of love’ in case you didn’t know.”


  “Well. In that case, I suppose I had better learn it.”


  She laughed softly. “In order to learn to speak the language, you might actually have to read a book or two in French.”


  “Not necessarily,” he countered. “I could hire a tutor.”


  “A beautiful French one perhaps?”


  “Perhaps. Are you available for lessons?”


  “Ah, but I am not French, monsieur.”


  “Maybe not, but you are certainly beautiful.”


  She blushed again. “Your eyesight must be failing you, Henry. I’m getting rather old. Unless you forgot, my birthday is next month. My goodness. I’ll be 82.”


  “And yet, you have the figure of a Greek goddess.”


  “And have you actually met any Greek goddesses to support this claim? Your fibs grow grander every year.”


  A horn blared in the distance. The street that bordered the park wasn’t as quiet as it had been a quarter of a century earlier.


  “I asked you about your thoughts, Emily, and you still haven’t answered my question,” he reminded her. “I’ve known you for nearly half a century, and I know when something is bothering you. Is Kathleen well?”


  Emily nodded. “My daughter is fine. Thank you for asking. She can, however, be most irritating at times because she keeps asking why we haven’t married yet.”


  “Well, that shows she is smart enough to realize, as I have, that there is no logical reason that we should not be wed. But you still have failed to answer the question I ask every week. Why do you avoid answering me, my dear?”


  Emily hesitated. “Because I have to know, Henry.”


  “Emily, you know I love you. You know I want to marry you and take care of you. And, yes, you know I’d love to see you without a stitch of clothing on.”


  “Henry!”


  “Sorry. I didn’t mean to make light of your concerns, whatever they may be. Please tell me what you feel you need to know.”


  “The question. The question that has stayed with me for years,” she said, but it seemed to Henry almost as if she were talking to herself. “Why was I chosen to receive this heart?” she continued. “It has preyed on my mind since the day I signed the papers consenting to the operation. The physicians refused to tell me the identity of my benefactor, and why such an expensive, experimental process should be undertaken on behalf of a middle-class, widowed shop girl.


  “They told me I should be grateful for the opportunity. One even said that it was God smiling on me, but I think perhaps it wasn’t God. And over the years, I have come to believe that the choice of me as the recipient wasn’t merely scientific, either. I believe someone, some mysterious benefactor, chose me, and paid for the procedure for me.” She eyed him warily.


  “I can’t imagine how or why anyone would take such an interest in me. I had no friends outside of my late husband’s, and none of them had the means or the inclination to pay for such an extravagance. I only wish I knew who purchased this heart for me. It has weighed on me ever since I made the decision to accept.”


  “Do you regret accepting the procedure?” he asked.


  She hesitated for a moment. “Sometimes, perhaps. Originally, I accepted the gift for my daughter, you know. She’d already lost her father. I couldn’t bear the thought of her being orphaned at so tender an age.”


  Henry nodded knowingly. “But perhaps some things are better left unknown, Emily. You are alive and in good health. You have enjoyed many wonderful years with your daughter, her children, and now, her children’s children. It seems to me like that should be enough, and you should be grateful for that.”


  “It is not that I am ungrateful, but the longer I live, the more urgent it becomes to me to discover the truth. Each year that passes, my heart never falters. Nearly everyone I knew as a girl has passed on, and other than you and my daughter’s lineage, I am alone in this world. Most likely, the person who paid for my heart is no longer alive and would not care if the secret were kept or not. Certainly, enough time has passed that any medical records regarding the procedure should be available to the public.”


  “If any such records survived. It has been half a century.”


  She continued. “I’m thinking about hiring an investigator.”


  “An investigator! But why? I don’t understand why this knowledge is so important to you,” Henry said. “Perhaps you were the first to receive the heart. Perhaps the doctor who invented it wanted to test his contraption on a beautiful woman. Perhaps the hospital received a legacy from some wealthy patient who’d passed on, declaring that it be used to help a middle-class shop girl. There are so many possibilities, Emily.”


  “Perhaps―”


  “And what could an investigator learn, Emily? Nearly fifty years have passed. Half the doctors and nurses on that medical staff have undoubtedly passed on. And remember, the procedure was so dangerous to human life it was outlawed. It is highly conceivable that all the documentation of our procedures was ordered destroyed in order to prevent future attempts of the surgery. It seems like a waste of time to me.”


  She sighed. “You’re probably right. But I do not sleep well at night just thinking about it.”


  “Perhaps you would sleep better with a husband in your bed,” he suggested.


  She laughed softly. “Oh, have you a husband in mind?”


  “Well, there is that homeless vagrant camping out down by the railroad tracks. I’ve not seen his face―only smelled him, really―but he certainly seems in need of a wife.” Henry pulled a fresh cigar from his coat pocket. He clipped the end and struck a match. His hand shook slightly as he placed a match to the tip of the cigar and puffed.


  She usually commented on the smoky smell, but her gaze was distant this day. He watched her as he enjoyed his smoke in silence and saw her withdraw a small bag of bread from her purse to feed the ducks waddling to their bench.


  Emily finally reached down and pulled her key from the swooping neckline of her dress. She looked at him, an unasked question in her eyes. Finally, she said, “It’s time. I must be getting back to my shop, Henry.”


  She played with the weight of the key and chain in her hand for a moment as she looked up at him. Reservation held her mouth in a thin pink line, but after a moment, she sighed. “Oh, Henry. You really are just an innocent, are you not?” She looked at him imploringly.


  He remained silent.


  She searched his face for a long moment, and then her shoulders seemed to sink. With an almost imperceptible nod, she lowered her hand to Henry’s and upturned his palm. She released her key into his hand and looked down at the ground beside her.


  “Will you wind my heart, Henry?”


  If Henry’s heart could fly―and perhaps with the attachment of mechanical wings, it could―Henry would have been hovering in the sky above them then, coasting on a cloud. A grateful smile lifted the corners of his mouth.


  He nodded and retrieved his own key as well. “And will you wind mine? Shall we do them together?”


  Her eyes brightened for a moment, the hint of a smile lingering on her lips. “Yes,” she said.


  Simultaneously, they pushed their keys into the lock plates of each other’s breasts and turned slowly.


  Henry turned the key between his fingers more slowly than Emily, savoring the moment he had anticipated for such a long time. He grazed his fingertips lightly over the smooth, peachy skin of her breast as he turned the key. The clicking seemed to grow tighter before, finally, the spring released and the mechanical heart was fully wound. With a sigh, he removed the key and slowly withdrew his fingers from her chest.


  “Thank you,” she said, returning his key to him. She held her palm out, and with a slight hesitation, he dropped her key into her waiting hand.


  Another horn blared in the distance as a gust of wind detached a few dozen leaves from the sycamore tree near their bench. The autumn leaves danced before them, putting on a colorful performance, but neither of them noticed.


  When Emily rose from the bench, she took a step forward so that Henry could no longer see her face and said, “Someday, I’ll find out the truth, Henry. And that truth is the most important thing to me in this world.” She took a breath. “Indeed, Henry,” she said. “I imagine that someday, it will be all I have left.”


  [image: ]


  The Present


  The snowfall increased as Henry tried to shut out the blare of traffic outside the park. Although his hearing was not as good as it used to be, the clamor bothered him more than ever.


  “Are you warm enough?” he asked, returning his leather-bound Jules Verne to his briefcase where it would be protected from the weather.


  “I’m fine.”


  “Perhaps we should go back to my place and share a snifter of brandy or some port.”


  “No, thank you. The snow is so beautiful. Let’s enjoy it awhile longer, shall we?” She gave his hand a squeeze. “Did I ever thank you, Henry?”


  “For what?”


  “You know what I’m talking about.”


  And he did.


  [image: ]


  1950


  It was hot that summer. Hotter than Henry could remember in recent years. He was wearing his three-piece Italian suit as he had just come from a business meeting, but he wished he had changed into something cooler. On the other hand, he always liked to look his best for Emily.


  He withdrew his pocket watch from his vest and flicked it open. The watch had been in his possession some eighty years and still kept perfect time. Looking at it, he realized suddenly that it was most likely nearly a match for the inner workings of his heart. He snapped the cover closed and slipped the timepiece back into the pocket on his vest. A pocket holding the few things he still considered precious after all these years―his watch, his key, and the ring.


  He began to worry.


  Emily hadn’t missed a lunch date in, well, he couldn’t even recall the last time.


  Had a customer kept her busy at the shop?


  Henry wasn’t sure why she still kept the business open after all these years. She could have retired long ago. Of course, people could say the same about him.


  Had she fallen ill?


  Were her grandchildren okay?


  Her daughter had passed away nearly a decade earlier, and Emily had been devastated for weeks. Her grandchildren weren’t exactly young, but even then, Emily still made their weekly lunch together, grief-stricken as she was.


  Just as Henry made the decision to walk the few blocks to her shop, she appeared through the trees. Her walk was measured, and at one point, he could have sworn she almost turned back.


  She carried no picnic basket.


  Something was wrong.


  Emily approached the bench but did not sit down.


  Henry swore his heart skipped a beat, but he knew that was impossible.


  Emily stood before him for what felt like an eternity until a tear rolled down her face.


  “Emily?”


  “Don’t say a word, you bastard!”


  Henry was shocked. In the seventy-five years he had known her, he had never heard her utter a profanity.


  Emily pulled a lace handkerchief from a dress pocket and wiped away the tear. “I knew it, too. Somehow, I always knew it, but I rationalized it away. It couldn’t be. I hadn’t even met you until after―after! Oh, how could you? Why didn’t you tell me? Why did you lie to me, Henry?”


  “Calm down, Emily. Please, sit for a moment.” Henry remained seated.


  “I will not calm down, Henry Thackery. Do not command me as if you own me. You might own my heart in some sense, but you do not own me, and you certainly do not own my soul.”


  “Emily…”


  She wiped away another tear.


  Her voice dropped to barely a whisper. “Why didn’t you tell me you paid for my heart? I gave you every opportunity, every possible window, and you never even hinted at it. You scoundrel! You knew how much it bothered me. How could you not admit the truth?”


  Henry felt like a cat cornered by a wild-eyed dog frothing at the mouth. Her eyes never seemed to blink as her gaze bored into him.


  He also felt like a fool.


  After a moment, he began, “I didn’t tell you because I didn’t know how you would take it. All these years you have refused every gift I have ever offered. If you knew that I had given you this gift, something you would see as more extravagant, perhaps, than any other, well―I was afraid if you found out, I might lose you. I love you, Emily. I’ve loved you since the first time I saw you. And when I overheard the doctors say you had only weeks left―”


  “How could you have loved me then, Henry? You didn’t even know me.”


  “I don’t pretend to understand the mysteries of love, Emily. In fact, I had never truly been in love before the day I met you. And I certainly did not believe in love at first sight―until that very moment.”


  “Do you have any idea what I’ve been through? My husband, he paid a dowry for me without my even knowing it. Can you imagine that? I’d never even met him, and there it was, a price paid in full to my father like I was some piece of livestock. And I had to go away with him, had to live with him and be his wife because he paid for me, Henry. I grew to love him in some ways, I guess. Someone to care for. Someone to have a child with. Someone to grow old with. I suppose I loved him in some way, especially after our daughter was born. But I swore on his grave that I would never be beholden to another man for the rest of my life, Henry. Never! And look what you have done. You have purchased my heart. You have bought me my life.”


  Henry looked at her pleadingly, his hands turned upward in a gesture of begging. He was helpless. He was silent.


  “You should have told me, Henry,” she said coldly.


  And with that, she turned and walked away.


  He did not try to stop her.


  He simply sat there.


  Was it his imagination, or had the birds stopped singing in the nearby sycamore tree and the usually playful squirrels nowhere to be found?


  Winter was on its way.


  Henry’s hand rose to his breast pocket and lingered over the ring hidden there. It was a princess-cut diamond set against two emeralds in platinum. A fine ring for a fine woman, who would likely never wear it now. He finally withdrew his key and sat for quite some time, rolling it between his fingers, debating whether to actually use it. Despite the steady sound of the ticking inside his chest, he was sure his heart was broken beyond repair.


  The wind blew steadily colder.
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  The Present


  “No, my dear, Henry. I don’t believe I ever did thank you,” Emily said, squeezing his hand. His fingers curled around hers.


  “Well, you certainly didn’t want to thank me that particular day. I didn’t think I would ever see you again, Emily. I may be getting forgetful in my old age, but that is a day I shall never forget. You know, I never told you this, but I almost didn’t wind my heart that day.”


  The abrupt intake of her breath seemed unnaturally loud.


  “You’re not serious! You’re such a strong, determined person. How could you have even considered such a thing? I am so sorry.”


  “You have nothing to be sorry about, my dear. It was I who withheld that secret from you for so long.”


  She reached out and brushed a few snowflakes from his overcoat. “It doesn’t matter now, Henry. We’re alive, and the day is grand. It makes one feel so full of life, doesn’t it? I love watching the snowfall, don’t you? It’s so peaceful. So quiet.”


  Henry thought his idea of brandy near a warm, cozy fire sounded better, but he didn’t say a word. If Emily had suggested they simply sit there and freeze to death, he would have considered it. He fastened the top button of his coat and wished he had brought his leather gloves.


  The weather continued to worsen.


  “Henry…”


  He turned to look at her, the tone in her voice catching his attention immediately. “Yes, my dear?”


  “I saw my doctor this morning.”


  He blinked a snowflake from his eye. “Fit as a fiddle?”


  She didn’t answer but shook her head.


  “Is everything all right, Emily? It’s not your heart, is it?”


  “Of course not,” she said with a small smile. “This stupid old heart is going to beat forever.”


  He was afraid to voice the question that hung in the air, but he didn’t have to.


  “Henry,” she said, squeezing his hand more firmly. “I have cancer.”


  The swirling snow made the statement more ominous. And Henry wasn’t nearly as cold as he had been a moment earlier.
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  1975


  Leaves of yellow, gold, red, and orange danced around Henry’s feet as he shuffled along the path. He held his worn briefcase in one hand and a hand-carved cane in the other.


  The cane had been an expensive gift from some Japanese businessman whose name he could not recall. He had placed it in a dusty closet corner some thirty years earlier and nearly forgotten about it until recently. The briefcase had been a Christmas gift from Emily. It had been “gently used” when she had given it to him and now carried the scars of an additional fifty years.


  There was little doubt which one he treasured more.


  He despised the cane, not because of whom had given it to him, but because he now needed to use it. He was thankful he had not reached the point of requiring one of those confounded walkers he had seen in the nursing home near his brownstone. He did, however, need the cane for keeping his balance. Emily thought it gave him character. He thought it made him look like an old man.


  His heart might be nearly indestructible, but other body parts seemed envious of the Merganthol Circulatory Assistance Device and rebelled in their own fashion, refusing to react as they had years earlier.


  Henry approached the new metal bench and settled into place. He much preferred the worn wooden one, which had served them for many years. He had even written to the city to complain about how uncomfortable the new benches were and how cold they got in the winter. He had even offered to pay for new wooden benches, but he never received a reply.


  A gaggle of Canadian geese flew in formation over the water of the lake as Emily approached. Her lively gait made him feel like an old man. Was one hundred and twelve considered old when you had a heart that would never fail? In any event, he set his cane to the side opposite where she would sit, so that it would be less conspicuous to her.


  Emily had aged incredibly well. Although she no longer troubled to dye her once-upon-a-time flaxen hair, she still looked grand. He himself loved the pure silver color and complained when she had cut it short for the summer.


  Henry considered himself the luckiest man in the universe for having known her all these years and the unluckiest for never having convinced her to become his wife.


  “Henry,” she said as she sat down. “You look wonderful today. The nip of autumn in the air suits you well.”


  He tipped his new Panama hat.


  “I don’t find dishonesty a desirable trait in my women, but I believe I will make an exception in this case.”


  She chuckled. “Your women? I gather then that you have hoards of them stashed around the city?”


  He laughed. “Oh, most certainly! But please don’t convey that information to Emily Harding, the dear lady that she is. She would be overly jealous, I am afraid.”


  “Perhaps,” Emily answered. “But then again, I hear she has a harem of Armenian lovers secreted around the city, one or two Amazonian adventurers, and a British secret agent as well.”


  “Oh, I think not, my lady. Mrs. Emily Harding is a most virtuous woman whose righteousness is only matched by her intelligence and beauty.”


  Emily placed two fingers over his lips to silence him, and he tenderly kissed them.


  She smiled and drew those same fingers down his clean-shaven chin.


  “I miss your goatee,” she said.


  “And I miss your long hair,” he replied.


  “Touché.”


  A single leaf of gold and brown fluttered into her lap like some rare species of butterfly. She picked it up gently as if she could bring it back to life or at least comfort it as it faded away.


  “Winter’s just around the corner, Henry.”


  He made a sound indicating his displeasure.


  “I hate winter.”


  “But still you insist on meeting me here every week, rain or shine.”


  “Call me sentimental,” he said. “But we could move to Miami. Or at least migrate to the south in the winter as the more sensible species do. I’ve always thought of having a winter home in a warmer climate.”


  “My home is here, Henry. You know that. And my grandchildren are here. Who would look after them?”


  “They should be looking after you,” he replied.


  “You’re probably right. It vexes me that at times they seem older and more invalid than I.”


  “I don’t believe I’ve ever heard anyone use the word ‘vex’ in a sentence since 1912, I think,” he said, attempting to lighten her mood.


  “How about the word ‘exasperate,’ Henry.? Have you ever heard that one used more recently?”


  He got the point.


  “How did your doctor’s appointment go?” he asked.


  “Fine,” she replied. “He increased my thyroid medicine. He also wants to schedule a mammogram, a chest x-ray, and a couple of other humiliating procedures I’d rather not discuss. But other than that, he pronounced me fit as a fiddle. And, yes, he actually used those words.”


  “I concur with his assessment,” Henry said with a grin. “Your body looks especially fine to me. Did he get to see you naked?”


  “Henry! How can you still make me blush after all these years?”


  “Well,” he answered. “I can assure you that there are certain things you do that make certain body parts of mine react as well, though maybe not as urgently as earlier days.”


  “Henry!”


  He grinned. “And what did the doctor say about your heart?”


  “What would he say? The same thing he says every year. I think he is obsessed with it. He still marvels at the thing and wonders how they accomplished such an amazing medical procedure in what he considers to be the Dark Ages. He goes on and on about how my indestructible heart came out of a time when madness was treated with electrical shocks and colds were managed with leeches. Sometimes, I think he hopes he’ll still be around when I die just so he can dissect me.”


  “I think you read too much Poe,” Henry replied.


  “Nobody today writes anything as good or as scary as Poe or Lovecraft,” she replied. “These modern day writers don’t know how to draft a good thrill. Oh, did 60 Minutes approach you? They said they were going to. I turned down the interview, of course.”


  He nodded. “I told them if they contacted me again, I’d send my lawyers after them.”


  “It seems like every other decade, we’re suddenly a breaking news story. Every time my great-grandchild mentions her grammy’s magical heart or when some nurse at the medical center sees me changing into one of those ridiculous gowns. Even now, I occasionally feel like a display at the circus when people find out who I am. It’s as if I’m one of those sensational news stories they make up to fill the pages in those yellow tabloids. You know. Like a headline that reads, ‘Three-Headed Cow Gives Birth to an Alien from Neptune’ or ‘Elvis is a Robot’ or some other ridiculous story.”


  A breeze materialized from the north, and a few more colored leaves trickled down, joining their companions in the yellowed grass beneath the sycamore tree.


  “Roger Hennessey died last month,” she said softly.


  He nodded. “I heard. Brain aneurism. Guess that leaves―what, four of us?”


  “Three,” she replied. “Charles Culbertson died this past summer as well. Automobile accident.”


  “Well, at least it wasn’t their hearts.”


  “Henry, how can you be so callous?”


  “Must be old age creeping up on me.”


  “I don’t believe it crept up on you, Mr. Thackery. I believe it hit you head on and slammed you against a wall.”


  He ignored the remark, as there were certain topics he found were arguments not worth engaging in with Emily Harding.


  “Maybe it’s time we took a vacation now that we’re both retired. Switzerland has nice mountains. And I hear Peru is wonderful this time of year.”


  “Peru? I haven’t been out of the city in decades, Henry. Don’t be ridiculous! And why Peru? Why not Oklahoma or Kansas?”


  He wasn’t sure if she was being facetious or not. Knowing a woman for nearly a hundred years didn’t necessarily mean you were allowed to see the inner workings of her mind. It was a lesson he had eventually―and painstakingly―learned over the years.


  “Kansas?”


  “Sure. Why not? Maybe I’d like to see the house where Dorothy lived before I climb a Peruvian mountain.”


  “Dorothy?” Now, he was completely befuddled. “You mean, like in The Wizard of Oz? We saw that at the RKO in the early forties, I believe. Remember?”


  She sighed. “Yes, I remember. It was 1939 to be precise. It was also a book before it was a movie. And, no, there’s no actual house in Kansas except for the one they built to replicate the one in the film.”


  “And you want to visit this house?”


  “Henry, Henry, Henry…” She gave him a peck on the forehead. “How can such an intelligent man be so ignorant at times?”


  Henry chewed on the inside of his cheek. “I take it that is a rhetorical question?” A gust of wind sailed through the park and played briefly with the leaves before moving on. He took a deep breath.


  “I have a gift for you,” he began.


  She frowned. “Henry, you know I only accept gifts on my birthday and at Christmas.”


  He smiled wryly. “There was a time when you wouldn’t even do that.”


  “Regardless, the holidays are still far off, and it certainly isn’t my birthday―unless your addled brain has forgotten the date.”


  “I remember when your birthday is,” he replied. “I haven’t lost my memory quite yet. But I think you’ll like this.”


  She groaned as he handed her a package tied with a bright red ribbon and a neatly tied bow. “Well, at least you went to the trouble of having it gift wrapped,” she said.


  “I wrapped it myself,” he said softly.


  Her hands froze in midair above the ribbon. “You did this, Henry? Why, it is beautiful!”


  “Took me nearly three hours,” he muttered, though he was secretly delighted with the compliment. “You should see my parlor. Ribbon scattered from one end to the other.”


  She chuckled. The scene was easily imaginable.


  Slowly, as if to savor every second, Emily carefully pulled the ribbon from the package and tucked it neatly into her purse as if it were the actual gift. She was just as careful with the wrapping, and as she pulled the paper open, she gasped. A tear came to her eye, and she snatched a tissue from her bag.


  “Emily?” His inquiry was tentative. He did not like to see her so emotional. Especially when he was unsure of the reason. Was she angry? Pleased? She turned and kissed him full on the lips, and although that wasn’t the first time she had done so, it certainly felt that way. Her lips lingered and slowly withdrew.


  “I will treasure it forever,” she said, holding the old book in her hands. She had somehow misplaced her copy years ago.


  “Is it the right one?” he asked.


  She opened the cover. “A first edition. Oh, Henry, how did you ever find it?”


  She closed the cover and ran her fingers over the gilded title.


  “Around the World in 80 Days.” She kissed him once again. “And in the original French. Thank you. It is the most wonderful gift I have ever received.” She kissed him once more for good measure.


  “If I had known I’d receive this kind of reaction, I would have given you a book every week I’ve known you.”


  She smiled. “This isn’t just any book, Henry, and you know it.”


  Another gust of wind whipped around them, and she shivered.


  He removed his topcoat, and she gladly accepted it as he wrapped it about her shoulders. She laid her head briefly on his shoulder, and as he reached into his vest pocket―past the ring that had resided there for years―he removed the key. They had used it so many times over the years. It was beginning to show signs of wear. It made it that much more special.


  He handed her the key. She accepted without hesitation, their fingers lingering as they touched. Just as he had done a thousand times before, he unfastened the center button of his shirt and revealed the shiny, untarnished gold that had become as much a part of his being as the toes on his feet.


  Emily touched the circular plate with a slight caress and slowly slid the key into place. She turned it gently, and the soft clicking could even be heard over the rising wind. With one last turn, she removed the key and pressed it back into his hand.


  She then removed the silver chain from around her neck and handed it to Henry. It was warm to the touch, retaining the heat from her body.


  He felt something of a voyeur as she pulled open the topcoat he had draped about her and undid the top button of her blouse. After a quick glance around the immediate vicinity, she undid a second button, revealing the twin of his disk, nestled between her breasts just above her lacy, white brassiere.


  She closed her eyes.


  Holding the key tightly, he lowered his head and kissed the disk, then gently ran his lips over the swell of her breasts. She took a deep breath, her eyes remaining shut. He drew a circle around the silver disk with the key and then slid it tenderly into the center of the disk. He then softly caressed her breasts beneath her bra with one hand as he turned the key with the other.


  Click.


  Click.


  Click.


  He withdrew the key, and with one last kiss between her breasts, rebuttoned her blouse. They sat there for several moments, the cool wind not feeling as cold as it had earlier.


  “You are quite the quixotic figure, Henry.”


  “Is that good or bad?” he asked, handing her back the chain and the key to her heart.


  “It is a wonderful thing. You make me feel young and beautiful. That is a grand thing for an old woman.”


  He smiled.


  “You are beautiful.”


  She laughed. “Did you forget to bring your glasses again?”


  But he would not be so easily disregarded. “I have one last gift,” he said, the nervousness apparent in his voice.


  “Henry―”


  “Will you finally accept me? I may never offer it again if you do not.”


  With that, he withdrew the shiny engagement ring from his vest pocket, and before she could stop him, he groaned to a kneel before her on the gravel path.


  “Please, Henry,” she begged. “We have been through this so many times. And it has been such a wonderful day. Don’t spoil it for me.”


  He ignored her. “Emily Louise Harding. Will you do me the pleasure of being my wife?”


  A tear rolled down her cheek.


  “Henry…”


  He ran a hand through his thinning gray hair and smiled even though he knew her answer.


  “Not today, Henry. I love you dearly, but I cannot. I am old. You are old. We have lived separate lives for years and have little in common. What would you do all day while I read my novels? Would you set up a train track in the attic? Perhaps collect stamps or coins from around the world? Maybe you would finally buy a television set and watch westerns and detective shows every night.”


  “Maybe I could start a gift wrapping service.”


  She managed a small smile. “Would you go with me to the opera?” she asked.


  “Of course I would.”


  “Would you enjoy it?”


  “Probably not.”


  “Would you go with me while I spend countless hours browsing through libraries and bookstores?”


  “Most certainly.”


  “Would you enjoy it?”


  “Perhaps not, my dear Emily, but I would enjoy the fact that I was with you regardless of where we might be or what we might be doing.”


  “I’m sorry, Henry. Please forgive me. I cannot marry someone just for the sake of marriage. I am not interested in being kept, nor am I interested in having someone follow me around like a lost puppy dog unable to enjoy anything around him. It would ruin us.”


  She pushed his hand away, and he returned the ring to the safety of his vest pocket. He then reached out and wiped a tear from Emily’s cheek.


  “No rush,” he said quietly. “I’ll try again in another twenty-five years or so.”


  She brushed her fingers through the hair he had mussed and kissed the top of his head.


  “Will you please get off your knees? You’re getting your trousers filthy, and those squirrels are giving us strange looks.”


  He grinned. “I’ve been trying to get up for the last five minutes, my dear. Will you please hand me my blasted cane?”


  The wind off the lake picked up, causing the multicolored leaves to dance about their bench like pixies in some enchanted glen.


  A quarter of a century.


  Not so long, he told himself. Not long at all. Simply a blink in the eye of time.
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  The Present


  “Cancer?”


  He could not comprehend her statement, no matter how he tried. He thought his heart would stop right then and there, but the steady click seemed louder than ever. She reached for his hand and held it tightly.


  “How long?” he asked in a voice so strained he did not recognize it.


  “A few weeks,” she said as if she were simply discussing the weather.


  “No. Absolutely not! I cannot accept that. We will find the finest doctors in the city. In the world. Money is no object. Emily―we have to fight this.”


  She squeezed his hand. “Henry, there is nothing to be done. It was discovered too late.”


  They sat there in the deserted park for quite some time. The snow began collecting on the cement pathway, sucking the warmth from the ground. Henry and Emily did not notice as the hazy winter sun fell to midpoint in the sky.


  “Emily?”


  She snuggled close to him as much for comfort as for warmth.


  “Yes, my dear?”


  He opened his hand and revealed the engagement ring he had carried and offered so many times.


  She closed her eyes. Henry was afraid that if she cried, her tears might turn to ice. Or even worse, that he himself might cry. Emily opened her eyes again, and tears did flow, but they were accompanied by a tender smile. She held out her left hand, and ever so slowly, Henry slid the ring onto her finger.


  She reached into his vest pocket, and her fingers tightened around the key, which dwelled within. She unbuttoned his shirt and upon inserting the key, wound his heart slowly. With each whisper of a clock, a tear ran down her face.


  “I love you, Emily Harding.”


  “And I love you, Henry Thackery. With all my heart.”


  He reached for the chain around her neck, but her hand closed over his, and she gently pushed it away.


  “You only have about twenty minutes, Emily. I should wind your heart for you.”


  “I am dying, Henry.”


  “But you are not dying today!” he replied, pressing on.


  “No, Henry. I would rather choose the time and the place. And I choose it to be here and now at this cherished spot with the person I’ve loved for more years than I care to count.”


  “Emily―”


  “Do not argue with me, my sweet. It will do you no good. I have lived a good, fulfilling life. And longer than a person should, I now believe. Hold me close, Henry Thackery, but let me go as well.”


  He kissed her gently on the lips, and they sat huddled for quite some time. Snow gathered over them, dusting their coats. After a while, it began to collect on their faces. Henry looked at Emily from the corner of his eye and thought she looked like she was scattered with diamonds as the snow glistened on her cheeks and nose. For quite some time, they sat listening to the quiet clicks of their hearts, sometimes in harmony, sometimes in counter beats. And then, after a time, only one heart continued to click.


  Softly.


  Lonely.


  Henry kissed her lightly on her mouth, still faintly warm though her spirit had already floated from her body. Carefully, he moved his fingertips over her eyelids, pressing them softly closed.


  He rubbed a caressing finger over the key to his own heart in the palm of his hand. A tear streamed down his cheek, cold, as it cut a swath through the already melting layer of snow that sprinkled his skin.


  Closing his eyes tightly to stop the flow of tears, he gripped both keys in his palm, and without hesitation, he flung them through the air and watched as they made a quiet splash into the wintry water of the lake.


  The snow continued to fall, quietly and peacefully, as the two indestructible hearts finally broke.
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  [image: W]e stand, the Doctor and I, below the buckle of his ship at the precipice of Bellerophon Tower. The wind is so powerful, a fleeting fear crosses my mind that I may be flung into nothingness and rejoin the teeming masses below at a velocity I’d rather not consider. The cycling of the hard steam engines vibrates the entire deck and leaves my teeth shaking in their sockets. So close are we to the heat coming off the ship’s dual motor assembly, I’ve sweated straight through my uniform and am all but swimming inside my long leather duster. Since the day Professor Lydon’s hard steam left me, as he likes to say, “augmented,” the ambient temperature hasn’t been much of a concern, but I can still feel the heat. More impressive, however, is the fact Doctor Bellerophon stands perfectly comfortable in his trousers, shirt, and waistcoat, unprotected from the elements in the dead of winter at the highest point in the city, a testament to the power inherent in his vessel.


  Or, as he calls it, his magnum opus.


  From the street below, the Pegasus appeared an enormous barracuda, its gleaming silver mass floating on air currents above the barbed hook of Bellerophon Tower. Now that I am close enough to touch the massive dirigible’s rough outer hull, the comparison could not be more apt. The surface of the ship is made up of countless scales, all lined geometrically in an endless repeating pattern in an effort to, as the Doctor explained upon my arrival, maximize speed.


  Two words that are music to my ears.


  Bellerophon has busied himself for nearly twenty minutes making minute adjustments to the various gears and cogs of one of the rotor assemblies. I’m not certain which impresses me more, this brief look into the workings of the good Doctor’s mechanical masterpiece, or the expert way the man manipulates the tools of his trade. It’s akin to observing a watchmaker reassemble a timepiece in the midst of a raging cyclone. Still, the day is drawing short.


  “Doctor Bellerophon, I truly appreciate your allowing me to inspect the ship prior to finalizing our arrangement, but may I ask how much longer we might expect to be up here?”


  “Quiet, lad.” Flavored with his unplaceable accent—Slavic, perhaps?—Bellerophon’s shouts are barely audible above the howling wind and pulsating engines. “I’m close, but I need my ears as much as my eyes for this part of the sequence.”


  I quietly beg his pardon, though the buffeting winds steal the words from my lips even as they pull the moisture from my eyes. I remember the gift Bellerophon gave me before we entered the steamlift at the skyscraper’s base and pull the brushed leather bag from the pocket of my jump pants. Within rests a pair of goggles the likes of which I’ve never seen before, the left lens green and the right a deep red. He proclaimed his design the height of optical technology. His words from an hour before echo in my mind.


  “You’ll never see the world the same way again, lad.”


  Bellerophon’s confidence has worked many wonders today, not the least of which is my very presence atop his building. To say I am not fond of heights is to say Napoleon was less than successful during his last tour of Russia. Even the strength and resiliency granted me by Professor Lydon’s hard steam infusion doesn’t help me with this particular anxiety.


  I press the goggles over my eyes and pull the leather strap tight around my short-cropped hair, even as a rogue wind tears their bag from my grasp. As I open my eyes, Bellerophon’s gift for understatement becomes evident. Though the sky remains overcast as the afternoon wanes, I find I can see the burgeoning city as brightly as if the sun beat down from directly above. Perhaps even more miraculous is the fact that somehow the heat and steam coming off the engines don’t fog the lenses.


  “There.” Bellerophon clasps his hands together. “Finished.” He slams the panel shut and beckons me to follow him back to the control area within the gondola. The door hisses like a venomous snake as it slides open, the ominous sound repeating as the door closes behind us.


  “Hydraulics.” I tap one of the dials by the door as the needle within moves from red to black. “And air tight as well.” I slip off the goggles and slide them into the front pocket of my pants.


  “A necessity. This ship can go to altitude like none other on the planet.” He presses a button on the console to his left and a doorway to my rear slides open. “Your coat, Captain Carruthers?”


  “I think I’ll hang onto it.” I run my hands down the full-length russet duster, fashioned of the highest quality leather the great Republic of Texas can produce. “I hope you understand.”


  “Of course.” Bellerophon loses himself in his machine for the third time since we stepped off the tower’s steamlift, so I take advantage of the moment to absorb my surroundings. I’ve shared a meal or two with Edison and visited the home of Nikola Tesla half a dozen times—a shame those two are no longer on speaking terms—but neither of them possesses anything remotely like the feast of technology Bellerophon has quite literally at his fingertips. Watching the man flit from this gauge to that lever to an apparently unrelated set of switches is like watching a skilled dancer on the stage. His every motion purposeful, there is no doubt in my mind I am in the presence of a master at work, doing what he does best.


  After a few minutes, I interrupt the not quite uncomfortable silence. “So, Doctor, is there anything on this ship you can’t control with the flick of a switch?”


  “Just one thing, Captain.” He strokes his chin as he takes my measure. “Just one.” Another button, another sliding panel. “Brandy?”


  We retire to a compartment near the rear of the gondola, a space clearly set up to entertain guests. A plush couch covered in purple velvet interlaced with gold thread takes up three quarters of the circular room’s circumference. Above our heads, a chandelier made up of hundreds of miniature lamps fills the room with muted light. The wood paneling is mahogany, and unless I miss my guess, the inlaid decorations are crafted from ivory.


  “This ship of yours is a marvel, Doctor Bellerophon.” I run my fingers along one of the winged horses carved in relief into the dark wood of the wall behind our heads. “How does one afford such extravagance?”


  “My mother, even in death, is now and ever will be remembered for her kindness, but in matters of business, no one in history holds a candle to my father. When my parents passed, they left a fortune to their only child; a fortune I’ve doubled and redoubled again in the years since.” He flicks a mote of dust from his sleeve and motions to the surrounding lavishness. “My fondest wish is to propel mankind into this next century, and in my efforts, I have created many a wondrous thing. The many patents I have in place guarantee my research can continue ad infinitum. Those goggles you wear, for instance. Your military ordered five thousand pairs just last week. Part of Washington’s ‘Billion Dollar Congress’ on which papers worldwide continue to rant.” He thumps the side of his glass, the tone clear and true. “I understand Harrison is outfitting your soldiers as best he can, but I can only imagine the backlash if the average American taxpayer knew where so much of their hard-earned money was going.”


  “These inventions: the goggles, the steamlift, this ship. They all come from your mind?”


  “I didn’t earn the title of doctor by working in the mines, Captain.”


  “And in what field is your doctorate, sir?”


  “The products of my qualifications exist all around you.” He strokes the elegantly carved B at the center of the console. “I don’t suspect you’d have come aboard if you had any doubts as to my abilities.”


  “Fair enough, though I must ask one other question. It’s nagged at me since I first heard your name.”


  Bellerophon’s lips spread wide in a mischievous grin. “Ask.”


  “I’ve taken more than my fair share of courses in the Classics over the years. You named your ship the Pegasus and call yourself Bellerophon, yet you bear no resemblance to any Greek I’ve ever met and your accent is anything but.”


  He chuckles, looking at me through his bushy gray eyebrows. “You, lad, claim the title of Captain, yet you have no ship. You wear a uniform, yet you have never served in the military. And trust I scrutinized your background before you set the first foot in my building. Would it surprise you to learn the Carruthers of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania you claim as family have apparently never heard of you?” He draws close and whispers in my ear, the scent of whiskey on his breath overpowering at such proximity. “You have your affectations, lad, and I have mine.”


  “My pardon, sir. I meant no offense. As my employers never cease to remind me, secrets usually exist for a purpose.” I glance out the circular window at the clouds rushing by. “Perhaps we should get down to business.”


  Bellerophon drains his glass and sets it on a ledge above his head. “Very well, Captain. State your proposal.”


  I finish off my own brandy and set my glass next to his. “I’ve been sent to arrange, shall we say, transportation to a rather remote location.”


  Bellerophon lets out a deep, hearty laugh. “I had gathered your request would be something of that nature. Most come to the tower to avail themselves of our fine dining and other delights. Your area of interest was,” he glances around the room, “a bit loftier.”


  “I’ve never been chastised for subtlety.” I endeavor to remain collected, though my fidgeting fingers find Bellerophon’s goggles in my pocket. “Tell me, sir. What do you know of Herr Klaus Behringer?”


  For the first time since our initial meeting, any sense of cordiality leaves Bellerophon’s voice. “Behringer?” He loosens his tie and begins to unbutton his waistcoat and starched white shirt. “You mean the man who left me with this?” He pulls open his shirt to reveal an oddity that threatens to take my breath.


  Not to mention Bellerophon’s, in a far more literal sense.


  The left side of the Doctor’s chest appears normal for the most part, rising and falling with his every breath. The right side, however, is anything but. The “skin” overlying his chest fashioned of some form of translucent membrane, he bears ribs of iron while the “lung” pumping in his chest appears like the center portion of an accordion. As the strange breathing apparatus expands and contracts in his chest, a cold glare transforms Bellerophon’s visage.


  “Tell me your wishes, Carruthers,” he says. “This just became personal.”


  “Herr Behringer, late of Berlin, has reportedly moved his base of operations to somewhere on the Yucatan peninsula near the Chichen Itza ruins. Exactly what he plans is unclear, but what is more than clear is if he succeeds, people will suffer.”


  “And you plan to stop him.”


  “You’re not the only one who owes Behringer a blood debt.” My heart races as Jane’s delicate face fills my memory. Her skin so pale, the blood coursing from the corner of her mouth as red as the roses she used to prune every spring, her body but one of the hundreds littering the site of the Eiffel Tower explosion.


  Bellerophon raises an eyebrow. “It would seem each of us has lost a part of ourselves to this madman. What would you have me do?”


  I produce a letter from the front cargo pocket of my uniform. “President Harrison sends his regards.”


  Bellerophon produces a letter opener, the blade razor sharp, from one of the pockets of his coat and slices open the envelope. Studying the document found within, he asks, “And where is this ‘elite unit’ Harrison wishes me to convey to the other end of the world?”


  “Actually…” I study the floor for a moment before meeting Bellerophon’s gaze. “You’re looking at him.”


  “You?”


  “Me.”


  “Fascinating. One man alone against the Butcher of Paris?”


  “Fear not for my safety, Doctor. I am far more than I appear.”


  Bellerophon’s studying gaze fades into a whimsical smile. “Then we have more in common than even I suspected.” He pours himself another brandy. “Does your Commander in Chief have a proposed timetable for this expedition?”


  “As soon as possible. Our intelligence is limited at best, and every passing day is an opportunity for Behringer to escape our net. Can you assemble your crew by morning? As the letter states, you will be more than well compensated.”


  “My crew?” Again, Bellerophon laughs. “Your intelligence is indeed limited.”


  We return to the control room. He presses another button and a hatch in the ceiling opens, revealing a spiral staircase that descends from above to meet the floor between us. Bellerophon takes the first couple of stairs. “Shall we?”


  I follow him up into the belly of the metal sky whale. “Even the smallest of dirigibles requires a crew, Doctor. You have indeed created a technological marvel here, but without men, how can you possibly—”


  The words catch in my throat as the reason behind Bellerophon’s mischievous grin becomes apparent. Between the two nearest aircells and atop a pipe, which no doubt conveys the hard steam from one end of the ship to the other, comes a strange form. The metal torso branches into three articulated arms and supports a triangular head, the single lens at its center resembling an enormous glass eye. On each side of the head, curved rods tap against metal plates in a strange rhythmic pattern. One side, then the other, back and forth, again and again. I focus for a moment and realize why the taps sound so familiar.


  “Yes, Captain Carruthers. What you’re hearing is Morse code. To run such an advanced ship, my crew must be synchronized beyond the capabilities of mere men. Therefore, I created something better. Sixty of these three-armed automatons circulate through my ship, obeying my every command, a crew of loyal, infallible, indefatigable metal servants. I ask you, who better to service my winged Pegasus of steel than three score steel satyrs?”


  I run my fingers across the “face” of the satyr, the metal smooth as satin and warm as human flesh. Strangest of all, I would all but swear the thing shuddered at my touch.


  “What have you created here, Doctor? It’s almost as if these things are alive.”


  “Not alive, per se, but they do think.”


  “They think?”


  “More or less. They are designed with an intricate mechanism of magnets and electrical condensers that allow them to obey simple commands. Each one performs only its assigned task, but as a unified whole, they allow me to control this ship from the comfort of the bridge. In fact, once I’ve decided upon a course, the satyrs take over. It’s quite an efficient mode of travel, I assure you.”


  “And they’re under your control?”


  “Observe.” Bellerophon raises a panel on the rail where a curved rod similar to the satyrs’ horns is hidden. He taps out a quick message in Morse, I believe the letters R-T-R-T, and the metal dwarf on wheels moves back into the bowels of the ship.


  “They present themselves at my whim, retreat when I wish them gone, and make flying this ship as simple as the manipulation of a few buttons and dials.”


  “Fascinating, though a wise man told me once about the folly of putting too much trust in the wonders of technology.”


  “Wise,” Bellerophon cracks, “or fearful?” He closes the panel and turns to face me, a mad gleam in his eye. “This is the future, Carruthers. Our future. We can embrace it, or we can be left behind. The world will not care.”


  Bellerophon and I descend the spiral staircase and reconvene in the gondola control room. A quick glance at the panels reveals one large area with sixty well-demarcated control buttons. Mapped out on a scale drawing of the airship, it becomes quickly apparent how Bellerophon is able to fly the ship from the relative comfort of this space. Every role usually performed by a human crewmember has been filled by one of the satyrs. Most of the tasks even have a built-in redundancy of effort, making the flying of this ship practically foolproof.


  “How long did this marvel take to assemble?” I ask. “Your ship and its many metal denizens seem quite the miracle.”


  “It is the work of a lifetime, Captain.” With a wry smile, he gestures to the controls. “Would you care to earn your title and take the Pegasus out for a short expedition?”


  “I’m not certain I’m qualified to—”


  “Nonsense.” Bellerophon manipulates a complex series of buttons, switches and levers. The floor beneath me shifts slightly. A subtle peek out the window reveals we have disengaged from the docking station and are floating up and away from the Tower. The good Doctor steps away from the wheel. “Now, take the controls.”


  I brush my fingers along the smooth wood of the wheel, the only thing in the entire control room that seems old and familiar. No sooner do I touch the controls, however, than a metallic clang sounds from starboard and the ship lists to one side.


  “What did I do?” I curse the hint of fear in my voice.


  “Nothing.” His eyes filled with alarm, Bellerophon grabs a handle in the ceiling above his head. “I have yet to engage the controls.”


  I cling to the wheel’s smooth mahogany, the previously level gondola off at least ten degrees, and do my best to remain on my feet. Without warning, the ship lists even more. The sound of rending metal fills the air.


  “We’re under attack,” Bellerophon shouts, his wide-eyed gaze focused across my shoulder. “Do you see it?”


  “Do I see what?” A quick glance back reveals the answer to my question.


  Outside the control room’s starboard window, which is suddenly below me, an enormous metal creature blocks out any view of the sky. Protruding from either side of the metallic oval, a pair of pincer-like legs moves with clock-like accuracy. I crane my neck to peer out the next window and get a better view of the thing. Its many-sectioned tail encircles the tip of Bellerophon’s tower, like the rear third of some impossibly huge steel centipede. Unless I miss my guess, that means the thing’s monstrous head lies imbedded in the side of Bellerophon’s ship.


  A ship currently floating a hundred stories above a crowded city street.


  I wrap my arm through the wheel. “What in God’s name is that thing?”


  “Behringer.” Bellerophon glares at me. “Who besides your immediate superiors knew you were meeting me today?”


  “No one. I received my orders from the president himself and came alone.”


  His eyes flash with anger. “It would appear that is not the case, Captain.”


  The ship lists again as a pair of metallic mandibles pierce the starboard wall, the two barbed tips folding together and apart like a child’s scissors through paper. Bellerophon does his best to hold on, but as the weight of his metallic parts gets the better of him, he falls to one knee and begins to slide toward the metal monster. I shoot my hand out as he falls past me and catch his wrist a split second before he falls out of reach and into the waiting maw of the steel centipede.


  “I’ve got you.” Though the strength granted me by the hard steam allows me to hold on to Bellerophon, his otherwise slight form easily has the heft of three large men.


  “That equipment in your chest weighs a ton,” I manage to grunt.


  “And yet you hold me aloft with one arm.” He brings his other hand around to clasp my wrist. “There truly is more to you than meets the eye.”


  “We can discuss that later if we make it through this.” I glance back at the opening to the gondola’s entertainment room. “Can you get that door open?”


  He shoots out a foot, flips a switch, and the door slides open. Before he can utter a word, I use every ounce of strength in my arm to hurl him toward the open doorway. Gravity does the rest. As the door closes with a click, I turn my full attention on the metal monster that stands poised to rip me, Bellerophon, and the Pegasus from the sky.


  Like a worm invading a hollowed out apple, its head is now halfway through the fuselage, its slashing jaws ripping through the wall even as it moves in fits and spurts for the very spot where I stand.


  “Fine. You want me, you metal horror, you’ve got me.” Releasing the wheel, I launch myself at the head of the centipede. As I suspected, the thing is a simple automaton and doesn’t respond to my approach. The hard steam courses through my arteries as I dodge the thing’s scissor teeth and land a blow with my boot to the top of its head. Far more successful than I intended, the strike dislodges the centipede’s head. A moment later, we’re both outside the ship.


  I fall through open air, hands grasping at nothing as they seek anything that might stop my fall. The giant mechanical centipede encircling the tip of Bellerophon’s tower brings full circle my earlier metaphor of tower as hook and airship as fish, though I ponder momentarily if at any time in history before today the worm has been the one to draw first blood.


  With nothing but a hundred stories of open space between me and what is sure to be a most gruesome death, I am saved by a miracle.


  If being impaled counts as being saved.


  As if in anger at being thwarted in its quest to bring down the Pegasus, the centipede arches its long segmented back, and one of its hundred flailing arms pierces my left shoulder. Fixed somewhere between my collarbone and ribcage, the fully articulated limb continues to flex and extend, its hinged joint likely an inch from my lung. The pain is like ice and hot coal at once, and it takes every ounce of self-control in me not to scream out in agony. I grip the thing’s arm in my right hand, and with all the strength I can muster, pull myself off the still-moving leg. The searing pain almost renders me unconscious.


  With my left arm hanging like meat at my side, I hoist myself up and wrap my legs around the centipede’s metal carapace.


  “Heal, dammit. Heal.” I scream at the wound in my shoulder, as if the steam-powered cells making up my body can hear. My mind flashes back to my first encounter with the steam. How the scorching gas nearly flayed the skin from my bones. How everyone else that participated in the experiment died in the following days. How I myself nearly perished from the burns.


  How for weeks I wish I had.


  The centipede achieves a new equilibrium and makes another go at the Pegasus. From my current vantage hanging from one of its rear legs, all I can do is watch. The warmth and tingling of my tissue knitting begins in earnest, but I’m afraid it may be too late to save the Pegasus.


  Or Bellerophon.


  Or me, for that matter.


  Then, it comes to me.


  A simple realization.


  The creature trying to kill me is actually my salvation.


  As my father often used to spout in the most inappropriate of situations, “One man’s trash is another man’s treasure.”


  Or in this instance, one man’s metal worm with a hundred arms is another man’s metal ladder with a hundred rungs.


  My dead left arm leads to a couple of close calls as I begin my ascent. Eventually, I fall into a one-armed method of climbing that allows me to negotiate what must be the most flexible ladder in existence. Fortunately, the centipede has become relatively still, its gnashing mandibles again buried in the side of Bellerophon’s ship. Within minutes, I arrive at the segment directly behind the head.


  I peer down between the two armored segments and note the various gears and cables running the thing. Muttering a quick prayer, I dive my hand into the breach. My fingers find the teeth of one of the gears. I bring all the strength in my good arm to bear against the turning axle. The smell of searing flesh fills the air as the friction burns away the skin of my hand and fingers. Without warning, the centipede rips itself from the side of the ship and rears its head and mandibles back in what would appear to any observer as a concerted effort to rip me in half. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear the thing was alive and I’d grabbed its spinal cord, though it’s far more likely a failsafe to prevent tampering.


  If it is indeed Behringer behind this attack, and this creature is any indication of what he is capable of, it’s clear his genius rivals Bellerophon’s.


  “Hold on, Carruthers!” Through the hole in his ship, Bellerophon shouts down at me, the wired metallic cone at his mouth somehow amplifying his voice. “I’ll throw you down a line.” He disappears briefly as I continue to dodge the centipede’s flailing head and slashing mandibles before reappearing with a coil of rope in his hands. “Catch!”


  A knotted cable with a weighted end falls from the gaping hole in the ship and immediately begins to whip back and forth in the wind above the tower. Between the thrashing of the rope and the many-sectioned bronco still bucking beneath me, my odds of survival shrink with every second. Even with my enhanced strength, my uninjured arm can only withstand so much punishment. With each flail of the centipede’s length, my fingers give a little.


  Just as I’m about to accept my fate and let go, the centipede freezes in mid-air. Unclear how long that will last, I wrap my legs around the thing’s carapace once more and stretch out my hand. The cold rope hits my palm, and with all the strength I have remaining, I grab on and curse myself for leaving my gloves on the train since today was essentially a “social call.” Freed from the centipede’s grip, the Pegasus continues to gain altitude. A good ten feet of cable runs through my hand before I get a firm grip, the coarse fibers tearing the flesh from my fingers.


  “Got it,” I shout. “Now, pull me up before—”


  Bellerophon’s angry gaze is now trained on something directly behind me.


  Or someone.


  “Why thank you, Captain.” This new voice, simultaneously muffled and amplified, bears an unmistakable German accent. “I feared I would have to obtain the rope myself.”


  I jerk my head around to find a tall, yet slight, form straddling the centipede’s third segment. The automaton has rigidified into a crude spiral staircase, no doubt in deference to its dark-clad master. Suited head to toe in black, this new player in the game is masked, the smoked oval lenses betraying nothing about the face behind the facade. A heavy suede coat trails to just past his knees, barely concealing the sword at his side, and meets the top of a pair of cuffed boots whose leather is only outshone by the silver buckles at each ankle.


  “Behringer,” I grunt through gritted teeth. A cold realization chills me far more than the gusting winds that threaten to send me into oblivion. “So, the Butcher of Paris now hides behind a coward’s mask.”


  He lets out a deep chuckle. “Both strong and insightful, Captain. No wonder the president chose you to represent him today. Not that either of these attributes will do you much good now.”


  My arm aches as the airship continues to pull at my shoulder. “What do you want?”


  “The same as you, Carruthers.” He draws a black rapier from the scabbard at his side. “We both seek the Pegasus, though while you had hoped Bellerophon’s creation might allow you to finally exact what you must see as long overdue revenge, I merely wish to deprive you and the good Doctor of this technological marvel and return home in the fastest airship on the planet.”


  “Confident words, Behringer.” I do my best to keep any emotion from my face, though I’m baffled at how he knows who I am, and even more at how he somehow knows I have a personal stake in all of this. “But you’ll have to go through me to get this ship.”


  “As you wish.” Behringer clicks a button on his sword’s hilt. “Say hello to your lady love for me, will you?”


  Before I can respond, a spark of electricity arcs from the rapier’s tip to the centipede’s body and sends a shock up my arm and through my chest. My fingers ignore my internal pleas and release the rope, allowing Behringer to step forward and grasp the weighted cable with his free hand. I begin to slide off into infinity, and only a reflexive grab with my good hand onto one of the centipede’s legs keeps me from falling to the street below.


  “You won’t get far, you madman.” I try to stall as feeling continues to return to my left arm. “Only Bellerophon can fly this thing, and he may be the only person on the planet who hates you as much as I do.”


  “He’s right,” Bellerophon, silent until this moment, shouts from his ship. “I’d die before taking you so much as across the street.”


  Again, Behringer laughs. “Oh, my dear Doctor, I believe you’ll be more than happy to take me wherever I would like to go.” He points the tip of his rapier at Bellerophon. “That is, if you value your daughter’s continued breathing.”


  “Bellerophon has no daughter.” At least none I was briefed on. I crane my neck around to peer up at the Doctor’s face. Whatever bravery was there previously has been replaced with abject terror. It would seem my intelligence might again be flawed.


  “What have you done to Ariadne?” Bellerophon screams.


  “Nothing as yet.” Behringer ties the rope to one of the centipede’s legs and pulls a palm-sized device from a pocket of his waistcoat and flips it open like a wallet. “However, a simple flick of this switch and the man I have watching her will, shall we say, stop merely watching.”


  I expect Bellerophon to blanche further, but instead he rallies. “Your man should be careful, Behringer. My daughter, like me, is far more than she appears.”


  “Noble posturing, old man.” Behringer leaps across me onto the head of the centipede, scales the knotted rope like a trained circus performer, and steps past the Doctor into the ravaged gondola. “But you and I both know there’s one thing you never gamble on, and that’s your family.” He draws close to Bellerophon, his whispered voice amplified by the Doctor’s device. “Or whatever’s left of it.”


  “We can protect her, Bellerophon.” I raise my left arm as best I can, my fingers trembling as I gesture in Behringer’s direction. “Don’t listen to this lunatic.”


  “Ah, Captain Carruthers, what to do with you?” I imagine a wicked smile behind Behringer’s mask. “I did rather enjoy observing your battle with my metal monstrosity. Perhaps you’ve earned a respite from all this action.” He slides his rapier back into its scabbard and pulls yet another object from his coat, this one resembling a pistol grip with multiple triggers. “Enjoy the next three minutes.”


  He squeezes the largest trigger, and the centipede becomes flaccid beneath me. A screeching sound fills the air as the automaton’s tail dislodges from the top of the tower. Before I can pull another breath, the steel monstrosity falls, taking me with it.


  Perhaps, after everything, my earlier prediction about an encounter with the teeming masses below wasn’t that far off the mark.


  The windows of Bellerophon Tower fly past, each faster than the one before. I hold on with my one good arm, though the tissue in my left shoulder grows warmer by the second. The steam is healing me, but I’m afraid it’s too little, too late.


  We’re halfway to the street below before the feeling returns to my left arm. Though I no longer have to wrestle with the metal monster, I may as well be holding onto a dead locomotive.


  Except train engines don’t bend.


  With what little strength that has returned to my healing left arm, I pull Bellerophon’s goggles from the pouch at my belt and slide them onto my face. Everything lights up as if it were mid-summer, and I scan the architecture below for a miracle. With less than ten stories to go, I find what I’m looking for.


  Gargoyles. One at each corner of the building. Five stories above the crowded streets below and coming up fast.


  I release my death grip on the carapace of the centipede’s second section and turn until I’m face down and gripping the edge of the metal with both hands. Waiting till the last possible moment, I push with the last vestiges of strength in both arms and force the head of the metallic monster forward. Its mandibles close around the gargoyle’s stone pedestal, nearly tearing the stony beast from its perch, while the remainder of the centipede’s body flails past like some enormous steel bullwhip. My fall halted, I stare into the leering gargoyle’s inverted stone face for all of two seconds until the centipede’s hurling tail snags the back of my duster and flings me at the ground below.


  I instinctively coil my still-functioning right arm about the centipede’s unmoving limb, squeeze my eyes closed, and brace for collision. Suddenly, the weight at the end of an angler’s line, I hold on for dear life as we reach the limit of the centipede’s length. A swath of pain rips across my chest as my arm threatens yet again to come away from my shoulder. In the end, however, that final impact, that horrible moment of pain followed by the sweetest release, doesn’t come.


  A part of me, bigger than I’d ever admit, is disappointed.


  I open my eyes to find my feet no more than inches above the cobblestone sidewalk. My raw fingers release the steel of the centipede’s tail, allowing my limp form to slump to the ground. My arm feels as if it’s been ripped from its socket, but my fingers still number ten.


  Not to mention somehow, I’m still breathing.


  I glance up in time to see Bellerophon’s ship disappear behind the skyline to the east. I take some cold comfort in the fact Behringer must believe me dead, but it doesn’t change the simplest of facts. With the Pegasus gone, I have no good way of getting at him without forging my way through the brutal Mayaztec Republic, or braving the swarm of pirates that are the scourge of the Yucatan Gulf.


  Back to square one, I suppose, a place with which I am intimately familiar.


  A crowd of onlookers forms around me, all of them too afraid to come close. In the end, it’s a little girl no more than five years old that breaks away from her mother and bravely runs to my side.


  “Hey, mister,” she asks, her voice and fingers both trembling. “Are you okay?”


  “Not yet.” I use my still-healing left arm to push myself up off the ground, as it’s now my right that hangs like so much dead weight, and stagger to a stand. I can already feel the bones and tendons on that side starting to knit, but it’s going to be a long, painful day. “But I will be.”


  “But how did you do it?” She points up at the side of the skyscraper where the remains of the centipede hang like some enormous metal carcass. “How did you beat that… that monster?”


  “The steam, punkin’.” I take the girl’s hand and return her to her mother. “It’s the steam.”
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  [image: I]stood up and doffed my hat, smiling as the steam train bringing my long-awaited sweetheart pulled into the station. When the doors to the passenger cars slammed open, a chill skittered up the back of my neck, and my smile faded. People poured out and scattered, stinking of fear. A few women were in hysterics. I heard the words “robbery” and “murder,” and fur sprouted on my back as I realized Clementine was nowhere to be seen.


  Gradually, the flood of people slowed to a trickle, and the sheriff joined me on the platform, his mouth set in a grim line. I lifted a questioning eyebrow, unable to bring myself to speak. His voice was gentle.


  “I’m sorry, Gideon.”


  If I’d been in my lupine body, my tail would’ve clamped between my legs. As it was, my hat fell unheeded to the ground from my nerveless fingers. I sank back down onto the bench, swallowing hard and holding back a stress-induced shift by sheer force.


  “They killed her? They killed my Clemmie?”


  Clementine didn’t care that I was a werewolf, which made her one in a million. Other women I’d told when we’d started to get serious had run screaming in the other direction. Not her.


  I stared straight ahead, eyes dry and aching, clenching my hands to stop them from trembling. It didn’t work. I barely heard his reassurances that they’d catch the murderers.


  No one thought much of it when I caught the same train out of town. People drifted, and I’d just suffered a devastating loss. It was almost expected.


  What they didn’t know was that I prowled through the cars late that night, wolfed, trying to catch the scent of the people who’d murdered Clementine. Whining low in my throat, I found the exact spot she’d been killed, because no matter how much they scrubbed, blood stench didn’t come out of wood and upholstery.


  A soft voice made me jerk my head up and twitch my tail between my legs, crouching.


  “Oh, Gideon.”


  That couldn’t be her. She was dead. The amount of blood that had been spilled here to leave such a strong odor wasn’t survivable. And yet…


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to leave you alone.”


  I could see her and hear her, but not smell her.


  I could see through her.


  I made a noise, a frightened, questioning sound, and she reached out an insubstantial hand and rested it on my head. It was slightly cooler, where she did that. As a wolf, I could take more liberties than I could as a human, and I tried to nuzzle into her skirts, but there was nothing there. Just a faintly cold spot in the air.


  “I don’t remember what happened to me, Gideon,” she said. “Can you go back to human, so we can talk?”


  I flipped my tail and wondered if I was seeing things. If I was, the illusion was pleasant. Heading back to my sleeper compartment, I shifted and dressed, and she phased through the doorway and into the room. “Clemmie?” My voice was strangled.


  “What happened, Gideon?” She looked frustrated. “I know I’m dead, but I don’t remember how. It’s like trying to grab water. All I get are flashes here and there.”


  “The train was robbed. They took you hostage, and someone got stupid, and the gun went off.” I reached out, but my fingers passed through her. “You died.” My chest felt tight, and my eyes prickled. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here to protect you, honey. I shouldn’t have let you ride by yourself.”


  “Oh, piffle,” she said with some asperity. “You’d have only done something heroic and ridiculous, and then we’d both be in this predicament.” A frown. “I can’t leave the train, though. I get a certain distance from it, and it twangs me back like a rubber band.”


  “Unfinished business, I reckon,” I said. “Ain’t that the usual?”


  “No one’s told me anything.” She crossed her arms. “What a vexing situation.”


  “Well. I guess I’ll hire myself on as security, seein’ as they clearly need some, and maybe our robbers’ll try their hand again.”


  At the next town, I got a shave—leaving a handlebar mustache—along with a haircut and a change of clothes. I traded my nondescript six-shooters for a pair with pearl handles and filigree, and no one recognized Gideon Millner when I applied for the job as Gideon Bassett.


  The incident had shaken the rail bosses, right enough, and they were glad to have my services. They gave me a private car, and as months passed, the moon didn’t interfere with my duties, but no one tried to rob the train, either. The murder of a woman made folks skittish; even thieves had standards and lines they didn’t like to cross.


  I got to be with Clementine, which was a true blessing, although no one could hear or see her ghostly self but me—something to do with the wolf, we reckoned. I couldn’t talk to her if someone else was in the room, obviously, but she could, and did, give running commentary on all manner of subjects. She also invisibly helped me run security, alerting me of untoward happenings and stopping a few nasty occurrences before they happened.


  Five months and two days after her death (not that I was counting), some of us had retired to the smoking car after lunch for postprandial cigars. Clementine rested a see-through hand on my shoulder and floated up a little higher, peeking over me as Professor Hayden expounded on his invention.


  “It harnesses aetheric forces and kinetoscopy to show objects as they really are,” he said, puffing away. “I’ve photographed some quite interesting auras from items people think are perfectly ordinary.”


  I didn’t much like the sound of that. I kept my condition hidden for a reason. Clementine noticed my flinch, and her own hand fluttered. “He’d better not turn the thing on while we’re in the room, Gideon,” she said. “It’d be almighty awkward.”


  She wasn’t wrong, and I nodded. The other two men, Carson and Clinton Cooper, were brothers, partners in some enterprise or other. They were pretty interested in the gadget, too. Clementine frowned as she eyed them, and her attention made me perk up, nostrils flaring.


  Clementine hadn’t been able to help any more with identifying her killer, which was frustrating for both of us, so when she zeroed in on the Cooper brothers, I gave them a good long look—and sniff. Nothing stood out, though, and then the Professor produced his gizmo, to our collective admiration.


  “It’s a chronophotographic derringer,” he said, and I guessed it was. “I call it the Revelator.”


  I’d never seen such a contraption. A flat can was mounted edgewise along the top barrel of the thing, which really was a highly-modified derringer, although I had my doubts it would fire anymore. He confirmed that when I asked him about it.


  “Oh, no, of course it won’t fire bullets. I’ve completely replaced the chambers with this mechanism attached to the revolving disk. And when I press the trigger like so—”


  “Don’t!” I cried, but it was too late. The shift took me wholly and unexpectedly, shredding my clothes and leaving my gunbelt sliding around my loins. Everyone recoiled as they found a huge wolf in their midst, along with a ghost girl who was suddenly all-too-apparent. I kicked the boots off my hind legs and shook out of my belt, looking for a quick way out. The only one was through the window.


  So, I took it. Shattered glass followed me out to the scrub from the moving train, and I rolled several times before fetching up against a cedar bush, winded and whining with more than one bruised rib. The train chugged off into the night toward Ogden.


  A few moments later, a pair of horses raced hell-for-leather past, heading in the opposite direction from the train and toward Echo, the little town I called home. It was a wide spot in the railway used mainly for pushing the steam trains up the steep mountain grade. I shoved myself to my feet and followed, but there was no way I could keep up with fresh horses, and they soon outdistanced me. I slowed to a mile-eating wolf trot I could keep up all afternoon.


  “Gid! Gideon!” That was Clementine, her voice reedy and her body more insubstantial than what passed for normal. “They took the Revelator. You gotta get it back; Professor Hayden thinks you were in on the theft because you disappeared with the Cooper brothers.”


  I stopped and whimpered at her, shuffling my paws.


  She continued, “You ‘n’ me isn’t the only things the contraption showed. I recogn—” And then she disappeared abruptly as her eternal attachment to the train snatched her back.


  I howled after her, but it was too late.


  So, I lengthened my stride, following the scent of the horses, imprinting them in my memory. I had to catch them.


  Had to.


  [image: ]


  I slouched into town at sundown to find the Coopers’ horses hitched up outside the saloon. I had a room upstairs to hang my hat in when I wasn’t working the train, and a set of steps up the back of the building led to an upper walkway connecting the rooms. Glancing furtively around outside my door for onlookers, I shifted back to an all-too-naked human and felt along the top of the doorjamb for my spare key, which was right where I’d left it. A moment later, I slipped into my room and locked the door behind me.


  I collapsed onto the bed, panting. Ten miles was a hefty run, even for the wolf, and I was pretty tired. My ears perked up when I heard voices from next door; the saloon rented out the other upper rooms to travelers…


  And the Coopers had rented the one right beside mine.


  They were starved for choice, really. Echo wasn’t big, and the saloon was much cheaper and more discreet than the hotel. They couldn’t know I could hear them through the walls, or that I was even here. I sidled over to the headboard to take advantage of it.


  “This thing is amazing, Carson. We should be able to get the combination of the bank vault with it, no problem.”


  “Then we can move outta this podunk state and someplace swank. San Francisco’s a boomtown and easy to disappear into. Or maybe back east.” One of them paced across the floor, spurs clinking. “But we’ll get some dinner first, maybe have a look-see of the town, and then hit the vault around two in the morning when everyone’s asleep.”


  “What about that wolf?”


  “Oh, we’ll be ready for him if he decides to stick his nose where it don’t belong.”


  I bared a fang. They might have thought they knew what to expect, but the wolf was strong and fast and nigh indestructible. I’d meet them at the bank, foil their robbery, and get the Revelator and my reputation back.


  A voice in the back of my head told me that maybe I ought to get the sheriff involved, but another said that the telegraph had probably already broadcasted a wanted notice about me down the rail line. Better to catch them and confront the law with a done deal, I thought, putting on some fresh clothes and grabbing my spare revolver. I stuffed another set of clothing into a satchel to take with me, in case of accidental shifting, and slipped out my back door again.


  Them two would get a real unpleasant surprise when they hit the bank. I’d be waiting for them.
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  Echo was a sleepy town, and locks were ridiculously easy to pick. I’d nearly dozed off against the back wall of the bank building, wore out by the odd stresses of the day, when a noise in the alley roused me, and the flare and distinctive odor of a lit match put me on high alert. A metallic sound and soft cursing followed, and then the creak of hinges. They were in.


  I slid around the corner, still human. They’d considerately left the door open, and I didn’t need matches to see in the dark. Lupine vision gave me an edge that no mere human could match. I skulked behind them, my nose leading me right to—


  The gunshot was shockingly loud in the enclosed space. A silver bullet burned between my ribs.


  Fortunately, depending on the viewpoint, it struck me in the right side of my chest and blew out through my back, missing my heart completely. But it messed up a lung pretty good and busted a rib on its way out a couple of inches from my spine. I let out a wet gasp and staggered backward to collapse against a wall. The silver paralyzed me, and I slid down bonelessly.


  It wouldn’t last long, because the bullet wasn’t in my body anymore, but it’d be long enough for them to finish me if they wanted. I willed my arm to move and draw my gun, so I’d at least have a chance, but it remained stubbornly flopped on the floor like a dead fish.


  “I got him!” Clint said.


  “Leave him. Let’s get this vault open, take what we came for, and vamoose.”


  Their voices were whispers through the ringing in my ears. The vault swung open, and they exclaimed with disgust.


  I didn’t know what they expected to find. Echo existed mainly as a crossroads for the silver mines, a coal and water resupply depot for the railroad, and a spot to store the helper locomotives that shoved the trains up the mountain when they couldn’t make it by themselves. The latest silver shipment wouldn’t be there until the next day.


  “Well, take what’s here, anyhow,” Clint said.


  They came out with laden packs—some silver had apparently come in early—and stopped in front of me. I still couldn’t move; dang, I hated silver.


  Clint eyed me speculatively. “Should we kill him?” He asked the question the same way someone else would have asked “Do you like eggs?”


  I went cold. Colder.


  Carson glared at him. “We don’t need no more deaths on our heads. The last one was an accident. Let’s not do one a-purpose.”


  “Fine.” Clint kicked me in the ribs, and I grunted and glared at him. “But don’t you cause us no more problems, Gid, or next time I’ll aim better.”


  They left me there, bleeding and cussing and in a fair amount of pain.


  Eventually I could move, and I cranked myself to my feet, slowly, feeling every inch. I left a serious blood pool behind, but there was nothing for it. I needed a doc, if only to patch me up while my accelerated healing kicked in. I stumbled down the dark street and pounded on his back door.


  “I’m coming, I’m coming,” Doc McConkie said, sounding grouchy and sleepy. “What’s all the ruck—” He blinked several times when he saw my condition. “Good grief, Gideon, what in tarnation happened to you?”


  “Well, Doc,” I answered, leaning on his doorframe. “I kinda got shot a little.”


  “I’d hate to see what you think getting shot a lot entails.” He dragged me inside. “Sit down before you fall down. Take your shirt off. Let me see what I’m dealing with.”


  “Yessir.” I meekly did as I was told, and his eyebrows climbed up his forehead.


  “How are you not dead? Or unconscious?”


  “I’m a werewolf. They missed my heart.”


  “Of course you are.” He clearly didn’t believe me one whit and thunked a bottle of whiskey on the table in front of me. I lifted an eyebrow, because he was a staunch Mormon, and he pointed at me. “Medicinal purposes only. Sit tight. Don’t die on me.”


  “Do my best.” He hastened about getting supplies and setting a kettle to boil. I took a swig from the bottle and nearly choked on it. “Wow, Doc, that’s good… medicine.”


  “Never let it be said that I don’t know the value of all things.” The kettle whistled, and he poured it in a basin and set to work with a cloth to clean the blood off. “You’ve got a busted rib back here, and that exit wound is pretty dire. You ought to be in a hospital in Salt Lake City, Gid, if you’d even make it that far.”


  “I’m aware of the busted rib, Doc, thanks,” I said, gritting my teeth and taking another drink. “But I’d be obliged if you’d just stitch me up and send me on my way. There’s a couple of varmints just robbed the bank I gotta go after, and time’s a-wastin’.”


  He was already at my chest with a needle and catgut, working fast. “You’re in no shape to go chasing bank robbers, young man.” His head came up. “Wait, did you walk here all the way from the bank?”


  “More of a stumble.” I winced and swallowed another slug. It went down smoother each time. “Horses don’t like me much, so I couldn’t ride.”


  He moved around to my back after taking a final stitch. “This ought to be cauterized.”


  I shuddered all over. “Would rather not. Just stitch it and stop it leakin’. It’ll be fine.”


  Since I hadn’t keeled over and died yet, he took my word for it, though he looked deeply discontent. I was already breathing better, not choking on my own blood anymore as my body repaired itself. I could murder a steak, but I didn’t have time.


  Doc stepped back. “You know I have to go to the sheriff, right, Gid?”


  “Do what you gotta.” I pulled my shirt back on. “If you’d give me a head start, I’d appreciate it. I didn’t help steal that gizmo, but I’m dang sure gonna get it back.”


  “Well, you know.” He bustled about. “I do have to clean up here. Bloodstains are terrible difficult to get out if you let ‘em set.”


  I left a wad of cash on the table by his door, despite his protests that it was too much. “Give the excess to your church, if you like, and I thank you kindly, Doc.” I slipped out, scooped up my satchel, and hoofed it out of town on foot.


  Eventually realizing I could go faster on four legs than two, I shucked my clothes, stuffed them in the satchel, and shifted. A perusal of their tracks showed they’d slowed their horses to a walk to save them—they probably had no notion they were being pursued—but I had a tireless lope, even carrying the satchel. I crested a ridge as the sun peeked over the mountain, and there they were, less than a hundred yards away.


  I slid into the forested area beside the tracks, shifted back to human, and put my clothes on. My gunbelt buckled around my waist, I dropped the satchel and checked my six-shooter to make sure it was fully loaded. I ghosted through the trees parallel to the Coopers. They weren’t in a hurry, clearly thinking pursuit wouldn’t come until later.


  They got a rude surprise when I popped out of the woods ahead of them with my gun leveled. One of the horses smelled me and reared up, whinnying in fear with the whites of his eyes showing. Clint barely kept his seat and then lost it when his gelding turned a tight circle and bucked him off. He hit the ground hard, swearing, and his gun skittered under a bush.


  Carson cussed, too, and his horse was a lot calmer than Clint’s. He cleared leather and fired at me. The bullet fanned my hair but missed as I threw myself aside. I fired back, and blood bloomed on his upper arm. Honestly, I’d hit him more by chance than anything, but he was just as wounded, and he dropped his reins and fell from his horse, which bolted after its companion.


  All this had taken place in a handful of seconds, but I didn’t have time to be surprised at how fast we’d jumped in this handbasket. Carson scrambled to his feet beside his brother, arm hanging limp.


  The train whistle blew, coming toward us from Ogden at a fair clip, building a head of steam for the climb up the mountain. It roared toward us a moment later, and the brothers made a run at it. Clint caught it first and swung aboard with a grunt, and then reached out for Carson. Carson grabbed for his hand, missed, stumbled…


  And disappeared under the wheels of the train, right before our horrified eyes.


  Clint screamed his brother’s name, but he was gone, cut to pieces. He turned a wild glare in my direction, but he was already past me, and if I didn’t catch the train, my opportunity would be lost completely. Swallowing hard, I stuffed my gun back in the holster, snatched at a ladder with both hands, hauled myself onto the platform between the cars, panting like I was a locomotive myself, and fell to my knees.


  “Gideon!” That was Clementine’s voice, this was our train, and she floated in front of me.


  “Clemmie! You’re a sight for sore eyes, honey.”


  “I ain’t the only one. Lookit you.” Her expression was anxious. “But, Gid, I didn’t get to tell you before I got twanged back.”


  “Tell me what?” My breath returned, slow, and my busted rib was letting me know right enough that it was real unhappy.


  “The Revelator showed me. Them two was the ones that robbed the train. When I—”


  She didn’t have to finish. My vision sharpened as my eyes went wolf-amber, and a snarl ripped its way from my throat. I charged in Clint’s direction, Clementine keeping pace effortlessly, and found him alone in the dining car, it being too early for breakfast just yet. His face turned pure white when I entered, and he slapped at his pocket and came out with the Revelator, which he pointed shakily in my direction. “You back off!”


  I stalked forward, bristling, fangs bared, about half-shifted. “You killed my sweetheart, Clint.” I didn’t need my gun; his crime begged for retribution from bare hands—or wolf jaws. I was having a hard time keeping the critter at bay.


  “And you killed my brother, sure as if you’d shot him in the chest instead of the arm.”


  “He fired first. You can’t be upset when I fire back.” I continued moving forward, and he backpedaled. “But you. You murdered an innocent girl. That’s gotta be paid for in blood.”


  “It was an accident! We didn’t mea—”


  My clawed hand wrapped around his throat, and I slung him to the floor without letting go. His finger tightened on the trigger, and the shift took me.


  I was already in “attack and kill” mode rather than “dear Lord I gotta get outta here” mode, and my jaws opened over his face, dripping saliva. He shrank back, but he didn’t have anywhere to go, and deep growls rumbled in my chest.


  A cool hand on my shoulder gave me pause. “Gideon.” Clemmie’s voice was quiet.


  I glanced at her without moving my head, and whined, lowering my tail. He’d killed her, killed our happiness, killed our future. He needed to die for that. Things were simpler when I was a wolf. More black and white.


  “Gid. You wouldn’t murder a man outright when he was down and helpless under you.” How was her voice so calm? She shone with ethereal beauty, keeping her hand right where it was. “That ain’t the man I fell in love with. It ain’t. Look at yourself. Look at him.”


  Clint was still frantically pulling the trigger on the Revelator, and it showed me things, all right. It showed me him–a miserable little piss-ant trying to make himself feel bigger by hurting people who couldn’t fight back. He wasn’t small in stature, but he was small inside, where it counted. His very soul was shriveled as a raisin and about the same size.


  “Well, this is a heck of a deal.” Sheriff Christensen entered the car, gaping in consternation at both Clemmie and me. I reckoned he’d come aboard in Ogden, since Echo didn’t have much law presence, and there he was, pointing a gun right at my head. He’d brought lead, not silver, to a werewolf fight, though, and the murderer of my sweetheart lay under me with a very tempting throat.


  “Gid. Let the sheriff handle it. Don’t sully yourself on the likes of him. You don’t gotta. Please?”


  It was the “please” that did it. With a sobbing moan, I threw myself off of Clint and buried my head in Clemmie’s ectoplasmic skirts. “That’s my man. That’s my Gid.” She petted me and kissed the top of my head. “I love—”


  And then she was gone, her unfinished business done. I howled my desolation and covered my face with my paws, collapsing to the floor. Having her as a ghost was far better than not having her at all, and now I was truly a lone wolf.


  Sheriff Christensen handcuffed Clint, but he had no idea what to do with me. I lay curled in a corner for a bit. The Professor was still aboard and took custody of the Revelator, eyeing me warily, but I was far from being a threat to anyone, too sunk in animal misery to even bare a fang at their gazes.


  Before we pulled into Echo, however, I hauled myself to my feet and stumbled to my private car. Once there, I shifted back to human and got dressed, my movements wooden and slow. I was beyond exhausted, but I had business of my own to finish, so I headed back to the dining car.


  Clint, by that time, was a pretty broke man. He confessed to the original robbery, killing Clemmie, and stealing the Revelator, exonerating me of wrongdoing. Someone brought us coffee, and I warmed my hands on the cup and hunched over it. I missed Clemmie—the fierce ache in the center of my chest had nothing to do with being shot and everything to do with being bereft.


  The Professor sat down across from me, his mouth pulled down with sympathy. “I’m sorry for your loss, son.”


  “Twice.” My voice was hoarse and strange and bleak. “I lost her twice, now.” I shook my head, staring at nothing with blurred vision. “I don’t know what I do with that.”


  “Be happy for her, that she’s gone on to her reward? She wouldn’t want you to hurt.”


  She wouldn’t. I made a noise down in my throat. “I can’t help it. It’s not good for a man to be alone. It’s doubly bad for someone like me.”


  His lips tightened. “I could use a lab assistant with your particular skill set. It’s a poor substitution, but better, I think, than letting grief eat you from the inside out.”


  “My particular skill set.” My gaze flicked up to his face.


  “Enhanced scent, hearing, and vision. The Revelator is still something of a mystery. I’m not quite sure how it works, or what other secrets it might choose to reveal. Werewolves, ghosts… what else is out there?”


  “There’s more things in Heaven an’ Earth.” I pulled in a breath through my nose. “You’re sure you want a wolf as a lab assistant?”


  “I want the man. The wolf is a bonus. What say you?”


  Nothing held me to the rail line anymore. I extended my hand, which he shook. “I’d say you got yourself a deal, Professor.”
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[image: Whitechapel, by Andrew Buckley]


  [image: A]braham breathed in the thick, nostril-clogging air. He’d been tracking his quarry far too long, and frankly, he was sick and tired of it. His sour demeanor was complimented by the wispy rain falling from the sky over London. He pulled his wide-brimmed hat down, a more popular fashion statement in New York than here in the armpit of Europe, but it kept the rain from leaking down his neck and making his old bones ache.


  Time was running short, and the head of his sacred order had charged him with finding the chosen few yet to be recruited. Somewhere in this dribbling shithole was a powerful being with no concept of who or what he was.


  Time wasn’t the only enemy. Abraham’s presence here would not go unnoticed. Five minutes off the train, and he could already feel the pull of the dark. There was filth in this place, and a lot of it.


  He pulled his long jacket around him and disappeared into the gloomy streets in search of the savior of mankind.
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  At that particular time, the savior of mankind was suffering stomach pains, which he blamed on the recent consumption of some seriously dodgy-looking food.


  Jackson sat alone at the bar. He was of a shabby-genteel appearance that gave onlookers the distinct impression that he feared the barber, and a good bath would likely do him a world of good. The Whitechapel district in London was busy tonight, bustling with the activity of the impoverished, the opportunist, and the funny smelling.


  Jackson left England in 1879 to seek fame and fortune in New York after his parents had been killed in a terrible decapitation incident that had left the then teenager in a bit of a fit. Nine years later, he found himself sitting right back in the same city, not a stone’s throw from where he was born.


  New York had turned out to be a bit of a miserable failure. Jackson, always with a flair for the dramatic, had hoped to conquer the theatre stage, but as it turned out, he was a completely crap actor who couldn’t convince anyone he was actually supposed to be King Lear. Too genuine is what he was told. This was often followed by, get out of my theatre and for the love of God, please take a bath.


  He had decided to return to London and start up the family business. This endeavor would likely have been easier had his family actually had a business. Creating a family business from scratch was going to be more of a stretch, especially since he had no family. Only five days he’d been back, and he was quickly running out of money.


  “Give me another one, barkeep!” said Jackson to the portly bartender whose nose had a distinctly broken look to it.


  “The name is Gilbert. And if you insist on ignoring the use of good manners, I’ll be more than happy to have your left arm removed.” His body was a mess of bulky muscles and an eternally furrowed brow.


  Jackson thought the removal of someone’s arm would be of little problem, physically or ethically, to Gilbert.


  “Why the left arm?” said Jackson.


  “Do you have a preference?”


  “I’d prefer no arms.”


  Gilbert seemed to consider this. “I’d prefer to leave you with at least one arm so you’re still able to buy drinks.”


  “What? No, I didn’t mean…”


  But Gilbert had moved on to threaten a different customer with bodily harm.
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  Gilbert was well-educated, but, due to his menacing appearance, had failed at being a concert pianist and had instead turned to owning and operating The Sickly Bunny, possibly the seediest bar in Whitechapel. Few bars could boast about the amount of uneducated scum that The Sickly Bunny could. But Gilbert ruled the place with an exemplary business sense and the ability to remove limbs from the customers who caused problems in his establishment.


  The food was barely recognizable, and the beer had a suspicious tiny-woodland-creature-bodily-function type of taste, but it was affordable to the poor. And if Whitechapel had an abundance of anything, it was poor people.
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  Gilbert slammed a pint of pale-orange liquid down in front of Jackson, who smiled and slid a couple of coins across the bar.


  Jackson didn’t know what to do. He had no family, no career, and no discernible skills he could think of other than his apparent willingness to not worry about consequences. Still, he’d always felt like there was more to him than met the eye.


  Most people who met him argued that wasn’t the case at all. Jackson wasn’t bad looking, but he always came across as scruffy. He wasn’t weak in muscle or brainpower, but he never seemed to be able to achieve what he set his mind to. It was as if—and he’d never told anyone this—the universe had a different purpose for him, and everything else was just a distraction.


  “Fate,” said Jackson, and then followed it with a dismissive and disgruntled pfhh! To top it all off, his stomach felt like it was trying to tie itself in knots.


  That’s when the hand tapped him on the shoulder. Jackson turned on his bar stool to find the tapping hand was, most fortunately, attached to an arm, which was glued firmly to a torso, which… you get the idea.
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  Several minutes earlier …


  Abraham stood in the shadow of an alleyway across a small cobbled square from The Sickly Bunny. He had been following the gentle tug of destiny. Almost seventy years old, he had never gotten used to the unsettling feeling that came with the occupation.


  “You’ve got some nice clothes there, gov’nuh,” said an unfriendly voice.


  Abraham rolled his eyes and turned to face the speaker. The man was tall and slender with clothing that hung at awkward angles, and a bowler hat perched haphazardly on top of his head. His face was long and triangular and held a natural sneer. His most prominent feature was the stiletto knife he held in his left hand.


  Abraham sighed. He’d all ready seen so much in his life. He’d seen the sort of things that scared the things that went bump in the night to the point they would cease going ‘bump’ and just sit and sob quietly. This man was neither of those things.


  “What can I do for you?” said Abraham. “Actually, don’t answer that. I’ll tell you how this is going to happen. You’re going to tell me you want my clothes and my money, correct?”


  The skinny man nodded and smiled a toothy grin.


  “And then, when I refuse, you’re going to threaten me with that adorable little knife.”


  The man looked at his knife and seemed to be contemplating whether it could be considered adorable.


  “Before you realize that your threats are not working, I’m going to break your left wrist, causing you to drop your little knife, which I will catch and use to stab you just above your right knee, throwing your equilibrium off while at the same time causing your body to go into shock. Then I’m going to punch you in the throat, making breathing difficult, at which time you’ll whimper and pass out from a combination of pain, a lack of oxygen, and the shock of being almost killed by an old man.” Abraham folded his hands behind his back. “Now, shall we begin?”


  Two minutes and a whimper or two later, Abraham entered The Sickly Bunny.
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  “My name is Abraham,” said the old man and held out his hand. Jackson took it apprehensively and observed the man’s attire. Abraham was dressed in nice clothing—nicer than Whitechapel generally allowed one to walk around in without getting robbed. Jackson would have placed him as maybe a little above middle class.


  Abraham looked to be north of sixty with trimmed blond hair and a thick beard. He wore thin spectacles that rested on a crooked nose, but his eyes were kind. His were the sort of eyes you could trust; the kind of person you’d gladly invest money with or trust to look after your children. Rain dripped from his jacket and pooled beneath him.


  “How are you enjoying the local brew?” said Abraham.


  “It tastes like someone squeezed all the juice out of a squirrel.”


  “I think you have the right procedure, probably the wrong animal.”


  There was a faint accent somewhere in his voice, one of those obscure European ones often heard from old men who own used bookstores that no one ever went into.


  “Sorry,” said Jackson, “my name is…”


  “Jackson,” said Abraham. “Yes, I know who you are. You’re a hard man to track down.” Abraham perched himself on a bar stool.


  Jackson began racking his brain, trying to remember if he owed anyone money. “And why have you been tracking me down?”


  “I have a job for you.”


  “I don’t want a job.”


  “No, that’s true, isn’t it? How about your destiny then?”


  “Well, of course I want my destiny,” said Jackson, “it’s my destiny. I don’t want some other bugger to end up with it.”


  “I can help you.”


  There was a pause, during which time Jackson frantically tried to figure out what the old man was attempting to sell him. “What kind of services are you offering exactly?”


  “Actually, it’s your services I wish to enlist.”


  “My services? You’re looking for an actor?”


  Abraham swore in a language that made Jackson think of borscht.


  “Acting! You were never an actor,” said Abraham, his accent growing thicker the angrier he became.


  “I was on the stage.”


  “You were terrible. You also weren’t a very good window washer.”


  “Just how long have you been following me? And the window washing thing was just to make some extra money.”


  “Along with the carpentry?”


  “I got a lot of splinters.”


  “Fisherman.”


  “You can never get the fish smell out. Never.”


  “Male prostitute.”


  “Now, hang on a minute, that was just one time, and he looked very feminine…”


  “The point is you failed at everything you attempted.”


  “I think if I’d kept at the male prostitute thing I would have—”


  “Failed!”


  “Did you hunt me down just to tell me what a failure I am?” said Jackson. “Because—and this might shock you—I already know.”


  “No, I’m well aware that you’re aware you’re a failure. Otherwise, why would you be here drinking squirrel extract?”


  Both men looked apprehensively at the pint of brown goo in front of him.


  “I’m here to help you realize your potential,” said Abraham.


  “I wouldn’t go around telling people I have potential. I don’t know what kind of attention that would attract, but I’m not interested in finding out.”


  More swearing.


  “You come from a line of great people,” said Abraham, trying to compose himself. “And you have a duty to fulfill.”


  “And what duty is that exactly?”


  “I’m glad you asked. Come with me.”


  Abraham donned his wide-brimmed hat and disappeared into the crowd.


  Jackson contemplated what had just happened. On the one hand, the old man knew a lot about him. On the other, Jackson had no prospects, very little money, and this all felt a bit like the male prostitute situation all over. But there it was again, that belief that he failed simply because he was meant for something else. What if this was that something else?


  “Why are you still here?” said Gilbert.


  “What do you mean?” said Jackson.


  “That old man just offered you your destiny. When destiny knocks, you should answer.”


  “What if destiny is working as a male prostitute?”


  “It’s not for me to judge. But frankly, you don’t have the hips for it.”


  “That’s not really…”


  But Gilbert had already wandered off.


  Jackson finished his beer. “To hell with destiny.” He swung himself off the bar stool, stood confidently, and went off in search of a backdoor out of the pub.
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  Wilbert was a horse. Not in the sense that he was a man who had a horsey face or the agility and stamina of a proud beast. Nope. He was a literal horse. Wilbert had been bred for racing, but hated the thought of competing with other horses that he felt were below his own intelligence level. He was a self-important horse with a high regard for modern society, a love of the daily news, and liked nothing more than a good mystery.


  After his refusal to race was duly noted by his owner, Wilbert was sold into slavery. For a while, he pulled a milk cart, something he thought would be better suited to a cow. They leaked the damn stuff, why shouldn’t they have to deliver it, too? The whole thing felt half-assed.


  Being the unique intellectual specimen he was, one day, Wilbert had detached himself from his milk cart and wandered off in search of a more gratifying career. He had eventually found himself standing outside the local police station in the Whitechapel district, and so there he was still, pulling the ‘death cart’. People dropped dead in London all the time. Some of them had better reasons than others, but the ending was always the same: a corpse.


  The police would bring Wilbert and his rickety cart down to the scene of the crime and load the body onto the back. Wilbert loved this. It allowed him to express his powerful mental faculties and solve crimes. By his reckoning, he had solved forty-three crimes in the past two years. Sadly, being a horse, he was unable to tell anyone. His differential diagnosis of bodies was often misinterpreted as a high-pitched whinny. His presentation of facts and theories that would undoubtedly solve the case at hand was seen as a scraping of a hoof or nodding of the head, and instead of wanting to hear more, the constable in charge would feed him oats.


  This evening was a false alarm. He’d been brought out to pick up a body that had turned out to not be quite dead yet. The victim was a tall, skinny, menacing man with a bowler hat. They found him to be not completely dead when they tried to move him and he whimpered like a lost little girl.


  “Hey, Edmund, this one’s still alive,” said Constable Fred Abberline.


  “Bloody hell, he is!” said Detective Inspector Edmund Reid. “Hey, Fred, isn’t this Morris the Knife?”


  “Oohhaarrgghh,” said Morris the Knife.


  “He looks like he’s in a bit of a mess,” said Constable Abberline.


  “I wonder what happened?” asked Detective Reid.


  Constable Abberline patted Wilbert on the nose and surveyed the scene. “What do you think, Wilbert?” Abberline asked jokingly.


  “Well,” Wilbert said, “Morris the Knife is a low level thief, often holding people up at knife point, hence the name. He isn’t associated with any particular gang or organization. He dresses nicely, so he probably doesn’t need the money. It’s possible he just does this for fun. Tonight, it looks like he’d had something to drink judging by the…” Wilbert sniffed the air. “Judging by the beer stain on the front of his shirt that smells like the inside of a squirrel. Chances are, being a little intoxicated, he took less time to stalk his prey tonight and went for the first fancy looking person he saw.


  “As with any combatant throughout history, there’s always someone better, and you can’t always weigh out the odds, even when sober. He chose the wrong person. The attack took place face-to-face, judging from the broken wrist, which caused him to drop his knife that the victim, or rather attacker, then plunged it into Morris’s knee. Bruising around the neck and the low, girlish whimpering suggests that Morris then suffered a blow to the throat that eventually rendered him unconscious. A bad man got his just desserts. I don’t think we need to follow up any further.”


  “You’re right, boy, we’ll probably never know what happened here,” said Detective Abberline, and fed Wilbert a few oats from his pocket.


  “Let’s load him up,” said Detective Reid. “We can drop him at the clinic on the way back to the station.”


  “Idiots,” said Wilbert.


  “Ohhaaghghh,” moaned Morris the Knife.


  Wilbert looked around the square and saw a man wearing nice clothing and a wide-brimmed hat step out of The Sickly Bunny. The man looked at a pocket watch, headed around the back of the building, and disappeared.


  “Hmm,” said Wilbert. “If I was a betting horse, judging by the clothing, his height, and the way he carries himself, I’d say that’s our attacker. Did you see that Constable? Detective? He’s over there!”


  “Easy now, Wilbert. We’ll be back at the station house soon enough, and then we’ll get you some nice, fresh hay. Doesn’t that sound lovely?”


  Wilbert rolled his eyes, as only horses can.


  “Idiots.”
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  “How in the hell did you know I was going to come out the back door?” said Jackson.


  Abraham was leaning against the wall outside the back door of The Sickly Bunny when Jackson stumbled through.


  “There are a lot of reasons. But the main one is that you’re, to coin the American vernacular, a chicken-shit.”


  “I’m a what?”


  “You’re scared of your own potential. Of your destiny! You have a birthright, and I’m here to see that you fulfill it.”


  Curiosity flickered somewhere in the back of Jackson’s brain. He moved closer to the old man. “Wait, you mean a birthright like my parents handed something down to me?”


  “Yes. They had a duty.”


  “That sounds like responsibility.”


  “The noblest responsibility! And your parents were very good at it. Did you ever notice anything strange about your parents’ deaths?”


  “No, they died of natural causes.”


  “I’m sorry, Jackson, I thought you were aware that they were decapitated.”


  “I am. I’d say death is a natural result of decapitation, wouldn’t you?”


  “Have you never wondered how? Why?”


  “Nope, I prefer never to think of things that send chills down my spine or things that cause me to be emotionally scarred for life. I find living life easier if you ignore those sorts of things.”


  “Well, I’m afraid that time has passed. Come with me.”


  Jackson reluctantly followed the old man as, he concluded, there was obviously no getting away from him.


  On the way out of the alley, they passed an injured man being taken away on the back of a cart pulled by a suspicious-looking horse. That isn’t to say there was anything strange about the horse itself, but there was something about its flared nostrils, and the way it squinted one of its eyes that made Jackson feel like it was looking at him apprehensively, possibly accusingly.


  They walked for two hours in relative silence. Occasionally, Jackson would ask where they were going, and Abraham would tell him that they were almost there. They walked as far as Buck’s Row, a housing district in the North Eastern end of Whitechapel. It was now the wee hours of the morning, and they had only seen a small smattering of people in the last hour, mostly drunks and prostitutes. Jackson didn’t mind the occasional prostitute—there’d been some lovely ones in New York—but the British ones gave him the creeps.


  They stopped at a long, gated alleyway running between Buck’s Row and Winthrop Street. It wasn’t an unusual alleyway; its floor was cobbled stone and there were high buildings on either side. It was wet and there was garbage left here and there, and, like any number of London alleyways, it smelled like shit. The Winthrop end of the alley was closed off by a large wooden gate. The Buck’s Row gate was open.


  “Can you feel it?” said Abraham.


  “Eh, yes?” said Jackson, who was beginning to feel nauseous.


  “Don’t be a fool. I know you can feel it the same way I can feel it, the same way I found you. That’s the same way you can find them.” Abraham stabbed a finger down the alleyway, but Jackson couldn’t see anything. Then he heard it. It was the distinct sound of someone being sexually pleasured. The only light came from the lit street lamps and moonlight that reflected off the wet streets.


  Jackson squinted. The sounds appeared to be coming from behind a stack of crates halfway down the alley.


  Abraham poked Jackson in the belly.


  “Hey, do you mind?”


  “Do you ever feel sick, Jackson?”


  “I don’t know, well, yes. A lot since I got back from New York. I assumed it was the food. Or the beer, or a dynamic combination of both.”


  “Did you feel sick tonight? When we met?”


  “I… I did.” It occurred to Jackson that he had felt ill a few times in New York, but it never amounted to anything. As soon as he stepped off the ship in London, he had experienced it again and again, mostly at night. It wasn’t even nausea per se. It felt like someone had grabbed a handful of his insides and was pulling him toward something.


  “It’s a compass,” said Abraham. “Rather crudely, we call it the tug. A ridiculous name; I’ve petitioned several times to have it changed.”


  “And what does it do?”


  “It guides us to each other. And, more importantly, it guides us to our prey.”


  “Our prey?” Jackson looked down the alleyway where the prostitute and her customer had finished their business. He could see them both now, an ugly little man and… “That looks like Mary Ann,” said Jackson.


  “You know her?”


  “I know of her; she tried to proposition me my first night here, but I didn’t feel good, and frankly, those teeth leave a lot to be desired.”


  “She is not what she seems.”


  “You mean she’s not a prostitute? Because judging by that little performance, I’m going to have to say you’re wrong.”


  Abraham reached inside his long jacket and unsheathed a machete. It was a beautiful looking blade; the hilt was golden with blue and red stones embedded throughout. Jackson’s memory fluttered as he remembered seeing a similar blade somewhere, maybe in his parents’ house.


  “Jackson, you come from a long line of hunters. An ancient order that I’ve been a part of for many years. Now, it is time to face your destiny, to find out if you’re worthy.”


  Abraham handed the sword to Jackson, who stood, looking out of place and awkward.


  “Look, Abraham, the walk was nice, and your unwavering belief in me is really, well… it’s quite weird to be honest. But the truth of the matter is…”


  Abraham pushed Jackson back into the alley, stepped back, and slammed the gate shut, locking Jackson in the alley with Mary Ann and the ugly man.


  “What the hell are you doing?” Jackson demanded.


  “There is always a trial for new recruits, Jackson. This is yours,” said Abraham.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Who am I supposed to be hunting?”


  “Oy! What you doing ‘ere?” called the ugly little man.


  Jackson, holding the machete awkwardly, turned to see Mary Ann unceremoniously pushing her breasts back into her dress.


  “Now, uh, listen here. I don’t want any trouble,” said Jackson. “This old man just locked me in here and, uh, I don’t want to have to hurt you.”


  “Oh, that’s a pretty blade,” said Mary Ann, finally managing to get both breasts to occupy a space that neither should technically have been able to fit into. “I do believe I’ve seen such a thing before. Come for me, have ya?”


  “I honestly don’t know what’s going on anymore,” said Jackson.


  “You open that gate right now, ya hear me?” the ugly man shouted.


  “Oh be quiet!” said Mary Ann. And then she started to change shape.
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  Abraham had found a box to stand on so he could watch over the top of the gate.


  “I don’t want to get into the logistics right now, but she’s a Third Degree Black-Winged Branka Demon. I suggest cutting her throat. That’s really all the help I can offer. Even telling you that much is cheating a bit.”


  Mary Ann was busy changing into a terrifying demon while the ugly little man tried his best to scramble over the gate and failed. Jackson just stood with his mouth open.
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  Jackson didn’t know what to do. Or did he? No, he definitely didn’t know what to do. This was by far too much to take on in one evening. The thing, that moments ago had been a prostitute, was now a twelve-foot tall demon with large black wings, claws, dark, leathery skin, and the sort of face no one would love. Or even look at, if they had any choice in the matter.


  “Come on, Hunter. Give it your best shot!” said the demon in a voice that sounded like it could melt rock.


  Jackson held the machete in front of him and shook violently.


  “I’ll never use a prostitute again, I’ll never use a prostitute again. I’ll go home to my eight kids, and my scary looking wife, and I’ll love her forever,” swore the ugly man as he frantically tried to find a foothold to get him over the gate.


  The demon reached out, grabbed the man by his leg, and hung him upside down.


  “Oh shit, she’s going to eat him,” said Jackson.


  Her ample jaw made a clicking sound and extended itself until it could encompass the little man. Then she ate him, in one gulp.


  “I, uh, I suppose that jaw trick is useful in your line of business?” said Jackson before he could stop himself.


  There was a storm of noise as the demon screamed and lunged at Jackson, wings flapping, claws at the ready.


  Somewhere in the deep, dark recesses of Jackson’s subconscious, something came to life. An ancient knowledge, a spark of magic, a little bit of something passed down throughout his family for generations bubbled to the surface. Jackson, not knowing what to make of it, did what came instinctively to him. He closed his eyes, placed his trust in everything he didn’t understand, and swung the sword wildly in front of him.


  Something connected.


  The sound stopped.


  There was a thud.


  Jackson heard the gate click open behind him, and when he opened his eyes, he found Abraham standing beside him, watching the demon writhing on the floor clutching at her throat.


  “That was by far the most cowardly thing I’ve ever seen,” said Abraham.


  “Well, what did you expect? I’ve never seen one of those sixth-degree winged things before. How was I supposed to know what to do?”


  “Be it either luck or skill, you managed to cut her just right. Maybe there’s hope for you after all.”


  The demon let out a strained, gurgling gasp and died. She began to shrink and contort until her body was Mary Ann again, throat cut open in a wide gash. Something in her belly moved.


  “Oh, I’m going to throw up,” said Jackson.


  “That’s the demon giving birth to itself. It’s trying to re-enter the world! You need to stab it, stab it now!”


  When he later thought back to that moment, Jackson wasn’t sure what made him react without question. Was it because he was born to do this? Or was it because he’d just killed a demon, and after that, pretty much anything was possible? He thrust the machete through the woman’s belly with a sickening crunch.


  “Okay, now explain to me what just happened,” said Jackson.


  Abraham took the machete from Jackson and began wiping the blade with a cloth from his pocket.


  “Your parents were two of the best monster hunters I had ever trained. Your grandfather was legendary. There are a small number of families throughout the world who are born to the cause. Your family was one of them, as was mine. This particular demon you just killed is one of many roaming the streets of London. Every day, there are more and more of them. The situation is getting worse. There are dark things in this world, Jackson. Monsters, demons, werewolves, vampires, and so on, and we need to keep them at bay and away from the public. Think of it as a job.”


  “And what if I don’t want the job?”


  “You can feel the tug. You just killed a demon. You have no choice. I will train you to the best of my ability, and then you’ll be on your own. Something is rising in Europe: a deep, dark power. We must all be ready for what is coming.”


  “And what is that exactly?”


  “I haven’t the faintest idea.”


  Jackson barely thought about it. This was it. This was why he was useless at everything else. It was because he was meant for this.


  “All right, I’m in.”


  Abraham smiled and sheathed the sword back inside his jacket.


  “I don’t think I properly introduced myself.” Abraham held out his hand. “I’m Professor Abraham Van Helsing.”


  Jackson took the hand and shook it vigorously.


  “Nice to meet you, Professor. Jackson Theodore Ripper, at your service.”


   


  The End … (almost)


  Epilogue


  [image: W]ilbert dragged part of his death cart behind him. Other parts of the cart, along with a badly injured Morris the Knife and two policemen, were somewhere far away in the distance. When Wilbert had seen the two men exit The Sickly Bunny, he had correctly deduced that something wasn’t right. After being led away with the promise of a bag of oats, he had decided the pair of men were worth further investigation. He’d abruptly taken off at a gallop, quickly losing his handlers, and then lost a part of his cart as it smashed into a lamppost when he rounded a particularly sharp corner. He assumed Morris the Knife had also exited rather abruptly, and may have been left wrapped around said lamppost.


  The older man had already injured Morris the Knife, and the younger man looked like he was up to no good either. What Wilbert discovered in the alleyway in Buck’s Row confirmed his suspicions. He quickly found traces of a fight and a very dead prostitute.


  After carefully examining traces of fabric, blood, and the very dead prostitute, Wilbert concluded that this was the work of the younger man. The lateral slash across the throat wasn’t consistent with the injuries dealt to Morris the Knife, so it couldn’t have been the older man.


  But something troubled Wilbert.


  The blood spatter indicated the prostitute had been killed closer to the gate, but had managed to stagger back and fall to the ground before flailing around everywhere. More unusual was that in order to cause the blood patterns around the body, she had to have been at least twice her current size when she was killed. The spread of blood was too wide for such a small body.


  He sniffed the dead body and sneezed.


  “Sulfur,” said Wilbert. “Bloody hell!” His realization dawned on him. “This very dead prostitute was a demon.”


  The ancient war between horse and demon that had reached a crescendo at a bloody battle in France in 1372 was undocumented and unknown to almost everyone, except horses.


  Wilbert’s path was clear. He would find the old man and the young man and offer his assistance. If there were demons to be killed, he wanted in!


  Wilbert trotted off toward the rising sun, and, still dragging a piece of cart behind him, disappeared into the streets of London.


   


  Really the End… (for now)
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  South America, 193–


   


  [image: T]he arrow whirred past his head and struck the trunk of a tree with a snap. Jack Axle glanced back in time to see the native take aim with his bow again. Another poison-tipped arrow with his name on it.


  Damn.


  He pushed through the undergrowth as he ran, heard another one come his way and pass through where he’d been a second before.


  They won’t miss forever.


  His lungs burned from the exertion of fleeing through the jungle, the weight within the satchel swinging back and forth. If only there’d been another way. But there wasn’t. This had been a snatch and grab operation, stealing from a tribe who didn’t know the value of what they had. To them a sacred stone, a totem of the gods that brought them luck. But to Jack—and especially the buyers from Paris interested in acquiring it—the Xochi Idol was worth a small fortune, provided he could make it back alive.


  After this, no more crazy adventures, he told himself for the hundredth time.


  A clearing appeared up ahead. The shimmer of the sun on the back of the river, beyond the dank shade of the jungle.


  Almost there.


  Whup, whup. Two arrows skimmed past his scalp, one flying off into the shadows, the other embedding itself in a rubber tree behind him.


  Damn.


  Blinded by the glare, he waded out into the water. The natives were close behind. Jack heard them on the riverbank, but he didn’t dare pause to turn around. He kept going, the cold murky water up to his armpits now. The boat getting closer. He’d had the sense to get the captain to anchor it midstream.


  “How will you get back?” the man had asked.


  “Swim.”


  Then he’d laughed. “You crazy, English. These waters are infested with leeches! And they might be the least of your worries. Some of the crocodiles I’ve seen in these parts are as big as motorcars!”


  Now as he swam up to the boat, he wondered just what might be watching his progress beneath the water. One of those giant crocs, perhaps. Or a snake. The kind that coiled itself around you and pulled tight till your insides burst.


  Whush. An arrow broke the water to his right. Whush. Whush.


  “Come on, English,” the captain yelled, tossing him a rope from the side of the boat. “Grab hold!”


  Jack grabbed the end of it and clung on tight as the boat captain threw the throttle. The props churned the water at the back. Jack held onto the rope for dear life as the boat dragged him through the river.


  Jack spared the riverbank one last look. They stood watching him make his escape. Two dozen tribesman, still with arrows cocked into their bows, some with knives at the ready.


  So long, fellas. He pulled himself closer to the edge of the boat, hand over hand up the rope until he reached up and grabbed hold. A second later, the captain’s mate helped him over, where he collapsed on the worn deck of the little tub, panting for breath.


  “You made it, English,” the captain said with a grin.


  Jack Axle patted the satchel. “Yeah, I made it.”


  “The guide?”


  Jack shook his head slowly. “Gone.”
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  “As I said,” the captain remarked as his mate attended to Jack. “Full of leeches.”


  His legs were covered in them. Axle watched as the captain’s mate lit a cigarette, took a few draws, then used it to burn them off. At the touch of the hot end, they recoiled, dropping from his skin.


  “Look. They got you here, too,” he told him.


  Axle looked down. He had two leeches on the bottom of his stomach.


  “Yeah,” he said as the captain’s mate lit a new cigarette.
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  “Here.” The captain’s mate handed him a coffee.


  “Thanks.” Jack stripped out of his wet clothes and sat in a chair with a towel around his shoulders. The damp heat of the river through the jungle made him dry and sweaty at the same time. But the coffee was good.


  “Your things will dry in no time,” the mate said.


  “Yeah. Listen, your name. Richard Arthur. That’s not your real name, is it?”


  The captain’s mate laughed. “No, English.”


  “And yours?” Jack called to the captain at the front.


  The captain turned the wheel with both hands, the engines still thundering behind them. He’d told Axle the tribesmen would likely pursue them for days. It would serve them well to stay ahead.


  “What about it?”


  “Where’d you get the name James Smith?”


  “I picked it,” the captain said with a chuckle.


  “Why?”


  “Purely for work purposes. You whites trust us better when we take on your names. It makes us more… civilized. You see?”


  “I suppose so,” Jack said. “And my name?”


  The captain turned around. “You are English, yes?”


  Jack nodded.


  Captain Smith shrugged. “Then that is why it is your name.”
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  Day turned to dusk. The jungle closed in on both sides, and the strip of sky overhead was a milky pink. The little boat had a cabin at the back, big enough to hold two of them while one remained at the wheel.


  The captain reiterated his intention to keep going. “The river narrows ahead. If we stop, they might try and get aboard. It will only be a short swim. They can do it; I’ve seen it happen.”


  “You will pilot the boat all that time?” Jack asked sceptically.


  He shook his head. “We will take turns.”


  The light faded. Everything became a shade of grey. The captain lit a gas lamp for the bow and one for the stern. Their light played mysteriously across the rolling water on either side of the boat.


  “It’s calm,” Axle remarked.


  “That’s because it’s not yet the rainy season. In the monsoons, this river will burst its banks. That’s when you get the crocodiles, my friend. Huge.” Captain Smith’s hands spread wide.


  “You said that before.”


  “Yes, I wanted to scare you.”


  Jack smiled. He couldn’t help it. “And you knew it’d make me swim faster.”


  “Naturally.”


  They drank coffee again. The captain produced a hip flask and opened it. He poured a healthy glug of its contents into his cup and then offered it to Axle.


  “This is usually an Irish thing,” Jack said, pouring some into his own and handing it back.


  Captain Smith slipped the flask back inside his shirt. “I once did a run not far from here with some Irish. They drank from the moment they got on till the moment they got off.”


  Axle lifted his cup. “Well, here’s to Irishmen in the jungle.”


  They clinked cups together then drank. By the time they’d finished, it had gotten dark.
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  Captain Smith lit a more powerful lamp and aimed it directly ahead, illuminating fifty feet of water.


  Axle looked over the side. A mist had clung to the water’s surface, as if the river were boiling away.


  “It’s the jungle cooling, English,” the captain’s mate told him. Jack looked back up. “Soon it will be a thick fog. That’s why he lights the big lamp, so we can still find our way.”


  “I see.”


  “We don’t want to run aground here,” the mate said, looking about with an expression of dread.


  Jack felt his insides turn. “Why?”


  The captain’s mate came to. He blinked twice. “We just wouldn’t,” was all he would say.


  As if to add credence to his remarks, something called out in the jungle. Out in the darkness, beyond the halo of their lights, echoed a bestial sound Jack’s brain could not match to any known creature. A mixture of bird squawk and a man crying out in pain. He shivered to hear it.


  Jack was glad to have dressed now, the idol safely stowed with his other belongings. He was also glad he’d retrieved his pistol. His guide had told him it would be a mistake to take the weapon into the village. Perhaps, if he had, his guide wouldn’t have died the way he did.


  He shuddered at the thought of what they’d done to him. His screams had ripped the jungle apart as Jack fled, the native’s idol in his satchel, powerless to do anything about it except run.


  If I’d had this then, I could have stopped it, he thought. The captain’s mate was right. The mist had lifted, growing thicker, developing into a white, soupy smog that ran up the sides of the boat.


  “Go inside,” Captain Smith said. “I will take the first watch. Try to get some rest.”
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  He sat on his big case, his back to the wall of the cabin. The captain’s mate was on the other side, already starting to doze. The riverboat chugged away, its engines a steady rhythm that lulled him to sleep. His eyelids grew heavy; he felt relaxed. The events of that day piled up, weighing him down, and making him realize just how tired he was.


  He absently patted the pistol at his side. Still there. Still loaded with six bullets.


  Ready to fire at the dark.


  Just what was he thinking? The danger was behind them now. He had the idol. They’d raced on ahead. There was no way the tribesmen could have kept up with the boat.


  As for the superstitions of the captain’s mate, well, they were just that… the ramblings of a gullible young man. Axle had seen his fair share of the strange and inexplicable, but he’d always been able to shrug it off. That was the difference between superstition and experience. One was blind belief in what you were told. The other was rolling with what got thrown your way, getting up, and carrying on as if nothing had ever happened.


  He closed his eyes for a second. Sleep nearly took hold. He fought it, looking one last time down to the front of the boat where the captain studiously turned the wheel, guiding them through the ever-thickening fog.


  Assured they were in more than capable hands, Jack Axle slept.
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  He opened his eyes. Still night. The captain’s mate slept soundly on the other side of the cabin. Axle sat up and ran a hand over his face. He noted the stubble there.


  It’ll sure feel good when I can get a shave.


  He looked to the wheel. No captain.


  Jack got to his feet, alert now. He’d always been like that. Awake in an instant when necessary. Up and ready. He went out onto the deck, moving cautiously.


  “Captain?” he asked in a hushed voice. There was nowhere the man could have been. The boat wasn’t big enough. The wheel moved left and right by degrees; the craft continued to power through the water. “Captain?”


  Jack looked down. In front of the wheel was the bottom half of the captain, his legs sprawled haphazardly at the edge of the boat. Axle got around the wheel housing, grabbed the bottom of Captain Smith’s shirt and pulled him up.


  Maybe he collapsed, he thought. Fell half into the water. He’s lucky he didn’t go all the way in. Lucky he didn’t drown.


  He hauled the man up then dropped him again in horror. The captain’s body stopped at the torso. His top half torn away, ripped apart to expose slick red innards.


  Damn.


  Axle got up, left the remains where they were, and backed off. He glanced about, as if the night held the answers. His hand found his pistol and slipped it out of the holster.


  “English?” the captain’s mate asked groggily. “Where is the captain?”


  Axle bounded over to him and grabbed him by the throat. “Were you asleep the whole time?”


  “English,” his strangled answer croaked out. “English!”


  “Were you?”


  “What has happened?” he squealed, eyes darting to the front of the boat. “Where is the captain?”


  Axle let him go and watched the man scramble to the front of the boat. His face pale, he staggered back and fell on his arse sobbing. “No… no… no …”


  Axle dragged him up. “Come to your senses. Someone has to steer.” He shoved the captain’s mate in front of the wheel and watched him take control, mindlessly directing the boat. Luckily, they’d not drifted too far left or right.


  How long’s he been dead? Axle went back to the body and put his hand under the shirt to feel the captain’s sternum. His skin was still warm to the touch.


  “Whatever did this is still around,” he said.


  He lifted the pistol, held it at the ready. His heart hammered in his ears. It sounded like the drums back at the village. The beating heart of the jungle in the heat, in the damp, in the nefarious twilight.


  The captain’s mate swallowed and looked from Axle’s face to the gun in his hand and back again. “What is it?”


  “I don’t know. Could be the tribesmen.”


  Would they have cut him like that? Hacked half his body away, left him hanging over the front of the boat? How?


  “Yes, English. Yes it must be.”


  I’m not so sure. He stood in the middle of the deck, turning circles with his gun raised, braced for anything or anyone that might come for them. Now it struck him. “Stop the boat.”


  “What?”


  “Do it!”


  Richard Arthur cut the throttle. The noise dwindled away to nothing. With the persistent rumble gone, the night was bare. Quiet, save for the sound of the breeze through the jungle canopy, the sigh of the night fog itself.


  “Turn the lamp around. Aim it at the riverbank.”


  With trembling hands, the captain’s mate did as he was told. He stood behind the spotlight, turning it around. Its long white beam penetrated the fog and illuminated the bank on the left side. Nothing there but water plants, the muddy bank, and the vague shapes of the jungle on that side.


  “And the other,” Jack told him.


  Richard Arthur turned the spotlight on the other riverbank. His breath caught in his throat, startled. Axle’s hand tightened on the butt of the gun.


  There, water lapping at his feet, was his guide. His skin had turned a dull, lifeless grey. One arm dangled by a connecting thread of torn tissue and skin. Three arrows protruded from his chest; the blood that had run from the entry holes dried down his body.


  Jack tried to make a sound. Tried to say something—anything—to break the moment. But it wouldn’t come. His mouth was dry as sand, tongue shrivelled away to nothing.


  His guide lifted his good arm and pointed at the boat. Pointed at him. The man’s mouth hung open, his eyes rolled into the back of his head.


  Axle stepped back, body trembling. It can’t be. It can’t be.


  “This place is cursed,” Richard Arthur said. “We must go.”


  Yet still, the captain’s mate held onto the wheel. He didn’t make any move to get the boat going again. They sat there, in the middle of the river, in the wavering fog, a dead man on the other side. A dead man. He shouldn’t have been there.


  Axle looked down at his pistol. What am I to do with this? Shoot what?


  “English …”


  Jack looked at Richard Arthur then back to where the guide had stood.


  Gone.


  The dread hit him in the gut like a fist, knocked the air out of him. He darted forward, looked into the water. Sure enough, swimming toward them, was the guide. He paddled his way toward them, head barely above the surface, his arm working back and forth.


  “We must go,” the captain’s mate said. Now, he reached for the engine control, turned the key. It choked, coughed, sputtered, refused to work.


  Axle looked from him to the man in the water. Getting closer and closer.


  He’s dead. That’s right, dead.


  “Get it working,” he snapped.


  Richard Arthur tried again, looked at him helplessly as it failed to start. They bobbed up and down on the river, supported by the current, a sitting target for the dead guide making his steady way toward them.


  Now when he looked, the guide’s lifeless eyes fell on him. A long empty gaze pierced him from just above the water line. He rose a little now; his mouth opened and closed like a fish. Axle looked on, frozen with terror as a thin green snake ran out of the guide’s mouth, turned up and re-entered his head beneath his left eyeball.


  There’s only one way out of here. He slid the gun back in his holster, ran to the cabin and opened his case. Inside, wrapped in several layers of cloth was the idol. He pulled it out, unwrapped it and took it with him to the edge of the boat.


  “English! What you doing? Get away from there!”


  Jack ignored him. The guide was fewer than six feet away. Axle leaned over, holding the idol out at arm’s reach. The dead man clasped it in a fetid grip and took it out of his hand before sinking into the deep murk. Axle got up, breath held in his chest, waiting for something to happen.


  The sudden cry of the engines shattered the night, making both men jump. Captain’s mate Richard Arthur threw her into full. The boat leaped, and Jack Axle rushed to the back. The guide emerged at the riverbank, clutching the idol to his chest as he crawled through the mud in the fading lamplight.


  “We live, English,” the captain’s mate gasped with relief. “We live.”


  Axle nodded at the captain’s corpse. “Well, some of us.”
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  The captain had attracted a good deal of attention from the flies and bugs by the time they moored up.


  “What happened to him?” someone asked.


  Jack sighed. “Crocodile.”


  “Oh,” the man at the dock said regretfully.


  Axle helped them carry the captain off, wrapped in a sheet, the flies crawling all over it. Then he gave them some pesos to haul his own luggage across the dock.


  “The idol?” the captain’s mate asked him as they watched the men from the dock carry his case away.


  “Gone.”


  “What will you tell your employers, English? The truth?”


  He shrugged. “I’ll tell them I couldn’t find it. Must be a myth. A lot of those in the jungle.”


  “Yes, English.” The captain’s mate, the so-called Richard Arthur looked about. “And what about the boat? Now the captain’s gone…”


  “Yours,” Axle told him.


  He climbed up onto the dock. Richard Arthur peered up at him, hand shading his eyes.


  “After all, it’s hard getting someone with experience in these parts. You gotta know the river. Where it runs. Where it ends up. There’s places in the jungle you shouldn’t go,” Jack told him. “And anyway, someone’s gotta take money back to the captain’s family. They’ll be waiting. There’s a lot of pesos to be made from white men who think they know what they’re doing.”


  He dropped a bunch of coins into his hand, then left. Richard Arthur watched him turn and go, walking down the dock, hat pitched forward on his head, pistol bulging at his side.


  The former mate picked through the coins. “True enough, there are a lot of pesos to be made,” he said absently. “The English is right. He was not the first. And I do not think he will be the last to tempt the lair of the gods…”
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  Some Eyes Lie


  [image: I]don’t care two bits about anyone’s damned color. Nor could I give two stinky crap-logs for any social change. I just like to make money. That’s how a business is run. But I suppose other folks have their own minds to change my mind. Maybe I’m greedy, but I’m not a fool to turn a good paying customer down because he has a nappy head or a color to him I don’t like. His money is the same as anyone else’s.


  Not two hours ago, I was free to roam the country as I pleased and live it up. Hell, I survived the sixties and I was retired. It was 1972, the world was at my moldy feet, and I had money to burn. Now, I’m surrounded by a bunch of armed triple-K ghosts, holed up in my own bait shop, fighting some war I didn’t even know existed until it dropped into my lap like a desperate, one-eyed stripper on a Tuesday afternoon trying to make her rent money. I suppose I should have known, but I didn’t, so it isn’t my damn fault.


  My wife always said I was a blind fool. She’d say, when on land, I never noticed a single thing around me that didn’t involve her sweet bosoms or a boat. She was right; I did love her bosoms, and I did love boats, but she always left out beer. Clueless woman never gave beer its place in my life. I would tell her it was the three B’s, not the two B’s. She’d flick my hand and tell me she wasn’t an Amazon woman, saying it was already the three B’s. I’d pinch her and tell her it was more like two D’s and a B. She always laughed at my dirty jokes, even if she was an angel; she had a bit of saltwater in her veins. I suppose that’s why I married her and had two kids with her, and why I stayed through her terrible pains and then buried her. She’s back north, in old Maine, nestled in my family plot, next to an empty patch of grass that’ll soon hold my smelly ass. I had her for nearly thirty-six years as my wife and friend.


  The truth is my eyes do work well, though I will admit to not always noticing everything. If I am out at sea, it’s not the same. Every detail, every moment, not a single artifact passes my eyes unnoticed. The waves cracking as a bullwhip, cresting white like roostertails. The darkened line of impending storm on the horizon, thin like a spider’s web. The flecking of paint just below the water line that might turn to cancerous rust. Hell, I could count flying gnats on a warm summer evening if near the coastline.


  Down here, in the Southern U.S., I haven’t noticed very much at all, until now. What I had initially taken stock of is the obvious difference between the southern coastline and the northern coastline. Up there, cold northerners blow suddenly in the middle of summer, chilling every soul to the bone in minutes. Up there, it’s alive and busy, the weather, the people, and the sea, forever changing and growing. The green carpet of evergreen forests, waving into rolling hills and snowy mountains to the west, and the roaring, temperamental, opaque green of the mighty Atlantic to the east.


  Retirement is a used-up, mongrel bitch that needs flogging. I can’t stand it, being land locked. I was a captain for the past few decades on a deep-sea fishing boat, but I won’t fuss with the details of why I had to quit; I just had no choice in the matter. My first son had moved with his young family down to Tampa a few years back, saying how good the fishing on the gulf was. When I had been forced to retire, I sold everything in Maine and hauled my carcass down closer to my family. The panhandle is pretty far from Tampa, but it’s closer than Maine. I would have gone all the way too if I hadn’t stopped in this ass-backward town to refill my gas tank.


  I bought a big, white Cadillac the day I had retired. Figured I’d do it in style. I had plenty of money saved up, so why not? My wife, upon seeing this opulent purchase, would have removed my head, screamed down my neck hole, slapped my head back on, and revived me just to ream me out again. She was a frugal woman, always pinching pennies. My Jew friend, a car mechanic back in Maine, always joked she was more a Jew than him, and he was probably right. But my wife and her tight-fistedness built us a nice future—a future her lovely blue-green eyes never got to see.


  The white Cadillac guzzles gas badly, like any good American car is supposed to, and she drives like a well-hulled boat. After I had filled my tank, the gas station’s apparent owner had asked what I was doing down here.


  “Just passing through, on my way from Maine to Tampa.”


  “Yep, you’s accent is thick. You’s most certain a North’ner.“


  “The farthest north. Not including that upstart state, Alaska.” I grunted.


  “They’s all upstart states if they didn’t fight in the war ‘tween the states.” He nodded.


  I laughed. “I agree, we have too many states now. My grandfather would be pissed! He fought his sweltering, white ass off in the war, after all.”


  “My great gran’pap fought his ass off, too. Made it out, though, without a left leg, but still with his white ass.” He spat his chew out and wiped his sweaty mouth.


  “Just glad us fellas now didn’t have to go toe to toe, or else those Kraut bastards would’a really had a ball.”


  “That’s true, for certain. You serve? I was in inf’try.”


  I eyed him skeptically. “You’re kind of young.”


  “I lied ‘bout my age. I was fifteen then.”


  “Good man. I served on a submarine hunter. Ended my tenure as a Captain. The only time stray shrapnel and a college degree has ever paid off for anyone.” I shook my head. “My poor Captain. He and the first mate got blown halfway to Tokyo, and we were in the Atlantic. Left me in charge.”


  “Tough war. Good for you though, bein’ a Captain and all.”


  I collected my change and turned to leave.


  “You lookin to settle down?”


  “In Tampa, yes.”


  He nodded his skinny, high boned face and smiled. “We got a business an’ property here in town for sale. An old sailor like you might like it. I wanted to buy it myself, but the bank turned my credit down.”


  I should have told him I was on my way to Tampa and said thanks. I didn’t. I am a curious man by nature, and always willing to find a bargain.


  The next day, I had bought the business with some of my cash. Dumbest thing I ever did aside from voting for FDR, that damned, war hungry, socialist jackass.


  Now, its three weeks later, and I’m stuck here and I’m ticked off. This town is full of ignorant mouth breathers, like the rest of the south. I wish I’d listened to the wife’s voice in my head.She kept saying, “Move on, you old sea dog. This place won’t suit you.”


  But I liked the town on first sight. It was built facing the whites and beach, a worn, wooden boardwalk fronting stately Victorian era hotels and curio shops. Everything was painted in gray and white and yellow and all very muted, which reminded me of the north in a way. They even had a few nice salt-box houses on one street. The property was prime. I would be an owner of half of a harbor nearly. There were two large, well-made docks only a decade old, a naturally deep and well-protected harbor that could handle some good-sized boats, a bait and tackle shop well stocked and air-conditioned, and three large storage buildings with paying customers already. The kicker was a nearly part ownership of a car repair garage and its rent, the profits and rent getting paid to no one at the moment. All this in one package, and all because it couldn’t get parceled out or rezoned without a huge fuss from the county and town. The owner had died out at sea along with his son, his only living relative, only a few months before. Damned fool went out in hurricane season. Serves him right to suck saltwater for his eternal drink. Too bad about his son, though.


  Natural selection is an efficient whore.


  A few weeks later, the trouble had started. I had been living in one of the town’s many hotelswhile the spring rains and tempests kept the beach going tourists at bay. The bait shop had only been open the second day when fishing season started for some type of fish they had in the gulf. I was running the shop myself as I went over paperwork and rent reports. A knock had come from behind me early that morning. I spied a dark fist receding from the glass window facing the dock. I walked over and fidgeted stupidly with the window lock like it was a bra strap. Finally, it slid open.


  “Yes?” I asked, puzzled.


  “You open for bait, sah?” A man about my age asked politely.


  “Sure, what you need?”


  He told me and I shook my head. “I don’t know what the hell that is. I just got the place and I’m from up north. Just come on in and get it.”


  He looked at me as if I was asking him to do something queer, like giving me a lap dance.


  “Just go through the front.” I slid the glass window shut and turned to my paperwork. Damn Southerners, too lazy to even look for their own bait.


  It was a few minutes before he quietly slid through the front door, its glass panels facing the empty, morning street. My shop sat at the beginning of Dock A, and it was one of the only buildings on the waterside of town, my storage buildings and the garage property sitting across the street. He stopped and peered around curiously, like he’d never been in a tackle shop before. He handled a pole and then scanned through the extensive lure collection. Finally, he approached the counter.


  “See what you need?” I asked.


  “Uh, yes sah.” He plunked a few pink, rubber lures down self-consciously, like he was going all-in on a poker game.


  I rang him up and he paid.


  “Next time, just come on through the front. I’m not gonna use that stupid back window. I’m too lazy.” I chuckled. “I got a pot of coffee brewing, need a perk?”


  He dropped his jaw and didn’t say a word.


  “The hell is wrong with you?” I asked rudely. I’ve never been a well-mannered man. Too honest, my wife had always said. “Every man needs coffee this early.”


  “Well, I… sure, I s’pose.” He nodded his curly, graying head, scouring my every move like I was bluffing.


  I poured him a cup and slid it over.


  He picked it up gingerly. “Tha’s a nice mug.”


  “Ha! My wife always said my face was as ugly as a fruit bat. You must be as blind as one.” I hoped he’d understand the humor.


  He hesitated and then chuckled.His teeth were straight and white, unlike most of these buck-toothed Southerners. It’s like they had never heard of dentistry.


  “Good coffee, sah.”


  “Names Bradley, Captain Bradley Jesome.” I jerked my hand out, which he shook after a moments worth of thought.


  “Joshua Tern.” His hand was hard and calloused, like mine.


  “You a man of the sea, Mister Tern?”


  “Was. I served in the Navy, and after, on a few boats.”


  “What you doing land fishing off a dock like a rube?”


  “I don’t fish on them boats no more. I been workin’ at the garage now for a few years.”


  “The garage on my land?”


  “Yep, s’pose so, sah. You own part of it, don’t you?”


  “Yes, I do now. I haven’t been over there yet. I met your boss when I signed the papers though. Seems like a grease ball.”


  He just nodded and looked away.


  “You guys do a good job? How about Caddys?”


  “We do most everythin’. Usually, do a good job, too, but we’s still humans, sah.”


  “Cap, my friends call me Cap.”


  He shook his head and chuckled. “You’s far from home…Cap.”


  “Maine,” I said gravely.


  “Well then, you’s very far from home, Cap.” He shot the rest of the coffee and picked up his lures from the counter. With a wave of his dark hand, he turned.


  “See you soon, Mister Tern,” I said.


  “Friends jus’ call me Tern,” he replied before slipping through the front door.


  I should have noticed his hesitancy. I should have seen the disbelief and shock rendering on his dark face. I could blame it on the fact Tern had a thick beard that obscured his expressions, but that is just passing the buck like a bad crotch itch. I had crossed a line, made a play in the grand scheme of social change, caused a great stir in that town unlike ever before, and I was just selling a guy some queer, girl-pink lures. I should have motored toward Vegas or South Beach and bought a new wife. Damn me.


  The Color of Money


  [image: I]move from one squatting position to another, my knees cracking like I was an old man. I hate sitting on my ass, but I like loading up my weapons. I also hate waiting for these rednecks to bust into my shop. I like to attack, not defend. I have an old Stevens twelve gauge trench gun, a deadly pre-ban Thompson forty-five machine pistol, and my trusty Colt 1911. When them boys decide to bust through my door, I’d be ready for them. I can still see the face of first man I’d shot before I blew it off. What was his name? Joun Trufant? Shuon Trufoot? Jan Roofant? I don’t remember this idiot’s name. Jean Trufont? I’ll stick to that and call him Jean.


  The French bastard owns part of the garage on my land, and he owes me rent and profit shares. That’s all I know. After my third week, I saw his day for paying came and went, and I didn’t get a damned thing. I’d posted four notices on his door, all to no good.


  I’m a bigot; I’ll admit it. My wife had always said I had no call to judge others, but she never went to Paris and never met those ungrateful, smelly cowards. I can’t stand Krauts either. My best friend back in Maine was a Jew and a fine man. The reason he was in the States was because he and his family had to flee France before the blitzkrieg swallowed them whole. Those Nazi sons of bitches. They were all Nazis, every single damned German that hadn’t stood in protest to old Hitler’s evil plans of killing millions. I suppose that made me a racist and a bigot, but I had never given it much thought, until this blasted hellhole.


  Jean owes me money, and his contract states that he had to pay on the first of the month. He hadn’t paid the rent for three months, and I was going to let that slide. But now he has a landlord again, and a shareholder he has to pay.


  It had been a week since that first encounter with Tern, and every day, just at the crack of dawn, he had come by, and we swapped stories and rumors and treason over a hot mug.


  “That boss of yours owes me rent and profit sharing.”


  “You gon’ make him pay the back rent, too?”


  “No, I tacked a bill on his door last week saying he just owed me for the month that I owned the place.”


  “Hmm…” Tern squinted his dark eyes.


  “What?”


  “Well, he been havin’ a tough time makin’ ends meet, I do know. Even talkin’ ‘bout firing some us boys.”


  “He’s the only garage in town, isn’t he?”


  “Yep.” Tern eyed through a fishing magazine. He was slightly comfortable now in my shop.


  “Why were you so scared of me that first time we met? Because I’m from the North?”


  Tern just stared at me, disbelieving.


  “Come on now, you can tell me.”


  “You really that clueless, Cap?”


  “Well, wife always said I was out to sea even on land.”


  “It’s cause there’s a sign above your door that says, ‘colored served in back’. It always been there.”


  I cocked my mangy headand walked out onto the deserted street to take a look. Sure enough painted on a white sign above my door were those exact words. Colored served in back. I turned and looked at the garage, but its sign read different. Whites Only.


  Had I seen such signage before? Of course, I had. Though not common in Maine, it wasn’t unheard of, but that time had come and gone. The Civil Rights act was nearly ten years old.


  I went back inside, sat behind my counter, and shook my head.


  “Sorry, Tern, I didn’t notice that sign at all. Those signs aren’t even legal under federal law, I don’t think.”


  “I told you that you’s far from home. This jus’ proves it. You in the south now, and a long way from any federal control. Them signs is on your docks, too. That’s why I fish from the rocky spit out yonder.”


  “I figured it was because the fishing was better there…”


  “No, it ain’t.” Tern shook his head.


  “This explains why you’re the only black man who comes to this area to fish.”


  “I work ‘cross the street, so it’s convenient. Otherwise, I be using the west part of the harbor.”


  “So, with that sign on the shop, I take it Jean only works on white people’s cars? Kinda limits his cash flow, doesn’t it?”


  “I ‘spose so. It’s like they always say, niggers never pay.”


  “I’ll be damned. The stupid son of a bitch is going under ‘cause of some notion from Dixie, and if he’d just take down a sign, he’d float again…”


  “You didn’t hear this from me, no sah.” Tern shook his head and lifted his pole. “See you in a day, Cap.”


  “Yep, good luck, Tern,” I said, absorbed in thought.


  I should have sold on that day, too. A big fat For Sale sign leaning out on Main Street, catching every eye of every sucker passing through this picturesque rectum, but I’m a mule, and a jackass’s son, so I stayed.


  About midday, I had scrounged a ladder from one of my storage buildings and crowbarred the damned sign from the front of my shop. It fell heavily to the cement step below and broke in two pieces. Then I went on a witch-hunt and broke off every sign on my property, all four of those stupid, money-sucking signs. I piled them up behind building one and set them ablaze. I may be a racist and a bigot, but I wasn’t about to lose business over it, and most certainly not ‘cause some fellow got a better tan than me. Maybe if they were goose-stepping, sauerkraut-eaters I’d think twice, or smelly Frogs, too. I didn’t need Frenchie’s government money.


  “You ought not to do that,” a voice drawled behind me as I stared at the flames.


  “Huh?”


  Bill Tannen, the gas station proprietor, the man who had told me about the place, stood behind me and shook his head.


  “Why the hell not? I got a business to run, and I need to expand my market.”


  “Folks here in town have standards. You ever heard of Jim Crow law?”


  “Who’s he? That stupid jackass probably never owned a business. Besides, federal trumps any local law you pig-humping hillbillies come up with.” My wife would have been ashamed with how I was talking.


  “Thems is laws that we as a town and county abide by. And we don’t hump pigs!”


  “What? Communist laws? You guys a bunch of dirty Commies?”


  “You’s a funny man. You should know better ‘bout takin’ them signs down.”


  “You want signs? I’ll put up better ones then.” I growled.


  Tannen smiled coldly. “Ok, Cap. Just lettin’ you know how things is ‘round these parts.”


  I lowered my chin. “You can call me Mister Jesome.” I brushed past him and stomped toward the garage. There was one more sign I had to take care of.


  I knocked on the manager’s door and then turned the handle and walked in. I had met Jean a few times.He seemed a bit on the seedy side, and I hadn’t liked him from the start.


  “Whoa, hold up.You can’t jus’ barge in here!” Jean flustered like a woman on the rag.


  “Shut your face. I own half that door. Where’s my rent money and profit sharing?” I demanded. I suppose I was ticked off due to that conversation out back and the fact he hadn’t paid, so my temper had doubled.


  He paused and looked down, showing me his bald spot amongst his slicked back black hair. “The shop’ been hurtin’. We ain’t had no steady flow. Might have to lay some of the boys off here in a bit.”


  “Then take down that infernal sign and make some money.”


  “What sign?”


  “The whites only sign, you dumbass.”


  “Ha! You are not right in the head, mister. That’s not an option. There are laws—”


  “Commie Jim laws?”


  Jean paused. “Uh…it’s not communist.”


  “If it restricts my right to profitable business practices without harming others, it sure as hell is! Not to mention, it’s illegal to have signs like that up in the first place.”


  “Who’s going to enforce some half-cocked law from on high? Where are your Feds?” He stabbed his finger onto the desk. “The people around here don’t want the colors mixing.”


  “Your head mechanic is colored. You’re already mixing!”


  “Ain’t the same.”


  “What? Their money ain’t the same color as white folks? Is that it? You toothless, sister-stickers issue them nigger bucks or something?”


  “Mister, that ain’t the case at all.”


  “You owe me money, you spineless, snail-licking whelp. You got a week to pay or else I’ll take this shop back and own your ass. I’ll put one of your men in charge, and you can be his nigger! And that sign is coming down.”


  “You can’t do that!”


  “My lawyer and a federal law say otherwise.”


  He inhaled as if he was about to shout. His yellow-skinned face and red drinker’s nose shook slightly with rage. He was a cruel looking man; the sort of low-life coward who went home and beat his wife in the pantry late at night when no one was looking. I hoped he’d want to start something. I hadn’t been in a fight in years, and I was getting the punch-itch.


  Exhaling his anger, Jean smiled sweetly, a golden tooth sneaking a twinkle behind thin, over licked lips. “Fine, I’ll pay.”


  It was an unsettling smile, and his words were veiled, but I didn’t care.


  “Good.” I had left, not noticing the shocked and stunned crew staring at me.


  In a hurried huff, I blew across Main Street and back into my shop. Once again, like the blind bull I am, I didn’t see the people gathering in twos and threes, all eyes on me like I was Bigfoot coming into town looking for a stack of sinful nudie magazines.


  Maybe my wife would have been ashamed of my temper, but she would have loved me all the more for thinking for myself.


  I grabbed my crowbar and returned to the garage. Shoving the flattened fork beneath the plank, I leaned my weight into it and pried it from the wall. Its rusty nails creaked and groaned in protest, enraged at this displacement from their retirement home. The top gave out, and the sign dropped onto the cement.


  I grabbed the sign, lugged it back to the smoldering ash heap, and chucked it in.


  In the street, I passed a gray-haired white woman who shook her head. “It’s not right.”


  I glared at her. “You know what would be right? The fit of this sign shoved up your pie-hole, you nosey old bat. Do me a favorand flap away.”


  Blue Belly Delight


  [image: N]ow, I sit, wait, and piss in a bowl on my knees so no one takes a shot at my mangy head.


  “You’re gonna regret this, Mister Jesome!” A man wearing a white hooded robe calls out. “Sheriff is on his way!”


  I look around the corner at Jean’s body. That dirty Frog’s brains had splattered all over my door. He had charged the bait shack screaming and pointing his rusty shotgun right at me through the glass door. I’ve never been one to enjoy killing until that very moment. Once I’d blasted him with my Stevens 12 gauge, the others, still in their white hoods, fell back quickly.


  They’d caught me just as I was closing shop after a long day of phone calls to my lawyer and angry city officials. It had been just past sunset when they’d pulled up in their cars and jumped out looking like ghosts who didn’t know how to sew bed sheets together.


  Jean had come out from the shop with his gun whooping and yelling, “Kill the blue belly!” Most of them had been armed, and they followed Jean right up to my front door. When Jeansawme, he drew his double barrel up to aim, and I stained their pretty white sheets with Jean’s own special brand of raspberry jam.


  “Get some biscuits out! Spread some of that brain on the top and choke it down!” I had hollered.


  Killing is something I got used to in the war. We weren’t always just dropping depth charges and sinking unseen U-boats. There’d been a couple times we’d boarded and fought our way through the cramped quarters of a subbie, slipping and sliding in Nazi guts and getting covered in their stinking blood. We’d been after a special code machine they had, and needed to keep the boat floating long enough to get it. The Kraut’s knew what we were after and fought to the very last sausage-sucking one of them defending it.


  Red and white lights start flashing inside the bait shop.


  The law is here.


  After a time, a southern drawl barrels its way through a crappy megaphone. “Come out now, boy! You ain’t got no place to run. We have the docks and boats covered so there ain’t no escape!”


  “I killed an armed man screaming threats and holding a gun as he stormed my property! I’m innocent,” I shout over the counter. “I didn’t want, and still don’t want, any trouble.”


  “That’s not what folks are saying out here. You’ve murdered an innocent man, and you’re gonna have to pay for it. Either you come out, hands up, or you ain’t comin out al’av!”


  I stroke my beard and give it thought. I’m not in a hurry to die; I’d just retired, damn it. I have a family and friends and folks who cared about me, and I want to see them again.


  Among my musings, I hear a moronically loud attempt at a whispering voice ask the sheriff if they were really going to let me go.


  The sheriff replies with a mean chuckle, along with everyone else.


  I could hear him say, “He killed Jean, what you think?”


  More hushed snickering and chuckles.


  Well, that was it. They aren’t planning to follow any law or reason at all. It’s a straight, textbook assault on my property to kill my ass. If I give up, they’d shoot me for killing Jean, and I’d go down in history as a murderer. If I fight, I’d go down as a murderer anyway, but with a few more notches in my belt.


  I’ll just have to kill them all.


  Too bad.


  I slide my pistol into my belt, set my Stevens against the counter, and lift the hefty Thompson.


  Almost forgot.


  I reach for a pen and paper and scratch out a letter to my son. He’ll probably never get it, but it’s worth a try. I’ll admit I have a small bit of hope about living through this, but deep inside, I know my chances are slimmer than a French whore’s of getting into a ladies’ Presbyterian knitting circle.


  I finish the letter and slide it into my briefcase.


  I dig two sticks I’d kept as souvenirs from the warfrom my ammo bag. “Lord, forgive me of my sins,” I mutter, pulling the pins out and tossing them deftly out of the front door. They skitter and tumble along the pavement, one rolling beneath a parked car being used for cover, and the other bouncing on a tire and landing between the sheriff and a KKK ghost.


  “The hell is that?” The ghost leans closer.


  The sheriff squints and then jumps a little, his belly jiggling like a bowl full of jelly. “Potato smasher!”


  “A what?” The ghost scratches his bed-sheeted dome.


  The sheriff is at a dead run as he screams back, “Grenade!”


  That’s the last thing half of those redneck bastards hear. After two deafening pops, my front windows shatter, rocks, glass, bits of metal, and a couple of arms fly all over my merchandise.


  I unplug my ears and stand up, cocking my Thompson.


  I emerge into the smoky evening and walk through the ruin.


  The Thompson shakes in my hands as she lays lead slugs up and down the line of cars. With fifty rounds in each drum, I can keep going for a few minutes. Suddenly, with a chunk, she lets me know it’s time for a reload.


  I causally slip the next drum from my shoulder bag, scanning the carnage for any signs of life. A shot cracks out to my left, so I spray the man with a few ounces of warm fun.


  Among the moans and screams of a few dozen fools, I hear the wail of sirens.


  Down the road, I spy maybe five patrol cars hurling themselves my way.


  I turn back, picking my way through the wreckage, and sit back down behind the counter.


  No point in running.


  A tap comes from behindme on the shuttered back window.


  “Cap!”


  I cock my head. “Tern?”


  “I gots a boat running an’ ready to go.”


  I open the shutters and gaze upon Tern’s water soaked face.


  “They don’t have fellas back here guarding the docks? You swim over here?”


  “I did swim an’ I think you killed ‘em all.”


  “I wouldn’t be surprised, they stood around like pigeons watching me pick them off.” I feel slightly embarrassed. I should have taken a look behind the shop instead of sitting here, waiting for God-knew-what. I guess I’m a pigeon, too.


  “I gots a speedy boat hotwired and ready to go. They won’ know I was even here, and you can jus’ get out a’ this ‘ol mess.”


  “I was just going to wait and kill more of these swamp suckers and then probably get shot, but a boat ride sounds fun, too.” I stand up and open the shutters. “Maybe Mexico will suit me better anyway.”
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  I’m a wilderness guide and mountaineer, musician and poet. I’ve climbed all over North and South America, and played my music throughout. From mission’s work in Mexico, to clinking beers with toothless Canadians, and onto climbing an Andean glacier, I enjoy whatever comes my way.


  I’m a mouthy sort with a quick tongue and an even quicker grin. Most folks hate me for the first seven minutes, then fall right in love with my winning personality and straight-toothed smile.


  Though I harbor a strong sense of independence, I believe in the strength of a supportive community and tight knit family. I enjoy working with youth and young adults and showing them that staying out of jail isn’t so hard and can even be fun. But I’m not a goody-two-shoes, my head isn’t anywhere near my ass, much less in it.


  [image: ]


  
    
      	[image: The Traveler's Wake, by J.P. Moynahan]

      http://j.mp/travwake
    

  


  [image: cover]


  [image: ]


  
[image: In the Clutches of the Mummy Prince, by B.C. Johnson]


  [image: H]og hadn’t been captured in ten years.


  Not counting this morning. Or Baron Karen’s Island of Terror. To be fair, that was more voluntary imprisonment than outright capture, and it had been a good time for everyone involved. Except Karen’s untimely dismemberment, of course. Not his fault, though.


  “The vampire had a chainsaw,” Hog muttered to himself. His voice, dark and low, reminded him how sexy he was. “Who could see that coming?”


  Something unworthy struck the back of his head, and his rage bloomed like a flower too angry to be just a bud anymore. He half turned, sending his curtain of long red hair flying. His locks were temporarily dingy, wet, and stringy, but sewers and blood could do that to you. Neither of them were his, though. The blood belonged to the eighteen guards it had taken to subdue him. The sewer muck belonged to the Costa Rican Department of Waste Treatment and Disposal.


  Anyway, his red curtain of hair went flying as he spun to face his captors. His piston-like legs pistoned out and into the stomach of some black-helmeted, shock-stick jockey who doubled over in what could only be a combination of abject shame and internal bleeding. The five other guards around him struck Hog with their shock-sticks, and he fell to his knees, spasming and jerking.


  If he could see through their black visors, he would have memorized their faces and made a vow to kill them all. Instead, Hog just decided to kill everyone in a black visor as soon as he escaped.


  They shocked him again and again, until they finally put enough juice through Hog to knock him out. As he slipped into blackness, he wondered how he’d gotten into this mess. Conveniently enough, it triggered a flashback.
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  Hog McMasters, ex-SEAL, ex-Zen Master, ex-gambler, had been hunting dire mummies in Chile for six weeks. A local outbreak of the well-preserved undead had wiped out three villages when Hog got the call—he had Reynoldsworth chopper him in immediately. Now hip-deep in bandages and bodies, Hog doubted if he’d ever staunch the flow of giant, foul-mouthed mummies.


  “Sir,” Reynoldsworth said, slogging behind him, overflowing with packs, sheaves of thrice-blessed bronze spears, and a shotgun roughly the size of a truck. “Sir, if we could pause for just a moment.”


  Hog stopped just at the top of the ridge, letting his eyes drink deep the Chilean jungle. They weren’t far south of the Bío-Bío River, and the mountains were deep with magnolias, laurels, and beech trees. Hog thought it was beautiful, in an entirely manly sort of way. He readjusted the straps on his backpack, and stared up at the sky. Couldn’t be far past three or four in the afternoon.


  “Reynoldsworth,” Hog said, without looking back at the pale Englishman. “This is our third break this week.”


  “Sorry, sir,” Reynoldsworth gasped, sucking huge gulps of what had to be sissy-air. “It’s the altitude, I think, sir.”


  Hog shrugged. “It’s all training, Reynoldsworth. Preparation.”


  “Sir, I was in the SAS.”


  Hog nodded to himself. He grabbed a handful of dried beef from his pocket and shoved it into his mouth. Hog chewing noisily, thinking of mummies. They’d killed three of them not an hour ago. They’d encountered the creatures beating on the doors of a boarded up church. The village people, wait, that’s not right—the villagers—were very happy, and had showered the two of them with gratitude, mountain flowers, and empanadas. He happily ate them all. Not the villagers—he’d never eaten villagers before. Mostly the gratitude and the empanadas. Though he did eat a few of the mountain flowers out of curiosity… Anyway.


  “Well, we only have a few more hours before the mummies go back to sleep,” Hog said. Everyone knew mummies were morning people. “So, I say we head down to that little village just west of here and find somewhere to relax and bed down.”


  “Not to disagree with you, sir,” Reynoldsworth said, moving around to look at Hog, “but I kind of disagree with you, sir?”


  Hog smirked. “Why’s that, Reynoldsworth?”


  “Well, sir, if the dire mummies are indeed bedding down for the night,” he said, “which they are, why not… kill them while they’re sleeping?”


  Hog laughed and began rambling down the hill.


  “Never wake up a sleeping mummy, Reynoldsworth,” Hog said. “What do they teach in school nowadays?”


  “Very little about the shambling dead,” he said, laughing a little. “The curriculum is downright discriminatory to mummies in general.”


  Hog shook his head, laughed, and hiked down the slope of a mountain with unearthly grace and a style that few could match. Reynoldsworth, he, uh, he got down just fine, too.


  The village hadn’t exactly been friendly—being besieged by ambulatory corpses with a penchant for disembowelment and profanity didn’t do wonders for one’s sense of hospitality. Still, when they had seen the mummy-dust on Hog’s shoulders, and the thrice-blessed bronze spears on Reynoldsworth’s back, they had consented to let the two travelers eat, relax, and bed down in a barn for the night.


  Halfway through a plate of empanadas—which were quickly becoming one of Hog’s favorite foods—they got a ring on the satellite phone. Reynoldsworth dug through his pack for the thing, and finally fished it out and dropped it on the table between them. Hog waved the serving girl away, raised an eyebrow at Reynoldsworth, and picked up the receiver.


  “Hog McMasters,” Hog McMasters said, appropriately enough. “How can I save you?”


  The voice on the other end laughed. Sort of high-pitched but warm, the voice said some more words.


  “Very good, Mister McMasters,” the voice said.


  “Just Hog.”


  “Very good, Hogs.”


  “No, just Hog.”


  “Very good, Justhog.”


  Hog growled. “Hog.”


  The voice laughed again. “I know. That last one was just messing with you.”


  “Cool. Ever lost your limbs before?”


  “Just the once,” the voice said. “I hear you are quite the scourge to the local, shall we say, dire mummy population?”


  “That’s right. If you have your own mummy problem, you’re going to have to wait—”


  “Actually, Hog, we have the same mummy problem. I represent the president himself. He wishes to keep—”


  “You mean the president of Chile, right?” Hog asked.


  “Well, of course,” the voice said. “We are in Chile, aren’t we?”


  “No, I know. I just… wanted to clarify that. For anyone listening.”


  “Who would be listening?” the voice asked, annoyed.


  “No, not like that. I just mean, if we had an audience or something, I’d want them to know you work for the president of Chile. Not America or somewhere else.”


  “Okay…” the voice said. “Anyway. The president of Chile wants to keep this little situation under wraps. However, we are having problems sending relief, food, and supplies to the most hard-hit villages.”


  “Because of mummies.”


  “Because of mummies,” the voice repeated. “A large shipment of supplies, to ease the trouble of a little town called Parra, has been waylaid. We believe the drivers to be dead; the guards, too.”


  “And you want this shipment carried out? To reach Parra?”


  “Si. It is has been hit very hard, but is managing to hold out,” he said. “Their only problem is a dearth of supplies.”


  “Doesn’t dearth mean a lot of something?”


  “No,” the voice said, uneasily, “I don’t think so.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “No,” the voice said, “not completely. But I always thought—”


  Reynoldsworth looked up from his empanadas, his mouth still half-full of pork and deliciousness, and shook his head.


  “Nah, dearth means a scarcity that makes dear,” Reynoldsworth said.


  “What does that mean?” Hog asked.


  “What does what ;mean?” The voice over the phone asked.


  “A scarcity that makes dear?” Hog repeated, for the voice.


  “I don’t know,” the voice mused. “It could be, like, when your girlfriend is away, you miss her more? Like that?”


  “But how would you use that in a sentence?” Hog asked. “Like, I dearth my girlfriend?”


  The voice laughed. “That sounds dirty.”


  “No, no,” Reynoldsworth said. “You would have dearth for your girlfriend.”


  “Maybe you feel dearth. Or a dearth,” the voice over the phone suggested.


  “How do you feel a dearth?” Hog asked.


  “Hold on, hold on,” the voice said, “I have it here, on the Internet.”


  Hog nodded. Reynoldsworth gave him a questioning look. Hog flipped the phone to speaker and leaned back in his chair. They could hear tiny clicks and clacks on the other side of the phone, hissing through the earpieces.


  “Huh. Interesting. It is both.”


  “Both?”


  “Yeah,” the voice said. “Dearth is from the Middle English derthe, well, Old English deore, meaning dear. And dearth means both an inadequate supply, and a scarcity that makes dear. Wow, almost word for word what the English fellow said.”


  Reynoldsworth nodded and took another bite of empanada.


  “Still though,” the voice said, “It does mean inadequate supply, so I was right, too.”


  Hog shook his head. “I was way off.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” the voice said. “Way off. Crazy.”


  “So, where are the supplies?”


  “About three miles north of you,” the voice said. “We can pay you after you deliver them.”


  “Great,” Hog said. “See you later, Mister…?”


  “Eduardo Negra,” Eduardo Negra said. “Don’t travel during the day; it’s too dangerous. Goodbye.”


  “Bye.”


  Hog flipped off the satellite phone and tilted back in his rickety chair. He gestured for the serving girl to come back over, and she refilled his cup of beer. He drank deeply, watching Reynoldsworth stuff the phone back into his pack.


  “Can we trust this Eduardo Negra?” Reynoldsworth asked.


  “Probably not,” Hog said. “But if he’s on the level, I can’t let those supplies just rot in the jungle along with the village people of Parra.”


  “Villagers.”


  “Right,” Hog said, nodding. “The next person to correct my word choices is getting their esophagus removed with a stapler.”
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  Hog and Reynoldsworth only took a short nap—they wanted to reach the supply truck well before the mummies would be up and marauding. Negra wasn’t wrong about that. The trek wasn’t far, and they spotted the top of the canvas-covered stake bed well before midnight. It poked out through a stand of trees, just off what looked like a road.


  They hustled down a deep slope toward the road and the abandoned truck. It looked like it had driven off the road and buried itself in the jungle. The truck was so old it might have carried soldiers into World War II, but it had been well kept. Except for the long streaks of blood on the doors, of course.


  Reynoldsworth raised his shotgun as they approached, and Hog grabbed a bronze spear from the sheath on his back. Mummies slept the night, to be sure, but they weren’t obligated to. They could be awoken…


  Hog pointed to the back of the truck, and Reynoldsworth nodded and slid around. Hog hefted his spear in one hand and reached toward the bloody handle of the truck. Something in the jungle rustled and cawed, and he almost hurled the spear into the cabin. Nerves, Hog, nerves. He let out a long, slow breath, grabbed the handle, and threw the door open.


  Nothing.


  Just an empty cab. No drivers, no mummies, no blood. A set of keys dangled from the ignition.


  “Anything back there?” Hog asked.


  “Just crates,” Reynoldsworth said.


  “Look like supplies?”


  “In theory,” he said.


  Hog circled to the back of the truck. Underneath the canvas, crates were piled up to the top of the stakes. Reynoldsworth grabbed the closest, smallest crate, pulled it closer, and began working at it with a crowbar. After a couple of scrawny moments, it popped open.


  Tools. Hammers, nails, saws. Reynoldsworth hopped up into the truck, went to one of the barrels, and popped its lid. He reached inside and lifted his hand. What looked like flour poured from his hand.


  “Just supplies,” he said.


  “Okay,” Hog said, eyeing the wall of crates behind him. “Well, let’s get moving then.”


  Getting it up onto the road again was no treat, but once they did, the truck handled just fine despite its advanced years. They trundled down the long, compacted dirt roads, the jungle ahead lit only by a wan moon and the bright yellow headlights of the truck. After a half-hearted attempt at finding anything decent on the bucket’s three-channel radio, the two sat in silence. Hog thought of crates stacked high, and sometimes of great-bosomy women. Reynoldsworth no doubt thought of tea and “armour” or something.


  Around five in the morning, the truck hit a particularly nasty divot, and Reynoldsworth jerked the steering wheel to keep on course.


  “Bloody hell,” he said, shaking his head. “They don’t build these shithouse countries like they used to, eh?”


  “Chile is a diverse and fascinating nation with a unique and rich culture.”


  “You’d shag an empanada, wouldn’t you?”


  “I would,” Hog said. “And it would be good for both of us.”


  Something rattled and slammed in the back of the truck. Reynoldsworth glanced at Hog.


  “I should pull over, huh?”


  “No,” Hog said, “keep going. There should be a bridge just a few miles on. Stop there.”


  “How do you know?”


  “I memorized the maps,” Hog said.


  “Really?”


  Hog smirked. “Did I ever tell you about the time me and your father were running a blackjack scam in Switzerland?”


  Reynoldsworth laughed and shook his head, and Hog launched into the story. He didn’t even pause when the back of the truck banged violently, and the sound of cracking wood grew louder than his voice…
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  They stopped on the old wooden bridge. It creaked under the truck’s weight.


  “Here’s our stop,” Hog said, getting out of the truck.


  The back of the truck was dancing now, grinding the shocks with horrible screeching noises. Hog gestured to an empty gas can tied to the side of the truck. Reynoldsworth pulled it off, cut the tubing off his Camelback, and unscrewed the gas cap. He fed the tube into the tank, gave it one hard pull with his mouth, and fed the other end of the tube into the empty gas can. When the gas can overflowed, Reynoldsworth yanked the tube out of both sides, coiled it, and threw it back into his pack.


  “Come on baby, light my fire,” Reynolds said, and began dousing the truck in the pilfered gasoline.


  “Who in the hell would deliver mummies to out-of-the-way Chilean villages?” Hog asked.


  Reynoldsworth shook his head, humming The Doors as he worked. He took off his pack and set it on the ground.


  Hog began digging through it. He pulled out a block of C4 and cut it into smaller chunks with his pocketknife. When that was done, he set the squares of Semtex on each of the four main pillars of the bridge and wired them in series. He checked the palm detonator, no bigger than a lipstick, and transferred it to his left hand.


  “We all set?”


  “Right as rain, boss,” Reynoldsworth said, and they both got off the bridge.


  Hog lit one of his Zippos—he carried many, for just such an occasion. He considered the practice an investment in awesomeness.


  “Let’s heat it up,” Reynoldsworth said.


  “That’s terrible.” Hog shook his head, held up the Zippo, and smirked. “Fuck you, mummies.”


  The Zippo landed dead center on the hood. Flames raced across the hood, up the windshield, around the doors. When it reached the canvas top, it tripled in size, voracious, unstoppable.


  Hog slung his pack onto his shoulders.


  The crates cracked open, and Hog watched half-burning dire mummies trying to crawl out of the pyre. One of them fell off the truck and crawled toward them, its burning, bandaged hand clawing the air.


  “Cago en tu leche… cabron!” the mummy hissed, before the flames took it.


  “So,” Reynoldsworth said, “I guess Eduardo Negra is a bastard.”


  “I guess—”


  The sound of a heavy machine gun ripped the air apart, and Hog and Reynoldsworth dropped to the ground. Gunfire stitched across the hill behind them, and Hog heard someone shouting “Get ‘em, get ‘em!” in Spanish. Men in black and olive drab poured out of the jungle on all sides. Hog grabbed Reynoldsworth and stuffed the detonator into his hand.


  “Get out of here.” Hog pulled the shotgun from his back. “Blow the bridge when you can’t see me anymore.”


  “I’m not—”


  Reynoldsworth jerked. A spray of blood exploded out of his arm. He gurgled and fell to the dirt. Hog turned, blasting the shotgun into the ever-expanding crowd of guerillas. He backed up, dragging Reynoldsworth with one hand, firing and pumping with the other. If Hog hadn’t been so worried for his friend, he would have stopped to appreciate just how sweet he looked at that moment.


  It wouldn’t last.


  A bullet tore through his leg, and Hog fell sideways, the shotgun flipping out of his hands. Another bullet hit him in the ass, and another tore a hole through his shoulder. Hog slipped down the slope, toward the river. He’d lost sight of Reynoldsworth… the flames engulfed the bridge.


  Below, the river—


  Boom!


  Fire… chunks of mummy. Red. Splash.


  Cold. Black.


  Gone.
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  The darkness peels away in jagged little strips. Time slips its gears, opening up on unfamiliar scenes. A riverbank… the sun winks through a mesh of bright green. Slip.


  —searing through his arm, then his leg. Digging. The taste of blood, the smell of hot copper—


  A room he doesn’t know. Warm, with a strange smell. Then—


  Slip.


  Hot soup, greasy but good. A beautiful young girl, her face blurry and awash with light, tipping a spoon into his mouth. She says something in Spanish—which he speaks—but he can’t seem to remember it. He slips a few more times, each time holding more. Remembering larger chunks.A little hospital, with one doctor and one nurse. She is nice—he is not.
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  Hog awoke, finally, to something resembling lucidity one morning. The nurse told him a little boy had found him caught on a tangled snarl of branches, in a calmer swell of the river, bleedingmagnificently from a trio of bullet wounds. Someone had brought Hog into town, to the hospital, where they’d patched him up.


  “Did they find anyone else?” Hog asked.


  The woman shook her head and departed. Hog touched the thin gown covering his massive chest. It was printed with tiny puppies, their tongues lolling out. He lay back, closed his eyes, and drifted away for a while.


  A week passed far too slowly. He’d been brought to the village of Parra—a little bit of irony, Hog thought. The very town they’d been inadvertently delivering a truck full of mummies to. The town had been hit too hard to survive. Eduardo Negra, twice the liar. Hog vowed he would kill Negra with something horrible; a paper clip or the edge of a soup can lid perhaps.


  The town of Parra was the very definition of fortified—a tall wall surrounded the tiny village, and Hog saw on his daily rehabilitative walks it was constantly bristling with townsfolk carrying all manner of homemade weapons. Bronze weapons, he’d noticed. Maria, his nurse, had explained to him on his walks that the town had melted a bronze statue of Simon Bolivar down into spears and machetes to beat back the bandaged dead.


  Hog couldn’t help but feel impressed, even though he saved that emotion primarily for his own considerable accomplishments.


  When he felt his strength returning, he used the satellite phone he’d recovered from his pack to call in a few favors.


  A team of ex-military snipers arrived by helicopter within the week, all of them packing bronze bullets and napalm. Hog thanked them, especially their captain Hank Nighthorse, a former Indian Chief, professional soccer player, and one of Hog’s oldest friends.


  Hog took the helicopter back to Black Swan Manor, his mansion in Los Angeles. He spent three days tracing his satellite phone call with Eduardo Negro, but it eventually pointed to a small island off Costa Rica. Like Jurassic Park, but without the dinosaurs.


  “I hope without the dinosaurs,” Hog murmured to himself as he packed his things.


  Thoughts of revenge burned him. Reynoldsworth Senior had been like a brother, and Reynoldsworth Junior like a… well, a nephew, if you follow the simile. He packed his katanas, his chainsaw, and his mini-gun. Enough explosives to give God the hiccups. He chartered a small fishing boat, and had its surly, trollish captain take him as close to the island as he dared.


  “La Muerte Húmeda,” the captain of the weather-worn fishing boat whispered to Hog while gazing across the water.


  “Is that the name? Of the island?” Hog asked.


  “Si,” the captain said.


  “The Wet Death?”


  The captain nodded sagely and trundled back below deck. Hog finished strapping his assortment of certainly-not-too-many weapons on his back, and for a moment, watched the sun drop below the horizon. The sky, purple, red, and orange, drifted gradually into darkness. The close darkness, the kind Hog could use to great effect. The Killing Darkness, which Hog thought would make a pretty badass band name.


  The island, a slice of rock and palm trees, became only a black silhouette against the deep blue sky. Hog knew only one thing as he lowered himself into the water—Jesus, Jesus, this fucking water is cold as hell and I think my balls are slidingupintomylungs …


  But he said nothing as he sank into the waves, and from there, he swam.


  His muscles burned, but in an extremely cool way, as he churned the tropical sea with arms like really big arms. His training in the Bermuda Triangle paid off though, and as he swam, it occurred to him just how much easier it was to stroke great distances without having to battle sea monsters or fight off the unwanted sexual advances of alien Dolphinoids.


  As the island grew bigger, he could see the side he’d chosen to land on was mostly towering, evil-looking cliffs. He lowered his head, swished his deep-red, soaking wet hair out of his face, and pumped his arms with all his might.


  In another hour, he reached the base of the cliffs. His body wasn’t happy with the work, and every inch of every well-defined muscle blazed with agony.


  In a cleft of the cliffs, Hog made out the mouth of a clay pipe, jutting from an outcropping of rock. (In that last sentence, it kind of looks like “made out with the mouth” doesn’t it? Crazy. Hog wouldn’t do that, though. That’s incredibly unsanitary, as it turned out to be the dumping-pipe of the island’s oddly intricate sewer system.)


  Hog pulled himself out of the water and onto the rocky outcropping, thinking of the Little Mermaid as a wave crashed against the rocks behind him. He looked up at the sewer pipe, down at the pile of wet, salty rocks, and decided that he wouldn’t nap in evil henchmen refuse. Tucking himself as tight to the rocks as he could, Hog closed his eyes and drifted away for a time.


  When his body recovered somewhat, he woke up and crawled into the sewer pipe. The smell was worse than he imagined, and the cramped quarters, slick with unknowable substances, left him less than ecstatic about his prospects. Still, strategically thinking, he could likely canvas the entire island and whatever installation it housed without alerting a single person.


  And so, his pack of weapons dragging behind him, Hog crawled. Hog trudged. He clambered, crept, scrabbled, wriggled, and writhed through the muck beneath La Muerte Húmeda, his mind set on Eduardo Negra, and on Reynoldsworth, whom he had failed miserably. And Hog did not fail miserably. Many would die tonight, Hog vowed, and none of them would enjoy the process.


  After a half hour of crawling, the tiny pipe opened up into a larger cistern. Not terribly big; merely a juncture of a dozen similar pipes with a central room about seven feet high and twenty-by-twenty wide.


  Large enough for an ambush, though.


  Right as Hog exited his pipe and pushed himself to one knee, the trap sprung. A quartet of bright, spinning shurikens streaked from the darkness and tore into him, right through his stealth suit. Two of them buried deep into his chest, and the other two sliced long gashes in his right arm.


  Hog roared in agony and spun to his bag of weapons. From the corner of his eye, he saw over a dozen men in black uniforms and heavily-visored helmets pour out their hidey holes. Hog only had a second to choose their deaths. He went with the easy choice—he grabbed the black handle of a katana and jerked it free of the bag.


  As Hog spun, he took a deep breath. About twenty guards stood in his path in various poses, likely intended to strike terror in his heart. But Hog did not know such a thing. He saw only a way to go, and the soon-to-be pile of limbs he’d have to walk over to get there.


  The guards ignited the batons in their hands, and the long black shafts sparked bright blue with electricity.


  “Surrender now,” one of them said. “Or surrender later, shitting yourself and tazed half-to-death.”


  “It’s gonna be bodies from hell to breakfast boys,” Hog whispered, and drew his blade. “Order up.”


  They leaped at him. He took down the first three with one cross-swipe, relieving them of their heads and the need to purchase hair-care products. Spinning a whirling, churning, very handsome tornado of death, Hog’s blade carved flesh and bone in great swaths. Electricity coursed through his body as shock-stick after shock-stick rained down on him, but he would not relent.


  He impaled one guard and hurled him at another. He would not relent. Hog took a shock-stick blow to the forehead and felt it break open and pour blood into his eye. He gutted the man who landed the blow, turned, and sliced off the leg of another. He would not relent. A shuriken slashed open his left wrist, so he turned his hand and sprayed his own blood onto the visor of the perpetrator before putting his sword through the guard’s spine.


  He would not relent.


  But they made him.


  They beat him down, threw themselves upon his blade, and put enough electricity through him to kill a dozen obese bears. When he finally fell, only six guards of twenty-three remained, and not one of those few walked away unharmed. But they walked away with Hog, battered, nearly bled-out, glistening with shurikens, and beaten.
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  Hog awoke naked in a gigantic chamber. His right eye swollen shut, his body a road map of bruises. It took him a moment just to remember what had happened. When he did, he felt a swell of rage crash over him—twice Eduardo Negra had served him defeat. There would not be a third time.


  Two guards—neither of them from the sewers by their lack of obvious injury—held Hog by his shoulders. Both of his arms were handcuffed behind his back, and he knelt in what looked like a bright spotlight. They’d treated the worst of his injuries while he’d been unconscious, he realized. It’d be torture, then. He raised his head an inch or so but made no move to brush his dripping wet hair out of his eyes. He simply stared through it, straight forward, waiting for the theatrics to begin.


  A hundred dim lights flicked on. Squinting, Hog made out the rest of the room. A gigantic warehouse, stacked to the ceiling with crates. Crates big enough to hold the massive frame of a dire mummy, Hog realized. He took a deep breath—there had to be well over a thousand of them housed here.


  And no sunlight. After scanning the place, he realized it featured not a single window. The place was dimly lit by blue light bulbs hanging from the ceiling.


  To simulate night. The mummies wouldn’t awaken in here. They would lie dormant until… until they could be shipped. A goddamn mummy distribution center.


  He heard footfalls and raised his head again, peering through the long stacks of crates.


  A tall man stepped from the shadows into the pools of blue light. His suit, which was just as slick as he was, looked like it cost more than most people’s houses. Not Hog’s house, obviously. The man’s hair was long, black, and pulled back in a tight ponytail that gave him a gaunt appearance. His glistening black gaze bored into Hog. He could have been handsome, in a totally not-gay way, if he didn’t look so damn creepy.


  “Eduardo,” Hog croaked. He cleared his throat. “I presume?”


  Eduardo smiled, revealing glistening black teeth filed to sharp points.


  “Well, I guess I know how you got your name,” Hog said.


  “You know my uncle?” Eduardo asked, suddenly confused.


  “What?”


  “My uncle, Eduardo Eschevara. He fought in the second World War and died a hero. My mother always preferred him to her other brothers, actually an interesting story—”


  “Oh, no, not that name,” Hog said. “Sorry. Though it sounds… captivating. I mean the Negra part.”


  “Oh, because of all the black?” Eduardo snorted. “Yeah, yeah, that’s true.”


  Hog nodded and glanced around the room.


  “So, is this the part where you explain your plan and then kill me?”


  Eduardo shook his head. “No, I think you get the gist pretty well.”


  “Ship mummies, cause havoc. Yeah, I get that,” Hog said. “What I don’t get is, why?”


  Eduardo folded his hands behind his back and began to pace. As he did, Hog could see a dozen more black-visored guards coming out of the woodwork. Some of them had assault rifles, while others carried what appeared to be up-sized versions of the shock-sticks he’d come to know so well. Staves, like gigantic cattle prods. Hog took a slow breath to steady himself. He flexed his wrists to feel the limits of the handcuffs. They weren’t going to break any time soon.


  “Why?” Eduardo laughed, displaying those black shark teeth. “Have you heard of the LoB?”


  Hog laughed and shook his head slowly. Unbelievable.


  “The League of Bastards? Yeah, I’ve heard of ‘em,” Hog said with a chuckle. “And trust me, they’ve heard of me.”


  “Oh, I know,” Eduardo said. “Hear tell you’ve killed your fair share. The Frog King, Evil Robot-Bono, Baron Karen—”


  “She survived,” Hog said, “and I didn’t dismember her. That was this asshole vampire with a chainsaw. I was just there at the time.”


  Eduardo nodded. “Ah.”


  “So, this is all just a stunt to get the LoB’s attention? You’re pathetic,” Hog spat.


  “Maybe,” Eduardo said. “But I’m not the one who’s naked, covered in shit, and handcuffed in a warehouse full of the undead.”


  “We’ll see.” Hog smiled.


  Eduardo cracked his knuckles. “You know, Hog, I didn’t bring you here just to ‘muwhahaha’ in your face. I have an offer for you.”


  Eduardo signaled to one of his guards. The guard nodded, held up a three-button control box, and stabbed the bottommost button. Something began to squeal and turn and chug above Hog. He craned his neck up, and his mouth fell open. A chain and a motor hung from the ceiling, and from that shining silver strand of metal hung a thin and extremely British man. Also naked, and upside down, a battered, bruised, but very much alive Reynoldsworth dangled from a pair of shackles strapped to his ankles. Reynoldsworth’s mouth fell open.


  Hog growled low and turned back to Eduardo.


  “Let him go, or I swear to the Butterfly-Lord of Guatemala I will sodomize you with my entire leg,” Hog said.


  “Oh, points for imagery,” Eduardo said, “and I will do just that, if you listen.”


  “I’m listening.”


  “The LoB will not be impressed with some mummy trouble,” Eduardo said, “unfortunately. But if I were to add on top of that the fact that I’ve converted the famous Hog McMasters into my own personal assassin… well, I think the LoB would show up with a signal ring and a lifetime contract before you could say “Tie her to the tracks.” So, my proposal is a simple one: become my Dragon, my Man-of-War, my Darth Vader if you will, and I will let your butler go free. On top of that, I will guarantee this: He will receive my protection, for the rest of his life. You, of course, will receive money. Fame. Power.”


  “That’s a pretty good deal,” Hog whispered and clenched his fist, repositioning the tiny sliver of metal Reynoldsworth had dropped out of his mouth and into Hog’s open hand. “Do you mind if I negotiate a little?”


  Eduardo clapped his hands together and offered up another black smile.


  “Of course not. I am a businessman, after all, and I am someone—oh no, no! No, stop him he’s out of the handcuffs! Oh god! Stop him! Stop letting him kill you! Shoot him with—use the goddamn gun! With the trigger! And the bullets! Use that! To hell with this I’m outta here! Oh God, my spleen! Where did he get a soup can lid? Nooooo, my organs!”


  Eduardo Negra slumped to the ground, and Hog tossed the bloody soup can lid away. Naked and dripping with the gore of Eduardo’s best shock troopers, Hog turned his head slowly to look up at Reynoldsworth. Reynoldsworth offered a thin smile and pointed to the control-box lying in a pool of intestines. Hog scooped it up—the controls, not the entrails—and stabbed the button.


  Reynoldsworth lowered slowly to the ground, and Hog picked the lock on his ankle shackles.


  “Sorry, boss,” Reynoldworth said in a pained whisper. “I just couldn’t reach the cuffs. More sit-ups for me, I suppose.”


  Hog smiled and helped him to his feet before dragging him into a tight hug.


  “When you tell this story,” Hog said, “and you will—we never hugged naked, okay?”


  Reynoldsworth pulled back. His eyes swam with tears, and he smiled. “Of course not.”


  Around them, the stacks of crates began to wobble and thud with the movement of a thousand dire mummies, awakened, no doubt, by Eduardo’s final girlish screams. Even through the wood and the cacophony, Hog could hear such delightful phrases as “Tu madre tiene relaciones sexuales con búfalos” and “Voy a comer fuera de su pene, y será muy doloroso!”


  “Those mummies have quite the potty-mouths.” Reynoldsworth put one foot in the hook attached to the motor overhead.


  “You’re not wrong.” Hog grabbed a hold of the chain on the other side. He pressed the top button, and the motor whirred overhead. It drew the chain up, lifting both Hog and Reynoldsworth into the air.


  The sea of crates below them exploded, vomiting out an army of the undead. They watched them shout and curse, reaching bandaged hands to the sky. When the motor reached its apex and the chain stopped, Hog crawled up into the rafters and knocked a panel out of the ceiling. He and Reynoldsworth crawled through it and onto the roof of the warehouse.


  “Where to now?” Reynoldsworth asked.


  “Well,” Hog said, “I’ve got enough plastic explosives to put a crater in the ocean, but I think I left them down in a sewer.”


  “Very good, sir,” Reynoldsworth said.


  “But it’s almost dawn and those mummies will be all over the island in a few minutes,” Hog said. “So, I say we get comfortable up here until dusk, and then we climb down, find the bombs, and burn this island down to glass. From the safety of a fishing boat off the coast, obviously.”


  “Very good, sir,” Reynoldsworth said, and stretched out on the cold metal roof of the warehouse.


  Hog sighed, found his own spot far enough away on the roof to fit heterosexual guidelines, and stretched as far as he could.


  “Hog,” Reynoldsworth asked, “I just have one question.”


  “Yeah?”


  “You were stripped naked. Your gear taken.”


  “That’s true,” Hog said.


  “Where did you get the soup can lid?”


  Hog sighed, looked up at the sky, and shook his head, “I don’t wanna talk about it.”


  “Fair enough, sir. Fair enough.”
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  [image: B]est I could tell, the Delmarva Peninsula was little more than produce stands, chicken farms, and a bizarre profusion of furniture stores. I had a list of things I would’ve rather spent a muggy summer afternoon doing than driving an hour east of Baltimore through the flattest, most depressing terrain I could have imagined, up to, and including, exploratory dental drilling.


  But this was business, and if I was going to establish myself as a genuine player in the hermetic arts, I was going to have to put a little extra push into my pull. It had only been a year since I’d returned from London. I’d lost my mentor and teacher. I was on my own. Hell, I was making it up as I went along.


  Hexes and charms. That was the niche I had cultivated. Across the pond, you couldn’t swing a dead cat by its tail without smacking a charm crafter on the arm. However, back home in America the craft was far more tightly regulated. I had the Presidium to thank for that. In truth, I could thank them for creating this virtual vacuum of hermetic practitioners so close to D.C. It made Baltimore the best choice of cities to hang my shingle. Only an idiot or a maniac would practice so openly this close to the Presidium, and I’ve been described both ways.


  The Presidium was watching me, I was sure. Since I hadn’t been black-bagged just yet, I figured I’d passed their standards, or at the very least, presented no threat. The Presidium was concerned with national security above anything else. They had just over two centuries of practice keeping Old World magic off this continent. In reality, they permitted what they considered to be liberal magic, which was basically anything that wasn’t Netherwork.


  Netherwork. Emil had taught me to steer clear of that practice. He had known it all too well. Rather than powering my craft through the powers of death and chaos, Emil had taught me to tie my charms into my client’s karma. It was a safe, inexhaustible source of cosmic energy. The Cosmos had already done the work; all I had to do was give it a nudge. Thus, I found myself parking in front of a muddy, weed-choked property just outside Easton, answering a handwritten letter from a prospective client.


  Annarose Rodolfi.


  It was the first handwritten letter I had received from a client. Her script was sharp, angled, and finely practiced. I was expecting some silvered crone roosting amid antiques and doilies. But as I stepped out of the Audi and caught a nostril full of sunbaked manure, I wondered if my client even had teeth.


  I found what was probably once a stone paved walk leading to a shabby two-story farmhouse surrounded by oak trees and stepped carefully. Locusts griped from the treetops, clicking in the heat. Two orange-haired cats glared at me as I stepped up onto a creaky wood porch to knock on the frame of a screen door. I had her letter tucked into my shirt pocket, ready to brandish as credential. My sincerest hope was I wouldn’t have to justify my presence. Actually, my sincerest hope was not to have a shotgun pointed at my face.


  The floorboards inside the house creaked and snapped as a woman’s shadow slipped into view beyond the filthy screen. She stood in the middle of her living room, staring at me. The awkward moment passed as she trotted up to the door. She was no crone, to be sure. Her hair was pitch black, spilling in a mop of tight ringlets over her shoulders. Her skin was a light brown, though several tiny creases had etched their way into the corners of her mouth. Her eyes were a light hazel, sharp, boring holes through my head.


  “Now, who the hell are you?” she growled, her voice brimming with an accent I couldn’t quite place. Caribbean? African?


  “Annarose?” I asked, turning on as much charm as I could muster.


  “Who wants to know?”


  “My name is Dorian Lake.” I pulled the letter from my pocket. “You wrote me about a hex?”


  Her eyes darted between me and the letter. “You’re wrong. Go away.” She turned and stepped back into her house and out of view.


  There I was, standing on a farmhouse porch in the middle of Chicken Country with nothing left to do with my day. I slipped the letter back in my pocket and stepped back into the heat. I made it only halfway back through the tall grass of her lawn before my patience with the situation ran out. I turned back on my heel, narrowly missing a pile of droppings from some animal, and marched back up to the porch.


  “Ms. Rodolfi,” I called out.


  She ignored me.


  “Ms. Rodolfi, there’s no reason to be alarmed. I’m just here to talk.”


  More silence.


  “Listen. You wrote that you needed help, and that’s why I’m here. You’re under no obligation to acquire my services, but there’s a reason you wrote me. Well, I’m here. We might as well talk about it.”


  Something stirred in the bush at the end of the porch. A goat poked its head around the corner of the clapboards.


  “Look, I drove an hour out here. I just want to be sure you’re actually blowing me off before I drive back.”


  Footfalls clapped across her living room, and her face sneered at me through the screen again.


  “I told you to go away!”


  “I’m aware of that.”


  “Then why are you still here?”


  I pulled the letter again and waved it at her face. “You invited me here.”


  “Then you are un-invited.”


  This was going well. “That’s fine. I just… sometimes people get scared when this gets real.”


  She kicked the screen door open, and I jumped back to keep it from smacking my nose.


  “Do I look scared to you?” she shouted, thrusting a finger at my chin.


  “You want an honest answer to that?”


  “No, I want you to leave. Now.”


  I looked down at her finger. It was trembling. Either she was scared, or she was exquisitely pissed off.


  Her gaze moved over my shoulder.


  “Porca troia!”


  I turned to find a large, shiny white pickup truck idling next to my car. Some large punk in a white tank top was leaning over my trunk, drawing something on my rear window.


  I shouted at him and sprinted across the space of weeds, but he jumped into his truck and was already barreling down the road by the time I reached my car. I tried to fish my keys out of my pocket, but the truck had already turned down some dirt road. I wasn’t going to catch him, and the Audi wasn’t built for off-roading.


  I turned back to the car to inspect the damage. He hadn’t actually scratched the car, just wrote something in what looked like white shoe polish on my window. No real harm done. Only, what he had written set my nerves on edge.


  EXOD 22:18


  I knew scripture when I saw it. Exodus. There was precious little in the Pentateuch that applied to a man in my profession.


  “Fucking Delmarva,” I grumbled as I turned back to the farmhouse. I found Annarose stepping through the weeds toward me. Her face was drawn in misery.


  “That was for me,” she muttered.


  I pointed at the white-scribed Bible verse. “What, this?”


  She nodded and gestured with her head back to the house. “Come. We’ll talk.”


  Perhaps the trip wouldn’t be a waste, after all.


  I followed Annarose back to her porch. She swung the abused screen door open and marched inside. I moved to follow her, but a palpable wall of energy smacked me across the face. I reached out with both hands and gripped her doorjamb to stop myself. The force was dizzying. She paused inside and watched me with a lifted brow. I spotted a kitchen just behind her. Several bundles of dried herbs, and what looked like chicken feet hung from fishing string over her sink. My thumb ran across a depression on the doorjamb, and I turned to inspect the wood. It was carved with several unnervingly familiar glyphs.


  “Annarose,” I asked with as non-threatening a voice possible, “you wouldn’t happen to be a witch, would you?”


  “You feel my wards?”


  “Kind of hard to miss.”


  “I need them.”


  I inspected the warding glyphs a bit closer. Emil had drilled me for years over all manner of hermetic and mystical traditions. Rosicrucian, Gardnerian, Egyptian, Hindu, Asatru… I’d spent countless nights poring over his texts, but the body of knowledge was too vast to dedicate entirely to memory.


  That said, I recognized the glyphs but couldn’t identify the specific tradition. A deep, abiding dread crawled up my spine as I began to put it together. If I was right and her accent was, in fact, Italian, I was thoroughly screwed. “Why would a Stregha need wards?”


  For the first time, I saw Annarose smile.


  “Very good, Mister Lake.” She waved her hand at the door, and the wall of energy reduced enough for me to step into her house without losing consciousness. “You know what I am.”


  “It was an educated guess.” I nodded at her kitchen. “Your herb collection. The carvings. The absence of horseshit dime-store Wicca bric-a-brac.”


  “Then you know what happens to people who cross me.”


  “I’ve heard stories.”


  Stregheria. Shit. How did I manage to find myself in a Stregha’s farmhouse? And had I really just accused her of being scared?


  She sat down at her kitchen table. A ginger tabby appeared from under a stairwell and hopped into her lap, purring. She threw a hand at another chair, gesturing for me to sit. I pulled the chair from the table and scooted it as far away from her as was polite.


  “What are you, exactly?” she asked.


  “How do you mean?”


  “Are you one of those side-speaking Lodge types?”


  “I suppose you could call me that. I have a hermetic education, if that’s what you mean.”


  She shook her head. “I’ve never known a Magician I could trust.”


  “I’m with you, there. Most of us are complete bastards.”


  Her lips flirted with a grin for a brief second. “Then why am I talking to you?”


  “Because most of them are Netherworkers.”


  She shifted in her seat, the tabby blinking in disapproval. “And what about me, Mister Lake? Am I what you would call a Netherworker?”


  “You tell me. Stregha is a necromantic practice. You power your spells through the dead and the beings that control the dead. It’s an art of illness, destruction, and demons.”


  “Then I am one of your bastards?”


  Either she was toying with me, or I was going to end up with a painful skin condition before the conversation was over. “You’re capable of defending yourself. Let’s just say that.”


  She shrugged.


  “Which is what confuses me, Annarose. May I call you Annarose?”


  She nodded.


  “In your letter you said you’re being harassed. You wanted a hex to stop them.”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, not to labor the point here, but what in God’s Green Hell do you need a hex peddler like me for? I’d imagine anyone who’d harass you would end up in seven worlds of shit come Sunday.”


  She shooed the cat from her lap and stood up to fish something out of a drawer. She tossed a tiny booklet across the table at me. I picked it up and thumbed it over. The cover bore a tiny cartoon of a naked, shackled man being poked by an imp with a pitchfork.


  “Charming.”


  She sneered. “Literature from the Holy Assembly of the Redeemer.”


  “Local church?”


  “Off Route 20, less than a mile west of me.”


  “I take it they’re acting less than neighborly?”


  “You tell me,” she spat.


  “What’s with the chapter-and-verse? Exodus 22:18? ‘Suffer thou not a witch to live.’ They’re threatening you.”


  “This is obvious.”


  “No, seriously. That’s a death threat, Annarose. This is kind of a police thing, don’t you think?”


  She rolled her eyes with enough vehemence to make my toes curl. “A waste of time.”


  “Why?”


  She marched to the back door beyond her kitchen and motioned for me to follow. After throwing open the creaky screen door hard enough for it to slap the side of the house and strike me on the shoulder, she led me onto her back porch and waved her hand toward the back of her property. Several ramshackle warrens and dilapidated fences created a maze between the tall grass between posts and the trees lining the rear of her acreage. Clutches of old or injured barnyard animals lumbered in clutches, blinking away flies and the full sunlight of a Maryland summer. A long row of wooden crates filled with rabbits, and other small animals I couldn’t recognize buzzed with houseflies, the inhabitants sluggish and still.


  “They are the problem,” she whispered. “My babies.”


  “How many are there?”


  “Too many. That’s what the county says, anyway.”


  “I’m guessing you don’t have a permit?” I asked.


  “Apparently, I need employees or volunteers, so many per fifteen animals. And paperwork from veterinarians. All of the things I can’t afford or can’t manage to conjure up on my own.”


  I stole a glance at Annarose. Her eyes were red and brimming with barely contained tears. This was very close to the core of her being, and it was killing her to confess it.


  “That’s why I can’t go to the police, Mr. Lake. They tolerate me, as it is. I’ve been visited and warned. In writing, a couple times. But they let me be.”


  “Why?”


  “Because there’s nowhere else for these animals to go. Local rescues bring them. Usually, they bring the worst, the ones that will be put down if taken to a vet. I’m their last hope in this world. And yes, before you ask, I use my magic to help, but it only helps so much. I still have to feed them, wash them. I sometimes sing to them.”


  She turned away as her voice broke.


  I looked back at the kitchen window. All of the herbs she had bundled and dried were meant for the animals. This was not Netherwork. This was a calling.


  “Annarose? Have you considered perhaps putting them down might be… merciful?”


  She spun on her heel and took two steps into me, her eyes blazing with exactly the kind of slithering hatred I had nightmares about.


  She whispered, “Never.”


  “Okay.” I backed away to let her cool down. “So, this church? Well, it is a church, after all.”


  “I’m sorry?”


  “The Holy Assembly of McJesusfreaks. I’m really trying not to offend you, or do anything that’ll make you turn me into a frog or something, but isn’t this kind of exactly what Stregha do? Kill churches?”


  She shook her head wearily and muttered, “You’re a dolt,” before returning to her kitchen.


  After receiving the stink-eye from the nosy goat, I followed her inside.


  “Maybe I’m shaky on the whole Stregheria thing,” I admitted.


  “You think I haven’t tried? You think I wouldn’t have breathed Hell upon these people before I called a book-fucker like you?”


  Book-fucker. I would have to remember that one.


  “But it didn’t work?”


  “No.”


  “Interesting.”


  She curled her lip. “One way to see it.”


  I leaned against Annarose Rodolfi’s countertop for a moment and pondered the situation. She was clearly a capable witch. Frightening, but strong. She needed justice, and that was frankly my line of work.


  But this wasn’t my typical “Divorcee Wants the New Wife to Catch the Clap” kind of hex. This was a conflict between True Believers. For the record, I’ve never had a good experience with True Believers of any walk. Faith of that magnitude tends to be scary enough to convince karma to give them a pass.


  Despite my commonsense screaming that this was all kinds of a no-win-situation for me, I still empathized with Annarose. She had just one advantage, and that seemed to be failing her in this particular instance. The cops wouldn’t help her. The public at large probably wanted her to move far away and never return.


  Besides, these Holy Assembly assholes touched my car.


  “I’ve never hexed a group before. You should know that.”


  She looked up at me with a lift of her brow. “But can you do it?”


  “I have resources available to me. I can look into it. That’s what I’m willing to tell you right now. I’ll look into it.”


  Her face brightened into something warm and alive, fresh, sweet and almost alluring, before freezing over into the hard shell that had greeted me when I first knocked on her dry-rotted door.


  “I want you to hurt them, Mister Lake.”


  “I don’t do that.”


  “You can’t be serious.”


  “That’s really more your arena than mine, Annarose. And seeing how that hasn’t really been playing out well for you, maybe we should try it my way.”


  “Your way?”


  “Karma. I power all of my charms and hexes on both the target’s karma and my client’s. That’s how it works. Any effect I impose upon the Cosmos must be balanced. And it’ll be balanced on you. Do you understand? If you want me to even accounts with these people, then you’re going to have to pony up your own karma in exchange. Anything you’ve done to someone else, magical or mundane. Any word you’ve said that caused harm. Any evil intent. It’s out there. And it’ll come down on you. Hard. I tell this to all of my clients. This is what I offer. It’s clean. No Netherworking involved, though I wouldn’t mention that if you didn’t know exactly what I mean when I say that.”


  “I understand.”


  “You’re okay with this?”


  She nodded.


  “I’m serious, Annarose. I don’t know what you’ve done in your past, but it’s about to get very, very present tense on you.”


  Her eyes were hard, resigned, defeated. “You don’t have to worry about that.”


  She stood up and ushered me to her door.


  “There is,” I mumbled as she shoved me through her front door, “the issue of my fee.”


  “You don’t have to worry about that, either.”


  It could have been my imagination, but something in the way she said that made my blood chill, and I decided to simply nod and return to the Audi, still sporting large white Biblical verse on its rear window. I drove off without so much as a wave from Annarose, and I found that oddly comforting.


  I had options here. I could drive back over the Bay Bridge and think about my conundrum in the relative comfort of my two-story row house in Baltimore, or I could spend some time on the Eastern Shore among the chicken farms and furniture makers.


  Being a man of self-professed indulgence, the former could be described as a “no-brainer.” However, the drive from Baltimore was just long enough to make me consider the latter option. At the very least, I could pay a visit to this church of witch-haters. Perhaps they were the seven days a week tent revival types. I might even catch a glimpse of their faith in practice, for what that would be worth.


  Once I took a turn down Route 20, and spied the modest white clapboard church house with the obtrusive temporary letter sign in front with half its letters missing, I realized these people weren’t exactly my hermetic equals. This whole operation was basically mundane, likely filled with exactly the kind of ugly intolerance that makes statesmen out of reverends.


  The thing that boiled my noodle most was the fact this backwater clutch of good old boys had managed to ward off a Stregha’s curses. As I powered my workings through karma, I rarely ran aground of others’ wardings, but I had studied several European and Levantine hermetic traditions. I knew the two best protections against magical craftings were disbelief and True Faith. This put atheists and the most foamy-mouthed extremists in the same ironclad boat.


  Which is fine until you discuss Stregheria. The old craft of Stregheria was notorious in its fond disregard for conventional wisdom. It was the craft of the truly pissed. One might say evil, but I’ve long since embraced that term as being almost wholly useless when discussing magic.


  Stregheria wasn’t a respecter of wards or disbelief or even True Faith. The strongest of the Church had fallen prey to witches at one point or another in the history of Christendom and Islam. Witches had earned a reputation as the brides of Satan for a reason. Their magic was potent, deadly, and frighteningly creative.


  What were these people packing that turned Annarose’s fight-or-flight magic into so many words and wasted herbs?


  I parked in front of the church and hopped out of my car, deciding to check the door. I couldn’t tell if this was like a chapel with someone on duty all the time, or if it only opened its doors come Sunday morning. One tug on the locked door led me to believe the latter. I circled to the side of the building and couldn’t find any signs of occupants, so I wrote it off. It would have been good to have at least spoken to one of them. I could have gotten a read on their energy, their shielding, or even if they were truly at fault.


  The thought had occurred to me that Annarose could be playing me. Many had tried before. I’d even allowed it from time-to-time. I tended not to take sides. Then again, I tended to do business with people who only half-believed in what they’re buying. I wasn’t necessarily in this to play karmic cop.


  However, I was profoundly stirred by the situation. If Annarose was being honest with me, I wanted to see these assholes get some kind of justice. If she were lying to me, I wanted to know what would make a Stregha turn to a hex-peddling shmuck like me in the first place.


  Yet again, I had to decide between driving home and roughing it on the Delmarva Peninsula for the night. Tomorrow would be Sunday morning, and the church would ostensibly be open at that point. I forestalled my decision by driving into Easton to find a bar. Any bar. My brain did its best work half-soaked in Scotch. I spotted a flashing neon beer sign in a largely vacant strip mall next to a grocery store. With any luck at all, they would at least carry one of the large-market whiskies.


  As I stepped inside, I pondered the central problem with this whole project. I had never hexed a group of people before. Individuals, sure, but never a group. Typically, I required some kind of vital correspondence to the hex’s target. Hair was good; blood was best. How could I steal a piece of a group? I ran through several episodes of my hermetic education as I found an empty booth near the bar and bunkered up. Every case of group targeting I had ever read about was the product of a curse, not a hex. The difference was huge. A hex was a tiny piece of engineered karma. Hexes had limits, conditions for execution, and expirations.


  A curse didn’t have limits. A curse dealt damage, both to the target and the one who cast it. Curses were powered by infernal forces far larger than mankind, and far older. They were Netherwork, and I wasn’t having any part of that.


  “Hey there,” the bartender called from behind her bar. “You drinkin’ or eatin’?”


  “What say we start with a drink and see where it goes?”


  She blinked into a bashful smile and pulled a ringlet of dishwater-blonde hair that had escaped her ponytail up behind her ear.


  “What are you drinkin’, then?”


  “What do you have in the neighborhood of scotch?”


  She reached to a mirrored shelf behind her and puffed a layer of dust off a generic brand bottle. “Got this. Don’t know if it’s any better’n turpentine, though.”


  “Let’s live dangerously. Two fingers neat, please.”


  She smiled again, tucking the already-tucked hair behind her ear as she poured me two and a half fingers. She slid the lowball across the bar, and I had to step up to retrieve it.


  “Six bucks.”


  Ouch.


  I gave her seven dollars. She gave me a wink and reached up to touch the nose of some bizarre stuffed animal mounted above the back bar. It was probably a groundhog at some point, but the taxidermist felt compelled to add antlers to its head.


  “What is that?” I had to ask.


  “Hmm? Oh, that’s Marmolope.”


  “That native to Maryland or is it a Delaware thing?”


  “It’s our mascot. Owner got it in a yard sale or somethin’. Gotta rub his nose whenever we get a tip. Supposed to be good luck.”


  “Well, I do hope you sanitize that thing.”


  “So, you from New York? Passing through?”


  Holy shit, she was good.


  “Uh, originally yes. Recently of Baltimore. My accent that strong?”


  “You have a little English in there, but I couldn’t tell if it was New England or what.”


  She was very good. “Quite the carnival trick, there.”


  “Hey,” she blurted through a broad smile. “One thing about this job, you meet people.”


  I turned and surveyed the narrow space. Aside from us, the joint was empty. “Clearly.”


  “So, what about that English part? Mom or Dad from England?”


  I gripped the glass tight. “No.”


  She lingered and swayed her head at me. “Guess you just watched a lot of PBS growin’ up.”


  “I just moved back to the states from London. And yes, I grew up in Manhattan.”


  “What brought you to Balmers?”


  “That is one hell of a long story.”


  She leaned on her elbows and gave me a charming eye, but it wasn’t working. Discussing my childhood always soured my mood.


  I gave her a nod, turned back to my booth, and bunkered back in, cradling the Scotch. I took the first sip.


  Turpentine.


  This evening had gone from such promise to such shit in the space of a single minute’s conversation. As she straightened up and ducked back into the kitchen, I recognized my difficulty in securing meaningful, or even fleeting, relationships lay in my dogged unwillingness to grow the fuck up. I’d never heard of someone having post-traumatic stress disorder from their own childhood, but I was willing to put my name in the hat.


  I stared at Marmolope. More accurately, he stared at me. The thing was hideous but hard not to notice. The entire bar was basically organized around that mangy stuffed head. The owner clearly adored the abominable piece of junk, and he had built an entire mythology around it. So much so that an otherwise whip-smart bartender like this one still ran her fingers along what I imagined was its greasy nose every time someone tipped her with pocket change.


  I shifted in my seat to face it more fully. The thing was compelling me on a strange level. My brain was poking at me to shut down the self-loathing for a second, so I could recognize something important.


  I stepped back to the bar and peeked through the little window to the kitchen for signs of the bartender before pulling my pendulum out of my pocket. My pendulum was a tiny piece of clear quartz captured in a copper wire clutch. Homemade, like most of my tools. I dangled the pendulum from my third finger and flattened out my palm, letting it sway in a nice even circle, as Sir Isaac Newton commands.


  Just as I expected, the pendulum said to Hell with Newton and started swinging in a tight parabola until it drew a left-to-right motion right at the Marmolope.


  The damn thing was energized.


  If I were inclined to bet real money on trivial things, I would wager if someone tied a hair or two from that fuck-ugly piece of taxidermy to a hex crafting, this whole bar would close in a week. Or, if one was so inclined and the owner was a decent human being, one could give the place a karmic shot in the arm.


  It wasn’t a researched opinion, but it made sense.


  The door’s bell jingled and I slipped my pendulum back into my coat. I managed to make it back to my booth before the bartender slid through the kitchen door to greet her new customers. It was a banner day in this dive. First me, and now three whole living customers were milling past the booths. I turned a discreet shoulder to spy the three. There was an older man in a white seersucker suit that would have made Harland Sanders drool in envy. He was joined by a much taller, and much broader young man in a trucker cap who I assumed was his son.


  And then there was the girl.


  She looked like she was barely into her twenties, wearing some home-pattern gingham dress, her hair impossibly long and ratty. Every step she took looked like a step onto a minefield. Her attention never left the floor. Her arms never left her side. She winced when the young buffalo in the trucker cap pointed at a four-top at the other end of the bar.


  I wanted to do real harm to this man, but knew I’d probably hear banjos before the encounter was over.


  The elderly gentleman strode up to the bar and ordered two soft drinks and a water. The bartender gave me a weary look before returning a quick, light grin as she filled his order.


  I tried my best to disappear into my booth, but the Colonel turned directly to me with a wink and a tobacco-stained grin.


  “Evening, young fella.”


  I gave him as impolite a smile as I could muster.


  “That yer car outside?” he pressed.


  “One of several, I’m sure.”


  He nodded and chuckled with the air of someone who had no idea whether I was trying to be funny or if I was being a smartass. For the record, I was being a smartass.


  “The one with the writin’ on the window?”


  “Yeah, that’s mine.”


  “Are you a believer, son?”


  I hated it when old men called me son. It was rarely meant to be blatantly disrespectful, but I never failed in receiving it as such.


  “Listen, I’m just having a drink. Have a good evening.”


  He squinted at me and nodded knowingly. “A man with the Word on his vehicle, but a drink in his hand? Feels like you’re in a troubled place, son.”


  “I’m…” I almost shouted. With a lift of my hand, I ratcheted back on the aggression. “I’m a man whose car had the Word written on it. Not my idea. Not my Word. Not my troubled place. So, with respect, why don’t you go have your non-troubled drinks in peace?”


  His lips pulled back to reveal those stained ivory chompers again. “Suffer not a witch to live.” He sniffed and dropped a fiver on the bar before gathering the drinks. “I don’t know what your business is with that harlot, son, but you best think twice before dealing so lightly with your soul.”


  Before I could draw a breath, and let him have the tactical-nuclear onslaught of profanity I so desperately wanted to shove up his ass, the bartender slapped her hand on the bar.


  “Marlon? I told you not to bother the out-of-towners.” She shoved the fiver back at him. “Leave.”


  He snickered. The unbelievable son of a bitch actually snickered. With a wave of his head, the other two hopped up and joined him. The Buffalo sneered at me as he passed. I took in his face. His overalls. The trucker cap.


  Yeah. He was the one who wrote on my car. Sizing up his biceps, however, I felt modestly relieved I didn’t actually catch him earlier that afternoon.


  “Come on, Dreama,” the Buffalo thundered as he gripped the girl’s arm, shoving her past me.


  She look up for just a second as her feet struggled to keep up with the brute’s manhandling. She looked into my face, and I captured her for just one fleeting moment. Her eyes filled with something alarming. Fear. Panic. Doom.


  She wanted me to do something.


  I could have imagined it. Possibly. Probably. But what could I have done? The man was the size of a Kodiak bear. All I’d accomplish would be two beatings—mine being immediate, hers coming after the doors were closed.


  Nevertheless, as the Jesus Trio left the bar, I felt deep shame. I was sitting there pissed about my car. Dreama? She had real problems.


  “I’m sorry about them,” said the bartender.


  “No harm done.”


  “Don’t want you to think we’re all like that.”


  I stood up and slid the lowball back across the bar to her. “Are you kidding? I’m kind of in love with you right now.”


  She released a tired chuckle and just stood there, hanging her head.


  I had little option but to leave, and as I pushed my way out the door, checking for the Buffalo and the Colonel, I realized these people were probably the cause of this bar’s slow death.


  The sun was still bright in its oppressively extended summer sky hours, but I felt very little interest in driving back into Baltimore. I found a surprisingly clean motel room in Easton and sat up most of the night thinking about Annarose. By sunrise, I had three hours of sleep and a yen to start some trouble at the Holy Assembly of the Redeemer.


  I found the church again with only one wrong turn down what looked like a country road but was actually some pissed-off farmer’s driveway. The Church’s tiny, weed-choked patch of asphalt was packed with cars. This miniscule congregation did a brisk business on the Sabbath, it seemed. I parked on a patch of tall grass between the road and a ditch and approached the front door. I could hear a drum kit smacking out a basic one-two beat inside the building. An elderly gentleman in a reversible plaid double-mint suit greeted me with a denture-white smile and handed me a sheet of paper I assumed was the program. I stepped into the little box of insanity these gentle people called a church.


  About thirty people ranging in age from late teens to late nineties loomed on their feet, most with hands lifted in the air as a drummer kept the beat. I recognized the drummer. Buffalo. He had cleaned up, but he was definitely the ox who wrote on my car. Dreama was perched on a folding chair not far from the drums. I imagined Buffalo could huck a drumstick into her eye socket from his position if he felt the need, and by her posture, she appeared completely aware of that fact. Some milk-white gentleman was rocking an old Casio keyboard, fingering an organ tune that would have been cool in the sixties.


  Old Marlon was decked out in the same white seersucker, hopping down along the bottom of a short throw of stairs leading to his pulpit. His eyes were closed, and he appeared to be in some kind of trance state. As I surveyed the room, I realized that, apart from a clutch of bored teenagers along the back wall, most of the people in the church were achieving some manner of altered state.


  I found an empty chair across from the teenagers and watched the display with a practitioner’s eye. The simple beat, the layered energies of word, song, dance, repetition. It was practically tribal. I kept a lookout for bags of snakes, but as a half-hour passed, the most that happened was an older woman began barking like a dog before collapsing into the arms of two burly country boys.


  Energy overload. I had seen that happen before in a ceremonial setting. Only in that instance, the lodge was new, and it was a screw up. Here, it was encouraged. Most of these people had to have blown out their chakras years ago trying to swallow in all of this unfocused energy.


  The music finally quit as Marlon lifted his microphone at Buffalo. The crowd’s swaying and groaning abated, and they took their seat as Marlon mopped his brow with a particularly lacy handkerchief.


  “Well now,” he gasped, “that’s the power of the Lord, right there!”


  The crowd erupted into a chorus of amens.


  Marlon didn’t take long to spot me in the back. He focused on me for a long moment before he continued. “Now, we are the Elect of God. The keepers of the Holy Flame. Sons and daughters of Joseph. Slaves to Christ. We are the first line of defense against the machinations and perversions of Satan.”


  Several of the younger members hissed and spat.


  “Don’t be fooled, brothers and sisters. We are at war. War against a terror older than mankind.”


  Interesting.


  “A force so strong, so pernicious, so determined in his perseverance that he has time and time again corrupted the faithful. He isn’t just some liar; he is deceit itself. He is practiced at its formation and execution. He knows how to develop your trust. He finds the crack in the door—that ‘in’—and he feeds you little bits and pieces of the truth. That’s right. Truth is his greatest weapon. Knowledge. Understanding. Science. These things we recognize and trust. And as we accept these truths, he gains our trust. This is his way. All he has to do is push the truth one way instead of the other. And then a little more. And a little more, until you find yourself hanging over a cliff, ready to believe in anything.”


  He was artfully keeping his eyes on everyone but me, but I knew I was being preached to very directly.


  “So, what do we do? Do we disbelieve everything? Do we give up on knowledge? Science? Philosophy? Do we turn our backs on conventional wisdom to the point that we become angry, foolish hermits, sitting in a church, hating the world?”


  A slew of nods petered out into a long moment of contemplation.


  “Of course not. We’re not going to shut ourselves away inside a church. We’re going to live as a light on a hill. We are going to be champions of the Truth. God’s Truth. And when the Enemy comes, and he will come, we will overcome his lies. How? Simple. Faith!”


  The chorus of nods returned.


  “Our faith is true. And if our God is mighty, if He is in control of the universe, then we have nothing to fear.”


  The followers stirred in their agitation again as Buffalo and the Casio Hipster resumed their tune. People were on their feet, dancing and waving their arms. I just sat in my chair, trying not to shake my head at Marlon’s deliriously circular wind-up. The devil lies and corrupts the faithful, but he uses truth to lie. So, instead of doubting the truth, you rely on faith. It was utter nonsense, but he had dressed it up in a way that made these people feel superior, yet afraid.


  The music finally ended after a few bouts of what I believed was called “laying on of hands.” People stood stiff as a board until they passed out under the energy overload, and Marlon would smack them on the forehead. Predictably, they would fall backward to the ground in a stupor, which the rest of the church interpreted as something supernatural. The more I watched this vigorous clutch of back-woods Pentecostals, the more I realized they had exactly zero capacity for warding off the offensive workings of a Stregha witch.


  Nonetheless, I had a client, and this was my job. I thought about the Marmolope. What was this church’s Marmolope? There were no icons, frescoes, crucifixes, or even a stuffed animal with antlers. No focus.


  After the service had concluded, I decided against retreating to the safety of my car. Instead, I lingered until the last of the octogenarians had shuffled down the front steps, and I was alone with Marlon, Dreama, and Buffalo.


  Marlon wiped his forehead again and leaned against a nearby chair, cocking his upper body at an angle as he peered at me from under his bushy white eyebrows.


  “Well, I have to confess, son, you’re about the last person I expected to see here this morning.”


  “What? You went so far out of your way to make me feel welcome yesterday. How could I ever stay away?”


  Marlon squinted, and I could feel Buffalo’s muscles tense from across the room.


  “What’s your business with the witch, son?”


  “None of yours.”


  “Nothing good comes from treating with the Devil. This must be obvious to you.”


  “I’m thinking maybe it’s a bad idea to make deals with things that are bigger and smarter than you. It’s stupid. But you’re going to have to get it into your heads that the Devil isn’t the bad guy here.”


  A frail voice lifted over Buffalo’s shoulder. “Who is?”


  The others turned to Dreama, whose eyes were wide and pleading.


  I had one hell of a tirade ready to unleash on Marlon, but looking over at Dreama, fit to fall over with one look from the lummox next to her, sucked all of the piss out of my vinegar.


  “I’m just saying the Devil isn’t the one leaving death threats.”


  “Nor are we, son,” Marlon said after composing himself.


  “Suffer not a witch to live?”


  “That’s the Scripture, son. The words of God, not us.”


  “Okay? So, you got a nice cotton suit there. I notice your tie isn’t silk. Polyester blend, maybe? Isn’t there something about mixed fabrics in Leviticus? And I’m sure you’ve never marred the sides of your beard. Oh wait, you don’t even have a beard. You going to cook up a mess of grits or whatever you’re into out here for dinner? Because that’s working on the Sabbath day. Hell, you might be down for some fried chicken, but maybe you think that would be too ironic?”


  “Christ is the Prince of Peace, and we are disciples of love.”


  Oh, he opened himself up with that one.


  I recited, “Love is patient. Love is kind. It doesn’t envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.”


  Marlon lifted a hand. “First Corinthians? Seems someone’s been to a wedding or two.”


  “It does not dishonor others. It is not self-seeking.” I took a step toward Marlon. “It is not easily angered.” I shot Buffalo a look before returning my gaze on Marlon. “I’ve seen my share of weddings, but I’m also a student of several metaphysical paths, and I’ve studied them well enough to know a fucking hypocrite when I see one.”


  Buffalo took a step into me and managed to grab a hold of my sleeve before Marlon slapped the heel of his penny loafer against the twisted hardwood boards beneath us. Buffalo stepped back with a sneer.


  “Who are you, son?” Marlon asked with a timid lift of his brow. “What kind of evil are you involved with?”


  “I’m someone you should take dead serious.”


  Marlon shuffled back a step. “Love does not delight in evil,” he intoned. “But rejoices in the truth. You left that part out.”


  “I was going for brevity.”


  “If you’re such a threat to me, and I’m assuming you’re threatening us here… then why are you looking for direction from that harlot? You seen her. Where she lives. She’s filthy. She lives in filth. She is… filth. Now you? You got a nice polish to you. You know the Word; you speak with education.”


  “Flattery will get you everywhere, Marlon.”


  He lunged forward with his hands held up. “You’re lost, son! You’re lost, and we’re trying to help you.”


  I stared into his dark brown eyes. They were alive with emotion, darting back and forth trying to read me, trying to blaze a path through a situation that was several fathoms deeper than this poor old man was prepared for.


  “You really got me wrong. I’m not here for Ms. Rodolfi’s help. I’m not a client. I don’t need her or her skills.” I paused for effect, mostly because I wasn’t sure how quick on the uptake this man was. “Tell me something. When a witch feels threatened, and all of her plagues and curses aren’t pulling her bacon out of the skillet, what kind of person do you think she turns to for help? An idiot? An amateur? Someone who is going to feel intimidated by some mealy-mouthed backwoods bible thumper?”


  I could tell by the way the blood drained from their faces that I had finally made my point.


  I continued, “Yeah. Not so much. It took me five minutes to get a read on you, Marlon. You know just enough Scripture to wind these people up. You get them afraid of the Enemy, whatever that is. And the scary thing? There really is an Enemy out there, but they are much older than Christianity. Older than Judaism, Buddhism… they remember when we first figured out how to walk on two legs. They watched us light our first bonfire with a stick and some pine needles. They were masters of any kind of recognizable reality long before we crawled out of the primal soup. Your Devil? He’s still in diapers.”


  Dreama took a step forward, uncontested by the Buffalo thanks to his skin crawling from my sense of theater. The Dark Choir was scary enough without dressing it up in a Judeo-Christian context.


  She looked down to my shoes then back up to my face in a strange, slow squint. “Please stop.”


  “Sorry?”


  “Please stop protecting her. You’re going to get hurt.”


  Her words floored me. This frail thing was worried about me getting hurt? As Buffalo came to his senses, and moved to brush her behind him, I felt my heart break a little.


  “No,” she protested. “Don’t let him.”


  Buffalo growled. “Hush!”


  She slapped her arms flat against her sides, her face bracing for a blow that probably would have come had I not been there.


  I looked over to Marlon, whose face was full of misery. Empathy.


  Guilt.


  He knew Dreama was being beaten. I still didn’t have a read on who these people were. Buffalo could have been a boyfriend, a big brother, a husband. Hopefully, not some combination of those. Whatever the relationship, Marlon was aware of her situation, and he didn’t approve. Yet, he seemed powerless to stop it.


  Frankly, I knew the feeling.


  Marlon took a seat in a nearby chair, smoothing out the wrinkles in his slacks. “Son, you are obviously a man who feels strongly.”


  “I’m a man who hates bullies.”


  “I don’t hide behind the acts of my followers. I preach the truth, and the faithful are preserved by the providence of the true Lord God.”


  “Your followers are antagonizing a particularly dangerous witch. Self-preservation is clearly not a part of your core values.”


  “We are the Elect of God! We have His protection.”


  “Yeah, see, that’s what’s really putting the hook in me. Annarose, well… she’s the genuine article. I can tell you that right now. All things being equal, you little shitbirds are toast if she manages to get one of her curses to land. But—and this is why I’m here—they aren’t landing. Maybe I’m being a little too forthcoming when I say this, but I gotta know. How is it you people are flagging off a Stregha curse? I guarantee it’s not disbelief. I mean, you’re scared of this woman. Genuinely scared. Skin a cat and stuff it in her mailbox scared.”


  “What do you want me to tell you? We believe and that’s enough.”


  “No, Marlon. I’ve met True Believers in my life. They never fail to impress me.” I took a step closer to his chair. “You don’t impress me, Marlon. I saw your P.T. Barnum act this morning. You’re not preaching the Gospel. You’re jerking off to the tune of Onward Christian Soldiers.”


  Marlon reached into his jacket and produced a metal cigarette case. He fished out a smoke and popped it into his mouth.


  “Well, if you’re just going to insult me, then I reckon we’re done here.”


  I chuckled as I shook my head. “I guess we are.”


  “What do you expect me to do, son? Abandon my faith for some witch?”


  “No one’s asking you to abandon your faith, damn it. Just be better neighbors. There’s a live-and-let-live angle I think you’ve overlooked. There may be time for you to mend fences with Annarose. I don’t know what’s protecting you, but it isn’t faith. Either you have someone in your flock who’s practicing some decidedly non-Christian mojo—and you had better hope they don’t decide to have a bad day, or you had better keep your karma nice and shiny—because magic is heady, complicated crap. When Annarose gets past your protection, you’re going to reap the storm, my friend.”


  He lit his cigarette and stared into space.


  I heard a sniffling from behind Buffalo. Dreama spun around, sprinted through the church, and disappeared through a back door. Buffalo clenched his fists and barreled after her.


  I froze. I wanted to run after him, trip him or something else equally stupid, if only to keep Dreama from the beating she was about to receive, but I knew it was pointless. I couldn’t stop it. I would only postpone it.


  I stood stiff, looking at the rear door as the Buffalo slammed it behind him.


  Marlon continued to smoke, staring at the front windows.


  “Speaking of karma,” I said, “you know what’s going on with them, don’t you? Not what I call good shepherding.”


  His clinched glare eased a little. I wasn’t getting anywhere with him, so I turned to leave. Before I reached the front door, I had to pause and leave him with one last thought.


  “You know the shitty part about this? Annarose is actually a good person. She’s a shepherd, like you. Only her flock is, like, a real flock on four legs. That filth she lives in? That impresses me.”


  I left the Holy Assembly of the Redeemer without a focus for my hex, or really any kind of plan at all. These weren’t practitioners. They were assholes. Hexing the entire church would be difficult at best, since it was the four-walls-and-a-sermon type. I halfway wondered if I hadn’t scared them off Annarose’s business already. Only, I couldn’t invoice against persuasive conversation. If I was going to get paid, I would have to do something real.


  By the time I made it to the Bay Bridge, I began to wonder if I wasn’t looking at the problem from the wrong angle. Perhaps hexing the church wasn’t my best option? The problem was that the church was making Annarose’s life hell, and they weren’t actually doing it out of a sense of duty or faith. They just didn’t like her.


  Would a charm be a better approach? If the church stopped hating her so much, then the pressure would ease, and everyone could go play in their own sandboxes again. Annarose wasn’t going to like that plan, I knew. The fact that she couldn’t get a curse to land on the church was a problem, but as tantalizing a mystery as it was to me, it remained her problem alone.


  Back in the comfort of my two-story row house in Baltimore, the entire project faded into a kind of distraction. Distance stole away the mystery, and I slept well that night without thinking much about Annarose or Marlon.


  I had every intention of putting some research into that charm idea during the following week, but I got sucked into a rape victim’s hex project and lost track of the week. I was reminded of the project when a client approached me about a charm to help her win an election to her homeowner’s association. All it took was a glammer, a superficial physical charm that affected one’s appearance. It seemed unlikely Marlon and his flock would bother looking at Annarose, so a glammer wouldn’t suit her particular problem.


  They did, however, pass her property regularly. What if I cast a glammer on her acreage? Marlon made a particular point of bemoaning her property’s upkeep. Could the whole situation be solved by literally mending fences? It was exactly the kind of bullshit optimism I tended to mock in others, but I had eaten my words more often than not when I went up against optimists. I hit the books that Friday and found several Irish charms meant specifically to make one’s grass appear greener than the neighbor’s. This was going to be easy.


  If it worked.


  Lacking a phone, Annarose wasn’t exactly reachable to approve my scheme, so I went ahead and crafted the charm that night. At least, I did everything I could accomplish without her property’s soil. That could be added at the last minute. Irish magic was nothing if not insufferably practical.


  [image: ]


  The next Saturday morning, I took another trip across the Chesapeake and into the depressingly flat Delmarva terrain. I had practiced a frankly convincing pitch for Annarose, hoping she was feeling flexible in her anger. It was a good speech. Unfortunately, I never got to use it.


  When I pulled up to her property, I spotted her crouched down in her front yard, her face half-buried in the folds of her bodice. Not two feet away from her stood a wooden stake driven into the ground with a severed goat’s head impaled on top.


  By her posture, I knew it was one of hers. Things had apparently escalated.


  When I stepped out of the car and shut the door, she scurried to her feet, nearly falling backward in the process. Her eyes were wild, more so than before. Her fingers were drawn into curves like claws. She actually hissed at me. I wasn’t sure if she was about to unleash something potent against me out of reflex, so I centered and shielded my mainline as quickly as I could.


  “Annarose?”


  My voice seemed to jar some sense into her. She blinked rapidly and dropped her hands to her sides.


  “Mister Lake,” she whispered.


  She collapsed to her knees.


  I surveyed the goat’s head. It was cleanly cut. The animal probably didn’t suffer. There was a lot of blood, however. The job must have been quick.


  No, it wasn’t quick. The animal wasn’t slaughtered there. The blood was poured onto the grass very carefully. Very specifically.


  Annarose’s voice creaked with misery. “They lost their minds.”


  I took a few steps back, increasing my angle of vision. Yes. It was there, right under our feet. Annarose was too wrapped in her grief and fear to see it, but I saw it. I recognized it. She saw one of her animals dead. I saw a Stregha curse.


  It was one of those moments when all of the confusion fell into focus. One startling rifle shot of understanding, and I knew who had done it. I knew why Annarose was powerless against this church. I had made a profound oversight in my assumptions. I thought the only thing that could stand up against the power of Stregheria was perfect faith. Or perfect disbelief. I had forgotten one other possibility.


  Another witch. I knew who it was.


  A plan began to germinate in my brain, but I needed time to work it out, so, I spent the rest of the afternoon and early evening helping Annarose clean up. I even volunteered to dispose of the goat head. She didn’t speak a word to me for two hours, not until we had retired to her kitchen. She sat motionless in her chair as I lingered, deep in calculation. She reached up and grabbed my hand, squeezing it almost tenderly.


  “I need…” she whispered.


  “Yes?”


  “I want them to bleed for this.”


  I gave her hand a squeeze but didn’t say anything more. This powerful, commanding woman was terrified. The quality of her strength, now brought so low, moved me to feelings too complex to abuse with words. When she finally looked up at me, my eyes must have betrayed my determination. She released my hand, leaned back in her chair, and waved me away.


  “You have work.”


  She knew. She knew I had a plan. And the scariest part? She trusted me. A witch’s trust is not something you treat with anything but the most vital delicacy.


  When I finally left Annarose’s farm, I secured the same motel room I stayed in before and spent most of the night constructing wards upon wards. Layers upon layers. Traps within traps. Cleansings, shieldings—everything a book-fucker like myself could conjure up against a pissed off Stregha.


  Then, I waited for sunrise.


  When the heat started to boil the dew off the tall grass along the side of Route 20, I pulled into the parking lot of the Holy Assembly of the Redeemer. I could hear Buffalo pounding out his insipid rhythm from the street. The old fellow in the reversible double-mint suit gave me a warm nod. I didn’t respond. I wasn’t there to chat or sit on the back wall with the bored teenagers. I wasn’t there to watch. I was there to throw down the gauntlet… said gauntlet being a time and address, scribbled onto motel stationery, folded once.


  I strode up the center aisle past the octogenarians and chicken farmers caught up in their engineered ecstasy. Marlon was bunny hopping with his eyes closed and didn’t spot me until I shoulder-checked him as I passed the front row of folding chairs on my way to the drum kit.


  Buffalo stopped playing, and the poor bastard on the Casio spent six bars or so until he realized something was going wrong. By that point, the entire church was staring at me as I loomed in front of Buffalo’s rack of cymbals. He glared up at me and then over to Marlon who appeared too breathless to respond.


  As a round of dry coughs rippled through the gathering, I gave Buffalo a quick wink. He froze. He had outkicked his coverage and probably didn’t even know it.


  I turned to Dreama, sitting just behind him, her mouth slightly agape. I reached over Buffalo’s shoulder and held out the note.


  Her eyes centered on the paper, and she closed her mouth. With a single smooth motion, she took the note and unfolded it. Her gaze lifted to mine, searching me for something. I wasn’t going to give it to her.


  “I suggest you be there. I’ll be protected.” I gave Buffalo a shrug of my shoulder. “And come alone. I am not fucking around.”


  With that, I turned and made as quick an exit as I could manage without looking panicked. Once in the Audi, however, I took a moment to catch my breath. That was twice in one month I had stared down a Stregha, and I was still alive and reasonably well. She had played this little church like that cheap ass Casio keyboard. So fragile and innocent.


  She and Buffalo had me flummoxed, but I figured if she could swat down Annarose’s curses like horseflies, then she sure as God’s loving shit could handle an ox like him if she chose to. Maybe he was part of her cover.


  I rushed back to the motel room to double and triple check the wards. My note had given me one hour of prep time before Dreama would arrive to deal with me. I was hoping for diplomacy, though witches weren’t famous for peaceful negotiation. The room was set, every opening warded, every mirror sealed, and most importantly, the table was ready.


  A car crunched up the parking lot in front of my room a few minutes before the meeting time. She was early. I couldn’t decide if that was a good thing. I answered her thin knock on the door. She was still wearing her Sunday best. Unfortunately, she didn’t heed my request to come alone. Buffalo stepped up from the car, gripping something behind his arm.


  “Drop it,” I shouted.


  He paused before holding up a tire iron. “Ain’t nothin’ I can kill you with.”


  “Were you born stupid?” I countered.


  He jerked open his car door and tossed it into the back seat.


  I turned to Dreama. “I said come alone.”


  Buffalo interjected, “You’re crazy if you think I’m letting her in there alone.”


  And there it was. He was her muscle, and she didn’t know what I was packing, magically speaking. She glanced back and forth between me and Buffalo, positively crackling with indecision.


  “No,” she whispered. “He has to come.”


  I gave them both a long examination before opening the door for her and making a forceful gesture to one of the chairs pulled in front of the card table. She stepped inside, head down, showing no sign of resistance to my wardings. Not even a flinch. Damn, she was good. Buffalo followed her, and I pointed at the edge of the bed. It was out of arm’s reach of both of us, which was the basic idea. He took a seat after a spate of indecipherable grumbling.


  I really didn’t care about him. He wasn’t the problem here. Dreama was.


  “What do you want from me?” she whispered as she took a seat.


  “I think you know.”


  Her shoulders hunched as I crossed behind her. A reflex? Or flattery?


  “I represent Annarose Rodolfi, as you’ve probably figured out.”


  “The witch?”


  “Cute.”


  “What does she have to do with me?”


  “You can cut the crap, Dreama. I figured you out. Why Annarose couldn’t land a curse on your church. Why you’re staying so close to Hammer Fists, here.” Buffalo tensed up on that, but one withering look from me and he relaxed. “He was your cover. Painful cover, maybe. But you traded off putting a steak on your eye every now and then for the best camouflage on the Eastern Shore, didn’t you?”


  Her eyes went hard. Finally, a sign she was reacting. This was my opening.


  I continued, “Then there’s the brainless aggression from your little congregation against an otherwise unremarkable woman. When I realized another Stregha had to be involved, I knew where to look. What is this, some kind of turf battle? Couldn’t stand the thought of another witch on your block? You twisted Marlon into this little crusade.”


  She sucked in a breath and shifted in her seat.


  “You assumed it was me?” she muttered.


  “Of course it’s you. You know, once was a time your types traveled in covens, but that’s a little too Old World for you, I suppose. This is where people in my tradition actually manage not to screw things up. We know how to keep good fences between neighbors. We talk about territory. We agree on limits. And when we don’t agree, we appeal to higher powers. Because this thing here? This isn’t anything we want to live through. Sometimes, the old ways are best.”


  Dreama gave Buffalo a steady glance over her shoulder. “Maybe you should wait in the car.”


  His face turned red, and he stuck out his jaw. “The hell I will!”


  “Mac,” she shouted. Oh, hey. His name was Mac. “Do this one thing, please.”


  He stood up and took a step forward, his fingers balled up into fists.


  I reached under the table and cleared my throat. “I have a Sig Sauer nine millimeter taped to the bottom of this table, Mac. Think it through, buddy. She’s giving you a chance to step clear of this.”


  He froze as the blood in his face drained. “I ain’t leavin’.”


  Dreama took in a deep breath and turned back to me. “Fine. So, you’re protecting the harlot then?”


  “I’m not protecting her as much as trying to smooth things over for her. And if you call her a harlot again, we’re going to step this up to something more than conversation. You understand that?”


  “You’re in love with her, aren’t you?”


  I actually laughed out loud. “No. She scares the shit out of me. But she’s my client, and I’m more scared of what will happen if I don’t deliver as advertised.”


  Buffalo stomped in a circle, shaking his head. “What the hell are the two of you talkin’ about exactly?”


  Dreama pushed back in her chair and held a hand up to me. “You’ll have to forgive him. He’s got the wits God gave a turnip.”


  Buffalo glared at me. I didn’t know how to dress it up in a way he could swallow it, so I just went for simple.


  “Dreama’s a witch, Mac. A real witch, not one of these people who wear crystals and act offended every Halloween. She’s a Stregha, a powerful necromancer. She can kill with magic.”


  He shook his head and chuckled… until Dreama stood up. I could have sworn she grew two inches.


  “Mac? Sit.” Her voice adopted a rich, strong tone. I had nothing to compare it to, never having heard her speak above a whisper before.


  And neither had Mac, it seemed. He obeyed, his eyes wide and white.


  Dreama turned back to me, her eyes bright and alive. Time to test the strength of my wards.


  “She started this, you know,” she stated.


  “I don’t care who started it.”


  “You act so superior. You look down on us, don’t you?”


  “Witches?”


  “Christians.”


  I snickered and regretted it.


  She leaned in to the table, placing a hand flat on its surface in front of me. “I don’t care about any gun,” she whispered. “Dressed up college types like you think you have it figured out. And you think it makes you better than the rest of us. Well, you’re not better than me. Just because you don’t believe in the Living God doesn’t give you a right to treat us like children.”


  “You can’t be serious with this.”


  “You think a witch can’t believe in Christ? Why is that? As educated as you are, you haven’t heard of a Christian Witch before? I find that a little sad.”


  She had me there.


  “Dreama, we’re wandering off topic a bit…”


  “What does that… what does Ms. Rodolfi want?”


  “She would very much like the death threats to stop.” What she really wanted was for all of them to die slow, but it wasn’t a good time to put that out there. “Can you call a truce? Live and let live? Curse and let curse? Something short of total war?”


  “And if I say no? Are you going to pull that gun out from under the table?”


  “I’d really rather not, to be honest.”


  “You know what I think? I think there is no gun. I think you’re not a… whatever you say you are. I think you’re a liar and a heathen, and I’m ready to call your bluff.”


  Well, shit.


  “All right. You got me. I don’t have a gun taped to the bottom of the table.”


  She released a long breath.


  I pulled my hand from under the table with a long rip of duct tape and reached out for Dreama’s arm. I pressed the tiny plunger on the plastic spring-loaded lancet I had taped to the table, and drove its needle into her skin.


  She squealed and stumbled back, gripping her arm with wide eyes.


  I lifted the lancet into the air and rolled it around my fingers. “Yeah. Who needs bullets when you can get someone’s blood? Like it? It cost, like, four dollars from an online medical supply store. Quick, easy, legal. I find them useful for crafting hexes against unwilling targets. And let’s face it, who’s going to sit still and let me draw blood?”


  Dreama inspected her arm. A tiny red circle smeared across her skin where she had gripped her pinprick.


  Buffalo gripped her shoulders and pulled her backward. “What the hell are you doing?”


  “Watch,” I answered with a lifted finger. I reached beneath the bed behind us and pulled out my portable black light. The midday sunlight pouring through the front window made it harder to see than I had hoped, but as I waved the lamp over the card table, the Sextant Banishing Sigil of St. Servatus surfaced in a blue glow. Tonic water makes for one hell of a subtle crafting material.


  “What is that?” Dreama whispered.


  “Something from my side of the tracks. The Sextant Banishing Sigil. Historically credited to the heretic St. Servatus circa 1110 AD, but recent wisdom is he inherited it from an Egyptian Gnostic cult in the Levant. Long story short, if I fire your blood on this particularly nasty glyph, your blood will become a gateway to Hell. You will be plagued with demonic visitation every night of your life until they take up permanent residence. And as a Stregha, you know what that would do for your sanity.” I brandished the lancet over the table. “Or you could just decide to be a good neighbor and let this go. Your call.”


  Dreama stared at the lancet, panting.


  She was nervous. I had her.


  She cleared her throat and straightened up. “Okay. You win.”


  I pulled the lancet away from the table and slipped it into my shirt pocket. “Good choice. I’ll hang onto this, though. One letter from Annarose, and you’ll have this to look forward to.”


  “If anything happens to her, it won’t be anything I’ve done. I swear it.”


  Her face was resolute, but the tips of her lace collar were trembling. She was shaken. She meant it.


  “Good enough.”


  Dreama took in a long, deep breath before turning to Buffalo. “Now, you.”


  He took a half step backward.


  “I’ve let you do things. I’ve let you go too far. Now, you know what I am. You know what I can do.” She dropped her voice to a temperature that could freeze water. “That’s over now. Understand?”


  He gulped and nodded.


  “Good. Get in the car.”


  He hustled out of the motel room. If he had a tail, it would have been between his legs. Dreama stood by the open door, holding herself up. Her face was awash in some kind of insanity of expressions. She almost looked relieved. The burden of open hostility weighed heavy even upon the Stregha, it seemed.


  She gave me one more look. “You never told me your name.”


  Until that point, it hadn’t occurred to me I’d never introduced myself. “Dorian Lake.”


  “It’s not too late for you, Mister Lake.”


  “Let’s not do this.”


  “I mean for your soul. Accept Christ into your heart. He will forgive you. Embrace you even unto the cross.”


  “Well, if I find myself hanging from a cross, I’ll keep that in mind.”


  She shook her head, steadying herself on the jamb. It could have been my imagination, but I thought I spotted a grin on her face. “Thank you.”


  Before I could respond, she stepped out into the heat of the summer Sunday, and the two drove away. Life would certainly be different for Buffalo. His world had just shifted dramatically. His power was gone, and he would have to find a way to live with that fact.


  Life was about to change for Annarose, as well. It was time to let her know. I knew she was hungry for blood, and my little solution wasn’t going to be the level of carnage she was hoping for, but it was real change. It was clean. It was one hundred percent face work, but it was karmically clean.


  I found Annarose in the back of her property feeding rabbits. I watched her for a while before I announced myself. She wore black lace. It looked “normal” on her, but I knew she was grieving. I couldn’t imagine the hell of putting my heart into so many lost causes.


  When she spotted me, she gave me an earnest sneer. “Leaving for Baltimore?”


  “Uh, yeah.”


  “Figured.”


  “Well, as much as I love the Eastern Shore, I do have to return to civilization.”


  “Country living doesn’t suit you?”


  “Is that a question or an observation?” I asked.


  She closed the last warren and dropped a filthy pellet bucket into the grass underneath. “All right, go then. I shouldn’t expect I’ll write you again.”


  “What, no hug?”


  Her eyes sharpened, and I held up my hands.


  “Sorry. I’m flippant to a fault. It’s how I keep from showing people how incredibly uncool I am.”


  “Piss off, will you?”


  “Will do.” I handed her an envelope. “But first.”


  “What’s this?”


  “My invoice.”


  “You can’t be serious.”


  “Oh, I didn’t mention I took care of the problem?”


  She stared at me emotionless.


  “Yeah. You won’t be bothered anymore. I took care of it.”


  “How?”


  I considered telling her everything… how she missed the Stregha curse, how I figured the only thing that could undo her vicious magic was an equally vicious Stregha witch, and how I negotiated a peace without firing off a single hex. Then I considered how quickly and easily things escalated between these two witches, with only one of them actually participating. Much more of this, and the Presidium was sure to get involved.


  For the sake of the peace, for the sake of the animals, and for her own sake, I simply said, “The same way we side-speaking lodge types always handle things. Leverage.”


  She squinted hard at me. “How do I know it’s over?”


  “Well, for now, we’ll just say it’s over. Anything new happens, you let me know.”


  “Not good enough.”


  “Well, it’ll have to be, Annarose! I won’t let you doom yourself out of a sense of vendetta. Trust me. I do this for a living, so when I say I own leverage on your enemy, I own it. Besides,” I added waving my hands around us, “you have a lot of work to do here. The more you focus on the good work, the less anyone has to suffer.”


  She looked over her shoulder at the alpacas nearby, and the sheep and goats.


  A silver-coated cat rubbed up against my leg. I knelt and gave it a scratch on the head.


  Annarose sighed. “You’re not a complete bastard, are you?”


  “Despite my best efforts.”


  She grinned. It was lightning fast, but I saw it.


  I doubted I’d ever forget it.


  I left Annarose tending to her goats. She never actually said goodbye. People in our peculiar walk of life invariably intersected one another. I knew I’d see her again someday.


  On my way out of Easton, I spotted that strip mall bar. Now that I was no longer on the job, I had an opportunity to have an “honest” drink and perhaps take a second stab at making a conversation with the bartender. Besides, I doubted Marlon and company would be an ongoing concern in these parts for long.


  The bar was empty. Not surprising for a Sunday night. Marmolope stared out over the bar in its permanent slack-jawed taxidermy. The bartender lugged a plastic crate of glasses in from the kitchen when I reached the bar. She gave me a wink when she spotted me.


  “Back for more abuse, Baltimore?”


  “Well, I won’t be gambling on your Scotch, if that’s what you’re asking.”


  She set down the crate and tucked more of her curly blonde hair behind her ear. “What’s your drink then?”


  “Tell you what. I’ll put my fate in your hands.”


  “You have a strange way of flirtin’ with a girl, Mister Lake.”


  “You should see how I treat people I don’t like.”


  She grinned and poured me some fizzy yellow beer from a tap. It was cold and virtually tasteless, which was oddly satisfying in that moment.


  “Business is bustling, I see.”


  She shrugged. “Well, it’s not a real drinkin’ town.”


  “It’s a wonder you stay in business.”


  “Guess we can thank Marmolope for that.”


  “Yeah, I wouldn’t go that—”


  That’s when it hit me.


  You have a strange way of flirting with a girl, Mister Lake.


  Mister Lake.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “I never caught your name.”


  “Hell, if you wanted my number you just had to ask.”


  “Sure.”


  She scribbled something on a napkin and folded it once before sliding it to me. When I unfolded the napkin, I didn’t find a name or a number.


  I found a symbol. It’s a symbol one finds on the back of a dollar bill. The Great Seal, a pyramid with the all-seeing eye. Technically, it was called the Eye of Providence.


  It’s also the symbol of the Presidium.


  “Ain’t that my luck?”


  She sighed. “Yeah, I slipped up. Almost let that one slide, though, didn’t you?”


  “Almost.”


  She stared at me with no less mirth than when I had first met her. Either I was nowhere near as impressive as I thought I was, or she was every bit the cold, faceless image of the Presidium as I had ever envisioned.


  She reached behind her and pulled down a shot glass. She poured herself a hit of clear tequila and pounded it. “So, you’re done here.”


  “In what way?”


  “Relax. We’re not here to bag you.”


  “This isn’t exactly the center of power out here.”


  “You’re telling me?”


  “So, you’re what… babysitting these witches?”


  “Witches?”


  “Annarose and Dreama.”


  She released a sharp, loud cackle I couldn’t help but take offense to. “Oh shit, Mister Lake. You didn’t actually call Dreama a witch, did you?”


  My stomach dropped. I was an idiot. No, I actually wasn’t. That was a Stregha symbol on Annarose’s lawn. That was legitimate.


  “The goat’s head?” I mumbled.


  “That was meant for Rodolfi. Surprised she didn’t take the hint, her little out-of-town hex peddler notwithstanding.”


  “That was you?”


  Her smirk melted. “It was, though I do adore your alternative story.”


  “That’s a hell of a scare tactic.”


  “Rodolfi’s been tossing around prohibited curses, and she was losing control of her emotions. There’s only so much we can ignore. It wouldn’t be long before she found a new target for her vengeance.”


  I ran a hand over my face, trying to catch up. “But Dreama confessed. She said she was a witch.”


  “Really? Were you two alone?”


  “Uh, no. That Mac brute was with her.”


  She chuckled. “Smart girl.”


  “I don’t follow.”


  “Then she’s clearly smarter than you are.”


  “You mean she owned up to it to scare Mac? To protect herself?”


  “Congratulations.”


  It was another one of those focus moments, only this time it tasted far more bitter. Mac thought I was trying to do some sort of intervention, save her from him. But when he drove off, he’d been genuinely terrified. He knew he was the one who needed protection. I was right, though. He would never have power again. I had to agree; Dreama was smarter than I was. She saw the opportunity and played it believably.


  All the time she was still trying to save me.


  “Well, wait a minute. If she wasn’t a witch, then how was it Annarose couldn’t get anything to land on that church? Stregheria is the only thing strong enough to block Stregheria.”


  “Neat theory, but incorrect.”


  “It was you again?”


  “We’ve been at this for a long time, Mister Lake. You really think a witch is something we couldn’t handle?”


  “Well, it’s a bit of an eye-opener.”


  She leaned over the counter. “There are forces older than mankind that are making daily advances on this little experiment we call civilization.”


  “Yeah, I’m familiar with the Dark Choir.”


  “Then you know that, in the long run, humanity is a mistake. An accident of evolution. We’ve managed to build this nation on an insulated piece of reality. Every day we have to push back the tidal forces that have consumed so many cultures. Entire civilizations. When I say your little witch friend isn’t worth our intervention, I’m being charitable.”


  “And yet you intervened.”


  “Well,” she said with a shrug, turning back to her register, “she isn’t the only thing in this town I’m watching. She’s just the most annoying.”


  “Really? Might I ask—”


  “Better you didn’t.” She wasn’t smiling. That was a warning. “So, how did you keep Mac from beatin’ your dick into the dirt?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “You had something on them, right? Pull a gun on them?”


  “Worse. Blood.”


  “You didn’t actually—”


  “Sextant Banishing Sigil of St. Servatus.”


  She blinked and grinned. Yeah, she was educated. “Their church had a rat problem?”


  “Well, I figured a Stregha wouldn’t know a gateway to Hell from a thirteenth century ward against vermin.”


  “Hell of a gamble.”


  It was. The Sextant Banishing Sigil of St. Servatus was first devised by a monk during the Black Death to ward off the plague. Didn’t do much for the dying monks, but it was great for shooing off rats.


  “Time to go home, Mister Lake.”


  I didn’t put up any further argument. I wanted little more than to crawl into bed and try to forget the entire incident. She didn’t charge me for the beer, which was cold comfort, considering.


  I found out several months later that Annarose was raided by the sheriff’s department, and most of her animals were euthanized. Perhaps, coincidentally, I developed one hell of an uncomfortable rash in an area I chose not to mention in polite company shortly thereafter. All things considered, I felt I got off lucky.


  My take-away from my whole encounter in Delmarva was I had moved to Baltimore knowing I was smart. And Dreama was right. I did look down on her and Mac and Marlon. I didn’t share their beliefs, nor did I share their limited worldview.


  But as I squirmed on that barstool while the blonde-haired bartender showed me how limited my own worldview was, it occurred to me precisely how much I didn’t know about the field I had spent decades studying. For the time being, when it came to matters of witchcraft, Christianity, and the Presidium… I resolved to let a modicum of humility prevail.


  In theory.
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  [image: T]oday was to be Frank “The Hammer” Peretti’s execution, and he couldn’t wait for his last meal. For the past seven years, Frank had been a prisoner at Millwood Maximum Security Prison, and he had spent much of that time dreaming about eating barbecue ribs. Frank was tired of prison life and ready to get this damned execution over with, especially if it meant he could have barbecue ribs and potato salad on his way out.


  The meal was wheeled into his cell at five after four. His execution was scheduled for six. The ribs were okay, if a little bland, and the potato salad tasted like the cook had used too much mustard. Despite these shortcomings, Frank devoured the meal in a matter of minutes. He wanted to eat slowly and savor its flavor, but found he was unable to restrain himself.


  Frank Peretti wasn’t the worst man at Millwood, and he was one of the least offending prisoners on death row. He had worked for the mafia for a number of years collecting debts and had made a single mistake which had landed him in prison. He’d brutally beaten a man in New Orleans, accidentally killing him. It could have happened to anyone. The thing was, Frank used a ball-peen hammer and hit the man until there was nothing left of his head to strike.


  But Frank didn’t complain about his lot in life. He never had. He simply accepted his fate and waited for his impending execution. He’d submitted a number of appeals, but had finally given up on awaiting reprieve from what he saw as a flawed system. If he was to die, he was to die, and that was that.


  At a quarter till six, Millwood’s warden, Sherman Wilkins, came to Frank’s cell. Frank was whistling.


  “What is that you’re whistling?” Wilkins asked. “Jimmy Crack Corn?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I just wanted to tell you I enjoyed working with you,” Wilkins said.


  “Thank you. I wish I could say the feeling was mutual, warden.”


  A faint smile touched Wilkins’ lips. “Let me tell you, there aren’t many of the prisoners I can say that about—especially here on death row.”


  “I appreciate that.”


  “You always obeyed instructions and did what you were supposed to do, and you never complained or caught an attitude with any of the guards. You’ve been a model prisoner.”


  Frank nodded.


  “You scared, Frank?” asked Wilkins.


  “Not really.”


  “How come?”


  “I don’t know,” Frank said. “I guess I’m just tired of prison life. You hear about old people who are ready to die… I suppose that’s where I’m at. I’m just ready to go.”


  Wilkins said, “I don’t think I could be so calm in the face of death.”


  “I guess I just don’t care enough to get all worked up about it. I’m just tired.”


  A few minutes later, the guards came to Frank’s cell to escort him to the electric chair. They walked down that long corridor, and a priest read Frank his last rites. Once he was finished, Frank politely thanked him. As they walked, one of the guards literally announced, “Dead man walking.” This made Frank chuckle. He’d always thought that was just the fiction of TV and bad movies.


  The guards strapped Frank into the big wooden chair.


  “It’s gonna be tight,” one of them said. “I’m sorry for that.”


  “Don’t worry about it.”


  Once they had him strapped in, they put a black satin mask over his face. Just before the mask fell, he looked up in the observation window and saw a few people sitting there watching. He didn’t recognize any of them and figured they were probably friends and family of the victim. To their credit, none of them glared at him or gave him dirty looks. In fact, several of them were weeping.


  The mask covered his face and there was only darkness. Then, they clamped the metal bowl over his head.


  “You ready, Frank?” asked Warden Wilkins.


  Frank sighed. “Ready as I’ll ever be, I suppose.”


  The clock struck six and one of the guards started counting down from ten. Once he reached one, he pulled the lever, and electricity surged through Frank’s body, causing him to buckle hard in the chair.


  The pain was immense—worse than anything Frank could have imagined. Frank prayed inside his head for a quick and merciful death, but the electricity just kept coming, coursing through his body, feeling like fire inside him.


  His bowels and his bladder let go, but he did not die.


  Finally, the electric current stopped coming, and Frank could feel them checking his pulse. There was a pause and then the doctor said, “He’s still alive.”


  There was another long pause and then Warden Wilkins said, “Give him some more juice.”


  And once again, the electric current came, causing Frank to flop around in the chair.


  But he did not die.


  After they checked his pulse, they lifted the mask to find him staring back at them.


  “Well, I’ll be damned,” said Wilkins. “What do you make of that?”


  The doctor shook his head. “I’ve never seen this before.”


  Wilkins turned to a guard. “Can we turn it up higher and leave it on longer?”


  “No. If we do that, we’ll wipe out all the energy on the Eastern seaboard.”


  “Damn,” said Wilkins.


  “What’s that smell?” Frank asked weakly. “It smells like cooked meat.”


  Wilkins and the doctor looked at each other.


  “It’s you,” said the doctor.


  Frank looked up and saw that half of the observation gallery was empty, and that the other half was either vomiting or looking sickly.


  Frank was too limp and worn out to walk, so he was carried back to his cell. That night, as he lay there silently in his bunk, Wilkins came to see him.


  “I’m awfully sorry about what happened out there, Frank.”


  “It’s not your fault. Don’t worry about it.”


  Wilkins stood there, hanging on the bars for a long moment, saying nothing.


  “So what happens now?” asked Frank.


  “I think we’re gonna have to try again.”


  “In the electric chair?”


  “No, something different. I’m awaiting the word.”


  “Damn,” said Frank. “Well, will I at least get another last meal?”


  Wilkins smiled. “I think that can be arranged. After what happened today, I’d say it’s the least we can do.”


  “I want fried chicken and mashed potatoes with gravy.”


  “Duly noted,” said Wilkins.


  The following day Frank received word that he was to be hanged, and that the event would occur the following Saturday at 6:00 p.m.


  The days passed by quickly, Frank’s body still sore, but mending. He felt less enthusiastic now than he had before about his impending execution. After all, the electric chair had caused him an immense amount of pain, and now Frank knew what to expect.


  But why had he survived? A better question—how had he survived? Frank scoured his mind for a satisfactory answer but could find none. Not at first, anyway. Then it came to him—he remembered the letter from his victim’s daughter and the impossible threat it included.


  I am going to put a curse on you, Mr. Peretti, the letter had read. You will suffer for all eternity. That threat had been a bit vague, and Frank had dismissed it as the ineffectual ramblings and desires of a person in mourning. What if it had been real? Impossible, he thought. Im-fucking-possible.


  But then, he was still here and wasn’t that impossible as well? Frank tried to dismiss the threatening letter, but found his mind continually returning to it. What if the threat had somehow been legit? What if Frank could not die?


  A gallows was constructed, as there hadn’t been a hanging at Millwood in some sixty years, and everything was meticulously prepared for Frank’s execution.


  Finally, Saturday came, despite Frank’s futile attempts to will it away.


  At just after four, they brought him his fried chicken. This time Frank was wise enough to eat it slowly so he could truly experience its flavor. He found the chicken was much better than the ribs had been, although it was nowhere as good as what his mother used to make back in Brooklyn.


  Once again, Warden Wilkins made an appearance in the doorway of his cell. Frank continued to eat as they spoke.


  “How’s your food?” asked Wilkins.


  “Not bad,” Frank said. “Although I sort of hate what it represents.”


  “Yeah, I can see that. So you’re not as relaxed about… er… going as you were before?”


  “No, sir, boss. That electric chair took a lot out of me.”


  Wilkins made a pained expression. “I have no doubt about that. Again, Frank, we’re all awfully sorry about what happened in there. None of us knows why it didn’t work. After you got out of there, we tested the equipment and it was working just fine. Apparently, it was just a fluke.”


  Frank pushed away the thoughts of the curse. “A painful fluke.”


  “Well,” said Wilkins, “we should have better luck today.”


  “I don’t know whether that’s a good thing or a bad thing.”


  A few moments later, the guards came to escort Frank to the gallows. If the previous walk to the electric chair had seemed like a mile, then now it felt like twenty. Frank swore it was the longest walk of his life.


  The guards took him to the gymnasium and led him up to the top of the gallows. Once there, the priest read him his rites again. Frank thanked him for his time, just as he had before. They then put a black hood over his face and wrapped the noose tightly around his neck.


  “Francis Peretti,” read Wilkins. “You have been sentenced to death by hanging, and are to be hanged by the neck until you are dead.”


  Frank then heard him say. “You ready, Frank?”


  “Sure,” Frank said. “Let’s try this again.”


  One of the guards counted down from ten once again, and the lever was pushed at one, dropping Frank through the gallows. The rope at Frank’s throat immediately became tight, so tight he couldn’t breathe. The darkness inside the hood gave him the heebie-jeebies.


  And he dangled there.


  Alive.


  Kicking and attempting to scream.


  Wilkins said, “Climb on up there, Joe, and see if you can weigh him down some more.”


  Frank felt the guard climbing up his legs and dangling there, but it was to no avail.


  Frank did not die.


  After more than a half an hour of Frank’s hanging there, Wilkins said, “Goddammit, cut him down.”


  Frank was then let down from the noose. He gasped for air, finding it, and gulped in large breaths. Again, Frank felt weak so he was carried back to his cell.


  About an hour later, Frank was lying limply on his bunk, considering all that had taken place. He had no choice but to see the threat of the curse as real. Warden Wilkins came to his cell again.


  “I don’t know what to say,” Wilkins said.


  “I’m not sure there is anything to say.”


  “It doesn’t make sense. No one here has ever heard of this happening before.”


  “Me neither,” said Frank, keeping the details of the threat to himself.


  “How bad does it hurt?”


  “Real bad.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “So now what?”


  “We try again.”


  “How?”


  “I’m not sure,” said Wilkins. “I’m sure the method has to be something more drastic this time. Something impossible for you to walk away from.”


  “Great,” said Frank. “Sounds fucking painful.”


  “How could it be worse than what you’ve already endured?”


  “I have faith that it could.” Frank grinned.


  “Together, we’ll figure this thing out, Frank.”


  “I suppose so.”


  “Try and get some rest,” Wilkins said.


  “Rest up for my death?”


  Wilkins smiled uneasily. “Something like that.”


  And he left.
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  Two days later, Frank was led out of the prison to a nondescript white van, escorted by Warden Wilkins and two guards. They all climbed into the vehicle and pulled away from the prison.


  “What now?” asked Frank.


  “We try again.”


  “How come there was no build-up this time? No warning?”


  “The powers that be want this one off the books,” Wilkins said. “They’re becoming increasingly embarrassed by this whole fiasco, so this won’t be a publicized thing. It won’t be official. They’ve already marked you down as dead. Now it’s our job to make sure you die.”


  “How will it happen?”


  “I hate to even say this out loud,” Wilkins said. “It’s going to be quite terrible.”


  “How so?”


  “We’re going to incinerate you.”


  Frank felt a chill run down his spine.


  “Incinerate me?”


  “We really have no choice. This has to be the last time.”


  Frank was really uncomfortable now. He no longer wanted to die. He was now afraid. Really afraid. Afraid of the pain; afraid of living.


  “Why can’t they just shoot me?” Frank asked.


  “The firing squad has been outlawed in this state,” Wilkins answered.


  “But incineration hasn’t?”


  There was a pause, and Frank thought Wilkins almost chuckled. “There’s, uh, never been one before, so therefore, there was no reason to outlaw it.”


  “A technicality?” Frank asked.


  “Why don’t you turn on the radio?” Wilkins said to one of the guards. “I think poor old Frank here could use some music to calm his nerves.”


  They listened to music—oldies rock like “Johnny B. Goode” and “Rock Around the Clock”—but it did little to calm Frank’s nerves. After all, he was about to be burned alive.


  Once they got to the big stone building, they led Frank out of the van. They went inside the building.


  “This is where the magic happens?” Frank said dryly.


  No one said a word.


  They made Frank strip down to the nude, and the cement floor was cold on his feet. The room was cold, and he felt his cock shrinking toward his balls. I guess I won’t have to worry about being cold for long, he thought.


  They made him lie down on a long, metal tray. Frank wondered how many bodies had been incinerated on it, and wondered if he would be the first to survive. He sure as hell hoped not.


  “Any last words, Frank?” asked Wilkins.


  “Let’s just get this damned thing over with.”


  Frank was pushed slowly into the fire, the door closing behind him.


  And he burned. The smell of his own flesh burning overwhelmed him, and he screamed out in agony as the fire consumed him. He screamed and screamed and screamed some more.


  But he did not die.


  Frank was left screaming inside that incinerator for the better part of an hour. His flesh baked and charred; his hair burned away, but he lived.


  Finally, they opened the door to the incinerator and pulled the tray out.


  Between the smell of Frank’s burned flesh and his gruesome appearance, the two guards lost their lunches. Only Wilkins and the incinerator-operator maintained their composure.


  Frank tried to cry but could not. His tear ducts had melted.


  There was smoke coming off his body.


  “How bad is it?” asked Wilkins.


  But Frank could not speak.


  The guards would find it difficult to load Frank back up in the van, as every time they touched a place on his charred flesh, it would come off in their hands. But nonetheless, Frank was loaded up and returned to Millwood.


  Once there, he was taken to the infirmary so he could be treated for his burns. The doctors there said these were the worst burns they had ever seen. “He shouldn’t be alive,” Frank overheard them saying. “And he shouldn’t be able to speak.”


  Yet, he was, and he could.


  He was alive thanks to that damnable curse. It was impossible, and yet it was true. Frank was also starting to believe his rapid and impossible healing was a result of the curse, as well.


  The following day Frank was taken by wheelchair to a dimly lit room in the basement. Only Warden Wilkins and the two guards from the incinerator incident were in attendance.


  One of the guards, Ted, wielded a giant, extravagant sword with dragons inlaid on its blade.


  “What’s that for?” Frank asked.


  “I really hate to have to do this,” Wilkins said. “But we’re gonna have to cut your head off.”


  Frank’s eyes grew big. “Cut my head off?”


  “There doesn’t seem to be any other way.”


  Frank looked at the sword. “You’re gonna cut my head off with a Medieval-looking sword? That doesn’t seem very official.”


  Wilkins looked pained. “Well, it’s not, but no one knew where else to get a sword. Ted here already had one.”


  “I like to go to Renaissance Fairs,” said Ted.


  “So, I guess this is it,” said Frank. “You’re gonna cut my head off.”


  “I guess so,” said Wilkins.


  They laid Frank out on an old wooden bench, his charred black neck exposed.


  “Ted here’s gonna do the honors,” explained Wilkins.


  “Since it’s my sword and all,” said Ted.


  Wilkins looked at Frank. “Any last words?”


  Frank was irritated. “No.”


  Wilkins looked at Ted and nodded.


  Ted turned sideways, putting the sword down beside him so he could swing it with enough momentum to chop Frank’s head off.


  “Ted,” Frank said.


  “Yeah, Frank?”


  “Try not to miss.”


  Ted said he wouldn’t. He counted to three, whipping the giant sword up over his head, and brought it down flush against Frank’s neck. Frank’s bald, blackened head fell onto the cement floor, bouncing as it did.


  “Ouch!” yelled Frank’s head. “That fucking hurt!”


  All three of the prison employees gasped.


  How could this be possible?


  Frank’s headless body sat upright and started moving around animatedly, its charred arms waving wildly.


  “Well,” Frank’s head said, “this fucking sucks.”


  Frank was taken to the prison cemetery, where he was laid in a coffin, his head down next to his body. A fresh hole had been dug in anticipation of this.


  “I don’t get to die?” asked Frank’s head, knowing full well that he wouldn’t even be able to decompose thanks to the damned curse.


  “We don’t know how to kill you,” Wilkins said. “This is becoming a huge embarrassment for the prison. We have to get rid of you, and there doesn’t seem to be any other way.”


  The coffin lid was put on, forever encasing Frank in darkness. The lid was nailed down to the box. The coffin was lowered down into the grave, and dirt was thrown onto it.


  As the gravediggers covered the hole, they could hear Frank whistling “Jimmy Crack Corn” from beneath the soil.
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  [image: J]arvis was out of sorts. The tour cruise wasn’t working out—at least not the way he had hoped, and now it had been diverted to this lost island with a dead volcano. There was a hurricane threatening, and all ships in the region had to seek convenient ports until the weather blew over, as it were.


  There was nothing to do here that interested him, not even a house of ill repute. The island was small, dominated by the single cone of the volcano, whose idea of activity was a faint wisp of steam. Great show! He stood at the lookout facing it, and his mind drifted.


  What do you want?


  It seemed to be a voice in his head, maybe the unused half of his brain.


  “I’ll tell you what I want,” Jarvis said. “I want a pretty girlfriend. The women on this cruise are either older or already attached.”


  What kind of girl?


  Somehow, it did not seem odd to be talking with an unseen voice. It really seemed to be interested.


  “A shapely one, doing a hula dance, her hair flinging out as she spins. What’s in her head doesn’t matter, so long as she likes me and me alone.”


  Visualize her.


  Jarvis shut his eyes and pictured the sexiest hula girl imaginable, her hips gyrating, her breasts bouncing. She caught his eye and smiled.


  Then he opened his eyes. There she was, dark skinned, with flaring red hair, and nude.


  He did a double take. “I didn’t see you coming. Who are you?”


  She paused in place. “I am Lava. I will be your girl if you do what I need.”


  This was more than interesting. “What do you need?”


  “Token worship.”


  “Token? You mean like money?”


  “No. Like pretty shells. Nice words. Respect.”


  “You want mere tokens? Just what exactly are you offering?”


  “Everything you were thinking of.”


  “You read my mind?”


  “Yes. I am reading it now.”


  That set him back momentarily, but she was so pretty he plowed on. “Including the holding, kissing, and, um, intimacy?”


  “Yes. I will do these things with you.”


  Jarvis briefly pondered this, looking his—rather seductive—gift horse in the mouth. “You don’t have some loathsome disease?”


  “I have no disease.”


  “Then bring it on!” He stepped toward her.


  “No, please, wait,” she said, raising her nice little hands. “Do not touch me yet. I will burn you.”


  “Burn me? Just how hot a doll are you?”


  “Very hot. Please, come to me again tomorrow, and I will be cool enough, I promise. And bring an offering.”


  “A token,” he said. So, there was a catch: she did not want to be touched.


  “Please, I do want to be touched. Just not today.”


  Jarvis sighed. Too good to be true and all that. Ah well, not like he had anything better to do. “Tomorrow morning.”


  “Yes. I will be ready, I think.”


  “I will see you then.” He turned and walked back down the path. Before he turned a corner, he glanced back. Sure enough, she was gone.


  Back at the village, he approached the hotel manager. “I walked up to view the volcano. I saw something there. A woman.”


  The man nodded. “That’s Lava. She’s always lurking. That’s why no one goes there.”


  “Lava. Who is she? A villager?”


  The man laughed. “No villager. In fact, she doesn’t exist.”


  “But I saw her!”


  “She’s a ghost. The ghost of the dead volcano. Really spooky.”


  “A ghost? She certainly looked real.”


  “I mean, she doesn’t exist as a person. The legend has it that when the volcano was active, she was its serving girl, accepting the offerings of worshipers. But it’s been defunct for half a century, so there’re hardly any tourists anymore. She’s like… retired. Ignore her and she won’t bother you. Theoretically speaking.”


  “This was a tourist attraction?”


  “Long ago. Now, we’re in the crapper. It’d be nice if the volcano got active again. That’d bring ‘em in, put us back on the map.” The hotel manager sighed. “But that’s fool’s hope.”


  “I appreciate the problem.”


  But Jarvis did not forget or dismiss Lava. She was a ghost? No wonder she couldn’t be touched. Yet, she had promised to be ready. He would call her bluff.


  He checked around the distinguished hotel lobby and found a forgotten plastic cufflink behind a chair. He picked it up and pocketed it. Would it do as a token?


  Early the next morning, he returned to the lookout, ready for whatever was offered, even if only disappointment.


  There she was, as lovely as ever.


  “Lava!”


  “Jarvis!”


  “I brought a token.” He extended the cufflink. “My offering.”


  “Oh, thank you,” she exclaimed joyously. “It’s wonderful.” She put it in her mouth for safekeeping, as she wore no clothing.


  They came together. They might have even covered the distance at a run. She was solid! He embraced her, and she was warm. Quite warm.


  “They told me you’re a ghost,” he said.


  “I am.” She tongued the cufflink behind her cheek like a piece of hard candy. “A spirit. The spirit of the volcano.”


  “But you certainly feel solid to me. Am I imagining it?”


  “I am solid. But I am not alive. I am made of lava.”


  “Lava!”


  “Yes, it is my substance, shaped to your desire.”


  Dare he question this? It did make a certain surrealistic sense. Volcano stuff. He did not want her to dissipate like smoke.


  “I will not dissipate,” she assured him. “I love your attention. You are the first who really wanted to be with me.”


  If this was a dream, he was determined to play it for what it was worth. “May I kiss you, Lava?”


  “Be very careful. I have cooled overnight, but maybe not enough.”


  Because he knew lava to be blazing hot, at least when fresh, Jarvis kissed her very lightly on the lips. They were almost burning, but very pleasant. He had to draw back. “You’re right. You are hot.”


  “It takes time to cool, and if I cool too much, I will become stone. I must maintain a balance.”


  “Oh, Lava, I’d like to–”


  “Please, not today. My core would burn you.”


  “I guess it would. So, you can’t be a complete girlfriend.”


  “I can be!” she said almost desperately. “When I cool my core sufficiently, so that I remain hot enough to function, but cool enough where you need me to be.”


  Was he crazy to take her seriously? Maybe she wasn’t real, but she was everything he longed for in a woman: lovely and eager to be with him. “Let’s sit down and talk.”


  They sat on the stone bench, side by side, holding hands. Her hand was warm, too, but cooler than her torso.


  “Lava, are you telling me you could be a complete girlfriend if I just bring little offerings?”


  “Yes.”


  That seemed too simple. Where was the catch?


  “I can’t depart the island. I must stay within sight of the volcano, for I am its creature. I can be anything you want me to be, but it must be here. You would have to stay here on the island.”


  And if he did, how far could this be taken? He really had no life in the outside world. Could he marry her, have children by her? She seemed so real and responsive.


  “I can do these things,” she said. “But the baby would not be alive in your manner. It would be made of lava, like me, and hot in the core. You might not like that.”


  “Maybe not,” he said. “Maybe we could adopt a foundling child. Could you take care of a baby?”


  She read the meaning in his mind. “Yes, with your guidance. But I could not nurse it.”


  “Most mothers bottle feed now, anyway.”


  “I could do that.”


  “Then I think I could stay here,” he decided. “Now, let’s see what we can do to attract tourists and garner worshipers. Though how to do that for a dead volcano, I don’t know.”


  “The volcano is not dead. I am evidence that it lives, in its fashion. It is merely resting.”


  “Quiescent,” Jarvis said. “It would help if it could become active again. That would bring tourists. Could you arrange that?”


  “No. I am of the volcano, but I do not govern it. It sleeps and wakes on its own schedule.”


  “Too bad. I think it needs to wake if it wants worshipers.”


  “It might wake if worshipers came.”


  Catch 22. “Isn’t it angry about being deserted, just because it’s sleeping?”


  “I am angry about that, but I am not the volcano. I am only a bit of lava, just a flicker of a dream in its sleep. It will not wake.”


  “Damn. We need more.” Jarvis thought about it. “What about you? Would you be willing to become a tourist attraction? The spirit of the volcano?”


  “If you wish it, I will do it.”


  “Let’s go to the village and talk to them. Can you go there with me?”


  “Yes, I can go anywhere on the island, but not beyond, lest I lose my animation. But the villagers do not like me.”


  “Maybe they will now. Let’s go see.” He paused. “But for this, I think you’ll need to wear something. A blouse, a skirt. Your body is beautiful, but folks have hang-ups.”


  “Whatever you wish.”


  “Here, maybe my shirt is long enough.” He took off his shirt and put it on her. The hem of it just about covered her bottom. “Oh, that’s sexy as hell as you move. But we can get you a dress on the ship.”


  They passed through the village and found a shed for her to hide in. Then he went aboard the ship and managed to requisition a dress along with bra, panties, sandals, and a kerchief. He brought those to Lava, and she put them on. Now, she looked like an attractive tourist.


  “Damn!” he said, gazing at her. “I wish we could—”


  “My core remains too hot. I’m sorry. But tomorrow it should be cool enough.”


  “Tomorrow,” he said, kissing her.


  They went to the hotel manager, who pretty much ran the village. “What can I do for you, folks?”


  “I’m Jarvis, from the tour ship. We spoke yesterday. This is Lava.”


  The man gawped. “The ghost?”


  “The spirit of the volcano,” Lava said, taking his hand to demonstrate her solidity. “I am as Jarvis sees me.”


  “He’s got a good eye.”


  “I am wondering whether Lava could become a tourist attraction and bring more business here,” Jarvis said. “She could do a hula dance.”


  “Forget it. We’ve had dancers before. They entertain the guests, but they don’t attract tourists from far away. Anyway, it’s academic; things are about to change here.”


  “Change?” Jarvis asked.


  “A big banana company is about to buy this island. They’ll bulldoze the old cone and level it for a banana plantation. That’ll bring work for everyone here. Old lava makes good soil.”


  “Bulldoze the cone! That’s degrading!”


  “I do not understand,” Lava said.


  “Read my mind.” Jarvis pictured a fleet of bulldozers slowly flattening the volcano’s cone.


  She slipped to the floor in a dead swoon.


  Jarvis tried to help her, but now, she was dead weight made of stone, too heavy to move—though still exceptionally human looking and pretty. They had to leave her there.


  “Sorry about that,” the hotel manager said. “I guess that will be the end of her, too. I doubt she’ll be around without the volcano. Too bad. She’s really pretty, even as a statue.”


  “Not if I can help it,” Jarvis said. “We’ve got to stop this outrage.”


  “Look, we’re going broke here from lack of tourists. I’d love to have an active volcano to attract the tours. Let’s face it, that cone is dead or dying, and we have to make do without it. That banana plantation will do the job.”


  Jarvis tuned him out. “Lava! Lava! I think I love you, no matter what you are. Listen to me.” He stroked her warming face with his fingers.


  Her eyelids flickered. Her lips moved. “What you thought—it’s horrible! Butchering the volcano!”


  “Listen to me,” Jarvis repeated. “I’ve got an idea. You connect to the volcano. Tell it about this. About the bulldozers coming.”


  “It won’t like that,” she said, reanimating further. “It—it might be angry.”


  “Tell it! Relay my thought. Tell it what’s coming.”


  “I think I love you, too, Jarvis. I’d do anything for you. But this—if the volcano vents its fury—could kill you.”


  “I’ll take that chance. Tell it!”


  “You think that will stop the plantation?” the hotel manager asked. “Volcanoes don’t come to life for no reason.”


  “Tell it,” Jarvis said once more.


  She animated further and managed to sit up. “Then kiss me. Before I tell it. Before it’s too late.”


  He got down on his knees and kissed her. There was a quality of desperation for them both. If this worked, it would banish the bananas, but maybe more than that. How much more? Only the future would tell, and it was one they couldn’t risk not exploring.


  Lava closed her eyes, communicating.


  There was a rumble.


  “Uh-oh,” the manager said. “That’s an earthquake. We have to get out of the building!”


  They got out fast. There was another rumble, stronger. The hotel started to collapse.


  The three of them ran through the village as the third shake came. The villagers were screaming and fleeing their houses.


  In moments, everyone gathered on the beach, as there was nowhere farther to flee. They stood and gazed back at the volcano. Now, smoke was rising from it. It was returning to its active state.


  “Tell it that’s enough,” Jarvis yelled in Lava’s ear. “The dozers won’t come now.”


  She concentrated. The quakes halted. The smoke dissipated. The threatening eruption stalled.


  Jarvis faced the villagers. “The volcano is becoming active. We need to pacify it, so it won’t blow up the whole island. We need to resume worshiping it, or at least, giving it its due offerings each day. That’s the way it used to be.”


  The villagers nodded. They knew about pacifying volcanoes. Their ancestors had done it for centuries.


  “And the tourists will come,” the manager said, catching on. “Gobs of them. To see the show. Damn, I need to call the insurance folks. We need to get the hotel back up and bustling!”


  “They’ll come,” Jarvis agreed. “With offerings. There’ll be a show of smoke and ash, maybe some flowing lava, but not a bad eruption. And everyone will talk about this volcano.”


  “You knew,” Lava said, reading his mind, “that anger at the bulldozers would rouse it.”


  “I hoped.” Then he kissed her. They had a good life forming.
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  Piers Anthony was born in Oxford, England, in 1934. His family was doing relief work in Spain during the Spanish Civil War, so Piers spent a year in Spain. The new fascist government expelled the family from Spain, and Piers had his 6th birthday on the ship to America.


  He was not a great student, taking 3 years and 5 schools to make it through first grade because of his trouble learning to read. Yet in due course he became a writer, making his first story sale in 1962 and going on to have 21 novels on the New York Times bestseller list.


  Today he lives with his wife on their tree farm in backwoods Florida. He is still writing stories and novels. To date he has had over 170 books published.


  [image: cover]


  [image: ]
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  [image: T]he island, a tiny speck in the vast, gray-blue of the Atlantic Ocean, measures less than four square miles and currently boasts a population of twenty-seven. An infrequent ferry connects it to the equally remote and sparsely inhabited neighboring isles, and to the mainland. Supplies are shipped in once a month, weather permitting.


  It takes a certain kind of person to live here. Few have the fortitude for it. It’s not the loneliness; just the same few faces in this insular community for company day in, day out. Nor is it the lack of privacy. It’s not the long, gloomy winters, the cold, the rain, or the snow. It’s not the bleak landscape, all jagged terrain and scrubby trees. It’s not even the way the restless sea consumes everything so readily, warping, corroding, and bloating with its wet, salty breath.


  No, it’s the noise. The endless howling gales and the crashing of waves as great gusts tear over the land. There’s no respite. There’s no escape. The wind blows and blows. It whistles through minute cracks, under doors, rattles window frames, and seeps up through the spaces between floorboards. It shrieks through blades of wild grass and the dead branches of bent, blasted trees.


  It is a common misconception that the places at the top of the world, enveloped in darkness for long hours and months each year, have the highest suicide rates, but they don’t. It’s the wind-battered places. Places where, even if you can find shelter from its stinging scourge upon your skin, you can never fully shut out that baleful sound.


  [image: ]


  A little motor boat slips into the harbor one morning in early spring, just as the first rays of sun are gilding the choppy waters. It’s steered by a seasoned ferryman from the mainland and carries three passengers, young men, bundled up in thick coats, hats, and gloves.


  Douglas Irving watches as the vessel is moored and the men step up onto the dock. They tip the ferryman and collect their luggage as Douglas strides toward them, his welcoming grin a little stiff from the cold and his arm extended.


  “Gentlemen,” he says, gripping the first proffered hand and pumping it up and down.


  Three sets of chattering white teeth smile back at him. The tallest of the three men makes the introductions.


  “Pleasure to meet you at last, Mr. Irving. I’m Adam Mason. These are my fellows, Thomas Reynolds and Matthew Rose.”


  “Please, call me Douglas. Welcome, welcome! We don’t get many visitors, so this is a rare treat for us. I trust your journey was a pleasant one?”


  “Yes, thank you,” Adam says.


  “Good! Well, I look forward to showing you some old-fashioned island hospitality.” Douglas picks up a couple of the heavier bags and turns to lead the way. “Follow me. It’s not far.”


  The men follow Douglas back to his home, overlooking the bay.


  Once ensconced in the kitchen with a log fire burning, the men shed layers of clothing as their flesh thaws. Douglas sets a selection of cakes and breads and a pot of tea on the table. Douglas’s cat, Maisy, chases her own tail when the wind rattles the windowpanes, spooking herself before scurrying to hunker down in the corner where she eyes the new arrivals with suspicion.


  “Must admit,” Douglas says, pouring the tea into cups. “I was very intrigued to receive your letter. Not sure I can be of much help to you, but rest assured we’re at your disposal for as long as you need. It’s nice to have some new faces about the place.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Ir… Douglas,” Adam says before taking a sip of his tea. “As I explained in our correspondence, it is widely held that our little society is defunct, so your discretion in this matter would be much appreciated.” He plucks a check from the inside pocket of his jacket and slides it across the table.


  Douglas pictures the missing slate tiles on the roof, the buckets in the rooms under the eaves to catch the rain that drips through holes too numerous to count. It’s a struggle procuring the materials he needs to keep his beautiful, ancestral home safe from the ravages of the sea now that the family money is all but gone. If humoring these toffs for a few weeks will help keep the wolves from the door, he’s happy to play along.


  “Well, it’s not easy being covert on this island.” He chuckles. “But you have my word. None shall hear of your business from me.”


  Adam smiles, the slump of his shoulders discernible under the bulky woolens he is wearing.


  Matthew swallows a bite of fruitcake, licks his lips, and clears his throat.


  “Mr. Irving—Douglas, we take the club’s traditions very seriously. It may seem trivial or purely hedonistic to some but, in fact, it embodies the ethos of a golden age, and indeed, of one of the most influential men in human history.”


  “Of course.” Douglas nods at the young man and arranges his features into a suitably earnest expression. “I understand perfectly.”


  “While some of his gastronomic adventures were documented in his other works,” Matthew continues, “this lost journal, which was sent to us by an anonymous benefactor last year, is the most comprehensive on the subject ever discovered.” He takes out a tattered notebook from an inside pocket of his blazer. “Its existence is a well-guarded secret known only to Glutton Club members. And now to you, Mr. Irving.”


  Douglas had reckoned the tall one, Adam, for the leader, but it seems this Rose chap wields some sway, judging by the way the others hang off his every word with solemn expressions. Douglas takes the book from Matthew’s outstretched hand and flips through the well-thumbed pages. It is filled with tightly packed, handwritten scrawl in blue ink.


  “The original is kept under lock and key in an undisclosed location. This is one of only two copies made,” Matthew says.


  Douglas skim-reads as he flicks through the notebook.


  Dog: greasy with an unpleasant aftertaste.


  Pelican: tough flesh with a fishy odor and muddy flavor.


  Alligator: pale, watery meat. Needs tenderizing and marinating ideally. A little like rabbit.


  “Well,” he says. “This all seems very… exotic. But I’m still not sure what you need from me. If it’s a culinary experience you’re after, I can catch you the freshest, most flavorsome fish there is, but I suspect that’s a little tame for your tastes.”


  Thomas Reynolds, quiet up until this point, leans forward, eyes never quite meeting Douglas’, and folds his hands on the table.


  “It is said your family has lived here for many generations. The Irvings are mentioned by name in the log. It seems one of your ancestors, Bran Irving, was responsible for providing the most exquisite seafood supper Charles Darwin ever ate while he was here for a spell, studying the area’s marine life and geology. During his stay, he dined on sea turtle, eels, and even a shark, but nothing he ever tried after his departure could hold a candle to the mystery dish. Now, the journal refers to the fish as ceasg. The Scottish term for a mermaid, is it not? We can find no mention of it anywhere else, but it was said to be a species found only in the waters around these isles.”


  Douglas scratches his beard and puffs out a breath.


  “I’m afraid I have never heard of such a fish. An extinct breed, perhaps?”


  “Possibly. Darwin took great pains to document the taste, texture, and appearance of the flesh.” Thomas holds out his hand for the book, which Douglas hands to him, and leafs through until he comes to the page he is looking for. “Here we are,” he says. “The fish was served plain, fried in a little butter, on a plate with some boiled potatoes and some red dulse. A large, meaty steak, it has a similar bite to the tuna, swordfish, or shark but tasted more like salmon. The overall flavor, though, is incomparable. Before cooking, the skin has a beautiful bluish hue, and remarkably, the scales appear to emit their own light.”


  Douglas raises an eyebrow. “Glowing scales? Sounds like our Mr. Darwin had a little too much scotch with his meal that night.”


  His laughter is met with three frowns.


  “There are countless marine species that produce bio-luminescence, Mr. Irving,” Thomas says quietly.


  “Aye, living organisms, I should think,” Douglas says, not wanting to be taken for a fool.


  The boy blushes and looks down at his hands.


  “Exactly,” Adam says. “The creature would be unable to produce light after death. But maybe there was some residual chemical in the scales?”


  “Or some sort of contamination maybe?” Douglas asks.


  “Possibly,” Adam says. “Darwin suffered poor health most of his life. He kept meticulous records of his symptoms, any worsening or improvement. There is nothing documented that suggests the fish was poisoned in any way. Quite the opposite, in fact. He reported feeling better than he had in years while on the island. The spells of violent vomiting he was afflicted with disappeared; his eczema cleared up. All in all, his few weeks here seem to have been amongst the happiest of his life.”


  “Forgive my ignorance,” Douglas says, “but why did the gentleman not simply ask his host what it was he was eating?”


  “He did,” Matthew says. “Bran refused to tell him. He would only concede that it was a local delicacy and extremely rare. It is the only instance we have on record of Darwin eating completely unidentified flesh.”


  “I see,” Douglas says. “So, you have a mystery on your hands, and you want me to help you unravel it.”


  “Precisely!” Adam smiles and drains his teacup. “Since this little book came into our possession, we have dreamed of following in Darwin’s footsteps and sampling as many types of meat as he did during his stay here. If, along the way, we can shed any light as to the origins of the finest meal he ever tasted—well, that would exceed all expectations.”


  “In that case, gentlemen,” Douglas says, standing and pulling a cord dangling from the high ceiling, “my housekeeper will show you to your rooms. I’m sure you’d like to unpack and freshen up.” The echo of footsteps on flagstones becomes louder as someone approaches, and a portly, middle-aged woman with graying hair enters the kitchen. “Allow me to introduce Moira Campbell. Moira, Mr. Mason, Mr. Rose, and Mr. Reynolds.”


  The woman gives a curt nod.


  “Now, you’ll excuse me while I go and make preparations. There is much work to be done. This house and the island are yours to explore at will, but I recommend you rest well today. You’ve had a long journey, and tomorrow, God willing, we’ll take out a fishing boat and see what we can catch!”
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  That night, Thomas finds sleep elusive. His limbs feel leaden, and his thoughts are fragmented, but the unfamiliar surroundings, and the wind whipping around the house, conspire to keep him awake. He’s never known anything like the darkness here. It’s an inky, tangible kind of blackness you never get back in Cambridge; a complete absence of artificial light. The darkness engulfs him completely, leaving his mind susceptible to trickery.


  At times, the wind sounds for all the world like voices or a mournful song. He almost thinks he can pick out words. He lies with the coverlet tucked up around his chin, half wanting to go to the window and look out to sea. To watch for the break in cloud cover that allows a glimpse of the myriad stars overhead. It’s cold outside the bed, and some childish panic prevents him from crossing the floor and opening the drapes. When the phantom singing finally abates, and his thoughts drift away from him, it seems like only fleeting moments before the sun is rising and there is a knock at the door.
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  They eat a hearty breakfast of eggs, sausage, and bacon, all procured from a nearby croft, before setting out in a little fishing boat. Douglas counts off the catches and explains a little about each species and which ones make the best eating. All told, it is a decent morning’s haul. They catch a bass, a couple of halibut, and a dogfish, as well as three large eels. The young men still seem a little restless, and it takes all of Douglas’s powers of persuasion to prevent them from trying to catch a turtle for the pot. Although he knew he would be expected to turn a blind eye to a certain extent when he accepted their offer months back, he doesn’t see any point in stalking endangered animals he knows full well taste just awful. No need to draw any unwanted attention to the island.
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  Days pass. Douglas takes his guests snaring, shooting, and angling. One evening, he takes them to the only inn on the island and introduces them as students of geology and marine biology. Devotees of Darwin, retreading the steps of the great man himself. It is not a lie. The islanders welcome them wholeheartedly, and the night passes in a pleasant blur of ale, rabbit pie, warm pudding and custard, and banter. Everyone is curious as to how three young men came to be so far from home, but if they’ve seen them blast a guillemot from the sky or attempt to lure a seal pup toward their boat with a bucket of small fish, they say nothing about it.
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  On days when the driving rain keeps them indoors, the men help Moira in the kitchen, learning how to best prepare all manner of flesh for the supper table and scribbling notes in their journals. Moira knows that stringy meats of sea birds are improved by long, slow cooking, and there is little that does not benefit from the addition of fresh herbs, cracked black pepper, and a little lemon juice. She regards each new kill with an impervious, assessing gaze and tolerates the presence of the three in her kitchen with a cool courtesy.
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  Adam is having trouble sleeping. They’ve been on the island for almost a fortnight now, and it’s starting to take its toll. Even if he can drift off at first, it is never long before he is woken by what he’s come to think of as the Song. His mind races and his belly grumbles as he lies in the molasses-thick darkness. Maybe it is just all this rich food? Darwin suffered his whole life– headaches, insomnia, sickness, maladies of the skin. Maybe his diet was to blame? Those thoughts seem like a sort of blasphemy, so he concentrates on picking out words in the strange, disembodied siren song.


  It’s a curious thing. It sounds too structured, too complex, to be the wind blowing this way and that, happening upon cracks and crevices of varying sizes and squeezing through. When he imagines he hears his name mixed in with the rush of waves sucking at the rocks and the shrill melody, curiosity gets the better of him. He throws aside the blankets and swings his legs out of bed. He moves over to the window, keeping his steps light on the creaky floorboards, and parts the curtains.


  Peeping out, he sees the pale moon hanging like a Chinese lantern in a sky spattered with stars. Their combined light outlines the endless crests of waves, and for a few moments, he forgets about the voices and simply watches the broken surface of the water.


  That’s when he sees her. A woman. Her head and shoulders appear out of the dark sea a hundred yards offshore. She seems to know he’s there because she turns and faces the window and stays perfectly still for a few long moments while Adam’s heart beats a frantic tattoo on his ribs. Finally, he comes to his senses and runs for the stairs, calling out to the others on the way down.


  “Help! Help! There’s a woman in the water. I think she’s in trouble.”


  Matthew and Thomas come stumbling, bleary-eyed, from their rooms, and a few seconds later, Douglas’s heavy footfall is heard at the top of the house. They gather at the bottom of the staircase.


  “What’s going on?” Douglas asks.


  “A woman,” Adam repeats. “There’s a woman in the sea. She’ll freeze to death.”


  “Impossible, man,” Douglas says, but he goes to the door and tears it open anyway.


  Adam follows him out, realizing too late that he has no shoes on. The cold, wet ground is spongy and slippery underfoot, and Adam scurries gingerly out into the front garden overlooking the bay. Douglas is ahead, scanning the water.


  “There,” Adam shouts, jabbing his finger wildly at the spot in the ocean where the woman’s head is slipping under the waves.


  “I see nothing, lad,” Douglas calls back.


  Adam can only stare, open-mouthed, as a huge, silvery tail bursts out of the black water, shimmering like greenish-yellow fireflies for a second, and disappears again in a shower of glittering droplets.


  “Probably a seal,” Douglas says once they are back inside and warming themselves by the kitchen hearth, mugs of cocoa cradled in their hands. “You gave me one hell of a fright, though.”


  “I know what I saw,” Adam says through gritted teeth. “It glowed. That was no seal. It wasn’t a ray. It was a woman. With a tail.”


  Matthew snorts and Thomas looks down at the floor and worries at his bottom lip with his teeth.


  “Look, Adam. You told me yourself you’ve not been sleeping well,” Douglas says. “And the moon was bright tonight. The light on the water, well, it can create some fantastic illusions.”


  “I heard her voice. She knew my name. She was… singing to me.”


  The other students exchange surreptitious glances.


  “Well,” Douglas says. “There’s not much we can do in the dark and in this gale. As soon as the sun comes up, I’ll do a sweep of the island and make sure everyone’s accounted for.”


  They finish their drinks and go back to their rooms, but Adam stays up, watching the waves turn reddish-gold as the molten sun peeps over the horizon.
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  Thomas kicks up a clod of earth with the toe of his boot and stomps it down again.


  “I think,” he whispers, “it’s time we return home. It’s this infernal wind. It’s enough to drive anyone to distraction, and we don’t want to outstay our welcome.”


  He and Matthew are watching Adam stare out at the ocean as he paces back and forth along the cliff top on the other side of the bay, the highest vantage point on the island.


  “Nonsense,” Matthew says. “Douglas said we can board with him for as long as we like. Chap’s probably glad of the company, only that miserable old crone and a handful of inbred islanders to pass the time with all day, every day. Besides, we’re close to finding out why Darwin held this place in such high regard. I can feel it.”


  Thomas shakes his head, and his mouth tugs up in a mirthless smile.


  “Are we? Really? I mean, what do we have, Matthew? A diary that comes out of the blue, its provenance questionable at best. A mysterious fish that emits light after death? A host who appears clueless about the whole thing, and now, Adam is seeing mermaids! This whole episode seems like an elaborate prank if you ask me.”


  “You know as well as I the handwriting was thoroughly examined by leading scholars and proclaimed genuine. What if there are species in these waters yet to be discovered? A pocket of life as yet unknown to science?”


  “What indeed?” Thomas says, his voice rising over the crash of waves. “We kill it and cook it?”


  Matthew’s cheeks deflate as he blows out an exasperated breath.


  “We sample its flesh, as is our birthright as a superior life form. Then we return to Cambridge and academic acclaim.”


  “And what if we’re not as superior as we think?”


  Matthew shakes his head. “What are you talking about?”


  Thomas wipes a hand over his top lip where sweat is beading despite the cold winds. He takes a deep breath. “I’ve heard it, too.”


  Matthew’s eyes narrow. “What are you talking about?”


  “Singing. From the water. A strange, eerie melody. And my name, carried on the spray. What if there are creatures in the world that straddle the line between animal and human? Things Darwin didn’t know about? What if everything we think we know is wrong, Matthew?”


  Matthew is quiet for long moments, and then he barks out a laugh. “You’re as loopy as Mason. All this fresh air has addled your brain.”


  Matthew grins but Thomas’s face remains stony.
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  It’s a wet and stormy evening, and the men are lounging and reading in Matthew’s room when they hear the front door bang shut. Adam moves over to the window and sees Douglas stalk down to the beach in his oilskin overalls. It’s unclear in the failing light, but he appears to be holding his fishing rods and some kind of cudgel.


  “It’s Irving,” Adam says. “Looks like he’s heading out alone.”


  “Night fishing? In this weather?” Matthew asks. “The man’s crazy. And rude. He might have asked us along.”


  Thomas shakes his head, a small smile tugging at his mouth.
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  Matthew starts awake at the sound of Douglas calling for Moira in a strained hiss. There’s an urgency in his voice, and it’s quickly followed by the clatter of Moira’s court shoes on the stone floor and a flurry of activity.


  “Why didn’t you bring it down the back way?” Moira’s disgruntled voice drifts up the stairs.


  “Too dark,” Douglas grunts.


  Matthew descends the stairs and reaches the landing just in time to see Moira dragging a wet, heavy looking sack toward the kitchen.


  “What’s in the bag?” Matthew asks.


  Douglas leans on the front door, red-faced and wheezing. His hair is damp and straggly under his cap, and he pulls out a handkerchief and mops at his brow and hands.


  “Just tomorrow’s supper. I think you’ll be suitably impressed.”


  Douglas smiles and Matthew shudders.


  “I didn’t mean to wake you, lad. Get on back to bed.”


  The mystery contents of the sack intrigues Matthew but he is dog-tired and a little disoriented, and he finds himself nodding and climbing the stairs again.
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  The following evening, Douglas has Moira set the table in the grand dining room with fine, heavy, linen tablecloths and napkins, silver cutlery, and ornate candelabras. The mahogany paneling reflects flickering golden candlelight, and the flock wallpaper’s damson color is turned ox-blood dark by the shadows. Douglas pours them all a glass of dry sherry, and they wait eagerly for Moira to bring their dinner. When she appears with a large, covered platter, the mouthwatering smell of freshly griddled fish follows her into the room. She sets down the heavy dish, and her gaze sweeps across the table before she lifts the silver dome with a flourish.


  Matthew, Adam, and Thomas all lean forward and inhale the aromatic steam wafting from the platter. There’s dill, lemons, and the unmistakably unctuous whiff of meaty fish. The flesh on the plate is a deep, blushy pink, but the skin, where it is not seared brown by the pan, is silvery-blue and omitting a faint neon luminescence.


  They turn to Douglas, dumbstruck, and the older man smiles at their awed expressions.


  “Fresh Atlantic salmon, gentlemen,” he says by way of explanation. “I saw lights in the water–algae or plankton or something churned up by the storms I suppose. I went out to investigate and caught that princess. She must have been feeding on whatever was in the water, hence the strange appearance. I think we have solved the mystery of Darwin’s supper.”


  Douglas sits back and spreads his hands. The other men simply watch him for a while, blinking owlishly.


  “Moira will be back presently with the side dishes. Please, help yourselves. Dig in before it gets cold.”


  Matthew takes up a knife and proceeds to slice the huge fillet into portions. Moira returns with buttery new potatoes and steamed vegetables, fresh out of the earth that morning. As the men take up their forks and taste the fish for the first time, a wave of contented sighs makes its way around the dining table.


  “Delectable,” Adam says when he has swallowed his first mouthful. “Simply divine. I have never had fish like it.”


  “Nor I,” Thomas says, something like suspicion coloring his words. “It really was a stroke of luck to find such a fine creature in the ocean, was it not?”


  Douglas is still smiling, but his eyes are flinty. “Indeed. Fate must have been smiling on us.”


  [image: ]


  They eat and eat until all that is left are the few bones—picked clean—which were missed by Moira’s filleting knife. The wine flows and Matthew finds himself growing sleepy. A glance around at his companions’ heavy-lidded expressions confirms that he is not alone. He feels strangely euphoric, giddy, and sated in a way he’s never known until now.


  He considers the possibility the strange, glowing algae or microscopic creatures Douglas described might have healing properties or some such health benefits, and that he should probe the man for more information, but his thoughts are disjointed and too fleeting to give voice to. He’s also aware their journey has come to a somewhat disappointing end. No undiscovered species or creature believed to be extinct. No mystery. Just a large, ocean-fresh salmon. Still, he can’t feel too hard done when his stomach is so full, a trace of its delicious, briny oil still clinging to his lips. He makes his apologies, practically floats up the stairs, and falls into his bed.
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  It’s still dark when he opens his eyes. At first, Matthew thinks the screeching in his head is a vicious hangover or the infernal wind, but there’s more to it. Words. Cries and sobs and pleas. He knuckles at his eyes and licks his dry lips before sitting up and cocking his head to one side, trying to decipher the strange sounds. Foxes, perhaps?


  He goes to the window, but there’s nothing to be seen but the roll of the sea and the occasional swoop of a sea bird diving toward the water, or a bat around the trees in the garden.


  He listens again, and now it seems the sounds are coming from inside the house. Carefully, he makes his way across the room and out onto the landing. The house is quiet. He descends the stairs and is startled half way down by another sob, louder this time, followed by something that sounds remarkably like his name. It seems to be coming from the direction of the kitchen.


  The flagstones are cold underfoot, and the door creaks loudly when he pushes it open. Maisy is hunched over her bowl and looks up with wild yellow eyes as he enters. She is crunching something in her needle-sharp teeth, a spiny fish bone, and her long pink tongue curls upward to lick a morsel off her velveteen nose.


  More sounds, moaning and wailing, but still faint. Matthew can’t pinpoint where they’re coming from. He’s wide awake now, so this can’t be a dream. Again, he hears his name. Impossibly, it seems to be coming from underneath him, beneath the flagstones. Matthew glances around furtively in the gloom before dropping to his knees. He crawls around the kitchen floor and smooths his hands across the large rug that covers the center of it.


  He must look ridiculous, and he’ll be hard pressed to explain his behavior should he get caught, but the voice is still coming. It sounds so pathetic and full of sorrow he can’t resist. His fingers run over a bump under the heavy wool of the carpet in a spot beneath the table. He shunts the table and chairs off the spot as quietly as he can and finds the edge, rolling it back and gasping when he sees a wrought iron ring attached to one stone that is much larger than the rest.


  His pulse picks up as he realizes this has probably been concealed for a reason, but then he hears it again: the soft, pained lowing of his name. He grips the ring and tugs with all his might. The metal bites into his hand, and it takes a few hard pulls before the stone begins to lift, but as soon as it does, the voice gets louder, and he knows he’s on the verge of discovering its source.


  He slides the heavy tile aside, praying the scraping won’t wake Douglas, and finds himself looking down at a rickety set of near vertical steps and a faint shifting light on the stained brickwork. He takes a deep breath then places his right foot on the first rung and pushes down, testing whether it will bear his weight. When he’s satisfied, he descends and suppresses the urge to scramble back up the ladder when a howl comes from below and ricochets around the walls.


  His foot finds solid ground, and he turns to survey his surroundings. He’s in a basement, which seems to be as large as the ground floor of the house itself, if not even bigger. There’s a pool of light on the dirt floor in the farthest corner, and he follows it and the sound of weeping until he sees a huge, steel bath. Splashing now. He can hear splashing.


  He approaches the tub with caution, cold tendrils of fear worming around in his gut. He feels sick. Then he sees her, and he would swear his heart actually stops for a second or two. She’s the most beguiling woman he’s ever seen. He didn’t think such beauty existed in the world. She stops her snivelling and fixes him with a limpid blue stare. Her rosebud lips are trembling.


  “Help me, Matthew. Look what they’ve done to me.”


  Matthew’s legs seem to move of their own volition, carrying him closer and closer to the tub, although he dreads what will happen when he arrives. As more of the woman comes into view, he can see that she is indeed naked, and the sight of her full breasts sends a shiver of arousal over his skin, despite his foreboding.


  Her skin is pale and flawless, throwing out light as though she were made from stars. He inches ever nearer until a flash of silver draws his attention. A creeping sense of horror overcomes him when he sees reflective scales and an undulating, slick fishtail. He doesn’t want to look, but he can’t turn away, and when he peers over the rim of the bath he has to fight down the bile rising in his throat. She’s lying on a pile of melting ice, turned pink by blood. Her mouth opens and closes. Horrible gurgles catch in her throat. Her hands flail limply at her sides, which are slatted flaps of thick flesh opening and closing, revealing obscenely red insides.


  Her scales gleam with a bluish hue, and sure enough, there is a huge chunk of flesh missing from the bottom of her tail just before it flares out into an impressive set of flukes.


  “My God,” Matthew whispers.


  The mermaid lets out a blood-chilling scream and jerks toward him with grabbing hands and teeth bared.


  It jolts him into action, and he jumps out of reach and runs for the ladder. He’s not sure what he means to do when he gets back up to the kitchen, maybe find a knife or something blunt and heavy; put the wretched creature out of her misery and get the hell off this island. He clings to the rails and pumps his legs, although terror has numbed him and made them all but useless. He wants to vomit badly.
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  Douglas is waiting for him in the kitchen. Adam and Thomas stand in the doorway, barred from entering by his large outstretched arms.


  “I saw the bathtub. It’s alive. You… you’re a monster!” Matthew shouts.


  Douglas frowns. “It’s an ice house. We need to keep the crabs and such fresh and drowsy. You of all people can’t take issue with that, surely.”


  Douglas clucks his tongue, and Thomas and Adam eye Matthew wearily.


  “You bastard,” Matthew spits. “This is different and you know it. It’s a sentient being. She can talk. She knew my name!”


  “What are you talking about?” Adam shouts, jostling to get past Douglas, who refuses to budge.


  “Mermaid,” Matthew says, breathlessly. “There’s a mermaid in the cellar. She’s alive but suffering. They’ve been hacking great lumps out of her. That’s what we ate. What Darwin ate. Jesus. We ate her alive.”


  Douglas chuckles.


  “What’s so funny?” Matthew demands.


  “He ate nothing of the sort and neither did you. There’s no such thing as mermaids.”


  “You’re insane,” Matthew says, jabbing a finger at Douglas.


  “Says the man who’s accusing me of keeping mermaids in the cellar. I think the wind and wine have taken their toll tonight, lad.”


  Matthew looks to Adam and Thomas, confusion etched on their faces.


  “Adam, Thomas,” Matthew pleads. “You saw something. Heard something. It was the mermaids calling for help.”


  Douglas snorts. He turns and takes Adam by the shoulders. “Look, if it’ll help you sleep easier, by all means, go down and have a look for yourselves. Be my guests.”


  He lowers his arms and backs away, leaving Adam and Thomas free to enter the kitchen. Adam leads the way and looks around at them all before disappearing down the hatch. Thomas waits, poised to follow, and huffs a sigh of relief when Adam shouts up,


  “There’s nothing. Just a tub of water with a few cubes of ice floating in it.”


  The blood drains from Matthew’s face, and he jerks away when Douglas tries to pat him on the shoulder.


  “Why don’t you fellows try and get some sleep now, eh?” he says quietly.


  Adam’s head reappears from the floor.


  “No,” Matthew says. “Enough. We leave this house tonight.”


  “Come on, Rosey,” Thomas says, false cheer in his voice. “We’ve all had our little wobbles up here in the wilds. Rich food and drink. That bloody wind. The dark nights, the sound of the ocean. Let’s sleep on it and everything will seem better in the morning.”


  Matthew shakes his head.


  “Look, Matthew,” Thomas says, taking his arm. “We can’t leave. None of us are sailors, and it’s pitch black on the water. If there really are… creatures out there, maybe it would be best to wait for daylight, hmm?”


  Matthew bites his lip and frowns. He lets Thomas guide him back up the stairs. Once he’s in his bedroom, he locks the door, wedges a chair under it, and waits for the return of the sun.
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  Moira watches the boys loading their bags into the little motorboat they bought from Mr. McAvoy across the bay. She shakes her head and makes her way around the back of the house to where the steps down to the icehouse door are concealed by fronds of bracken and dead branches. She sweeps them to one side and skips down the stone stairs to the little wooden door at the foot. Douglas is inside slicing delicate strips off the large tail, the pink flesh almost transparent. He pops one into his mouth straight from his knife.


  “Mmm… every morsel tastes better than I remember,” he mumbles around his mouthful.


  The mermaid whimpers around the gag stuffed into her mouth, too weak now to scream.


  “‘Tis an awful pity though,” Moira says, accepting a slice from Douglas, “to see such a pretty thing suffer.”


  “Now, Ma,” Douglas replies. “You know as well as I what these things are capable of. They’d have no qualms about dragging you to a watery grave. Besides, the ceasgs will soon have three strapping lads for their pod to feast upon. The blood debt will be paid, balance restored, and we islanders have many, many years more of good health to look forward to thanks to this one’s meat.”


  “You’re right, son,” Moira says. “I just saw the boys taking McAvoy’s boat. Cheeky old sod knows the ceasgs won’t let them out of these waters with the taste of mermaid still on their lips, but he took their money all the same.” She chuckles. “Still, they’ll have no use for it now. Such a clever boy, Dougie. Luring those boys here with nothing but an old notebook and a yarn about Charles Darwin. If only your brother Bran had been more like you.”


  Douglas sighs and wipes his knife off on his trousers.


  “Well, it’s natural selection, I suppose. Survival of the fittest. Bran didn’t have the stomach for immortality. Few do. It can drive a man mad, living so long. Then again, maybe it was just this infernal wind.”
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  [image: S]usan should have known better than to head south with a man, especially to the place her grandmother called, “the land of legends.”


  This was the dark heart of the Alleghenies. Dusk was pumpkin colored and the mountains stood like giant petrified beasts against the mist. Trees mingled, black sticks intersecting. The fallen leaves were as sodden as a fraternity carpet, and October’s rot filled the air.


  Barry was lost. Barry, with a forty-dollar compass, LL Bean hiking boots, and a copy of Thoreau’s “Walden” in his backpack, was so lost that Saturday morning looked like Tuesday night.


  Susan should have said something. Maybe Saturday afternoon, when Barry had eased his hook into the Shawneehaw. Barry had read a book on fly-fishing, and Ted Williams, the greatest hitter in baseball history, was also a fly fisherman. Barry talked about Ted Williams so much Susan wished Williams had been a Yankee instead of a Red Sox.


  Because Barry was Yankee. Maine Yankee, the worst kind. She was Jersey Shore, college by way of Piedmont Carolina. Much of her blood was rock-deep Southern Appalachian and Scots-Irish, not to mention paranoid, a little free-spirited, and flaky. But that was no excuse to fall for him. He had passed himself off as a real man, and reality was subject to change.


  Not that all men should automatically be able to kill bears with a hatchet.


  They could at least take a little time and get things right. Like where they were, and who they were with. To Barry, Susan might as well have been Anna Beth-Mary, the previous temporary girlfriend to follow him on these Appalachian journeys. At least she had her own tent, so she could turn in early every night.


  Doubtless, others had preceded Anna Beth-Mary and Susan. All of them falling in lockstep with Barry, because when the sun hit his hair just right, he glowed like a lion. Tall, and tan, and crisp, with muscles and a toothy smile.


  After a while, Barry’s little flaws started to show. His confusion. His forgetfulness. His obsession with fly-fishing. His play-by-play of the year Ted Williams hit .406.


  By Sunday evening, Barry had completely thrown Susan over for the creek. He put on waist-high rubber trousers and headed for deep water. She had watched from the boulders like a dismal cheerleader as currents skirled around his knees.


  Monday had been just as dull. Susan had read the hard backed biography of Benjamin Franklin, a book thick enough to impress any man, but Barry had stood by the fire with his fishing pole and a dumb grin. He’d turned in early so he could chase fish for breakfast.


  Now, it was Tuesday evening, and they were lost.


  “It’s Monday, isn’t it?” Barry said.


  “It’s Tuesday.”


  Barry nodded, fumbled through his backpack, and brought out his fancy bottled water. The campfire glinted off the plastic. Barry peered at the bottle. It was as vacant as his eyes.


  “Are we in West Virginia or plain Virginia?” Susan hated herself for not knowing. They’d passed through Harper’s Ferry and over the Shenandoah River, then up Loudon Heights where the trail maps showed a meandering thread back and forth across the border. They headed south out of survival instinct, toward warmer weather. Susan hadn’t kept track of miles; all she knew was her feet were sore.


  She could out-walk Barry any day, and she could pitch her tent faster than he did. Barry had no brain cells that weren’t unclouded by Ted Williams and trout and Anna Beth-what’s-her-name.


  Now, Susan was stuck with him.


  In the mountains.


  In the fog with dark coming on.


  And it was Tuesday evening.


  Late October.


  In the Southern Appalachian Mountains.


  Susan’s grandma, who everybody called “Mamaw,” said the mountains were way wilder than what the movies said. The mountains weren’t hillbilly dolls and moonshine stills. The mountains were old as time, and secrets slept under a mile of worn dirt. Mamaw said those who belonged to them always came back, because the trees and rocks and people and animals were all of the same blood, tapped into the same spirit.


  Mamaw told of the Wampus Cat, the creature who could change from a witch to a cat in order to better seek its prey, and how it had been caught in the middle of its transformation. Now, when the moon was full, it could be seen in human size, howling, dripping saliva from its fangs, its yellow eyes glowing in the fierce, furry face.


  Susan shook herself awake.


  For the second time.


  Cold.


  Because Barry was curled and snoring in his little pup tent, and she had to use the bathroom—or in this case, the woods—real bad.


  The Appalachian twilight was scary because she was from Gastonia. Dead factory town, lazy with the letter A and not too proud of it. The mountains were a myth that lay somewhere beyond the pollution belt, the land of legends. But in the dark, the legends seemed far too real. And Mamaw said legends didn’t lie. Dogs didn’t like Mamaw.


  Susan shook Barry’s tent. “I’ve got to go.”


  “Snurk?”


  She shook again. “I’ve got to go out in the woods. And it’s getting dark.”


  Barry stuck his head out of the tent.


  “Sorry, Anna Beth,” he said.


  “I’m Susan.”


  “Sorry.”


  Men were always sorry.


  Especially Barry.


  “I’ve got to go behind a tree, and I don’t want to go out there alone.” Susan could walk the back streets in factory towns, roll miles on a city subway, and take a plane to Pensacola. But the West Virginia woods were a different story. Or were these the Virginia woods?


  Barry groaned and crawled out of the tent. He stumbled, groggy from sleep, and went to the fire. He busied himself throwing wood on the pile of embers while she sneaked behind the nearest oak.


  As she relieved herself, the chirping of the crickets rose in an uneven symphony. Mamaw said the animals knew songs older than the creek music that trickled between high boulders. They sang louder in late October, when the magic inside the world seeped closer to the outer skin. Susan heard something in the brush. She wiped and zipped before she was completely finished.


  Barry sat on a big rock by the fire. The firelight cast him in bronze, and he looked attractive again. Then he belched, and the wind changed and smoke drifted into Susan’s face. She sat on the ground across from him, as far away as she could manage without freezing to death.


  “Are we near Shepherdstown?” she asked. Because Shepherdstown was a real place, a dot on the map, and no doubt had some kind of fast-food franchise. If she ate another handful of honey-sweetened rolled oats, she was going to turn into a diabetic horse.


  Barry pulled his compass from his belt. His golden brow furrowed. On Saturday, such a simple gesture would have set her shivering with love. Now, she wanted to pull his ears down over his head and cram his compass into his nose.


  Barry tapped the compass and rubbed the stubble on his chin. “I think so.”


  Barry said “think” with the old Barryesque self-confidence. Even in doubt, he was never wrong.


  Susan counted the days backward on her fingers. “We left on the twenty-seventh, right?”


  “Yeah. Parked the car in Maryland. Greenbrier, wasn’t it?” He patted his pocket to make sure he still had the keys. She should have paid attention to little dissonant clues like the Green Party sticker on the bumper of his gas-hog SUV. Clues like Anna Beth-Mary’s picture taped to the dashboard. But, on October twenty-seventh, Susan couldn’t see beyond his blue eyes.


  “That makes tonight Halloween,” she said.


  “Halloween?” His expression switched from confusion to glee.


  She looked around at the trees. Had the crickets fallen silent? She shifted closer to the fire. “And we’re lost.”


  “We’re not lost.”


  “Where are we, then?”


  Barry waved his hands at the woods surrounding them. “Here. Near Shepherdstown.”


  Nowhere. With night sliding from the trees like sick shadows. Barry must have mistaken her look of concern for come-hither. He lowered his voice, the way he’d probably heard George Clooney do it in a movie. “And it’s just the two of us, honey. Trick or treat.”


  Yes, just Barry and Susan. Or was it Anna Beth-Mary, or maybe the half-dozen other girls Barry had mentioned on the drive down south? Mamaw said you were never alone in the mountains, because the woods watched you like a hungry beast. And legends never lied—


  Two golden specks flashed against the black face of the forest. Susan shifted closer to the fire. “Did you see that?”


  “Huh?”


  “Lights. Like animal eyes.”


  “Might be a deer. Or a raccoon. Coons like to prowl around campsites.”


  “These eyes were yellow.”


  “Probably just a reflection of the fire.”


  Except the fire was mostly orange and red. Not deep yellow like the eyes. And Mamaw said the mountains had eyes. They watched and they waited, and them that belonged always came back.


  Barry grinned with those perfect teeth and moved to Susan’s side, dragging the backpack. He rummaged in a zippered pouch and brought out a pipe. He got it going and passed it to her, but she shook her head.


  “I’m scared of cancer.”


  He took another drag and put his arm around her. “Don’t be scared. I’ll protect you.”


  She was wondering who was going to protect her from Barry. That’s when the branch snapped. She hated herself for it, but she snuggled closer to him. Mamaw and her stories. Always told as if the strange were true. “That sounded way too big for a raccoon.”


  Barry tapped the pipe clean on a stump. “Noise carries funny in the mountains, especially at night.”


  “Do they have bears up here?” Mamaw said bears were almost as bad as the big mountain cats, the “painters,” what had big fangs and screamed like women in the hurt of childbirth… but nothing compared to a vengeful and angry Wampus Cat.


  Barry gave his hiccup of a laugh. “The Smoky Mountains have more black bears than you can shake a stick at. Huh-huh. Smoky.” He stubbed out the pipe.


  “According to the guidebook, this is the Shenandoah National Forest, not the Smokies.”


  “Whatever. Mountains are mountains.”


  Her tent looked inviting, but if she crawled inside, she’d be trapped. And the canvas walls looked far too flimsy to hold back a large animal. Or the weight of the mountains. Or the strength of legends.


  “Say, I know a good ghost story,” Barry said.


  “I don’t want to hear any ghost stories.”


  “Hey, come on. It’s Halloween.”


  How could she tell him what a jerk he was without insulting him and losing what little comfort he offered? As much as she hated to admit it, she needed him. At least until they reached civilization, at which point she would happily give back his twangy bluegrass CDs and never speak to him again. He could drive north, she could head south, and the mountains would forget them, go on with the business of being ancient and full of secrets.


  The noise came again, louder and to Susan’s left. “Did you hear it that time?”


  Barry pointed up through the gap in the trees. “Moon’s almost full.”


  “On Halloween.”


  “You don’t believe in that kind of junk, do you?”


  “Spooks and goblins?” she said. “No, not when I’m safe in bed with a deadbolt on the door and the radio going. But out here, it’s different. And you never heard Mamaw’s stories.”


  Stories about the lady with the lamp, who glowed by the river; painters who followed the wood wagon home, screaming all the way; fireflies that stabbed a billion sparks above the creek beds; frost that glittered in the soft ghost breath of morning; legends that grew legs and flesh and teeth and walked the Southern hills. Stuff that got in your blood and owned you.


  “These mountains are alive.” Barry’s idea of poetry. Or his way of scaring her. All the same, with Barry.


  “I don’t want to hear any more strange noises, thank you.” Susan would not allow this idiot to hear her whine. Her discomfort was genuine, deeper than ancient granite and Mamaw’s long line of handed-down stories. “And I don’t want to see red eyes in the forest. All I want is a hot bath and a greasy hamburger and some clean sheets.”


  Barry tried to look wounded, but the expression came off as something an inept president might hide behind during a press conference. He took his arm from her shoulders.


  “I thought you were an Earth chick,” he said.


  “I’m not a chick in any sense of the word. I’m not going to grow up to be a hen, and roosters hold absolutely no appeal. But I’m about ready to ruffle some feathers.”


  “Don’t be like that.”


  She started to pour it on, dump eighty miles of hiking and their being lost and his two-track-mindedness on him, and probably, she would end up crying in frustration. Except, before she could really get rolling, she saw the yellow eyes again.


  In front of them, maybe fifteen feet away.


  This time, even Barry saw them.


  “What was that?” He stood and grabbed a long limb from the fire, held it as a torch.


  The eyes disappeared in blackness.


  “That wasn’t a reflection.” Susan picked up the closest rock.


  “Looked like yellow eyes to me.”


  “I told you.”


  “Shh.” Barry waved his hand.


  The noise came from the left. And the right. And behind them.


  Susan turned her back to the fire. The rock was heavy in her hand. The only direction that didn’t seem scary was up, with the stars blind in the glow of the moon. Mamaw said the sky hung heavier in the mountains, that it took your breath and then your soul, because you’re closer to heaven there.


  The eyes flashed beside her tent. Branches broke. The laughter of wind swept from the trees.


  Halloween. Trick or treat. In the land of legends. Mamaw’s territory.


  The campfire grabbed some oxygen and jumped for the sky. Smoke burned Susan’s eyes and nose. The forest grew wild, unafraid, with Appalachian teeth.


  The night swooped in like bats, and the trees bent with knotted limbs; the golden eyes closed in. It was coming, whatever it was.


  Susan raised the rock. “Barry!”


  He jumped in front of her and waved the burning stick as if it were a flag. Embers fell from its tip. He shouted at the woods. The eyes froze and then faded back to invisibility.


  The air grew still again. The fire sputtered. Leaves settled on the ground. Susan’s heart, the one Barry had briefly stolen, was now back and working overtime.


  She should have known better than to head south with a man. Not into this land that Mamaw said was haunted by ancient things. Especially not on Halloween.


  “What was it?” Susan’s hands were cold.


  Barry had long lost his glow. He was now just another guy with body odor and the deep-seated fear all guys tried to hide but was always just a sniff away. He tugged at the waistband of his jeans. “Mountain lion, I bet.”


  “Mountain lion? The guidebook didn’t say anything about mountain lions.”


  Barry tried to ruralize his speech, hard to do with the nasally Maine accent. “Supposed to be extinct in these parts, but there’s a lot about these woods that people don’t know.”


  “I know, I know, the land of legends.” Susan edged closer to the fire. It was burning low. Somebody would have go in search of wood. Somebody named Barry.


  “Big cats, they’ll come right up to a camp. They’re not afraid.”


  “Barry, stop trying to scare me.”


  He grinned. “Best thing to do is get in the tent and hope it goes away.”


  “The fire’s dying.”


  “So?” He crawled into his tent.


  Susan looked around at the woods. Painters could climb trees, couldn’t they? Were they afraid of fire? What color eyes did they have? All the cats Susan knew had golden or green or gray eyes, but those were house cats. Maybe mountain lions were different.


  Bigger.


  Wild things in the land of legends.


  Creatures with fang and claw that had stalked here long before the Catawba and Cherokee and Algonquin, long before the Scottish and Irish and German settlers. And long before Daniel Boone, that original tourist, had started the Southern Appalachians on its downward cultural slide. The guidebook writers from New York couldn’t know much about mountain lions, painters, and distant legends. And they knew absolutely nothing about Wampus Cats forever locked in transformation, caught between two worlds.


  Something chuckled in the dark, and it sure wasn’t the ghost of Daniel Boone.


  Even though this was Halloween.


  When midnight made promises.


  Susan didn’t wait for the yellow eyes to appear. The wet rustling of leaves was all the encouragement she needed. Still clutching the rock, she scrambled into her tent. She listened closely to the quiet. To Tuesday night. To October.


  To Halloween.


  To a mountain lion that shouldn’t exist.


  The creature’s silhouette was now clear, black against the amber glow of the fading fire.


  “Williams faced the Yankees thirteen times in 1941,” Barry said from the neighboring tent.


  “Barry.” She wasn’t sure if she had mustered enough air to summon this lost fool of the wilderness. She tried again, glad she had a rock in her hand.


  He grunted, already half asleep.


  “Barry!” The shadow was bigger now. Something nuzzled her tent flaps.


  Something with long whiskers and October teeth.


  The fire died.


  Susan was alone with the night and a snoring Barry… and whatever was outside. In Mamaw’s land.


  She held her breath, hoping it would go away.


  It didn’t.


  She listened to the breathing of the big mountain cat. Soft, at home in the darkness. At ease. Something that belonged in the land of legends.


  Barry would protect her. Barry would growl and grab a stick and scream stupid words at the stars.


  And the cat would… what?


  Barry’s uneven snoring was an insult to the crickets.


  Susan lay on her belly, ear at the entrance to the tent.


  The woods sang a mountain song, of rebel yells and squirrels and rustling laurel thickets. Creeks ran quick and cold in the dark. A cat purred, patient as the moon. Mamaw’s ghost sang a lost ballad of wind in the woods.


  Susan whispered Barry’s name, afraid the cat would hear. She flicked on her flashlight, pulled down the zipper of the tent, and peered through the nylon netting. More fervid eyes waited in the October blackness. More mountain lions that shouldn’t exist. More wild things. More of Mamaw’s painters. And behind them, a Wampus Cat mewling a folk hymn.


  She had been wrong all along. Because Barry had seemed like the wild thing, a beast she must tame or die trying.


  Now, she saw he was the danger. He was tame, and his tameness would build a cage around her. His world was one of baseball statistics and environmental rallies and kayaks and snowboards and an endless stream of trail girls, not rocks and trees. He entered this land of legends like a conqueror, with bottled water and wool socks and Yankee pride.


  “Deliverance” wasn’t a documentary. The Southern Appalachians weren’t savage and cruel. The mountains only resisted what didn’t belong here. Maybe she belonged, her blood thick through three generations, Mamaw’s heart still beating in hers. A witch’s spell stretching over generations.


  The night chill fell away as she left the camp. The eyes surrounded her; warm breath touched her skin; soft paws played at the ground. This was Halloween, a night of trick or treat, when legends came alive. And the legends had come for her.


  The forest called, the mountains waited, and the wilderness sent an invitation. Mamaw’s song drifted between the trees, beckoning, haunting, welcoming, with a chorus of “follow your heart.”


  Her heart was full of the scent of Barry, the stench of his too-human flesh, and her teeth ached for his taste. But he would be easy to track later. For now, the night beckoned.


  Susan ran with the painters, free.


  Somewhere in the night, she changed. At least, half of her did.
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  September 7, 2009–Labor Day


  [image: W]hat is Labor Day?


  No, seriously, what is it? When I was younger, I thought it was in celebration of all the mothers who go through labor to have children, and I was awed. Then my uncle told me that was the stupidest thing he’d ever heard. I would go ask someone what it means, but they would probably look at me as if I am stupid for not knowing what Labor Day symbolizes. I’d look it up on the computer, too, but my dad’s always using it for business. He works from home for a health insurance company.


  I really want my own laptop, but whenever I mention that, I get laughed at. Laptops are expensive. My mom always says something like: “Do you want to eat or do you want to play games on the Internet?”


  I wouldn’t just play games. I’d look up stuff, too.


  School starts tomorrow. I’m fourteen, so I’m going into the ninth grade. I’m not sure if that has anything to do with age, since I could have failed or been super smart (which I guess you know I’m not, since I have no idea about Labor Day).


  I filled up my last diary, so since I’m starting this new one, I’ll introduce myself. I have six of these sketchbooks now. I keep them all under my bed and when I die, I want them buried with me. I like sketchbooks instead of actual diaries because they don’t have any of those preprinted lines, even though my handwriting is going off every which way, and I can draw in here, too. I have my book with me everywhere, so by the time I’m done with it, it’s falling apart. The other books are all black, but this one has a green faerie on the front. My mom surprised me with it for Christmas and I love it, obviously.


  Right now, I’m in my favorite spot. It’s under the front porch off to the right. I found it a couple years ago when a stray dog broke through the latticework. My dad never bothered to fix it, and then when he dropped the house key down the porch slats last year, he made me crawl underneath to get it. It’s all dark and cozy under here with the light coming down in lines through the slats. I cleared out a nice spot with a trowel so I can sit without bumping my head. I’ve had to shovel a few more times, whenever I grow.


  If I was looking out the attic window, I could see the school. This is such a little town the elementary, junior high, and high schools are all in one building, but with different wings. I hate school. I’m trying not to think about it. I hate the way they all look at me. I hate what they say. They’re going to do something again, like last year when they all threw erasers at me for a month. You know what my mom said when I told her? She told me to pick up the erasers!


  “Erasers are expensive and you can never have too many.” Yeah, a great way to be sympathetic. Erasers taste awful, by the way. People never talk about that, but I know, ‘cause one of them landed in my mouth.


  I’m going to draw a picture of faeries, the Enchanted Ones, having a sword fight, but instead of swords, they’re going to use erasers.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  September 8, 2009


  I’m sitting in my first class waiting for the bell to ring. When I first walked in, someone ran into me and tried to pull off my backpack. Now, I’m just trying to be quiet. I want to disappear. That would be cool, to be just a sketch and not three-dimensional. Wow, I hate these people. That girl over there just pointed at me and whispered. Don’t they have anything better to do?


  There’s a faerie dancing around the blackboard. It’s playing with all the chalk, rolling them back and forth. Yes, that will be a cool picture—I’ll draw it next. The teacher looks okay. I heard some people talking about her last year. She’s supposed to be really strict. Her name is Andrea Hoyt. She has it written on the board in red. Maybe we’re supposed to call her Andrea, since some teachers think it’s cool to leave off their last names. Her hair is big and puffy, very black, like she dyes it a lot. Ha ha, one of the faeries is sprinkling red chalk dust in that hair. She must get grays if she dyes it.


  That girl is pointing at me again. She moved here from Michigan last year, so we’ve never had any classes together. Before this class, that is. Her name is Kristin or something like that. Yes, it is Kristin. The teacher just called it out. I wonder what Kristin is trying to say about me. Probably something nasty.


  Now she’s pointing at her own hair and laughing with her friends. I know my hair looks dirty, but I didn’t get to wash it this week. See, my dad is picky about the bills, so he times our showers to three minutes. At the end of three minutes, if you don’t turn off the shower, he turns it off for you. If I have free time before he gets home, then I get to wash my hair, otherwise I just use the sponge and gel, so I don’t smell. My hair is always shiny and kind of stringy.


  The teacher just called my name and everyone looked. Like, I could understand Kristin looking since she might not have heard my name before, but everyone else here I freaking grew up with. Wow, I really hate this teacher now. She added a little snicker to it when she said it, made it sound like Zoo-Bee instead of Zuby. When I was in first grade, everyone called me the School Pet. Apparently, Zuby sounds like the name you’d give to a squirming puppy or cute little bunny. Come on, people, Zuby cannot be the weirdest name you’ve ever heard! It’s not like I’m named Blue or Red, and those names are probably cooler than Zuby.


  Ugh, the teacher just asked where my parents got my name. One of these times, I should say something sarcastic, like they got it from a cereal box or schizophrenia attack. It’s actually a family name. Some great, great, to infinity great grandfather came from Holland with his wife and after they got here to America, they had a whole bunch of kids. One of those kids was named Zuby.


  We don’t even know if that Zuby was a girl or boy, but when my mom read the name in the family genealogy (this drawer of old papers my grandmother collected) she just had to use it. I wonder what the original Zuby was like. Was he/she as distressed by the name as I am?


  I used to think it was cool. Zuby could be the name of a pirate or a princess, but only in a fantasy world. In real life, Zuby is a word uttered by a baby. It’s a color (kind of reddish-orange). It’s a drink (alcoholic and fruity). It’s not a name. Well, yeah, but it is a name, too. It’s my name. Zuby.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  September 9, 2009


  Breakfast foods are weird. We can interchange lunch and dinner, eating the same foods, but when it comes to breakfast, there is this whole set of rules. First, you have orange juice. Or apple juice. Or something. Then, you have eggs or waffles or pancakes. Then you have coffee. Whoop-dee-effing-do. I hate waffles and pancakes (even the chocolate chip ones). They all wad up in my mouth and stick in the back of my throat so I can’t swallow.


  I hate coffee, too, but then if I have tea (I love tea) I have to go to the bathroom all day long, and then people look at you ‘cuz they think you have a bladder problem. Which, you know, you do. Only it’s not the kind of problem they think it is. You just drank a whole mug of tea. I hate orange juice, too. My mom always buys the kind with pulp and that tastes like snot or something equally gross.


  She used to get me Hot Pockets, but now that I’m a vegetarian, the options dropped way down. She’s telling me I’m wasting away to nothing. Not true. I just ate a whole bowl of grits with raw sugar on top. She’s just mad because I’m not eating omelets and sausage like everyone else, and the raw sugar is expensive. I used to eat meat, too, but then we went to a farm for my social studies class, and while we were there, they had a pig roast. It was so disgusting—especially since before that we’d been playing with the other pigs in the barn. How can anyone eat something that had a mind, eyes, lungs…?


  Ugh, now my dad just walked into the kitchen, and he’s yelling at me again for not eating meat. He always calls me a whiny witch-with-a-’b’, says I just do it for attention. Yeah, I do—attention for the animals! He should go crawl into a hole and grow a brain. Okay, time to go walk to school. I think I’ll draw along the way.
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  Ugh, now it’s lunchtime. I didn’t write any more until now because I wanted to finish my drawing. Along the way, I saw some faeries (I call them the Enchanted Ones) playing in the trees. Faeries turn the leaves different colors for autumn. They use their wings to paint. The Queen of the Faeries is the greatest painter of them all. Her name is a secret only the wind knows. I know it too, of course. I love drawing her. She has the most graceful air when she turns her head just so.


  Kristin’s standing on the other end of the table from me. Her head’s tipped to the side, too, but not like the queen’s. She keeps clearing her throat, but I’m not looking up. Why should I reduce myself to that?


  Ugh, she’s trying to talk to me. I think I’m going to draw a picture of the elves making faces at her from behind her back. Someone must have told her that old joke. Well, it really isn’t too old. They just came up with it last year.


  “So, you, um, use a lot of… lube?” Yup, that’s how she worded it. “Do you use the Zube Lube Tube?”


  I’m not answering, so she keeps repeating it. If I don’t answer, she’s going to walk away. They do that, or they throw things, but she doesn’t look like the type to chuck objects.


  Kristin hunches instead of standing up straight. Doesn’t she know the brain thinks better when you have good posture? Otherwise, the brain is giving all its energy to your posture. I don’t get why people like her. She has this awful voice, loud and nasally. She keeps rubbing her nose, too. Maybe she has allergies or a cold.


  Oh, good. She’s back over there with her friends, all of them whispering, glancing at me. Ugh, I hate these people! I wish I could be home schooled, but both of my parents work too much.


  Why do people always have to whisper to each other when it’s obviously about you? Why can’t they come over and say it your face? Sure, I’d be mad and want to rip off their faces, but I’m mad now. I wouldn’t rip off their faces, anyway. The faeries will take care of that for me.


  Yours till the ink dries…


  [image: ]


  September 10, 2009


  I’m in criminology. The teacher is passing out a book we’re going to read. She keeps glaring at this sketchbook as if it’s about to jump up and bite her on the nose. Obviously, it isn’t going to do that, but maybe she’s heard that I have to use this because I’m psychotic. I was supposed to have seen a psychiatrist, but my family’s insurance didn’t cover it (weird, considering my dad works for the company), so I spoke with the school worker lady. She said a lot of things, and I didn’t say much.


  Should I say my dad is a drunken gambler? Should I say my mom works all the time at the island’s only shopping mall as a manager to keep us fed?


  I told the social worker I have trouble expressing my ideas. That’s why I do poorly in school and avoid people. Maybe it’s true, but I really got the phrase from a novel. She told me I should use a notebook and keep writing down anything that pops into my head, so that’s what I’ve done ever since. I draw, and I write, and I still avoid people and suck at schoolwork. If anyone asks, I say it helps. It does, in a way. It keeps me grounded.


  This criminology book looks stupid. It’s about specific crimes that take place in New York City. I’ve never been there, but a lot of people go during the summer. I suppose it’s nothing like here. No, there is probably no other place in the world like here. Don’t get me wrong. How many young women get to say they live on an island off the state of New York? Not many.


  It’s called Susan Island. There’s this neat little historical society I go to a lot, and they have a whole book that tells the history. Since I volunteer sometimes to work with the computers (they’re all elderly there, so computers confuse them), they gave me a free copy of the book. They’re such sweethearts.


  Once upon a time, which was really quite a long time ago, an English settler arrived on the island. It was covered with Black-eyed Susans so he called it Susan Island. I keep trying to get a huge picture of them for the historical society, but so far, those elders haven’t been too keen on it. Their loss. I’m going to draw a picture now of that first settler standing in a field of beautiful flowers. I wonder if he could see the Enchanted Ones, too.


  Yours till the ink dries…


  [image: ]


  September 11, 2009


  Today is the anniversary of the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Centers. I was just a child when it first happened, but I still remember. We were doing a math lesson, but I don’t recall what kind of math, when the secretary knocked on the door. My teacher slipped out into the hall, and they spoke for a while. When she came back in, she turned on the television without speaking. We were one of the few rooms with a television set, so the classroom next door filed in and sat around our desks on the floor. I can still remember how the air literally buzzed with anxiety, so no one was acting up.


  A girl sat near my desk looking pale. She was new back then. I can’t even remember her name. She moved again the following year, but my mom always told me to be nice to the new kids. According to her, you never know when you’re going to be the new kid, and if you are, you want to be included. She was the new kid a couple times before my grandparents moved to Susan Island. Being Mommy’s Little Princess, I offered the new girl the chance to share my seat so she wouldn’t have to sit on the hard tile floor.


  The teacher from the other class, her class, told us to stop sharing the seat and ordered me to sit on the floor! It was my seat, though. It was my desk.


  We watched the plane crash into the second tower, and when I got home, my grandmothers were watching it. We saw the towers fall. I heard one of the girls in high school had lost her father. He’d worked in one of the towers. My mother went to the funeral service for him, but I stayed home.


  “You’re too young for funerals,” she’d said.


  In honor of that day, I’m wearing a black ribbon in my hair. Ever since kindergarten, I’ve worn my hair in one plait down my back. The end is even with my butt now. Usually, I just use little twisties, but today it gets a ribbon, all nice and black and skinny and shiny, even if it isn’t made of real silk.


  Kristin, and all of those other popular snobs, have black bandanas tied around their biceps. They have this long table set up in the main foyer where they’re selling tissue paper flowers, which I reckon they made themselves. Two dollars a flower seems awful expensive. This is a recession, not the roaring twenties. I hate people like them. When I walked by their table earlier, they called me Zube the Lube Tube and asked how many flowers I wanted to buy.


  When I ignored them, Kristin called me a bitch and said I should support charity. The flower proceeds are going to the Red Cross, but I don’t have two dollars. Literally. All I have is a penny in my shoe. I found it heads up, so I’m keeping it for good luck. I’ll polish it when I get home. I think vinegar helps with that.


  The picture I’m drawing now is of the Enchanted Ones helping me find the penny.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  September 12, 2009


  I was eating my breakfast listening to some lady call into the talk show about how her skin always gets real blotchy after she has sex (yeah, like the local talk show host is a doctor… not), when someone knocked on the front door. It was Uncle Burt, my dad’s brother. Talk about loud and obnoxious. Burt Bloom.


  “Is your dad home?” That’s what he always asks. Screw the rest of us. Don’t most uncles usually ask how you are? Maybe how school’s going? Nope, not him. I don’t even get a howdy-do.


  “No.”


  So, in he comes, filling up the house with his noxious cologne. He uses way too much. At least he didn’t bring along his wife or kids. They aren’t even his kids. They’re hers, two from her previous marriage and one that everyone pretends is his, but is really from a time when she got drunk at a friend’s party; but hey, that’s another story. Yeah, she’s great like that.


  I wolfed down the rest of my oatmeal, which is gross since my mom only buys the plain kind now. It’s cheaper. I guzzled my tea, which my mouth is still smarting from, and I flew out the door. Mom won’t be home for a while, and my dad won’t notice if I’m there or not, if he ever comes home.


  Long story short, I came here. When Susan Island was founded, the main settlement was built on what people call Susan’s Peak, which is the Eastern most point. The island rises rather threateningly up from the ocean, lots of jagged rocks and such. The founder also built a house that was more of a castle. It’s run down now, abandoned, but it’s a tourist attraction for all the folks who come to the island on holiday. The other tourist attraction is the Susan Island Casino.


  I love being here on Susan’s Peak. The Enchanted Ones are everywhere. I could draw pictures of this land all my life, especially with the forest surrounding it. There’s quite a lot of forest still covering the island.


  When you first step into the ruins, the air changes. There’s a mist that hovers, crystalline and gorgeous. History kisses you, breath like the wings of a translucent butterfly. You want to step forward, to lift your hand and touch it, make it tangible, but it is too tantalizing, always one-step ahead no matter how fast you run. It makes everything seem… perfect.


  Inside the old church, you can sit on the pews; the wood is thick and moldy, rotting. The windows are just hollow holes that let the salty wind blow in, but then off to the side, there’s a bit of the wall that’s crumbled away. The staircase leads to a room upstairs, which is covered with broken bits of clay and wood, some decaying leaves, and beer cans. There are beer cans, cigarette stubs, and used condoms everywhere. It’s why I never come here at night.


  During the day in the off-season, like now, it’s all mine; mine and the Enchanted Ones’. Off this upstairs room, there’s a balcony. That’s where I am, drawing the cresting waves and how the Enchanted Ones play in the foam. Their voices mingle with the waves, the purest sort of music.


  That’s the only good part about my name. Zuby. It’s an old name. The Enchanted Ones told me so. It’s why they let me stay.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  September 13, 2009


  I love autumn. The changing leaves are so beautiful. Most of the trees are still green, so the random splotches of gold and red make it all the more glorious. Last night, when Mom came home from work, I helped her clean the mudroom.


  I used to paint there when I was little, so we threw out the old watercolors (they were dried up anyway) and I left the paintbrushes in their shoebox. Mom worked with a lady, Miriam, who had liked to paint, but then she tired of it. Once, when Mom had mentioned my love of painting (painting the Enchanted Ones, of course), the woman gave her the old supplies. I’d stopped painting to draw, and by the time I got back to painting, they weren’t any good, but we’d just left them back there.


  So, Mom handed me the box and told me to take them back to Miriam. That was why this morning I walked the half hour to Miriam’s house. She always gives me a birthday present, a pretty bauble of some sort. This year she gave me a blue cameo, so I’m wearing it today.


  Miriam is about sixty years old. She lives in this grand old house with a widow’s walk up top. When I was younger, she’d let me wander through the rooms, admiring the antiques. The house has been in her family for generations, and it smells like it too, even though she has scented candles everywhere.


  There’s an awesome wrought iron fence surrounding her land, and it creaks a little when you open it. She has a veranda with wind chimes that sound like the ancient ones and white wicker furniture. She’ll be bringing it in soon before winter.


  There were chocolate chip cookies fresh from the oven, but the house still smelled old. I handed her the shoebox, and she made me sit in the dining room. She poured me some rice milk, handed over the cookies, and asked me about life.


  I love her dining room. The table is long and covered in white silk with a chandelier hanging down overhead. There are pictures of colonial children on the wall and china cabinets with hand painted dishes.


  I brought along my old sketchbook and showed her some of the pictures where I hadn’t written any diary entries. She offered me the use of her old studio, which is really amazing and obviously artsy, but I declined because I can’t get away that often. I have to stay home and feed my grandmothers, make sure they aren’t drinking laundry detergent or anything equally devastating. She nodded and said of course she understood, but what else is there for her to say?


  She put all the cookies in a little brown paper bag and told me to take them home for everyone. On the way, I stopped at the library to check out some new fantasy novels. Some boys from school were there. One of them threw a book at me. It hit my shoulder and still hurts.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  September 14, 2009


  Once a week for the home economics class, we’re going to visit an elementary class and tutor a child. Apparently, it’s going to be every Monday, and the teacher we’re tutoring with is going to check off our name to make sure we’re doing it, unless we’re absent from school altogether that day. The elementary school is attached to the high school, as is the junior high, so today for class we walked down there. I’m in a fifth grade class along with Selena and Robert. I really can’t stand them at all! Selena can’t put a sentence together without using poor English, which really grates on my nerves. Like today, she said to our home economics teacher: “I don’t got no idea why we ain’t just stayin’ here for class.”


  Huh? I hate poor English. It’s not like she wasn’t born on the island, either. English is her native language!


  At least the children I was assigned to tutor are little dolls. I have two little girls, Carmen and Nicole. Their teacher is a nut, though. I don’t think she’s washed her hair in the last year and her shirt, which was actually a hoodie, had stains all over it. She was wearing sweatpants and clogs. Is that professional? I don’t think so!


  We actually have to dress professionally, starting next time. I have no idea what I’m going to wear. Let me tell you about my closet. I have twelve skirts, all of them long and in different colors. I have two pairs of jeans and one pair of sweatpants, which have a hole in one knee. The skirts are rather old and faded, so I don’t think they’re going to count. I only have one nice one, which is black, and I wear it to church. I have black boots and a pair of sneakers for gym. That’s it. I used to have sandals, but they turned out to be too small this summer, and I never got new ones. I could grab flip-flops cheap, but they give me blisters between my toes.


  I complained about the clothing situation to Mom. She found an old pair of Grammy’s dress shoes in the cellar, so I can at least wear those. They’re a size too small since Grammy takes an eight and I’m a nine, but I can still squeeze my feet into them. They’re shiny and green, a bit like the emerald slippers Dorothy got in the Wizard of Oz. (In the movie she got ruby slippers, but originally they were emerald). Mom called Miriam and asked if I could borrow some of her daughter’s old clothes. I get to go pick them up tomorrow after school.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  September 15, 2009


  I am so embarrassed. I’m pretty sure my face is still beat red. I got to Miriam’s house; we had rice milk and cookies (sugar cookies with mints melted on top), and then she “lent” me the clothes. Pretty much she said her daughter won’t want them anymore, so I can keep them. They’re big on me, swallowing me up whole, but with a belt, the pants will fit me, and the shirts will just have to make do.


  Now for the embarrassing part. She gave me a pair of shoes that were just my size and brand-new. She bought me shoes because I’m too poor to buy any. I’m so embarrassed. They’re plain black ballet slippers and they’re from Payless, so I know they weren’t wicked expensive, but she bought them for me. I’m a charity case! I don’t know how I’m going to tell Mom since she tries so hard to make sure we have food.


  They’re nice shoes, too. I’ve never had ballet flats. When I got home, I tried them on in my bedroom. They rubbed my heel raw, but they’re still beautiful.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  September 16, 2009


  There was a fight in class today; Daniel and Sam were called into the hallway over it. I’ve never been called out into the hallway. I wonder what the teachers say to you out there, but in this case, Sam and Daniel were the picture of obedience. It wasn’t a pretty picture, though. Guilt and shock are much more fun to draw.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  Thursday, September 17, 2009


  It happened in the middle of social studies. The phone rang, I get sent out, and all those idiots in the class have to go “Ooooh” at the same time as if it’s the cops coming to take me away in handcuffs. So, you ask, what happened at the nurse’s office? I figured she was going to give me an earful about not getting new glasses. I failed the eye exam last year, but since there isn’t any money, I still don’t have new ones. The nurse didn’t seem to be doing those health screenings yet, but I figured maybe she calls the ones down first who failed last year.


  Oh no, it wasn’t about my glasses. She checked my hair for lice! I was so embarrassed! Kristin was there, too, for a nosebleed. She saw the whole thing and even asked if she’d have to be checked for lice. The nurse said no, they don’t check everyone, and Kristin said, “Just the poor people who live in slums?” I do not live in a slum. There’s nothing wrong with being poor! The nurse said no, that wasn’t true, but Kristin smirked.


  Of course, the nurse didn’t find any lice. Our house isn’t messy! She didn’t apologize, just said I could go. Then, as I’m leaving, she yells at me to take better care of myself. She gives a whole speech about how good hygiene is healthy. Yes, I know that. Tell my dad.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  September 18, 2009


  I almost wrote today as being in the year 3009. Odd, since everyone thinks the world is going to end in 2012. They all thought that when the year 2000 came around, too. Will humans be here in the year 3009? I think so. Actually, I think I will be, too, even though I know that’s impossible.


  Last night, we were woken by sirens. There were police cars and ambulances at the house down the street. The woman who lives there killed herself and her kids. The woman’s boyfriend came home from work to find them all dead. She’d given her kids sleeping pills, and then taken the rest herself. Her little girl was four and her son was seven.


  I can’t even imagine how awful it must have been for the boyfriend to get to the house, unlock the front door, and find them all dead. There was a note on the kitchen table that she’d left for him saying she hoped he’d join them soon. She’d killed them to escape 2012.


  Now, they’re talking about it at school. Kristin said that people who are suicidal will look for any excuse to commit suicide. Then, she looked right at me, and repeated ‘suicidal people.’ I’m not suicidal! I’m going to be a famous artist. Death would get in the way of that.


  I feel so sad for those children. They didn’t want to die. They hadn’t chosen that path for life. They had trusted their mother, and she had done what she believed to be best. She had taken them with her into death.


  I’m going to draw a picture of the children and leave it at their grave. Mom went over to the house and spoke with the boyfriend last night. She invited him over, and he stayed in our kitchen talking to her, drinking some of my dad’s coffee. He wants to get one tombstone for all three of them to share. I wonder if the children have any hard feelings toward their mother. I love my mom, but if she killed me to escape an uncertain fate, I don’t know how I’d feel.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  September 19, 2009


  Today is my cousin Amanda’s birthday. She’ll be twenty-three tonight around 9:00 p.m., the anniversary of her birth to my uncle and his first wife, the woman who ran away when Amanda was four. I don’t think they ever heard from her again. No one ever talks about her. I can’t even remember her name.


  Amanda ran away, too, in a way. At least, that’s how Mom talks about her. She went away to college in Chicago, took out a loan, and never looked back. The only time we ever hear from her is on her birthday, when Mom calls her.


  My father always has a fit, since it’s long distance, but since she’s from his side of the family, he doesn’t forbid it. She lives just outside Chicago in a little house on a farm. It used to belong to hired hands, but now the farm’s downsized. Amanda says it always smells like manure, but “you get used to it.” She rents out the house with three other girls and they all share a car, so they drive into the city every morning together. Amanda’s job starts an hour after theirs, so she gets extra time to grab breakfast.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  September 20, 2009


  Amanda called us today. Me, actually—she asked to talk to me when my mother answered this morning. I haven’t spoken to Amanda directly since she went away to college. She sounded like I remembered.


  Amanda still talks through her nose: “I meant to talk to you yesterday. Sorry, I forgot.”


  I asked her what her job is because I couldn’t remember. Amanda said she’s still working as a secretary for an orthodontist. She sounded excited to finally have braces. I’ve always wanted braces, but they’re too expensive. I didn’t say that, just nodded, even though she couldn’t see me. I hate talking on the phone. It always makes me feel awkward.


  She told me she’s getting her masters now. She got her Bachelor’s Degree in Liberal Arts, but she’s working toward journalism. “I want to see my name in print.” Then she said, “College is why I called. I looked up some art degrees around here, and I found some I think would be great for you.”


  “Cool.” I tried to sound excited, since she was being nice. I don’t plan on going to college. Amanda said herself she’ll be paying off her loans until she’s sixty-five. Even with a degree, a good job isn’t guaranteed. Mom has a degree, and she isn’t making one hundred thousand dollars a year. I’ll get a job, and I’ll draw, and maybe I’ll be a good enough artist to sell some pictures.


  “You need to get off the island. There’s no future there.”


  I wanted to hate Amanda for saying that, but I couldn’t. It’s her opinion. To me, the island is beautiful. The ancient trees paint the clouds in the sky with their leaves. The rocks tell stories of millennia past.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  September 21, 2009


  I feel lost, as if I have nothing to live for. I have no goals or plan. I want to be an artist and sell my faeries, but what if that doesn’t work out? I’ll be stuck with no backup, yet when I think about other things to do with my life, I draw a blank. There’s nothing else I’d rather do.


  Sure, I can get a job. Probably not a good one, since I really can’t afford college. I’m not certain what I’ll do about financial aid. I’ll figure out something, and I’ll get a job. I’ll live at home while I save, but it’ll take a while, since I’ll have to pay for college and a car, or for a bus pass, or for a taxi.


  Maybe I’ll get married. I’ll have a little house or apartment, and I’ll struggle to put food on the table. Maybe I’ll have children, and then I’ll struggle to take care of them. That’s not the kind of life I want.


  I don’t know what kind I dream about. It’s all a mess in my head. The Enchanted Ones laugh at me, and I draw them laughing, but who will ever care about my artwork? There are already faerie artists in the world. Nothing about my work makes it special or stand out. I’m just Zuby Bloom.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  September 22, 2009


  Parent-teacher conferences today, so we got out early. After I fed my grandparents their lunch, I made a peanut butter sandwich and came here to Susan Peak.


  I like sitting on the grassy bank, watching the waves break against the rocks. I tossed the Enchanted Ones my bread crusts. Those little silver beings fought over them and chased away the seagulls. I wish I could feed them more. The Enchanted Ones are kind to those who tend them.


  When I first arrived, a guy walked near the rocks. He wasn’t cute, but he had awesome long hair. Kind of a golden red. After I started drawing, he wandered over and asked if I was doing a school project. I hate it when random people talk to me, but he did it in a curious way, as if he really cared. I told him it was for fun.


  “I won’t bother you then. Good day.” He tapped his forehead, like a salute, and strolled off. More people should be like him.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  September 23, 2009


  I awoke this morning with a weird blood mote under my eye, mixed in with the dark circle. I must’ve broken a blood vessel, and it’s not too noticeable. I hope the dot goes away soon. At least it matches all the pimples.


  Except the pimples are more on my cheeks, nose, chin, and forehead. This is right under my left eye. I wish I had some cover-up, but I don’t wear make-up. I’d rather spend my money on drawing pencils.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  September 24, 2009


  Another afternoon spent at Susan Peak. I ran here as soon as the bell rang, couldn’t take any more of Kristin complaining about her dad. He sold his motorcycle—the old one he’d promised to give to her when she turned sixteen. Well, boo-hoo, Kristin. Some of us don’t even get cars.


  The guy with the red hair was back today. He asked if he could sit next to me. I normally hate it when people are nearby when I want to draw, but he seemed happy. The kind of contagious happy that makes you want to smile, too. I showed him the back of the sketchbook, where I just draw the Enchanted Ones and never write my personal things.


  “Faeries.” He pointed at one of the Enchanted Ones.


  I’d drawn her on a rock watching the waves. The Enchanted Ones love to ride the waves. I wish I was small enough to do it, and then to fly like they do, droplets going everywhere.


  “They’re Enchanted Ones,” I said. “Faeries are too glittery. Cutesy.”


  “Would you want to be one?” he asked.


  I stared at the artwork, opened my mouth to say no, but paused. It might be nice to be an Enchanted One. I could float around, free. I’d never have to worry about home or school. Money. The future.


  “Maybe.” That sounded safe.


  We sat for half an hour, before I had to go home to feed my grandmothers. I guess it’s nice they live with us, since some kids never get to see their grandparents.


  The guy’s name is Justin and he’s from Connecticut. He graduated high school last year, so he’s only eighteen. He looks older, though. His face looks… wise. Like, he’s got these little lines around his eyes when he smiles.


  He’s taking a year off before college to help out his uncle, who owns a fishing shop. I’ve never heard of the place, but Justin said it’s on the other side of the island. I don’t go out too much.


  “Why would you want to spend so long here?” I asked. There is nothing to do on the island. Seriously. There’s one mall, two shopping centers, and a movie theater. Oh, and a park and Susan Peak. The only people who go to Susan Peak are old couples, young lovers sneaking away to canoodle, and me. Oh, and apparently Justin.


  “This place is so old.” He laid back on the grass and rested his head on his arms. “It’s like we’re in another world.”


  A safe world.


  I’m going to meet him on Saturday.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  September 25, 2009


  I can’t believe it is almost October! When winter comes, I won’t be able to go to the peak. The rocks get icy and they close it off from visitors. If you’re so stupid, you walk on a slippery rock over a precipice, should you really be saved?


  Tomorrow, I get to meet Justin again.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  September 26, 2009


  I told my parents I needed to work on a school project at the library and went to the peak. Justin met me—he was wearing a college shirt and jeans. I’ve never been very impressed with colleges and his, Hartwick, doesn’t mean anything to me, but it made me want a shirt with my college’s logo on it. Silly thought, isn’t it? I’ll never be able to afford college unless I take out a huge loan.


  Justin brought along a backpack full—yes, full—of books about legends and myths. Most of them were stories from Native Americans, Greeks, and Romans.


  “Do you know much about this island’s history?” he asked.


  I’ve been to the historical society, and some teachers mentioned it in school. I told him about how the Englishmen had landed in their ship and set up a village. Personally, I don’t think they’ve done much more over the years. Sure, we have electricity and modern stores, but we’re still remote from the rest of the United States. We still don’t have much money, still struggling to survive off the rocky land. One-room cabins had become one-story trailers.


  “Those first settlers said the island was haunted by the fey.” Justin wiggled his eyebrows.


  I laughed, not just at his expression, but also at the joke. My Enchanted Ones lived on the island, but they didn’t haunt it. Ghosts haunted things, fey creatures didn’t.


  “The English caught the head faerie and sealed her into the rocks on this very peak.” Justin lowered his voice and knit his brow. “After that, the fey left the settlers alone so they could build their village.”


  “Too bad.” I glanced over Susan’s Peak at the rocks and trees, the cresting waves. “How beautiful this place would be without the telephone poles and litter… the garbage cans.” The public bathrooms that always smelled of sewage. I didn’t mention that to Justin, though.


  “I want to retell that story, with your pictures.”


  A marvelous idea, really. I’d never heard that legend before, so others wouldn’t have either. People love faeries, too. My Enchanted Ones would fit in great.


  I looked for them, but Justin and I were alone. My inspiration had slipped away for the moment.


  “We should find the hole they sealed the faerie in and free her,” I said. Of course, I didn’t really mean it, but Justin scratched his chin.


  “It’s too dangerous. Too many of the rocks here are unsteady.”


  It would be cool if I could save her, though.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  September 27, 2009


  Since it’s the end of the month, I had to stay home to clean today. Mom has me scrub the house at the end of every month, to make the new month more fun. I’m so tired. I don’t feel like writing or drawing.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  September 28, 2009


  Kristin spent her weekend on the mainland visiting her cousin. Oops, I should say her rich cousin. She hasn’t stopped bragging about him. Dear Cousin Roberto (who married her real cousin, so he’s not even blood related) owns a tire company. He also owns two houses (Kristin visited him at his lake house. Not sure why that’s impressive, since she gets to see the Atlantic Ocean all the time) and five cars. He has a butler, a maid, and a cook.


  It’s rather a depressing thought, in the crushing sort of way, to think that I’ll never own all that. If I’m lucky, I’ll have my own house and maybe a car, but I doubt that. Cars are so expensive.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  September 29, 2009


  I visited the historical society after school to ask if they’d ever heard the legend. I was hoping they would have a painting of the great faerie, or whatever she should be called, so I could have a reference point. They didn’t, so I’ll base her off myself. That way, I can look in the mirror while I draw.


  The lady there had heard the story before.


  “They say that while her body was sealed inside, she became a baby,” the lady told me. “If she’s let out, she’ll have to grow up. When she’s old enough, she’ll remember, and she’ll be so angry at what’s happened to her island, she’ll turn everyone into faeries. No man will ever be able to inhabit this island again.”


  It’s a rather morbid story. No wonder people don’t talk about it.


  “How will she remember?” I asked. A baby couldn’t suddenly recall a past life. Right?


  “One of the first settlers will be reincarnated and have to show her the truth as his penance.” She nodded, as if that made sense. Then again, I shouldn’t call people insane. I see Enchanted Ones.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  September 30, 2009


  Mother sent me to Miriam’s to pick up more of her daughter’s old clothes. I hate wearing hand-me-downs, but there’s a pair of awesome shredded jeans. I wonder if Justin will think I look cool in them.


  Miriam made me hot chocolate, and since I felt bad declining it, I sat in the kitchen with her. When she asked me what I’ve been doing, I told her about Justin’s book idea. I pretended he was a guy at school. She’d tell Mom if I mentioned he was a stranger I saw at Susan’s Peak. Mom would freak and think he was going to push me over the rocks.


  Miriam got pale, so maybe she didn’t believe my “we have study hall together” story. She asked me a lot of questions about the legend. Maybe people will be interested in it, once Justin self-publishes.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  October 1, 2009


  Rabbit! You always have to say “rabbit” first thing on the first of the month for good luck. Grammy taught me that.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  October 2, 2009


  I’m sitting next to Justin; he’s writing, and I’m drawing. I can’t stop bouncing on this bench. For one thing, it’s cold. Sometimes, there are snowflakes in the air, but they aren’t sticking to anything. For another, my mind keeps straying.


  “How much would you do for the island?” Justin asked.


  “Anything,” I said, but I’m still pondering it. What a strange question. I’ve always lived here, and I can’t picture having a home anywhere else, so of course I’d protect Susan Island… from anything. Maybe Justin means litter.


  I must admit that I’ve been wondering if he likes me as more than a friend. When I get near him, my stomach gets light and fluttery. Maybe he wants to move here, and he’s wondering if I’d like that.


  Yours till the ink dries…
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  October 3, 2009


  I feel sick. Yesterday was amazing, and now this. I feel like gagging, running, screaming. I swear I must be dreaming. I can’t even draw. My hand’s shaking too hard.


  Uncle Burt came over to visit Grandma Bloom. Mom didn’t work today, but my dad was at the casino again. I sat at the kitchen table working on my painting for the contest, but Uncle Burt wanted to sit there for lunch. He arrived while Mom was frying hot dogs (and boiling a veggie dog for me). I didn’t want to pick up my stuff because I was in the middle of it.


  “We can eat in the living room,” Mom suggested to Uncle Burt.


  “She can get it back out later.” He started dumping my paints into the plastic bag I’d gotten from the school.


  “Don’t, you’ll mess it up!” I tried to pull the bag away. How dare he? It wasn’t his house, and it wasn’t his supplies. “You’re just mad because you don’t have the artistic talent. It skipped you in the family.”


  I meant it to wound him, since Uncle Burt is one of the least artistic people I know. His stick figures look like stray marks.


  “This family isn’t artistic.” He waved his fist as if he was cheering for a game. “You got it from your parents. They were probably hippies.”


  I glanced at Mom, in her jeans and plain T-shirt, the least Flower-Power person I know.


  Uncle Burt snorted, and he said it. “Not her, your real parents.”


  Mom made a gulping noise. Uncle Burt glared at her. “Ain’t you ever told the chit she’s adopted?”


  I, Zuby Bloom, named after a Dutch ancestor I’m not even related to, am adopted. That strikes me like a baseball bat to the gut, and I don’t even mind he’s called me a chit and not a child. I look like my parents, really. We have the same dark blonde hair and brown eyes. At first, I didn’t believe it.


  Mother was crying and blubbering, “Why did you have to tell her?”


  I haven’t come out of my room since then. I don’t know what to do. How do I act now? I keep crying. I’m scared. The Enchanted Ones hug me, but it’s not helping. My parents aren’t my parents. This isn’t my family. I don’t even know where I belong.
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  October 4, 2009


  I don’t feel like drawing, but if I don’t write this, I feel like my heart will explode. My dad didn’t go to the casino today. He and Mom sat me in the living room. We kept crying, even my dad.


  Miriam worked with the historical society sixteen years ago when they were planning where to dig the bathrooms. Yes, those gross bathrooms. She said they found a baby among the rocks.


  I’d been dumped amongst the rocks. The workers were surprised I hadn’t bashed myself to death. Already, I hate my real parents.


  Mom and my dad had just been married, so Miriam gave me to them to foster. Since no one could find who I belonged to, they adopted me.


  I don’t know what else to say for now.
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  October 5, 2009


  Mom let me stay home from school. I went to Susan’s Peak and just sat with the Enchanted Ones. No wonder I love the island so much. I was freaking abandoned here. I’ve been so depressed, I’ve been sleeping a lot.


  I keep dreaming about Justin dressed like John Smith in the Pocahontas movie by Disney. That’s how I’m going to paint him when I feel like it again.


  I don’t know what to do.
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  October 6, 2009


  I think I do know what to do. It’s a fantastical idea, but I love it.


  I met Justin today at Susan’s Peak. He hugged me while I cried out my pathetic adoption story, and then he kissed my forehead—really. That’s not the incredible part, though.


  “You were found because you’re the faerie,” he said. “This island belongs to you.”


  I laughed, but he shook his head. It can’t be true. It’s a legend.


  The Enchanted Ones want me to go. All this time, I thought they were a part of my overactive imagination. What if they are real? Justin thinks he’s the first settler reincarnated and that it’s his duty to lead me to the point where I’d been banished. Yes, it’s right behind the bathrooms near the garbage can.


  I ran away from him. I bolted all the way home and hid under the porch. Dare I believe? I feel like if I go back tomorrow, he’ll be waiting for me. It will be goodbye to Zuby Bloom.


  I’ll take back the island and make it inhabitable to mankind. It will belong to nature and the fey.


  Yes, I think I will go. I feel lost enough inside. Maybe this is my freedom.


  The ink is dry now.
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  [image: O]nce you’ve tried to kill yourself, people treat you differently. Carefree jokes and smiles turn to apprehension, sorrowful looks, and most of all, discomfort. As if my life wasn’t bad enough. I’d gladly try again and save everyone the trouble, but my parents were shipping me off to a mental hospital, so yeah, there’s that too. At some point, a conversation that started with “Our daughter tried to kill herself,” ended with, “I think it’s best we send her away. Let’s pretend she doesn’t exist, you know, sort of like the dust you keep sweeping under the rug.”


  It’s not like I had much say in the matters of my life, as the one big moment of complete control was met with an epic failure. So, off I went with no choice in the matter. I didn’t even get to say goodbye to the handful of friends I had. Not like they made much effort to come see me when I was laid up in the hospital having my dad’s blood pumped into my veins. At some point, I wished I could just disappear. It didn’t work, so now my parents were finishing the job in the most politically correct of ways. At least my growing fan club wouldn’t forget about me. The marvelous kids at school continued to barrage my Facebook wall and clutter my email with oh so many original ways to call me a whore. Some of the bolder ones even added things like: “Too bad she didn’t die,” or “The world would have been a better place had she actually killed herself,” and “The whore’s ex-boyfriend posted a nude selfie of her online and now she’s a dyke who screwed up trying to kill herself, how pathetic” to their list of clever insults.


  Whatever; I guess I wasn’t leaving much behind after all.


  While I sat in the back seat of the old station wagon, I thought back to the day Dad brought it home. More importantly, I remembered sitting on the sticky leather seats, overflowing with excitement as we drove to Disneyland. This was of course, a very different trip. A trip without singing or playing stupid family games. No, instead I sat silently, wishing I could scratch the raw skin on my wrist, but it was protected by a thick layer of bandaging and gauze. I stared at the rearview mirror, frowning with disgust every time Dad accidentally made eye contact with me and looked away. Mom was a whole other ballgame; she stared out the window with great interest, as if the endless grass-framed roads and mounds of vegetation could be anywhere near as entertaining as the uncomfortable silence inside our car. She would occasionally wipe at her eyes, or run a used tissue under her nose. She didn’t speak, nor did he. I spoke, right before we left the house. I couldn’t say it was anything pleasant. It definitely wasn’t PG-13.


  They had showed me the brochures as if it were some great big country club. The forefront had a ridiculous picture of a white and black guy holding hands, while another white guy had his arms around an Asian and Spanish girl, all smiling for the camera. It was as if it was saying “Haven Falls caters to the psychotic needs of all ethnicities: see how our insane clients come together in such happy groups? Oh, and pay no attention to the creepy mental hospital behind them, we know it looks like something out of a horror flick, but you should be paying attention to our diverse culture!” Imagine my surprise when we pulled up to the gates of hell. Dad turned off the engine and we all kind of just lingered there in the car, staring in awe. Granted it was night; what mental hospital didn’t look horrifying in the dark? Still, I had a feeling that even if the sun came out and shat a rainbow across the sky, Haven Falls would still look like the set of some sick torture porn.
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  [image: M]y first night began with me giving my parents a loving middle finger goodbye. This, of course, was after they casually gave me over to the medical staff by way of signature. It all seemed like a blur of events, each individual situation glued together like a child’s messy art project. First was the cursing, provided by yours truly, followed by the stripping of my clothes and a feeling of complete humiliation while Nurse Ratched inspected me for any contraband and removed my nipple piercings with a creepy smile. A freezing shower came next—to wash the shame away, naturally. I can’t forget to mention the pleasantly coarse clothes we got to wear: ward approved lace-less Chuck Taylors, khakis, and a black shirt. Finally, two orderlies who must have been ejected from the NFL for unnecessary roughness dragged me kicking and screaming down a long hall flooded by florescent light; they hauled me past closed doors, behind which hid hysterical, laughing girls. I was unceremoniously shoved into a small room where a similar door slammed shut behind me. To my pleasant surprise, I found I had a roommate.


  She shot up as if waking from a nightmare and switched on her bedside lamp. Scratches marred the sides of her otherwise pretty face, scrunching and peeling with the Cheshire cat smile she gave me.


  “Listen, dude,” I said waving an accusing finger at her. “I know how this shit works; there will be no fondling here. We won’t be best friends, and there will definitely be no raping, I don’t care what kind of kinky ass sex toy you made to do it with either. It isn’t happening.” I pointed at the empty cot with the folded over mattress. “My side—” then at hers, “—your side. Now, I’m sure we are both old enough to not need a line of paint to separate the room, but if I see your crazy ass walk too close to my bed, I’m going to have to kick you back into the cuckoo’s nest.”


  “Well, my name is Cassandra and it’s nice to meet you too. I promise I won’t try to use my makeshift dildo on you… even if you’re asleep.” Her smile grew wider. “Although you’d be quite impressed with what a sock and tape can do.”


  I rolled the mattress down over the squeaky bed frame, wondering if it was wrong to come out swinging. Perhaps I should have given her a chance. I took a deep breath and sat facing her. “So, what are you in for?” I asked, feeling as stupid as the question sounded.


  “I killed my parents and set my sister on fire,” she said. “But alas, they got me because I ate the dog.” I blinked in shock, not knowing how to respond before she laughed. “I’m just fucking with you. It’s a mix of not eating what society deems a proper diet and filleting myself.” She held out her arms, showing off an assortment of scars, deep and shallow, decorating her soft flesh. “But if you ask me, the biggest issue was getting caught. What about you?”


  “I killed myself,” I said, rolling my eyes, as if talking about bad weather.


  “Your tense seems a bit off.” She scratched at her arms.


  “No. I did, in fact, kill myself. I was dead for three whole minutes before those jerks brought me back.”


  “Are you a regretter or rejoicer?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well there are two types of people who try to kill themselves. Those with suicidal ideation—they are the annoying ones who tell everyone and their mother they’re going to do it. Then you have the ones who actually want to kill themselves. Those usually keep it to themselves, so everyone’s in shock when they do it. The former just want attention, the latter are just fucked. The way I see it, you can break it down into a sub category; regretters and rejoicers. The regretters start freaking out after they swallow all the pills, slash their wrists, or kick the chair out. It’s a huge wake up call. The ‘oh shit, just kidding, I want to live!’ moment. Then, there are the rejoicers who stand strong with their convictions and feel a sense of relief when death approaches.


  “There’s one more subset for the ones that don’t die. The regretters totally have a new lease on life and try not to take it for granted. The rejoicers feel even more miserable because they failed even at killing themselves, and are pretty much counting down the days until their next attempt.” She leaned forward, taking care to look me in the eyes. “So, which are you?”


  “If I wasn’t on twenty-four hour watch, I would have finished the job as soon as I got out of the hospital.”


  “Humph, I guess you’ll be pleasant company. Then again, since you’re so keen on the idea.” She got up and pulled back her mattress. A beat up bible sat under it, among tangled bed frame wires. She picked it up and let the mattress fall back in place with a clatter that seemed to echo through the entire building. She tossed the book on my bed and flopped back on her bed, again giving me her annoying smile. “Go ahead, find your God.”


  I picked the bible up, confused at the direction our conversation had taken. I turned it over once in my hand before opening it. Something fell out from between the pages, landing on the floor with a metallic cling. There, staring up at me, was a rusty razor. I looked back at Cassandra with a questioning glare.


  She reclined, folding her arms behind her head. “If you’re so set on killing yourself, don’t let me stop you.”


  Her eyes closed as if sleep had decided to reclaim her, and that was the end of our pleasant talk.


  The razor instantly became our third roommate; it sat between my feet with a mocking glare. My hands shook and the bible seemed to double, and then triple in weight. I put it down and wiped my palms on the rough blanket. I couldn’t seem to take my eyes off the blade. It was like a cute girl—the bad girl—who I knew would hurt me, but everything in me ached for her touch.


  I picked it up and felt heat run through my body. I pricked the tip of my thumb, testing the sharpness. The whispers came, hundreds of little voices invading my mind. Voices spewing thousands of words, a symphony of chaos, making my head feel heavy, too full for my own sanity. Within the cacophony, I knew that with a simple flick of the wrist, that razor could release all the noise and finally settle my nerves. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, before stuffing it back within the pages and kicking the bible under my bed.
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  Sleep didn’t come my first night, and who could blame it? Not like I had an easy time falling asleep under normal circumstances, not with a thankless mind that never shut up. The internal noise could keep me up for days on end, leaving me skittish, with harsh bags under my eyes. At Haven Falls, those noises couldn’t compare to the external auditory discomfort. I listened to a girl cry for most of the night—slow, thoughtful sobs—sobs that came with routine as opposed to fear or sadness. Random laughing, screaming, and mumbles mixed in as well, but what set me most on edge was a distant wheezing which seemed to hover near the edge of perception.
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  [image: M]y first official morning in Haven Falls was like any other morning, if you were used to eating cold eggs and toast in front of watchful orderlies and nurses ready to stick you with syringes. Imagine a school cafeteria and all the social circles. Now replace the popular kids with schizophrenics, the potheads with the heavily medicated, and the Goth kids with high-risk patients. At least I didn’t have to worry about people passing judgment on my clothes anymore, not with our swanky crazy-people outfits. I ran my thumb over the teeth of the spork.


  Sporks are such silly inventions.


  “Hey girl, the spork won’t cut as deep, true story.” Cassandra sat across from me with a tray of undercooked food of her very own.


  I gave her a sarcastic smile and continued playing with the utensil. I still wasn’t sure I wanted to be friends with her, but something about her interested me. She was clearly nuts, as her current residence would imply. From what little I knew of her, I still found myself curious.


  “Oh, I gave you the benefit of the doubt last night.” She frowned. “But please don’t tell me you’re one of those self-absorbed girls who think they’re better than everyone because they get a little sad and want to kill themselves from time to time.”


  “No… I just think the only difference between friends and enemies is that enemies will stab you in the front,” I said.


  “Who said anything about being friends?” She waved her hand at the cafeteria. “Look around, this isn’t the schoolyard. But once you come to terms with the fact that we’re all crazy here, you’ll realize it’s a playground. Come on, I think it’s time you meet the cast of characters.”


  She pushed her tray over to a girl absorbed with frantically counting dried out strands of her own hair. Cassandra stood, and her bronzed skin and black pixie cut hair made her look like an inviting fairy tale creature, so much so that I couldn’t stop myself from reaching out for her offered hand. She was like the Pied Piper come to take me away.


  We left the moaning and laughter of the cafeteria hand in hand, walking into the recreation room, full of tables set up with games for the patients to argue over. An old school TV hung in one corner where patients rocked back and forth in a haphazard gathering of chairs, laughing and pointing as Jerry outsmarted Tom once again.


  “Think of this area as your local Dave and Buster’s, except it doesn’t have any of the good games or food… hmm actually I guess it’s nothing like Dave and Buster’s, at all.” She laughed and led me out the adjacent door to a long hall.


  A girl who couldn’t have been any older than me sat on the floor. Eyes red from crying peered into nowhere through a veil of knotted blonde hair. She shook her head back and forth, muttering the same few unintelligible words over and over. The girl looked up as we approached, her skin ashen and drawn, as if on the verge of death.


  “What’s wrong with her?” I asked, taking a curious step toward her. Before I had a chance to get closer, the girl jumped to her feet, screaming bloody murder. I stumbled back, realizing for the first time that I held Cassandra’s hand. She squeezed mine in a reassuring manner and stepped in front of me. I felt embarrassed, like showing weakness in front of her made me feel dumb.


  “Back off Kat, that’s no way to treat the new kid.”


  “I’m not a kid!” I wrenched my hand free of Cassandra’s and crossed my arms, glaring at them both.


  Cassandra looked at me with annoyance. “Sorry, let me rephrase that… because I’m sure it makes a world of difference to Kat here. That’s no way to treat the new mature teenager. There, is that better?”


  I clenched my jaw shut and refused to meet her eyes. She didn’t seem to mind and turned back to Kat.


  “What’s your damage? You take your meds, hun?”


  Kat gesticulated at the walls and stomped three times as she shouted, “They took her, they took her, they took her!”


  Cassandra’s face darkened; her casual demeanor shifted to menacing in an instant. “Who? Who did they come for?”


  “Alice!” Kat screamed with wild eyes. They reminded me of a friend I knew who snorted an eight ball at a party. He looked crazed for half the night before his nose bled out and we had to call the ambulance. “She was late, she didn’t get to the room in time, and they took her. She screamed all the way to hell!”


  Cassandra did something that took me by surprise: she reached out and took the girl in her arms, hugging her close and whispering into her ear. I shied away, feeling like I was prying into something personal, something I had no right being a part of. A sinking feeling deepened in my stomach for it.


  “Shh, it’s going to be okay,” Cassandra whispered.


  “How can you even say that? None of us are okay here. One by one, you, me, and then her—” she jabbed a nail bitten finger in my face. “They’ll come for us all!” Kat struggled to get away. Cassandra fought to hold her tight, only making Kat squirm and scream louder. Her shrill voice echoed up and down the hall, making my ears ring. I backed away, leaning against the cold, tiled wall as the scene went on. I was so preoccupied, I didn’t notice the sound of marching footsteps until two orderlies and a nurse were on top of us.


  “Cass!” I shouted, not knowing why it was so important she be warned. She didn’t listen; she kept trying to calm Kat. I tried reaching for Cass’ shoulder but my hand was intercepted by one of the orderlies, who pushed me against the wall and pinned me there. The nurse wrapped an arm around Kat’s neck and injected her in the arm. The fight left her twig-like body. The other orderly grabbed Cass with one arm, hauled her off her feet, and slammed her chest first onto the floor. He leaned his knee into her back while bending her arm around behind her.


  “Get the fuck off her!” I yelled, clawing and punching at the sack of shit holding me. “She was trying to help!”


  They paid me no mind, which wasn’t surprising. You know what else wasn’t surprising? The scumbag’s hands roaming across my breasts, ass, and thighs. He loved every minute of it. So I spit in his face. When he tried to wipe it clean, I rammed my forehead into his mouth.


  “How’s that feel?” I asked with a wicked smirk, proud to see upper teeth buried into his bloodied lip. I expected some retaliation, but was caught off guard by his fist knocking my head into the wall. My legs wanted nothing to do with me, so I slid to the floor. Cass struggled, her eyes so wide and perfect. Most importantly, she looked at me with pride.


  The nurse came with her syringe. I hoped it wasn’t the same one she used on Kat. Also, I didn’t think there was any need for it, seeing as that I was losing consciousness anyway. Still, the prick came and before I knew it, the lights went out.


  4


  [image: I]don’t know what kind of mental institute you may have been to, but mine was the kind that strips you buck-ass naked and locks you in a freezing room whenever they deem you out of hand. Did I mention the room was no bigger than a closet? I was so cold I worried about frostbite. No matter how tight I curled up, I couldn’t stop the feeling of ice penetrating my bare skin and infiltrating my bones. This was cruel; it had to be inhuman. Who would care? It’s not like I could run to my parents and complain. I felt like such an asshole for cursing them out. Maybe if I was nicer they would have checked up on me, come to make sure I had breakfast and was adjusting? They would have demanded to see me, and Mom wouldn’t have taken no for an answer. However, I was a bitch and pushed them away. I’m pretty sure Dad said “We need to give her time.” So now there I was: naked, alone, and freezing my tits off.


  Wait… I wasn’t alone. After forcing my mind and teeth to stop chattering, I could hear them: the screams, the crying, the begging. The desperation that seemed to sing from the walls of my prison. Echoes came from all around: up, down, left, right. It was as if my coffin were buried within a network of similar rooms. I was surrounded by endless horror. The worst part was realizing that one of those horrible, wailing banshees was me. I screamed so much my throat felt like it ripped to shreds. In moments of pure desperation, self-proclaimed atheists, such as me, find God—and not just one God—I prayed to them all. The Judeo-Christian God, Buddha, Shiva, Tao, Zen, Allah, even the bald guys at the airports. All the gods, prophets, and angels I could think of. One of them had to be listening. Someone had to take pity on me. Someone had to love me… and it was that thought that tore at my soul, which turned my screaming into pathetic tears. I shivered, huddled in the corner, trying to keep the cold at bay while I cried for my lonely, pathetic life.


  After what seemed like forever, the freezing, hard floor seemed to meld with my skin. I couldn’t tell anymore where I ended and the concrete began. I was no longer cold, but numb. I couldn’t feel my body. It was as if I were a separate being all together. I sensed discomfort, but it was more knowledge. I knew which parts should be hurting, but felt something other than pain, just neurons and electrons firing across my brain telling me something was wrong.


  I wondered if maybe I had died, and nobody ever knew.


  Well, this is what I wanted, right?


  “Hey,” whispered a voice I assumed came from my mind. “You in there?” It seemed almost intrusive. After hours of insanity, through all the screaming and crying, this one sound found its way to me to tease and torment. “Don’t go to sleep!”


  “Fuck you.” The sound of my voice scared me. It was a rough thing, made of shattered glass and nails.


  “Shit, girl. You sound like my great grandma. She was a smoker up until her cigarette blew up her oxygen tank. Then there was a whole thing…”


  That made me snicker, a short, simple laugh that reminded me I had a body and I felt pain. I shoved the feeling of mirth down and sobbed a little more.


  “I know it’s bad in there. Trust me I know. But I’m not going to leave you; I’m going to be right here.”


  “Am I in hell?” I asked.


  “Hell is for the evil, we aren’t evil… just have a couple of screws loose, you know?”


  “Cassandra?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Please don’t leave—” I broke off into tears, frantic desperate cries, like a baby wanting its mother.


  “I’m not going anywhere; you looked out for me. Even if they stick me in the cell next to yours, I’m not leaving.”


  That’s how I spent the rest of my first day in Haven Falls. Had I been teetering at the cliff of sanity before, the staff made sure to give me a friendly nudge off. It was worth it though, because I had found a friend. Maybe someone who could be more than a friend. I had no concept of time, but I knew Cassandra stayed outside my door for hours. She told me about her fucked up family. About school and how much she hated it, how she once got in trouble for fighting a bitch cheerleader who shoved her on the track field, how the cheerleader’s mother led a witch hunt to get her expelled, while all her friends tormented and harassed her online.


  She told me about the guy she met at the bar who let underage girls in for free, and how she later found out guys were cruel and could make you hate yourself more than anyone in the world. She told me how mirrors displeased her, and the touch of a razor on her skin was better than the lips of a lover. Last, she told me about a girl she once met who changed everything. She told me about their passion and excitement, the endless possibilities and plans they had together, and how much it hurt to leave her, because Cassandra couldn’t take a chance with her heart, not again.


  I thought of my ex, Abby, and focused on the look on her face when I broke up with her. She thought things were going great, but I was scared, too scared that all of my bullshit would drive her away in the long run. It had been better to end things before I was really attached. She had helped mend my heart, so I’d had to end things before it shattered again.


  I missed her so much.


  I cried listening to Cassandra, but it wasn’t for my pain anymore. For the first time in a long time, I felt like I’d found someone who could understand me, someone I could finally be comfortable in my own skin with. I couldn’t remember the last time I ever felt comfortable or happy being me. That scared me more than my horrible prison. I held my hand up against the cold door. Somehow, I felt Cassandra’s warmth through it, protecting and reassuring me.


  “Cass?” My voice was returning, but rasped from the cold.


  “Yeah?” She sounded tired. It made me wonder how much time had passed.


  “What happened to Alice?” I don’t know why I asked about her. I felt Cassandra had stripped herself naked and bared her soul. She opened up to me, and probably expected me to do the same. I couldn’t; I may have been physically stripped, but my mental walls were not ready to come down, so I changed the subject.


  “What?” she asked.


  “Kat told you they took Alice. Who took her?”


  “You don’t need to worry about that right now… you have bigger fish to fry. Besides, you’re safe in there.”


  “Safe from what? Kat said Alice didn’t get back to her room in time. What did she mean?”


  “You don’t need to worry about it—”


  “Dodging the issue is only making me want to know more. Tell me!”


  She sighed, paused, and took a deep breath. When she finally spoke, her voice wavered with dread. “It’s been happening for as long as I’ve been here. Probably even longer… at night, girls… they disappear.”


  “What does that even mean?”


  “Exactly what it sounds like. No, wait, let me rephrase that. They don’t disappear, they are taken…”


  “Taken by whom?”


  “Nobody knows. Only thing we do know is the nurses and orderlies act like it doesn’t happen. Here today, gone tomorrow, and they don’t lift a finger.”


  “Do they take the girls? Maybe they are being discharged?”


  “No, it’s totally random, and it happens to whoever is outside their rooms after twelve. One time there was this girl, Sam. She was screaming. I heard her running down the hall banging on doors, begging someone to let her in. I almost did… I wanted to, but we all knew the stories; you don’t open your door after twelve. Anyway, Sam sounded so scared I was about to, but something stopped me. This weird, wheezy breathing… kind of like Darth Vader. It got quiet and then this bang happened, like someone or something hit her, and she went quiet. The breathing came closer, then went away along with a sound like a body being dragged. It was her, had to be. There is a room downstairs below the hospital that’s always locked. None of us have ever even seen the staff go down there, but sometimes, weird sounds come from inside. Weird, fucked up shit. We think that’s where the missing girls go.”


  “How is this all even possible?”


  “Our parents signed on the dotted line.” She sounded distant. “They washed their hands of us.”


  I realized something.


  “Wait, Cass!” I sat up quick, feeling the ache of my bones and pins and needles as blood worked its way through my icy legs. “What time is it?!”


  “Time for you to shut up and tell me what we’re going to do when you get out of the fridge.”


  “No, Cass, seriously… what time is it?” My voice trembled, but it wasn’t from the cold, it was panic.


  “Don’t worry about it.” She still sounded weird. Earlier, I had mistaken it for tiredness, but now it sounded like sadness and fear.


  “Cass, please, you have to get back to your room!”


  “It doesn’t matter; it’s too late already.”


  “What do you mean it’s too late already? Just go!”


  “It’s safer here than wandering the halls. It’s too dark for anyone to see me. Besides, I’m not leaving you in there to go crazy in solitary. You might bash your head open or do something equally dumb. I can see it in you; you’re neither a regretter nor a rejoicer. You’re scared of yourself because you don’t even know what you’re capable of. I’m not going to let the fridge fuck your mind into thinking you’re a rejoicer.”


  I banged my fist on the door. A shock shot up my arm and for a second, I feared my hand had exploded like shattered ice. “I won’t do anything, just please leave. You don’t have to go to your room, just find some place to hide.”


  She waited for what seemed like an eternity. “Maybe the laundry room, I can probably sneak into one of the bins, under all the shit-stained sheets.”


  “Go, just go!” I yelled.


  “Okay, but I’ll be back for you as soon as it’s morning. Don’t lose hope, okay? We’re BFFs now, so you can’t do shit like kill yourself without texting me first. Got it?”


  “Go!”


  She put her hand on the door. I couldn’t see or hear her do it, but I knew she did, and I put my hand where I knew hers was. After a moment of silence, her light footsteps trailed off. I listened for a long while, until I was left with nothing but the ambient screams and crying. They weren’t mine though, not anymore. I had hope, and I would fight… tomorrow. I surrendered to the heaviness of my eyes, and let my mind drift.


  Heavy breathing pervaded the fog of sleep, and I emerged to the rasping, continuous whoosh-click-hiss of Darth Vader.


  5


  [image: M]y second morning at Haven Falls wasn’t nearly as fun as the first. The door swung open and the harsh light attacked my delicate eyes. I tried to look away and cover my body at the same time. It didn’t really matter; strong hands grabbed my frail arms and hauled me to my feet. Two orderlies dragged me out into a hallway, still completely exposed to the elements. I could barely see, but managed to make out the shapes of countless doors—fridges where other poor girls were trapped, naked and scared. I only had a moment to ponder this before they dragged me away. The screams and cries continued far behind me as if I were turning my back on them.


  After they take a girl out of the fridge, it was straight to the shower. They dumped me into a stall and turned the cold water on full blast. My skin was already accustomed to freezing, but the individual streams of hard water hitting my skin felt like a swarm of icepicks. It didn’t last long before one orderly reached in and twisted the knob. The ear-splitting squeak preceded an instant change from ice water to scalding. I screamed myself hoarse as the spray reddened my skin. Steam filled the room while cruel hands held me under the scalding water. I fought as much as I could, but my half-starved, hundred pound body was no match for a pair of men big enough to be linebackers.


  After my shower, they dressed me, as if I couldn’t do it myself—God forbid they miss an opportunity to cop a feel. Next, an orderly tried to force pills down my throat. The first attempt didn’t take; I spit the pasty pills into his face. He obviously had no problems hitting girls, and sent me to the floor with a slap that made me see stars. The second time he shoved the pills into my sore mouth, I obliged and swallowed. I don’t know what they were, but I can say they were good shit.


  I knew a kid that would sell his mom’s good jewelry for something like this, and here I was being spoon fed the drugs for free. The orderlies lifted me, as the world became an oil painting mixed with disconnected sounds and random, synaptic firings. I actually felt my smile creep across my face. I should have been angered, but my mouth betrayed me, and I couldn’t help giggling. They took me into the cafeteria and dumped me at a table. I couldn’t sit up straight, so I laid my head heavily on the sticky surface. The smell of Jell-O and pancakes made me happy.


  “Hey…” The voice echoed. “Hey, sit up!” The sound came from everywhere and nowhere, permeating the mush that was my mind. It bounced off the insides of my skull and around my eardrums. My neurons tried to find something more important to process, like what the color of the distant wall might taste like. “Pull yourself together!”


  I sat up and smiled. The girl, I knew her… Kat.


  “Kat… got my tongue,” I mumbled, feeling the weight of drool run down my chin as I stuck my tongue out and held it between my thumb and index finger.


  “They drugged you?”


  “It was some good shit.” I giggled uncontrollably. Kat’s face turned angry, until the skin melted off her and dribbled into her plate. I gasped. “Are you going to eat that?” I asked, pointing at her liquefied face.


  “They took her…” she said. That was important. “They took her!”


  There were too many echoes. When ducks quack, the sound doesn’t echo, scientists can’t figure out why. I wanted to share my knowledge with Kat, but she yelled, “They took her, they took her, they took her!”


  I leaned back, but there was nothing to support me, so I fell and fell and fell.
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  When I opened my eyes again and looked up at the white ceiling, I thought I was at home. For a second, everything was fine. Before the depression, before hating myself, before feeling lost and alone, before I tried to kill myself, when I was younger and still blind to the world. I took a deep breath and I was happy. It didn’t last, of course. I turned over on the hard mattress, feeling the springs dig into my side. Cassandra’s mattress was turned up, her belongings gone. There was no sign of anyone else sharing the room with me.


  They took her.


  The clock on the nightstand read 11:00 p.m. I jumped up and looked out the barred window. Moonlight bathed my cell in an eerie, pale blue. I slept the whole day! My legs were still weak and my head was foggy. I wobbled around, attempting to pace in a circle, forcing my body and mind to work as one cohesive force. Once I had my footing, I reached under my bed for the bible and flipped through the pages until I found the razor. It sat right where I’d left it, nestled amid rusty discoloration on facing pages. I snapped the book closed and tossed it, carefully concealing the blade in the palm of my right hand. There was only one thing left to do. I ran out into the hall looking to my left and right for anyone, but the hospital basked in a strange quiet. I knocked on a door across from mine.


  “Go away,” said a low whimper.


  “Have you seen Cassandra?” I shouted.


  “Shhh, not so loud,” the voice shot back. “She’s gone, never came back to her room. They took her.”


  “No!”


  “Get back inside, it’s almost 12:00.”


  “Help me find her, please… I have to find her!”


  “There’s no one here.”


  She went silent.


  I ran down the hall toward the cafeteria, only to find it empty. Not a sign of the staff or patients; as a matter of fact, the whole room was impeccably clean, as if it had never been used. I found the recreation center, which was the same: all cleaned up neat and tidy with no sign of life. I found the hall where I first met Kat. Down through another door, into another empty hallway, an endless maze of sterile corridors, all perfectly kept and organized. Any rooms I passed were locked, and the occupants refused to help or talk to me. So I kept searching, desperate to find my friend. When I reached the stairwell, my heart sank.


  There is a room below.


  Everyone thought that’s where the lost girls went. The old, rusted brown steps led down, deep into the bowls of Haven Falls. A sense of dread rushed up to greet me as if a giant beast exhaled in its sleep.


  I held onto the warm rail with a viselike grip as I crept downward. Fear threatened to turn me around. I was sure I still had time to make it back to my room, shut the door tight, and hide under the covers like a frightened child. I couldn’t give up. Not on Cass—she had risked it all for me, and I would do the same for her. I ran for what seemed like an unrealistically long time before the stairs twisted into a spiral. Pressure built up in my ears as I went further into the unknown. Occasionally, I looked back the way I came and found only a thick shadow behind me. Its presence seemed almost lifelike, as if it wanted to push me into the abyss.


  The stairs led me to a basement illuminated by a single flickering bulb that swayed back and forth from loose wires. The floors were filthy with mud, old newspapers, and red paint peeled from the walls, exposing sickly green cinderblocks. Used medical supplies lay abandoned on endless rows of shelves, where huge roaches ran back and forth as if it were their playground. I walked further in, listening to the crunch of dirt under my feet, wanting to leave. I would have too, had I not turned the corner around a shelf and saw the door. It was a dull metal with flakes of brown rust all along the bottom. An opaque window offered no indication of what was on the other side, despite numerous cracks. The knob was warm to the touch and refused to turn no matter how hard I tried.


  Ticking from a grandfather clock off to the side found its way into my head, chipping away at my sanity. I looked at the face: mere seconds to midnight. My palms sweat, while my heart made its presence known with an attempt to bust out of my chest. Finally, as if the world slowed down just enough for me to see, the minute hand ground its way over to twelve and the clock chimed a mighty chime. I took a step back as heavy creaking emanated from the great door. I glanced at it as a sliver of light escaped the side. I stood frozen as the door opened all the way, and what I saw made me want to run.


  It was a demon. It had to be, it couldn’t have been human. He stepped out of the doorway, a hunched over figure wearing a gas mask. Behind the mask, evil, hungry eyes glared right at me. They had no white, only pale yellow and soulless black. He wore an apron covered in blood and gore. With each step he took toward me, flesh squished under his filthy boots. Unidentifiable orange goo coated his surgical gloves, dripping as he raised his arms. His apron had deep pockets where a number of surgical instruments stuck out. Most frightening of all was the wheezing sound of his breathing. I broke into a run, but only made it two steps before his hand seized my shoulder and stopped me in my tracks. I drew in a breath, about to scream, but a huge, rubber-covered hand clamped over my mouth. The taste of someone else’s pungent vomit made me gag. I would’ve thrown up, but I hadn’t eaten a thing since the fridge.


  I fought as hard as I could while dry heaving, but he had the strength of four orderlies and lifted me with ease while ignoring every punch and kick I landed. The basement receded and I realized he was dragging me into that room and all the horrors waiting beyond. The warmth of piss ran down my leg as the sane world bid me farewell. All my hope fled as the door slammed, closing us inside.


  A sharp pain on the back of my head blurred the door, and the floor flew up to meet my face.


  6


  [image: W]hen I came to, I was strapped to an examination table like the gynecologist uses; leather belts bound my wrists as well as my ankles. I was panicking and choking on my own saliva; I spat and tried to regain composure. The bodies… the bodies weren’t helping. I’d never been to a butcher’s shop before, but I imagined this is what it might look like in the back room if they worked on people instead of pigs and cows. The remains of girls hung from hooks.


  Pieces, my God, pieces were littered about all over. Fingers loose on the floor, someone’s foot on a table, hands, ears, eyes, and a tongue, all scattered about like discarded toys. A blonde head with no eyes stared at me. I screamed while desperately searching the faces of all the dead girls for Cass. The wheezing drifted closer from behind. I tried to tilt my head back, but couldn’t. I felt his poisonous gaze before I saw him. He leaned over me, hovering close, his mask only inches from my face.


  His eyes searched mine, as if looking for a soul.


  “You monster,” I shouted. “Back the fuck off, asshole!”


  A fit of hacking laughter interrupted his wheezing. He tilted his head like a curious wolf while running his hand down my side toward my thigh and outer leg. I struggled to evade his cold, disgusting fingers.


  “Don’t touch me,” I spat. “I’ll kill you!” I had a barrage of other curses I wanted to try out on him, but he held up a scalpel, close enough for me to see the reflection of my own frightened eye. That shook the bravado right out of me; I whimpered and tried to burrow into the examination table. This brought on more wheezing laughter. The freak ran his scalpel down my arm, making sure not to nick the skin, but close enough for me to feel the sharpness of the blade. I tried to pull away, but the belts kept me put. He cut my bandages off, revealing long scars running up and down my wrists. He bent down close, examining them like a proper doctor. I didn’t want to see them. I looked away, but he had other ideas. He grabbed a handful of my hair and forced my face toward my mangled wrist, pulling my head down as close as it could go. He made me look at what I had done while the scalpel traced back and forth over the scarred skin. The leather belts did little to hide the damage.


  All the while, he wheezed in my ear.


  “What do you want?!” I cried. He looked at me and back at my wrist. That’s when I really started to cry. “I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die. I just want my daddy…”


  He let go of my hair. I laid back down, a mess of tears, crying hysterically and repeating the mantra: “I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die.” Are you a regretter or rejoicer? “Please! I’m sorry!”


  He waved the scalpel in my face for good measure and walked away. I looked down at my left wrist, at the scars I put there. My selfish act had gotten me here; gotten Cassandra here. How was I such a stupid little girl? It was time to grow up. My right hand had been a tight fist since I left my room. The warm liquid of my own blood seeped through my clenched fingers. I opened it; the dim light glinted on the rusted surface of Cassandra’s razor. I maneuvered the blade into my fingers and pressed the edge against the leather strap. The freak had his back to me, making no attempt to hide his work of chopping up a dead body.


  I pushed it back and forth, careful not to drop it. The razor was small, but it ate away at the leather. With each thump of his cleaver cutting through bone, my heart threatened to explode, but I still had to work to do. I cut and pulled, cut and pulled, until my arm ripped loose. I rolled to the side and unbuckled the rest of the straps. I was free!


  I needed a weapon. A quick glance around settled on an assortment of butcher tools hanging on rusty nails in the back end of the room. I slid off the table and edged toward the wall. Out of instinct, I reached for one of the knives. My heart calmed its hysterical beating and my hands stopped shaking. I could breathe like I wasn’t on the verge of having a panic attack. I was no longer scared; I was taking my life back. A metal hammer caught my eye. I went for it instead, and God help me, I smiled.


  I tightened my grip over its handle, hefting the weight back and forth from hand to hand. It was the kind of hammer used to tenderize. Both striking faces had spikes and rivets meant to beat the shit out of meat. I stalked toward my enemy, like a wolf to its prey. He underestimated me. He thought that I was just a pathetic, weak girl… sadly, I had thought I was too.


  We were both wrong… but only he would regret it. I got as close as I had to and lifted the hammer over my head. He paused. His arms stiffened and he stood straight. He knew I was there, but it was too late. I brought the hammer down hard on his head, the vibration rattled all the way up to my shoulder. I didn’t have time to think about it; instead, I raised my arm and brought it down again and again.


  “You pathetic piece of shit!” I yelled as he roared in pain, a wheezy moan of agony.


  I enjoyed it.


  It was music to my ears. I hit him until he slumped across the table where he had undoubtedly dismantled so many other poor girls. He tried to get away, but I kicked his legs out from under him and hit him again for good measure. He turned around on his back and held up his hands, imploring me to stop. I put down the bloody hammer and looked at his sad, pathetic eyes. He nodded, a gesture of thanks. I pulled a knife out of his apron and planted the blade deep into his stomach. He stopped moving. I tore the mask from his face and reality froze.


  It wasn’t a man at all. The bloodied face looking up at me was Cassandra’s. My head grew heavy, overcome with dizziness and nausea. My legs wouldn’t hold me. I stumbled back into the examination table. The monster that was Cassandra stood up, her head caved in on the side. She clutched the handle of the knife sticking out her stomach and limped over to me with a smile that leaked blood down her chin.


  “Surprise!” she sang. “Don’t you just love twists?”


  “What the fuck is going on?” I asked.


  “I told you, you need to figure out if you are a regretter or rejoicer.”


  “Why are you doing this?”


  “Oh, you are going to love this part.” She pulled the blade out from her stomach and wiped it on her apron, until it shined with a bitter reflection. She held it before me, and I didn’t see myself… The face staring back at me was Cassandra’s.


  “What’s going on?” I tried pushing her away, but she kept coming, kept showing me a reflection that wasn’t me. “This isn’t real!”


  “Of course it’s not! You stupid bitch, you should have figured it out when I told you about me—well you, outside your cell door. Wasn’t it a little too familiar? Oh so relatable? Maybe because, I don’t know, it’s your story! Now it’s time to get over it, grow a sack, and get on with your life. Do you want to live?”


  “Yes…”


  “I can’t hear you.”


  “Yes,” I whispered, unable to look away from the reflection.


  “Not good enough!” She stabbed me. The bitch stabbed me. It hurt so bad, I wanted to curl up and die. I tried to fall to the floor, but she held me up by the shoulders. “Now do you want to live, yes or no?”


  “Yes.” I struggled. She didn’t seem happy with my answer because she wiggled the knife deeper into my stomach. “Yes! Yes I want to live!”


  “So fight me!”


  I felt everything I had left leaving my body, a dark tunnel encroached on my vision, and the world grew blurry. This loud ringing came out of nowhere that wouldn’t stop, like sirens blaring down a city street. With what little strength I had, I reached up for Cassandra’s neck and wrapped my fingers around it and squeezed. She didn’t fight me, she smiled. I squeezed harder, she wheezed, the air and blood building pressure underneath my fingers, her life—my life—ebbing away. She finally let go of the knife and dropped to the floor, me with her. I landed on top and kept on squeezing until there was nothing left. I collapsed, looking at her lifeless body. I kept thinking how much I wanted to live.


  It all faded.
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  [image: D]arkness, so much darkness, it was like swimming through a murky ocean where you couldn’t tell what was up or down. I swam regardless. I wouldn’t give up. I swam until a gentle refraction of light shimmered above. It gave me strength; it gave me hope. I swam toward it and knew no matter how long it took, I would reach it. I wouldn’t turn away from it. With it came an intrusive siren that grew louder and louder with each step closer to the light.
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  “She’s coming to! Cassandra? Try to breathe Cassandra,” a voice yelled.


  I was on my back and the world moved around me. People in blue hooked instruments up to my arms; a mask was strapped over my face. At first I panicked until I realized the mask blew oxygen into my mouth. I took a deep breath and tried to focus.


  A woman wearing an EMS shirt ran a gentle hand down my cheek. “It’s going to be okay, you’re going to make it.”


  “Thank—” I tried to speak, but she cut me off with a sad smile.


  “Don’t try to talk just relax.”


  I realized I was in an ambulance. I looked to my left. A girl sat there with a frightened look upon a familiar face. I was too far gone to place her before I passed out.
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  “Cassandra, my beautiful girl…” said a woman’s voice, shrouded in sadness.


  “She’s going to be all right,” replied a man’s voice, meant to be reassuring, but clearly uncertain.


  I opened my eyes and saw my mother’s face. She lit up with excitement. Her smile was warm and welcoming. “Oh, God! My baby!”


  Dad stepped into view next; he reached out a warm hand to my face. I let him caress me. “How you doing, hon?”


  “I… I’m sorry.” I started to cry, and this of course spurred them on. “I shouldn’t have—”


  “Shh!” My mother shook her head, refusing to talk about it. “Thank God Abby found you and got you to the hospital in time.”


  I looked over at Abby, so beautiful and by my side. The same way she had been in the ambulance. Before I tried to end my life, I had told her it was over and I couldn’t deal. She must have come back for me, always stubborn to the bitter end. I held out my hand, and she took it with a squeeze.


  “We are so glad you’re alive,” she whispered. “I don’t know what I would have done…”


  “Me too. Me too…” I looked down at the hospital gown and smelled the sweet perfume of flowers arranged around the room. The bed was comfy, so were the pillows. I looked over at the window, where the sun shone brightly.


  No, just kidding… a really bad thunderstorm raged, and it was pretty dark out between flashes of lightning. I was also freezing, but who’s complaining?


  I was alive.
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  [image: I]t’s not the end of the world, Mom.”


  “How can you say that, Jeremy? You are my world.” She sobs into what’s left of her tissue.


  I’ve known something was wrong for a while, but the diagnosis of only having three months to live isn’t sinking into my logical thought process. All I can think about is how to break the news to Jessica. She’s going to kill me. In the meantime, I have to comfort my mom.


  “Think of the positives. You won’t have to nag me about chores or complain about bad grades or worry about me when I stay out late.”


  These things aren’t making her feel better. She just sobs harder.


  I’m glad I’m driving. My poor mom is a mess. I’ll have to find someone to take care of her for me. I’ve been the man of the house for eight years. Ever since my dad left us, the loser. Maybe I can set her up with the health teacher, Mr. Breeman. He seems like a stable, reliable, boring guy.


  She blows her nose again.


  “Mom, seriously. You need to pull it together. Look at me. I’m fine. That’s how life goes.”


  She touches my arm and gives me puppy dog eyes. “You’re so brave, honey. I know I should be stronger, but this isn’t supposed to happen. It’s not right.”


  I lower my chin at her before she breaks down again.


  “Okay. I’ll try.” She sniffs.


  At home, I stay in the car while my mom gets out.


  “I’m going out for a while. Will you be all right?” I can see she’s going to lose it again, but I have to see Jess.


  “Sure. I’ll call Grandma.”


  “‘Kay. I’ll be home for dinner.” After she waves and heads toward the house, her shoulders shudder as she sobs again. I shake my head and back out.


  This sucks. I bang the steering wheel. It’s so not fair. I just started living. Just got some freedom. Sucks, sucks, sucks!


  My phone sounds off like the crack of a bat hitting a baseball. It’s a text from Jess.


  Well?


  When I get to a light, I text her back. Tree.


  Tears fill my eyes. Oh, Jess. So not fair! Sucks!


  I arrive at the park first and walk over to our tree, past the kids playing, around the pond, just off the path. Our tree has a massive trunk and a thick, low-hanging branch like a swing made for two. It’s perfect. We can see out, and no one can see in. I sit down to wait, but not for long.


  There she is.


  Jess knows I’m watching her and smiles, melting my heart. She’s so beautiful with her long, tan legs, long brown hair, and dark green eyes. I fell in love with her when we were both dorky, brace-faced freshmen. We were study buddies for two years, even helped each other through tough break-ups before I found the courage to tell her how I felt. Now, we’re seniors. We were supposed to go to State together. We even talked about marriage. Sucks so bad.


  She ducks into the trees and hugs me. I squeeze her tight. I want to cherish how she feels, how she smells. I’m finally realizing how little time I have left.


  She looks up at me. “Good news?”


  I just have to tell her. I step back and take her hands. “Not really. All the tests were positive. It’s malignant.”


  She bites her lip. “Can they operate? Or zap it or something? Chemo? Radiation?”


  “Jess…”


  Giving my arms a tug, she continues, desperate to avoid the worst. “I’ll be right by your side, don’t worry about that. And bald is cool. I know you’ll—”


  “Jessica. It’s no use. They said there’s nothing they can do. The treatments have such a low success rate, it’s not worth the pain.”


  She furrows her brows. She knows the prognosis isn’t good. “What does that mean? Did they say how long?”


  No sense sugarcoating it. “Three months.”


  “That’s all?” She pushes me away and tears well in her eyes. “That’s all I get? Did you get a second opinion?”


  “A second, third, and fourth opinion. That’s why I went to Miami and Chicago.”


  “No. It isn’t right. You’re fine. Look at you!”


  “Jess, you know about my headaches. It is what it is.”


  Her fists slam into my chest like hammers, but it’s her tears that tear me apart. “I hate that phrase. You know I hate it. Never say it again!”


  I gather her to me and wrap my arms around her. “I won’t. Never again.”


  As I stroke her hair to calm her down, my own tears leak out. I don’t know what else to do.
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  After holding Jess for a long time, though not nearly long enough, I loosen my embrace. I know she has to go to work, so I lift my chin toward the parking lot and she nods. We intertwine fingers as I walk her to her car, but we don’t speak. We don’t want to talk about it or anything else. Nothing else matters.


  She leans back on her little Toyota and sighs. Her sadness eats a hole in my heart. I can’t stand it, especially since I’m the cause of it. I reach out and hold her some more. I don’t want to let go.


  “What are we going to do?”


  I wish I had an answer. “I don’t know.”


  “I don’t have to go to work.”


  “I know. But I have to go be with my mom. She’s a mess.”


  Jess understands. She always understands me, even before I say things. “Sure. I bet. You should probably get going, then.”


  I give her one more squeeze and a tender kiss. I savor her taste. Every touch, every kiss has so much more meaning to me now, with so few left.


  As she drives away, I see her crying. She must’ve been holding back a flood. Suddenly, I’m furious.


  I hop into my car and slam the door. My tires squeal as I leave the parking lot. Jessica deserves so much more. I was going to give her everything. And my mom. She’ll be alone. I won’t go to college or get married and have kids. I’m being robbed! So are Jessica and my mom. They don’t deserve this.


  Maybe I will ask Jessica to marry me. No, that would be worse. Then she’d be a seventeen-year-old widow.
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  After getting my mom fed and put to bed, I face-time with Jess all night. I tell her how bad off my mom is, moping around, not wanting to eat. It’s as if I’m taking care of a little kid. It’s so not fair to her.


  Jess is great. She tries to take my mind off everything by telling me funny little stories from work and about her brother getting in trouble. When I tell her she needs to get some sleep, she ignores me.


  In the morning, I encourage my mom while she gets ready for work. I tell her she needs to stick with her routine and should try not to dwell on it. It’s going to be so hard on her. I decide to search online for a good support group she can join.


  Once my mom texts me she’s at work, I go back to bed. I wasn’t about to go to school and face all the questions, telling people over and over about my dire situation. When summer hits, my passing will be buried by new stories and I’ll easily be forgotten. I may not even bother graduating. What’s the point?


  All I want is to be with Jess.
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  Jess comes over after school, and before she can get out of her car, I run out of the house and jump in.


  “Let’s go!”


  Raising her eyebrows, she’s suspicious of my good mood. She has no idea how much just seeing her fills my soul back up.


  “Where to?”


  “Anywhere. Just away from here.”


  She shrugs and backs out of the driveway.


  “So, what’d you do all day?” she asks.


  “I slept a lot. How was your day?”


  She answers through a yawn. “Yeah, I could use a nap. It was okay. Everyone was asking about you.”


  I forgot about that. Without me there, our friends would bombard her with their questions. That was selfish of me. “Sorry. Maybe I’ll put something on Instagram—Instead of flowers at my funeral, you can make donations to the Jessica Rouge and Margaret Monroe fund.”


  She swats at me. “Seriously. Most of them asked if you were going to graduate or do any of the senior stuff. I think you should.”


  “I probably will. More for my mom. It seems a waste of a good education, doesn’t it?”


  “Stop that,” she says with a smile.


  I need that smile.


  As we drive out of town, I start to wonder what she’s up to. “Where are we going?”


  “It’s a surprise.”


  “Good. I’m up for anything.”


  “Glad to hear you say that.” Another mischievous grin.


  She pulls into a small airport with a sign that reads, Skydiving—the thrill of your life.


  “Remember, this was your idea.”


  “It was?”


  “Well, last night you said you wanted to get crazy, so I looked into a few things.”


  “Great! You doing it, too?”


  Her smile falters. “I will if you want me to.”


  I wouldn’t do that to her. She hates heights. “No. You can just film it. I’ll do a whole YouTube series. How to live it up before you die.”


  Jess wipes a tear off her cheek and laughs with me. “Sounds great. And I’ll have so much to remember you by. I can show you off. That’s my boyfriend!”


  “Exactly.”


  I get a quick lesson, sign some papers—in case I die ahead of schedule—and hop into the plane with the instructor.


  “So, what life-changing event brings you up here?”


  He catches me off-guard. “Uh. A brain tumor.”


  “Sorry to hear that, kid. How long you got?”


  “Three months.”


  “Too bad. You’re awfully young. You seem like a nice kid.”


  “That’s what they keep telling me. How’d you know?”


  “When life throws a curveball, some people think jumping out of a plane will put things into perspective. Short-termers are our best customers. For a guy as young as you, it just don’t seem fair.”


  I nod absently. Staring out the open door and feeling the intense wind, my heart races. I see the speck of Jessica on the ground below near the target.


  The instructor checks my parachute and goes over last minute instructions again.


  Taking this risk, putting the destiny of my life in my own hands, makes me feel in control.


  The pilot gives us the go.


  “Ready?”


  “Hell yeah!”


  He nods and then counts down with his fingers. Three. Two. One.


  We jump.


  It’s amazing. Exhilarating. It’s not like falling. It’s like being in a wind tunnel. We’re plummeting so fast!


  Then we pull the cord and get yanked. We’re still falling pretty fast, but the view is incredible.


  When we land, Jessica attacks me.


  “You made it! I was so scared. How was it?”


  “Awesome, such a rush!” Then I give her a kiss and whisper in her ear, “Almost like being with you.”


  She pushes me away and smirks.


  “Not fair at all,” adds the instructor as he walks by us.


  He’s so right.
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  Over the next couple of weeks, life resumes as if nothing had changed. I go back to school so I can pass my classes and graduate for my mom.


  On her days off work, Jess delivers more surprises. Surfing is now one of my favorite things. I wish I’d tried it sooner. Our dates are like being on The Bachelor, and my YouTube videos are popular. No one dwells on the fact I’m about to die.


  Prom, senior activities, and graduation come and go. My friends move on, ready to go to college and start their futures. Then as if on cue, my headaches intensify.


  I still go to work, but only to pass the time while I’m away from Jess. She has to work.


  Tonight, I have a humdinger headache and have to sit down in the back until it passes.


  The boss comes in with his fists on his hips. “You know what, Jeremy? Your performance has been pitiful. You’re fired.”


  I squint up at him. “Huh? But—”


  “You heard me. Get outta here.” He points to the door.


  I’m too weak to argue. “Fine.”


  My shift was almost over anyway, and Jess comes in as I’m leaving.


  “Hey, sweetie. How was work?”


  “I just got fired.”


  “Oh, good.” She smiles and gives me a peck.


  “Good?”


  She winks at the boss behind us. “Yes. You should’ve quit weeks ago.”


  My boss makes a comment under his breath, “I’ll miss ya, kid.” He turns away, but not before I catch him wiping away a tear. He may have been hard on me, but he was a great substitute dad.


  Jess tugs my arm. “Come on. Let’s go.” At the car, she divulges another secret. “I quit my job, too. It’s just us from here on out.”


  “Aw, Jess. You shouldn’t have done that.”


  “How else am I going to take care of you? Now, come on. No tears today.”


  I’m so lucky. “What adventure are you taking me on this time?”


  She grins at me. “A different kind of adventure.”


  We head to a questionable section of Ft. Lauderdale.


  “Where are we? Is it safe here?”


  “Don’t worry, I’ll protect you.” She winks as she parks the car in front of an old house with satanic graffiti painted around a boarded up window and a big red-devil star on the front door. Beer cans, bottles, and other garbage decorate the crunchy, yellow grass along with the word WITCH burned into it. Next door, a group of shady characters is hanging out in old lawn chairs and they stare us down.


  “Is it okay to leave your car here?”


  “This old piece of junk? It’ll be fine.” She locks it and takes my hand. “Come on.”


  We walk up the cement steps and Jess knocks. A Z is carved into the door below the peephole at the center of the disturbing red image.


  The door swings open for us, but no one is there.


  Okaaay.


  Inside, candles are the only light, and incense permeates the air. The place is cluttered with odd, disturbing artwork. There’s a painting of someone screaming, and my favorite is a tiny elephant scaring a giant mouse. Magic, mystery, and the macabre are the theme.


  “A fortune teller? I already know my future. It’s very short.”


  Jess hits my arm. “No. She’s a shaman.”


  “Oh, that’s a relief. I thought we were going to have a séance to find me some friends on the other side.” She swats me again and adds a cute glare with it.


  “Sorry, Jess. I think I’ll pass on this one.”


  As I turn to leave, she grabs my arm.


  “Please. Do it for me. It’ll be fun.” She bats her eyelashes. That’s one of her magical powers over me.


  I roll my eyes. “Fine.”


  Jess nods at me and then calls out. “Madame Zenia?”


  “How did you find this place?” I ask.


  “Shh! My aunt Calinda,” she whispers. Then, she calls out again. “Madame Zenia, it’s Jessica.”


  “Oh, the crazy aunt.” I make a cuckoo circle at my temple. Jessica’s Aunt Calinda has an imaginary friend that keeps her company in the kitchen. Uncle Ted lets her eccentricity slide, because Aunt Calinda and her imaginary friend are fabulous cooks.


  Jess hits me again. I’ll never learn.


  A voice finally responds from another room. “I know, child. You don’t have to wake the dead. Come on back.”


  We step through beads and a heavy black curtain into a brightly lit, modern kitchen. Sun streams in through a tall window with several hanging plants drinking its rays. On the table is a ferret curled into a ball. He lifts his head and peers at us and then continues his nap.


  Over at the stove, steam rises from a couple of pots. Madame Zenia is typing on a computer at a desk that’s part of the countertop. She’s a trim older woman with a purple scarf wrapped around her head, holding back long, dark braids sprinkled with gray that jingle when she moves from the little, metal trinkets strung in them. Her skin is reddish brown like a hazelnut.


  “Be wit’ you in a minute. Just finishing an email.”


  I whisper to Jess, “This is a shaman?”


  The woman slowly turns around and looks over pointed, purple glasses at me. As she stands up, she examines me up and down, so I size her up, too. A short—and I’m gonna guess, crazy—old lady in cropped blue jeans and sandals, a black T-shirt, and a patterned vest with fringe that jingles like her hair. At least she won’t be able to sneak up on me.


  “We keep up wit’ the times, young Jeremy.” Her accent is a mix of Jamaican and Deep South.


  While she talks, she walks a three-sixty around me. “What a fine specimen you are. Such a shame you have to die.” She pouts up at me when she’s done. “Let’s see if we can do sometin’ ‘bout that, eh, child?”


  “What are you? A witch? You seem to have a lot of haters.”


  It might be my imagination, but I swear I see a flash of red in her eyes. Then she smiles condescendingly. “I’m a shaman priestess, child. The ignorant world shuns what it does not understand. You may call me Madame Z.”


  I give a sidelong glance to Jess. This is weird.


  She nods with an encouraging smile. She’s enjoying the heck out of this. The things I do for her.


  Madame Z squints at me and rubs the silver dollar sized amulet around her neck. I wonder if she can read my mind. I’m sure she can read my doubtful expression and sarcastic tone.


  “Jessica, your boy is very strong. I believe I can work wit’ him.”


  “What exactly are you going to do with me? Sacrifice me to your gods?”


  Jess backhands my arm. I need to wear protective gear.


  “She thinks she can extend your life.”


  I nod. Sure she does. My poor girlfriend has finally cracked, but I will be a sport and play along. “Sounds good.”


  “You have a high chance of survival, child. Jessica, did you bring what I asked?”


  Jess nods and pulls out a piece of folded paper and some baggies filled with spices and roots. She reads off the list and points to each item.


  “Deer antler velvet powder, eucalyptus, ginger root, mandrake, rose of Jericho, and chamomile.”


  Madame Z selects the last bag and opens it. She inhales with her eyes closed and smiles. When she opens her eyes, she gives a clap.


  “Irie! Let’s cook!”


  As she gathers the baggies, I whisper to Jess, “Eerie is right.”


  She tries to swat me, but I dodge her and grin.


  “Jessica, you sit. Sampson won’t bite. He’s a gentleman. He might even snuggle wit’ ya.” Madame Z’s smile widens. She looks scary when she’s happy.


  The witch lady puts the baggies on the counter and steps over to the many jars of ingredients in her open-faced cabinets. They’re labeled with symbols or a foreign language. I wonder if she has any eye of newt. That’s popular with witches.


  Using her stool, she steps up and searches on a high shelf. I’d offer to help, but I’m afraid something might bite me from the bowels of those jars. She brings down a black mug.


  “So, Jeremy, how long you two been sweethearts?” After filling the mug with water, she takes a pinch from one of the bags, sprinkles it in and dumps the rest into a jar.


  I watch her carefully. “Four years.”


  “That’s a long time. Sounds like true love you two share. But true love never last. Too powerful. Draws jealous evil that come to take it away.” She tsks and puts the mug in the microwave.


  Jess pipes up. “My grandparents have been in love for over fifty years.”


  Madame Z nods. “They lucky. Sometime evil loses. We see what happens wit’ you.”


  She retrieves her mug from the microwave and takes it to the fridge, where she adds lemon juice and cream, then takes a sip.


  “Tea? You made tea?” I ask.


  “Mmm. Yes. Good for calming the spirit. You should have some.”


  “No thanks.”


  “Very well. Now, listen. You will have to believe for this to work.”


  That’s always a great escape clause. You didn’t believe, that’s why it didn’t work.


  Jess gives me a nudge.


  “I believe.”


  Madame Z purses her lips at me and puts down her tea.


  “I will be da judge of that.” She grabs my chin and pulls my face down, staring deep into my eyes. I feel like I’m at the ophthalmologist’s office. It’s very uncomfortable, but she finally lets go.


  “You doubt, but you have hope. We will give it a try.”


  Madame Z gathers some more ingredients from the shelves and starts to dash and sprinkle them into the large pot on the stove. I expect a poof of colored smoke or a small flame to shoot out with each addition, but there are no special effects. Bummer.


  She stirs it all up and ladles some of it into a blender. It’s a disgusting, lumpy, green mixture like a veggie smoothie.


  “What are those big chunks?”


  “Never you mind.”


  I turn to Jess and fake a gag for her, pointing down my throat. She smirks at me.


  “I hope you don’t expect me to drink that concoction.”


  “Shush!” Madame Z carefully pours the gross smoothie into a small bottle and corks it. Then she holds it up and admires it. “Perfect. Of course, you will drink it. But not yet.” She gives me that intense stare again and spouts some instructions like an incantation.


  


  “When headaches enflame and eyes can’t see,


  Drink all this brew to be set free


  From chains of death, it is the key.


  Then, two weeks aft, come back to Z.”


  She lowers her head and holds out the bottle and a business card.


  I take them. “Yeah. Okay.”


  Madame Z smiles wickedly at me, giving me the shivers. Then she brightens and turns to Jess.


  She points at the card in my hand. “You will make sure he goes there two weeks after he takes the potion. Don’t forget. Two weeks after he takes it.”


  “Yes, Madame Z. And thank you. Thank you so much!”


  On our way out, Madame Z adds, “You might want to refrigerate it. You still have several weeks of living left.”


  Jess nods and waves.


  Bouncing all the way to the car, she’s about to burst. I know she’s dying to talk to me about our visit. When we get back in the car, she lets loose.


  “You’re going to take it, right?” Her eyes are so full of hope.


  How could I refuse?


  “Only for you.”
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  The next few weeks are quieter. My head hurts more and more, so we take it easy on the extreme events. For Jess’s birthday though, I want to do something special. Make it a combination farewell/birthday bash. She says she just wants to have a quiet night with me, but I’m going all out.


  We drive down to Miami. I take her to a nice dinner, and we go dancing at a club. It’s a perfect night, and I don’t want it to end. My head feels great, even after all the excitement, so I suggest we walk on the beach before we head home. She doesn’t know I have a room for us at the Hyatt.


  When I’m about to spring my surprise on her, I collapse in the sand.
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  My consciousness wakens to ultra-bright light. I flutter my eyes, trying to open them. Am I in heaven?


  “Look, he’s waking up!” It’s Jessica’s voice. Almost heaven.


  “Where am I?”


  “Back in Jupiter.” My mom is here, too. “How do you feel?”


  I try to sit up, but my head feels like a rock quarry at work. I reach up and cover my eyes. “Oh, fine. Except for the headache that won’t quit.”


  “I’m so sorry. This is all my fault.”


  Peeking at Jess, I see she’s been crying, and a fresh batch of tears escapes down her cheek.


  “No. It’s nobody’s fault. I was going to take a nosedive sooner or later. I’m just sorry it was on your birthday.”


  My mom excuses herself. “I’m going to find the doctor.” I feel better about her, at least. She’s been seeing Mr. Breeman, and her frame of mind has improved tremendously.


  Now, if I could just help Jess ease away from me.


  “We were so far from home. I couldn’t help you. It was awful. I thought I’d lost you. Maybe if we hadn’t gone dancing—”


  “Stop, Jess.”


  “But…”


  I need to get firm with her. It’s like I’m yelling at an animal I nursed back to health and have to set free. After letting her into my heart.


  “Don’t blame yourself. This is part of the process. I’m going to have really bad days. I think you should escape from me now. Remember the good times.” I feel horrible saying these things to her. The hurt in her eyes is killing me.


  She looks around the hospital room, taking in the future of my small life. When she makes her decision, she sniffs back a thousand tears and stands tall.


  “No. I’m with you to the end.”


  “No more tears? Or blaming yourself?”


  Tilting her head, she leaks a smile. “I can’t promise you that. But I promise I’ll be strong.” She squeezes my hand.


  That’s my girl.


  I pull her gently down and kiss her.


  Eager to lessen her worry, I remember something that might help. “Hey, did you bring that potion from the witch lady?”


  Jess immediately brightens. “Yes. I was afraid you wouldn’t be able to take it.”


  “Of course, I can.” I wince as a sharp pain stabs my brain. So, that’s how it’s going to be. Then my right eye starts to dim, like a flickering light bulb. “I’ll take it now.”


  She searches through her purse and pulls out the small bottle. “Better hurry before the doctor comes in.” Hope illuminates her face. My guardian angel.


  I sit up with great effort and open the bottle. The smell makes me reel. I almost fall out of the bed. “I should’ve let it breathe.”


  Jess smirks. I was hoping for a laugh. I need to hear her laugh again.


  “Well, here goes.” I chug it down. Bleah. “Not so bad.” I start to smile, but the aftertaste turns it into a deformed twinge.


  That gets a laugh out of her. She leans in for a hug.


  “The next step is to wait two weeks, and then go see her at the address on the card. You still have it, don’t you?”


  I nod. “It’s in my room. Mark your calendar.”


  As my mom walks in with the doctor, Jess turns to the door. I wince again from the pain in my head. It’s so intense. This time, when I open my eyes, the vision in my right one is completely gone. I don’t know if I will make it two weeks.


  I hope the stupid potion works. For Jess’s sake.
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  I never left the hospital. I laid there for a week, quickly deteriorating.


  I went to sleep one night and never woke up.


  I know I’m dead because I’m hovering over my body, watching everyone’s reactions.


  My mom and Jess stay by my side, until they are gently asked to leave.


  I see the staff take care of my body. It’s alarming, but strangely poetic. A dance they’ve done a million times.


  I’m surprised I get to go to the funeral. Jessica looks beautiful in her black dress and hat. Even with her red-rimmed eyes, she’s the prettiest girl in town. She’ll have no trouble finding another guy. Maybe I can watch over her until she does.


  As I watch her sad, empty eyes look past those paying respects, I feel so bad. I wish I hadn’t been born. I should’ve broken up with Jess as soon as I found out instead of prolonging her misery and letting her watch me die. She doesn’t deserve this pain.


  My mom is sad, but she seems at peace.


  They lay me next to my grandfather.


  Jess stays at my grave after everyone else leaves and says a prayer.


  Then I fade away.
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  I wake up to blackness.


  I’m back in my body, but I feel strange. Then it hits me.


  I’m in a coffin, buried six feet under. Perfect. What the hell is going on? How am I alive?


  I reach out with my hands and find a flashlight and a spade. Who buries a person with a flashlight and a spade?


  Someone who thinks he will come back to life. Jessica. The spell. Everything slowly comes back to me. It’s a little foggy, but I remember.


  So, now I guess I should dig myself out. I maneuver my body to turn over onto my stomach and tear off the fabric at my head. This is going to be difficult. I poke and prod and finally break through the wood. It takes a while, but I dig and dig, putting the soil into the coffin and out of the way as I scoot slowly up my tunnel, clawing my way to the surface to reach Jessica.


  When I break through to open air, it’s still dark. Nighttime.


  I brush myself off and walk to the entrance of the cemetery. I feel out of sorts. My movements are sluggish and clumsy. Looking down at myself, I notice I’m wearing a suit, and the pants are too short. Nice.


  I get my bearings and leave the cemetery. There’s a 7-11 down the street past a few blocks of houses that are dark and quiet. I wonder what time it is. Or what day it is.


  I need to get in touch with Jessica. I hope I can find someone with a phone I can use. As I reach the gas station, a guy comes running out with a bag and a gun and an alarm goes off.


  I’m not sure what to do, so I shout at the robber. “Hey!”


  Not the best plan. I startle him and he shoots me in the gut. I feel the impact and stumble back, but there’s no pain or blood. It must’ve just grazed my jacket or my belt.


  The robber’s eyes go wide and he runs away.


  I shrug and start walking. What else can I do? Without a phone, I can’t get hold of Jess, so I’ll have to hoof it to her house. I have to see her. I know she can help sort this out. I’m so confused that I can’t think clearly—as if a spider has taken up residence in my head—it even rattles when I shake it. After a couple more blocks, I hear loud music. Cars are parked up and down a side street. I recognize a couple of them, so I check it out. Maybe Jess is there.


  Up ahead, a couple is leaned against a car making out. They stop and stare at me. When I get closer, they start to wave and then change their minds.


  “Stay away, creep.” The guy puts his arm around the girl protectively.


  I walk wide of them. Is something wrong with me? I was pretty sure I got all the dirt off my face and clothes. I stop to look at myself in a car window.


  I blink at my reflection. No wonder people are freaked out when they see me up close. I have sickly, pale skin, and my eyes are sunken, outlined by black circles. My lips are cracked and peeling, there’s a worm in my hair, and I have an ugly, ooze-crusted scratch down my left cheek. I must’ve scraped myself when I was digging out, though I don’t remember it. Then I notice my hands. Not only are they pale, but my nails are longer and jagged with dirt under them. Not to mention I have an oozing bullet hole in my gut. I’m grossing myself out.


  I hear some voices from the party. No one can see me like this. I run all the way back to the graveyard and sit on a headstone to think.


  What happened? I look like a zombie! But that’s impossible, isn’t it? What am I supposed to do? Eat brains? I’m not even hungry. I’m not tired, or cold, or anything. I feel nothing. And worse, I’d never let Jess see me like this. I hate to admit it, but I think I need to go see the witch.


  As I mope about my horrific situation, I hear the cemetery gate creak. Someone’s coming.


  I hop down and hide behind the gravestone. Taking a peek, I see it’s Jess. Oh, my sweet Jess—but she’s not alone. Riley is with her. I’m not even cold, and he’s already swooping in. He always had a thing for Jess and made sure I knew it. Jerk.


  Jess walks over to my grave. I’m glad I had covered my escape hole with some dead flowers. Though Jess wouldn’t have noticed it with tears clouding her eyes. She gets on her knees and cries.


  It takes all my strength not to go over and hold her. I want to tell her everything will be okay. I hate seeing her this way. I still have my emotions. I know I love her. Maybe if she sees the potion sort of worked, she’ll understand and try to help me.


  Unfortunately, Riley is more than willing to put his arm around her, though he doesn’t kneel beside her. He probably doesn’t want to get dirty.


  “Aw, come on, Jessica. Let’s go back to the party. Remember, you need to forget about him.”


  He doesn’t even say my name. It’s Jeremy!


  She stands up and wipes her eyes. “Thanks, Riley. I guess I’m just not ready yet.”


  Aw!


  Riley rubs her shoulder. “I’m always here for you. You know how I feel. How I’ve always felt.”


  You can remove your hand now, buddy.


  “That’s sweet, but this isn’t the time or place. I’m not ready for anything right now.” Jess slips out from under his grip.


  “Sure, Jess. I’ve waited a long time for you. I can wait a little longer.” He grabs her hand.


  No way! Jess would never be with him.


  She tries to pull away, but whenever one hand escapes, the other is caught.


  “I appreciate that, Riley, and I’m flattered, but I don’t know if I’ll ever get over Jeremy.”


  My sweet Jess. She’ll have to move on eventually. Just not with that a-hole.


  Riley pulls her to him; his expression is sour. She struck a nerve.


  “You can’t say that. You’ll come around. You’ll see.”


  She squirms in his grasp, but he holds her tight.


  “You need me. In time, you’ll realize that. I’m much better for you than Jeremy ever was.”


  “Stop it! Let me go.”


  I stand up, ready to fight but still afraid to be seen.


  “I can prove it.” Riley kisses her.


  Jess pushes him away and slaps him. “I said stop!”


  Riley grabs her by the wrist before she can run and pulls her in to kiss her again.


  I can’t take it anymore. “Get your damn hands off her!”


  They jump away from each other and stare at me.


  Jess comes around first. “Jeremy? Is that you?” She steps toward me, but I stay in the shadows. I don’t want her to see the full shock of me yet.


  Riley’s eyes are baseballs. “You’re dead!”


  I step in front of Jess, keeping my back to her. I’m ready to beat the snot out of this jerk, even though he’s a couple inches and several, muscular pounds bigger than me.


  “Apparently, I’m not. And you’re out of line.”


  Riley takes a few stumbling steps backward. “What the hell? Are you a ghost?”


  I punch my fist into my hand and it squishes a little. “I’m no ghost.”


  Riley is shaken but tries to play it brave. He straightens his shoulders and puffs out his chest. “So, you’re not a ghost, and you’re not dead. But you aren’t right. Look at that.” He points at my gunshot wound, which has left a mess of crusty goo on my white shirt.


  Jess comes around to inspect it. “Jeremy, are you all right?” She’s confused, but not scared yet. I’m glad it’s dark enough that she can’t get a good look at my face or see how gray my skin is.


  Leaning in, but not getting any closer, Riley raises the side of his lip and narrows his eyebrows. “Jessica, look at him. He’s a freakin’ zombie!”


  Then comes the face I didn’t want to see. Her eyebrows raise, and she covers her mouth, horrified.


  “You’re a zombie?”


  “I guess I am.” Now I really need to get rid of Riley so I can talk to Jess before she runs away. I take a step toward him and raise my fist. “Which means I could kick your butt in a fight, since I don’t feel any pain. What do ya say? Wanna piece of me?”


  He backs away another couple of steps but still tries to act cool and sniffs at me, as if I’m not worth his time. “Look, Jessica, you should come back to the party with me. This is no place for the living.”


  Jess considers what to do. She looks at him, at me, and then back at him.


  “No. I’m going to stay and help Jeremy figure this out.”


  Riley shakes his head. “Suit yourself. You may be hot, but you were always weird, anyway.”


  “You’re the weirdo, asshole!” I lunge at him, and he trips over a headstone trying to run away.


  When he scrambles up and reaches the gate, he calls back to us. “Wait till everyone hears about this.” He laughs.


  Jess reaches for me but then stops herself.


  “Are you really a zombie?”


  I frown. “Yeah, I think so. It must’ve been that stupid voodoo witch lady’s potion.”


  “What are we going to do?”


  I tilt my head at her. “There’s no we anymore, Jess. I’m sorry you had to see me like this. Once I figured out what I was, I wasn’t going to get you involved. This is my problem now. You’ve been through enough.” I turn to walk away.


  “Hold it right there.” She grabs my sleeve. “This is all my fault. I didn’t want to let you go. I brought you to Madame Z, so I’m going to help you fix this. Maybe we can turn you human again.”


  “How?”


  “I don’t know.” She thinks for a second and brightens. “Aren’t you supposed to go back and see her?”


  I nod. “Yeah, two weeks after I drank that disgusting smoothie. How long has it been?”


  “It’ll be two weeks tomorrow! What did you do with the address?”


  Fog is keeping me from extracting some of my memories. “I think it’s somewhere in my room.” I should’ve given it to her in the first place.


  Voices reach us as a small group of partiers enters the cemetery. Riley must’ve called some of his friends to check out the real, live zombie. Drunk as they must be, it couldn’t have been hard to convince them.


  Jess’s face fills with worry. “We need to go. Come on, I’ll hide you.”


  She reaches for my disgusting hand and hesitates.


  “It’s okay. Just go. I’ll follow you.”


  Jess smiles and grabs it anyway. “This way.” She pulls me along.


  We run to the back entrance of the cemetery and easily lose the intoxicated zombie hunters. I’m sorry I’ll miss Riley’s face when his friends laugh at him for believing in zombies.


  With them occupied, we double back to the party and hop into Jess’s car. She drives us to my house and parks across the street. I’ve snuck in late plenty of times and still remember how.


  “I’ll be right back.”


  “Be careful.”


  This would be a prime kiss moment, but there’s no way I’m getting a kiss looking like this. It hurts to have her so close and not be able to touch her. This is worse than death.


  I shake my head and get out. After sneaking into my backyard, I search for the key in the flowerpot. I smile that it’s still there and slip into the dark kitchen. My dog, Stormy, wags his tail and sniffs the heck out of me. At least he recognized me and didn’t bark.


  There’s a dim flickering in the family room. I assume my mom fell asleep watching TV. When I peek in, I hear a toilet flush around the corner. Mr. Breeman walks over to the couch and touches my mom’s shoulder.


  “It’s getting late. I should go.”


  She takes his hand and stands up. They kiss.


  Eww. Good for her, but… eww.


  “Would you like to stay?”


  Oh, no. Not now!


  “If you want me to.”


  “Of course, I do. I don’t know how I would’ve made it through all this without you.” They kiss again.


  I’m glad I don’t have to worry about my mom, but I can’t take it. I have to get out of here. I dash up the stairs to my room. A weird feeling washes over me, seeing it all straightened up. I always left it a complete sty. Now, I can’t remember where I left the card. In a book? In a shoe? Then I see a picture of me and Jess. It’s under the frame.


  I grab it and head out.


  Stormy scratches at the back door behind me, and I hear my mom.


  “Stormy? Do you have to go out?”


  I run over to Jess’s car, hoping my mom won’t see me, and hop in.


  “Go! Stormy almost gave me away.”


  “Did you get it?”


  I show her with a grin. “Was there doubt?”


  “What about clothes?”


  I frown. “I didn’t think… guess I’m stuck in this worm suit.”


  She smirks.


  After a few miles, I ask about our destination. “Where are you taking me?”


  She gives me a double eyebrow lift. “You’ll see.”


  “I’ve heard that before.”


  We laugh. I’m so happy to be with Jess again, but why do I always seem to be the butt of some cruel joke of fate?


  When we pull into her grandparents’ tree-filled lot across from their house, memories come flooding back. We used to come here before we even dated, just to hang out and talk. I wanted her then, too. I was such a chicken.


  She parks and I start to get out, but she locks the door.


  “Aren’t you going home?” I ask.


  “No. I can tell my parents I’m staying at Jill’s and turn off my locator.” Her grin is frustrating temptation. So beautiful. This whole situation is so wrong. I want to hold her and kiss her. I wonder what bodily functions I have left. Nothing good, I bet. I grimace and look out the window.


  Jess leans over and puts her head on my shoulder. I want to stroke her hair, but I’m afraid to touch her. Pretty soon, she falls asleep.


  I keep diligent watch over her all night. I’m not tired. What else would I do?


  In the morning, I’m surprised I stayed up all night. I’m still not tired, and I’m still not hungry. I’m not achy from sitting in the same position all night. My body feels nothing. It’s at peace. I should probably be freaking out about it, but I’m not. Nothing is important. Nothing except Jess. She’s the only reason I didn’t crawl back into my hole.


  The sun rises softly in the east. As it kisses Jess’s cheek, I’m jealous.


  To the west, a loud pop of thunder booms and Jess stirs.


  She sits up uneasily. “Jeremy? I’m sorry. Did I put your shoulder to—?”


  “Sleep? No. I can’t feel a thing.” I knock on my shoulder.


  “Oh. I’ll have to get used to that.”


  “Me, too. Hopefully, not for long.”


  She smiles. “Right. Ready to go?” She starts the car.


  I put my hand on the steering wheel. “Wait a sec, Jess. What if there isn’t a cure? What if I have to stay like this? I need you to promise you’ll let me go and move on with your life.”


  She looks deep into my eyes. I see hope and concern in hers. I wonder what she sees in mine. Probably nothing… Just death.


  “Every extra second I get to spend with you is like being in a dream. I never thought I’d see you again. It’s like bonus rounds in one of your video games.”


  She gets me. “You deserve so much more.”


  Thunder breaks our moment. Another kissing opportunity wasted. I wonder if Chapstick would help. Madame Z better have some answers for us.


  As it starts to rain, Jess pulls out. “Let’s get some breakfast and find that address.”


  “Sure.”


  When the rain lets up, we stop at a diner on the way. According to her GPS, it looks like Madame Z has her second home on the other side of Lake Okeechobee.


  “I’m not hungry. Just get something for yourself.”


  “So, you don’t need to eat?”


  “Doesn’t seem that way.”


  “Oh.” She looks down and then smiles at me. “Cheap date. But I’d still like some company.”


  I smile back. She always knows what to say to make me feel better.


  As we start to get out of the car, I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the side mirror. I’m ghastly. I’m surprised she has an appetite with me around. “Maybe I should wait in the car.”


  “Nonsense.” Then she catches someone walking by, staring at me. “On second thought, I’ll get it to go.”


  The ride out of town takes an hour and a half, but it flies by as Jess and I pick up our banter as if nothing had happened. I hate that I might stay this way and have to let her go. I don’t have a lot of faith in this crazy witch.


  I push those thoughts aside and try to enjoy the time we have.


  The GPS leads us to a boat launch parking lot. We get out and look around. There are two trucks with empty trailers. Down one of the ramps, there’s an older, three-seater airboat and a guy standing beside it with his foot on it. He waves us over.


  “What do you think?” Jess asks me.


  “You don’t have to come. In fact, it might be better if you didn’t.” I can tell she is apprehensive. I have nothing to lose and the world to gain back. I’m going.


  She sticks out her chin and nods. “I’m with you.”


  We walk over to the guy. He’s pretty big, maybe six-foot-two. He has on sunglasses, camouflage pants, a long-sleeve shirt, a big Panama hat, and gloves. He looks ready to take us on a safari.


  Before we trust him, I need to check him out. “Where are you taking us?”


  “Madame Z,” he says in a gruff voice, like Clint Eastwood.


  Right answer, I guess. I shrug and help Jess into the boat. Up close, it’s dingy and rusty. The cage around the prop has a couple of gaps. I hope it stays afloat.


  When we’re settled, the big guy starts the engine and it roars to life. It sounds strong enough to get us where we’re going if it isn’t far, so I sit back and enjoy the ride down the canal.


  The brush on either side whips by. Florida is so flat and boring, but there are some cypress trees and cranes and other wildlife hidden in the tall reeds and brush. I even spot a couple of gators. We pass another boat, so I assume we’re somewhat safe. After about fifteen minutes, we slow down and the guy turns into a side canal with trees and higher brush hiding the opening. I would never have spotted it, even if I knew to where to look.


  A short way in, he cuts the engine and uses a pole to guide us through the narrow waterway. It opens into a small swamp with a shack sitting across the way on stilts. Two more guys stand on the dock, which is also the porch of the house. Judging by the smoke stack’s fumes, I bet the witch is brewing another potion.


  The two guys on the porch are smaller than our driver. They all work together and loosely tie up the boat, then help us out.


  When I step onto the dock, I notice the new guys’ bare hands are like mine. They’re zombies! I turn to warn Jess, but she figures it out at the same time.


  She screams.


  The zombies grab us and force us to the door. They are slow, but they caught us by surprise. I could probably get away from them; it’s Jess I’m worried about. The best thing to do is to go along with them, since we need to see Madame Z anyway.


  “It’ll be okay. We probably shouldn’t be surprised that I’m not her first zombie.” Hopefully, we won’t wake more of the undead.


  She looks at me with her eyes popped wide. She’s shaking, scared out of her wits. I nod and try to stay calm for her. Gradually, she slows her breathing and nods back, relaxing slightly.


  At the door, one of the smaller guys speaks to it. “Zeeeeee.”


  It opens by itself and we step inside.


  Jess and I look at each other.


  “This is the place,” I say.


  The dark room is a more extreme version of Madame Z’s house. The voodoo vibes make my skin crawl. Blood-red scarves cover the two lamps, giving the room an eerie sense of doom. Patterned shawls with skulls and grabbing hands are draped over the round table in the corner, two antique chairs, and a worn, black-velvet couch, invite patrons to rest in peace; the Madame receives grieving souls to guide them through the perils of the afterlife. I bet it’s a lucrative business and the wear and tear is part of the show. Unfortunately, for me, it’s all too real.


  “In hee-ya,” Madame Z calls from somewhere further in the shack.


  The big guy shoves me through a swinging door, and I fall into the kitchen, landing face down on the wooden floor. I disturb some beetles that scatter, escaping through the cracks.


  Madame Z stands brewing at a potbelly stove, just as I thought. The kitchen is brighter, but it’s grungy and rustic. Rickety wooden shelves cover two walls, holding ten times the jars she had in her house. It might be my fuzzy brain tricking me, but I swear something is staring at me from one of them.


  “I be right wit’ ya.” Keeping her eyes on her pot, Madame Z points, directing the zombies. They make us sit at a picnic table in the middle of the room. The ferret, who was napping there, scurries off through a small opening under the back door.


  The witch gives her brew a sniff and walks over to one of the spice walls to pick out what she needs.


  “Glad you made it. I almost sent Scotty out to find ya.”


  That would’ve been interesting. I choose my words carefully, holding back my anger at what she’s done to me and how we are now her prisoners. Being on her turf, I have to be careful. Who knows how many more zombies she has lying around.


  “Is that potion going to fix me?”


  “Fix ya? What’s wrong wit’ ya?” She lowers the flame on the stove to let whatever’s in the pot simmer.


  “He’s a zombie. That’s what’s wrong with him!” Jess shouts.


  Wiping her hands on a towel, Madame Z finally turns to us, making her hair chimes jingle.


  “And a fine specimen he is, if I say so myself.” She inspects me and gives my arm a pinch, as if testing a vegetable’s ripeness.


  “Hey!” Oh no. I am a vegetable.


  “Did that hurt?” she asks.


  “No.” Though I instinctively rub my arm. I felt the pressure of the pinch, but it didn’t hurt.


  Madame Z purses her lips and nods.


  Jess is still hopeful. “So, can you fix him?”


  “Of course, child. The preserving potion is on da stove there.”


  “And that will make me human again?”


  The witch walks over to her wall of jars again as she answers. “Mmm. It will make you all betta.”


  She’s lying. I catch Jess’ attention and shake my head at her.


  She nods. I think she senses it, too.


  Madame Z isn’t going to change me back to normal. She’s got other plans for me.


  Before I can think of something to do, the three zombies tie us up. Darn my own zombie slowness.


  “What are you gonna do with us?” Even if I free myself, I can’t leave Jess. I need time to think—and my brain isn’t what it used to be.


  “Oh, don’t ya worry. I’m not gonna hurt ya. You are my prize possession, young Jeremy. You are the strongest and best quality zombie I eva made. You can still think and reason. I been perfectin’ this potion for years. My sistas will be so jealous.”


  She goes back to the stove and ladles some purple liquid into a glass.


  For years? Sistas? This old bitty is out of her mind. I try to stall her. “I’ll never do what you want. You know I’ll bolt as soon as I get the chance. These zombies are easily fooled with their mush brains. We’ll be out of here in no time.”


  Holding her potion up to the light, she widens her evil smile.


  “I know. That’s why you’ll be takin’ this. How do you think I control all the others?”


  “No way. Never!” I squirm in the rope, which is more secure than I expected.


  Jess speaks up. “Stop Madame Z. Let us go! What do you want a bunch of zombies for anyway?”


  “Oh, child. This world is full of zombies already. You young folk with your e-talk and anti-social skills. So selfish. No time for others. The beginning of the end is headed this way. And anyone who resists us will be dyin’ to join our ranks.” Her eyes glow red, and she cackles at her own irony.


  She’s insane. I knew it from the moment I first saw her.


  I look at Jess. She’s crying. Through her tears, she mouths to me, “I’m so sorry.”


  I shake my head. She can’t take the blame. I have to do something.


  “What about Jess? Can’t you let her go?”


  “Oh, no. She’s my insurance.” Madame Z steps over to me and speaks to Scotty, the bigger zombie. “Hold him steady.”


  I clamp my mouth shut tight and shake my head like a three-year-old refusing to take my medicine.


  “Come now, boy. Don’t make this any harder.”


  One of the zombies near Jess pulls her hair.


  “Ouch!” she yelps.


  I growl through my teeth.


  “Look. You take this potion like a good boy, and she be okay. We let her go. See? Insurance.”


  “Don’t do it, Jeremy,” Jess pleads.


  “I have to.” I know they won’t follow through, but I need to give her a chance. “Untie her first.”


  Madame Z nods at the zombies. They untie her but keep a tight grip on her.


  I nod and dip my head back with my mouth open.


  She pours the potion in.


  Still tied up, my head wilts. Then I thrash around and land face down on the shack’s wood floor. I spit the potion out through a hole in the floor and go limp.


  “Pick him up. We see if he swallowed it.”


  Scotty sets me back on the bench. I want to let Jess know I didn’t take it, but I have to look like I did.


  While I stare straight ahead, playing the obedient minion, I see the witch lady pick up the amulet around her neck and blow into it.


  The other zombies rouse to attention, so I do, too.


  “Jeremy?” Jess asks. “Jeremy. Jeremy!”


  Madame Z smiles her evil smile. “Scotty, untie Jeremy and take that one out back to the block. Jeremy, you help.”


  I follow Scotty’s lead. It’s killing me to do it, but I have to keep up the act. I grab one of Jess’s arms, and we drag her out the back door while she struggles.


  Madame Z watches from the doorway, flanked by the two other zombies.


  In the backyard, there’s a tree with a noose and a cinderblock underneath.


  I know I’m not letting that happen. Keeping my head straight, I look around for a weapon. There’s nothing. No tools, no rocks. Then I spy a good-sized branch in the brush behind the tree. That will have to do.


  Jess pleads with me. “Jeremy, I know you’re in there! Don’t do this!”


  I’m beside myself, wishing I could tell her it will be okay.


  Scotty lifts Jess over the block, and I put the noose around her neck. I tell myself we will escape. I can do this. But it doesn’t help.


  When I step away, Jess stands on her tiptoes and tries to balance so she doesn’t fall and crack her neck.


  I move closer to the branch. Timing is everything. I wonder if that witch has any evil magic powers, like telekinesis. I sure hope not.


  Madame Z is holding her stupid ferret, stroking him. “Remove the block.”


  Everything happens at once.


  When Scotty bends down to take away the cinderblock, I grab the branch and whack his head. His weak neck cracks, and his noggin lolls to the side. I nudge him over with my foot. He may not feel pain, but that will never set right again.


  Madame Z screeches at the two zombies beside her, and they come at us. They are slower than me, so I have a chance to help Jess out of the noose, but the witch isn’t done. She blows into her amulet and goes into a trance. Soon, zombies are coming out of the ground, lurching for us from all directions.


  Her eyes flash open at me, glowing red. She makes her getaway, gliding back into the house with the door slamming shut after her.


  I need to get that amulet!


  Zombies close in on us, some more rotten than others, with bones exposed, eyeballs hanging out of their faces, and flesh draped on them like rags. I futilely swat at them with my branch, sending chunks of them flying, but there’s just too many.


  Jess waves at me. “This way!”


  She dives into the feet of the closest undead, causing several of them to fall away like dominoes. Crawling between them, I follow her through the ranks toward the edge of the house. The zombies aren’t quick enough in movement or brainpower to change their course of attack right away.


  As soon as we’re past them, we get up and run to the porch.


  The powerful engine of the airboat erupts.


  “She’s getting away!” Jess shouts.


  When we reach the dock, the zombies are after us again, and we just miss the witch. I notice one of her lines is trailing after her boat in the water.


  “Jess, go inside and bar the door!”


  I’m glad she doesn’t argue and I dive into the swamp. It’s gator infested, but what have I got to lose? A few limbs?


  Before Madame Z gets too far, I grab the rope tied to the boat and pull myself toward it. I feel a tug on my ankle. I expect to see a gator chomping on me. When I look, it’s another zombie. I kick him as I reach the boat, but he’s a persistent deadhead. He claws at my arm with one hand and has a strong grip on my thigh with the other. He’s got to go.


  I grab the hand that’s flailing around and pull him closer to the propeller cage I’m clinging to. There’s a hole in the cage just above my head. I yank on the zombie’s arm and shove him into the cage. The force of the prop pulls the top half of him in, spraying congealed blood and guts everywhere. The rest of him falls into the swamp—all except the one hand still grasping my leg.


  When I turn to see what the witch is doing, she smacks me in the face with an oar. It doesn’t hurt, but if she keeps it up, I will either lose my grip or lose my head.


  I anticipate her next swing and catch the oar, throwing her off balance.


  For the first time, her evil smile is gone and fear creeps over her face. Before I can shove her into the water with the oar, she lets go of it and dashes back to the driver’s seat.


  She speeds up and veers the boat left and right, trying to knock me off as I climb up. I wobble, but I’m not giving up that easy.


  “Time to face the wrath of your creation.”


  “I don’t think so.” She blows into her amulet.


  Just as I’m about to grab her, the damn ferret leaps onto my face. It’s a zombie, too! I stumble back and fall to the deck. The ferret bites my face and sinks its claws into my cheeks. I try to pull it off, but it’s quick and scoots up onto my head. I ignore it, now that I can see, and get up to attack the witch at the bow of the small boat.


  She shoots me in the stomach with a flare gun. Where’d she get that?


  I’m thrown back to the prop cage. Looking down, I see I have a giant hole where my mid-section used to be. I sneer at the witch and charge again. She’s got no more ammo and nowhere to go. I grab her arms, and the ferret starts gnawing on my leg. Persistent little nuisance, but I’m focused on the amulet and rip it from her neck.


  She makes a final threat. “Without me, you’ll never have a chance to be human again.”


  “I’ll take that chance.”


  I give Madame Z a shove over the side. Some napping gators wake and slither into the water to snap her up.


  I fall into the driver’s seat. Though I’ve never driven one before, I’m able to maneuver it around and get back to the shack.


  The zombies have it surrounded. They’re banging on the door and shoving each other, trying to get in. There are even a few on the roof.


  After I tie up the boat, they still don’t notice me. “Hey, bone bags! Come here.” Several turn and look at me. A few recognize me as a target and scuff in my direction.


  I blow into the amulet.


  They all freeze, including the ferret, who is still gnawing on my ankle.


  “Jess, come out. It’s safe now.”


  Jess cracks the door open. “Jeremy? Are you sure?”


  “Yes, I have the amulet. Look.”


  She runs out to me and stops short. “Jeremy, your stomach!”


  I look down at my vacant middle. I’d forgotten about it. Pieces of flesh and guts hang down and ooze all over my clothes. I try to cover it with my arms.


  “Sorry you had to see that, but I’m fine. Really.”


  She forces her eyes up and nervously replaces a loose strand of hair. She bites her lip, and I can tell she’s trying to keep it together. It’s been a real freak show. “Uh. Good. I’m glad you’re okay. So, what happened to Madame Z?”


  “I turned her into gator bait.”


  She gives me a weak smile. “Perfect.”


  It’s so awkward standing there with a gaping hole in my body and my face scratched to pieces. I really look like a zombie now. I fit right in with these poor undead soldiers.


  “What are we going to do with you?”


  I don’t care about me. Jess has to move on and live a happy life. “This time, there’s no more we. You are going to go home and forget about all this. As for me. I don’t know. Maybe I can find Madame Z’s book of spells. She had to keep track of them somewhere.”


  Jess conveniently ignores my order to go home. “Maybe they’re on her computer. Do you want to sit down?”


  I keep forgetting how disturbing I must look. “Sure. Let’s go inside.”


  She pauses and looks at the blank faces of the immobile zombies. They’re actually pretty harmless when not used as weapons. “What do you think we should do with them?”


  “I don’t know.” I say that a lot. I’m not very helpful.


  “I wish we could put them all to rest.”


  That’s my Jess. Always thinking of others. “You’re right. Maybe I can find a potion to set their souls free.”


  “That’s a great idea. I’ll help you.”


  She’s also good at distracting me from getting her to go. “Jess, you know you can’t. You have to go live your life. You can’t waste your time with me and a bunch of zombies in a swamp.”


  “Who says? And I’m going to look for something to patch you up somehow, too.”


  “Jess, be reasonable. Don’t you want to… to get married some day? Have kids?” I turn away. Not that I can cry. Not that I was gonna cry. Why won’t she go?


  She takes my chin and pulls my messed up face to hers.


  “I’ll have plenty of time for that later. Right now, I need to help my first love. Maybe even save him. I won’t give up on you.”


  “Wow.” I’m the luckiest undead guy in the world. Her hope gives me hope. Maybe I can be human again.


  I reach out to hug her, but she puts a hand to my chest.


  “First, I need to help you find another shirt.”
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  [image: I]am a superhero.


  Well, kind of. If you call a hulking man with a tail, two horns, and a bad attitude a superhero, then I’m your man.


  Or whatever the hell I am.


  Anyway, I haven’t always been this strong—or this weird looking. I haven’t always been known as The Bull. No, there was a time when I was very much like you. I call those the simple times—back when I had to only worry about paying my rent, or what TV show to watch, or if I hadn’t paid my cable bill, what DVD to watch, if I hadn’t paid my electricity, what Starbucks to hang out in, or, well, you get the idea.


  Yes, there was some stress. Having creditors on your ass sucks. Not knowing if you will have enough money to get through the month sucks. Working for a pittance sucks.


  But nothing—and I mean nothing—compares to the shit I put up with now.


  I went from wild panic attacks from not making rent, to nearly daily heart attacks fighting villains. And it all started with that damn bull.


  Every superhero has an origin story. Here’s mine:


  I used to be a rodeo clown.


  Not a very good one, either, hence my inability to find steady work. Still, I would occasionally get “the call.” That’s when they’d pull one of us out of a Rolodex for when a real rodeo clown gets sick or injured. Luckily, I live in Rustic City, Arizona, arguably the rodeo capitol of the world. So, yes, on any given day or night there is a rodeo in town.


  So, the moment I would get the call, it was a mad rush to get the makeup on. Once done, I’d be out the door and hauling ass in my old Hyundai. Mad clown in a clunker. More than once, I’d been pulled over. Don’t let anyone fool you. Clowns don’t make everyone happy, especially cops. And kids. More often than not, as I waited at a red light, drumming my fingers impatiently on the steering wheel, I would look over at the car next to me and see a kid hysterically crying and pointing at me. Mothers and fathers would give me bad looks. I would shrug, point to my sad clown face, and sigh.


  It was on such a night, having first earned another speeding ticket and making twin boys cry (and maybe even their mother), that I went from a mere Carl Gray, part-time rodeo clown, to Carl Gray, full-time superhero.


  As most things in my life, this last clown-hurrah was in no way a smooth sail. I had been gored nearly a half a dozen times—all to the delight of the crowd—when the freak storm hit. In a flash, rain and hail pelted the outdoor stands and arena. Patrons went dashing for shelter. I would have gone dashing for shelter, too, except for one thing; I was in the middle of the arena with one very angry bull. A big and aggressive S.O.B we called El Diablo.


  The Devil.


  The bull rider had lasted all of 1.8 seconds on the snorting, furious beast before he went flying ass over feet through the air. He wasn’t the first—nor would’ve been the last, for that matter. Riding El Diablo was like riding anger itself… if anger had four legs, a tail, and two horns.


  Anyway, I stepped out into the middle of the arena and did my best to distract the brute when the skies opened up. And El Diable charged. Charged me, for the sake of clarification.


  Which reminds me of an old joke: How do you stop a bull from charging? Take away his credit card.


  I wish. I scrambled to get out of his way. Scrambled and, sadly, slipped. Remember the rain? I swore and clawed at the dirt, trying like hell to find my feet when two things happened simultaneously: El Diablo lowered his head… and lightning struck.


  Both at the exact same time.


  That’s all I remember.
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  I awoke days later at the Rustic City Hospital.


  I came to slowly, aware that, as usual, I was alone. Not even a friend sitting by my side to see if I would pull through. Well, I pulled through all right. Maybe too well.


  As I lay there in the intensive care unit, blinking and trying to assess just how bad the damage was, I came to one conclusion:


  I was doing very well indeed.


  Nothing seemed to be broken. In fact, nothing about me seemed injured in any way. According to the nurse on duty who swung by to check on me, I had been in a three-day coma with a massive head wound. Apparently, the bull had done its best to trample me into oblivion. Except…


  Well, except the exact opposite happened.


  The nurse was impressed. Terrified too, judging by her quaver as she fiddled with the dials on the machines recording stats that showed I was, “R-right as rain, p… pardon the pun.”


  As bedside manners go, hers left something—quite a lot of something—to be desired.


  So, what did happen, you say? Why the bull. It had literally disappeared off the face of the earth.


  No shit.


  Well, I have an opinion about that. In fact, so do a lot of people. I’m kind of a celebrity these days. Go figure.


  Anyway, the bull didn’t disappear off the face of the earth. No. Thanks to that freakish lightning strike, I’m fairly certain the bull and I became one.


  At least, if these horns and my now famous tail have anything to do with it.
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  Yes, I now sport a longish tail that actually ends in a fluffy little ball.


  Not as cute as it might seem. That fluffy little ball itches like hell and has a nasty habit of getting caught in stupid elevators and stupid sliding glass doors.


  Stupid, stupid bull.


  Anyway, it wasn’t long after my release from the hospital when the horns appeared. Within hours of being back at my apartment, the first bumps showed up above my temples. Another hour after that, two black, sharp horns tore through my skin to curve up and out, blossoming above my head like something out of the devil’s own garden.


  Yeah, I was freaked, man. Freaked.


  I studied myself in the mirror. Pale faced and sick to my stomach as I ran my hands up along the thick horns, tentatively touching their tips with my own fingertips.


  “This isn’t happening,” I said over and over (and sometimes still to this day).


  The horns were firmly attached to my skull, as if screwed in. As if they’d always been there. Worse, as if they would always be there.


  Stupid, freakish horns.


  And as I paced in my small apartment while the cousin of that freak rainstorm, which had brought the even freakier lightning strike, pummeled the good town of Rustic City, I felt something appear in my pants.


  No, not that something. Hell, I wish it had been that.


  No, this something appeared on the other end. The rear end. Yes, I’m talking about the damn tail with the furry little ball. That damn furry ball that itches so damn much.


  There it was, curled in my boxers like a sleeping snake. Except it wasn’t a snake. And it was attached to me. Right there at the base of my spine.


  A tail.


  A goddamn tail.


  I had been so worried about the horns that I hadn’t noticed the appearance of the tail.


  Go figure.
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  No, I didn’t have many friends in those days. Truth is, I don’t have many friends now. In fact, I might even have more enemies than friends.


  It’s the way of superheroes.


  Anyway, with the appearance of the horns and tail, I called the only person I could think of—a fellow rodeo clown named Gerald. He and I had worked many years together. We weren’t actually friends, but we had shared a beer or two. Now, thirty minutes later and sporting a case of Pabst Blue Ribbon under one arm, Gerald, sans the clown makeup, appeared at my door.


  And nearly dropped the Pabst Blue Ribbon.


  Nearly. It would have taken a lot more than horns and a tail to make Gerald lose his grip on his beer.


  Instead, he cowboyed-up through the shock and was soon sitting across from me in the living room. My ass was still sore from the new tail and, quite frankly, I wasn’t sure exactly how to sit with it, so I stood and paced. Gerald kept drinking until the shock wore off.


  “Jesus,” he said again, for perhaps the tenth time.


  “Yup.”


  He motioned to my horns. “Those things real?”


  I lowered my head and gave him a good look.


  “They look real.” He drank a lot more beer. “You have anything to say about all this?”


  “Damn strange,” I said.


  Gerald nodded. “Yup.”


  It went on like this for another ten minutes as he examined my tail, running his hands along it, getting dangerously close to my backside.


  “I don’t feel right looking too closely,” he said.


  “Jesus, it’s just a tail, Gerald,” I snapped.


  “Yeah, but it’s attached to your ass. Your shockingly hairy ass.”


  I shook my head and continued pacing, my tail whipping about the small apartment. Once or twice the furry end smacked Gerald in the head. He said “hey” but kept on drinking.


  “Well, it stands to reason…” Gerald finally said, after perhaps his eighth beer.


  “What stands to reason?”


  I had been pacing and panicking and wishing like hell I would wake up from whatever nightmare I was in the middle of. No such luck.


  “Well, the bull that was about to hit you done disappeared.”


  “So Tanya said.” Tanya the nurse.


  “Well, she mighta heard what some saw.” He shrugged. “Most were just scattering for cover.”


  “What did you see, Gerald?”


  He took another swig of beer. “Just when the lightning struck, I thought you were done for, Carl.”


  Truth was, so did I.


  Gerald went on. “But when the lightning struck something strange happened. You ended up on the far side of the arena, and the bull…”


  “Yes?”


  “The bull was gone. And…”


  “And what?”


  He shook his head and looked away. “Nothing.”


  I roared. A great roar. So loud, my little apartment shook… and the popcorned ceiling actually popped. “Tell me!”


  Quaking with real fear, Gerald said, “Okay, okay. Just relax, Carl. Well, there was something else.”


  “What, goddammit?”


  “It wasn’t really lightning that came down from the heavens.”


  I blinked. “Then what was it?”


  “Well, it was a kind of lightning. But it was mostly in the shape of, well, a man. A giant, lightning-shaped man. Then again, I might have been drunk at the time. In fact, I’m sure I was drunk.”


  I thought about that as Gerald drank the rest of the case of beer. I thought about that even more as Gerald slept it off. I thought about all of it and more as I paced my small apartment, occasionally slapping the snoozing Gerald in the face and knocking over every goddamn lamp in the joint with my tail.
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  I spent that night in agony.


  While Gerald slept off the Pabst, my body literally—and I mean literally—morphed into something bigger and greater than it was before.


  Perhaps even greater than anyone’s had been before, ever.


  Why this happened to me, I don’t know. What exactly had happened to me, I still don’t know. No one knows. I’ve had some of the finest scientific minds study me. Hell, one mad scientist had even put me in lockdown, determined to replicate me into an army of me. Except, of course, I had broken out and destroyed his island fortress… but that’s a story for another time.


  Anyway, by the following morning, I had gone through a complete—and painful—metamorphosis. Yes, the horns and tail had been weird enough, but by the time old Gerald awoke from his beer-induced slumber, he might have thought he had awoken to his nightmare.


  Nope, pal. This one is all mine.


  For standing before him, naked if not for the stiff fur that covered my body from head to toe, still breathing heavily and sweating from the growing pains of the previous night, was the creature—and some even go as far as to call me a superhero, now known as The Bull.


  Me. Carl, the part-time rodeo clown.


  “I’ve got to go,” Gerald said.


  I never saw him again, although he went on to write a book about our friendship. Fiction, mostly. I should sue his ass. Do superheroes do that?


  To say my life changed radically from that moment on is an understatement. I couldn’t go very far without having people either follow me or run in fear. Didn’t take the press long to figure out the mother of all freaks was living in Rustic City either. Hell, TMZ has staked out a permanent spot in the parking lot just opposite my apartment.


  Yes, the press coverage alone is dizzying. As my publicity soared, and as the medical establishment did their damn best to come to grips with what had happened to me, two things became evident:


  One is that the world actually needs me. It seemed almost overnight my services came to be in demand. From saving whole families in fires (my thick bullish hide is impervious to flames) to stopping bank robberies (for some reason, the heretofore reasonable number per capita shoot up like an S.O.B. in Rustic City).


  Two—with my own strange transformation, there also appeared another type of monster. Evil geniuses. You know, those homicidal madmen bent on literally destroying the world. Some have speculated that the universe needed an answer to the influx of coming evil. A sort of superhero yin to the evil yang. Apparently, I was the yin.


  Why a bull? I don’t know. Hell, I can think of countless other critters that might have been more useful, but I am what I am.


  What can I say?


  I am The Bull, with my great strength and quick temper. Don’t get me started on seeing the color red. The Bull, with my razor-sharp horns that can literally tear through anything. The Bull, with my tail that I’ve mastered as a useful whip. The Bull, with my thick hide that is protecting me from bullets and knives and everything else in-between. No, I can’t fly, but I can charge, quickly.


  Comics have been made about me, and even movies. I have a Facebook page that numbers in the hundreds of millions of fans. Even more than Vin Diesel.


  Go figure.


  Many laugh at me, some admire, most fear me.


  I would fear me, too. A giant of a man. Half-man, half-animal. A freak of nature. There is nowhere for me to hide, and so I didn’t bother hiding. In fact, I never bothered moving. I like my one-bedroom apartment. I like my Pabst Blue Ribbon even more. It just takes a hell of a lot more of the stuff to get me drunk.


  No, I don’t have a Bat Signal, but I do have Skype.


  You can Skype me, too. I’m always ready to help. Just let me finish my beer first.


  I am The Bull.


  Go figure.
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  Post


  [image: T]he early April sun crashed in through the kitchen window, an unwelcome visitor bathing the table in its brilliance. Jeff winced into his coffee cup, his eyes mere slits from the remnants of last night’s celebration. He scratched his head, but stopped when he realized that the noise was reverberating through his brain. He looked back down at his coffee.


  He couldn’t remember what they had been celebrating—a phone call, maybe?—but that’s what made it fun. There had to have been a reason to celebrate something, somewhere, so why not here, last night, with all of his friends, and their friends, and girls they had met at the bars or in class, or passing by on the sidewalk after the party had already started? And, as most celebrations did, it had lasted past the wee hours of the morning and into the full onslaught of day, which was, even now, reminding Jeff of all the ways in which a human being could be made to suffer, not least of which was the incessant pounding in his temples.


  Not in time with his heart, which might have been understandable, but instead to some rhythm he couldn’t identify that smacked of jungle rhythms or jazz improvisation; he couldn’t decide which. But he knew it would not stop until, hours from now, he declared his intention—fervent, at that particular moment—to never drink again. It was a declaration he would conveniently forget the moment the next cause for celebration arose, at which time he would make another unbreakable promise to himself: to not go overboard, but instead to keep watch on his friends.


  His friends who, even now, were blissfully unaware of his agony and chivalrous intentions toward their future preservation as they lay passed out in the living room. While Jeff struggled with merely opening his eyes, he tried to take in the totality of the visage outside his window and force his mind to accept what he knew could not be true, even though he was seeing it for himself. Though the sun was clearly rising, it was streaming in a window through which the dawn’s glory had never passed, because that window faced the nearby golf course, which lay to the west.


  The sun was rising in the west.


  That’s weird, was all his still-reeling mind could manage. Huh.


  Sipping a bit more coffee, Jeff dragged himself upright and shuffled toward his bedroom, avoiding his prostrate comrades of the previous evening, recognizing most, but not all, of the unmoving, corpse-like figures dotting the path from the kitchen, down the hall, and into his bedroom. On his bed were two more bits of statuary: female, judging from the size and shape of them, and someone—he didn’t remember if it was him—apparently had quite a good time with both of them.


  I’m going to have to buy some new sheets.


  He shuffled around the end of the bed and into the master bathroom.


  For an instant, Jeff thought he had found a room untouched by last night’s bacchanalia. Then he realized that the shower was running; not very much, just a slow trickle hitting something other than tile, the sound of water on flesh. He didn’t even want to look.


  Finding his toothbrush in the cabinet, along with a very attractive pair of panties, presumably from one of the bits of statuary in the bed, he tried to erase the previous night from his mouth.


  Wincing at the continuing assault on his head by the sound of beer, liquor, nachos—and who knew what else?—being scrubbed away, he closed his eyes again and tried to focus.


  Around midnight something had happened. An earthquake? Maybe, but he wasn’t convinced. He saw the television in the bedroom, but the thought of turning it on and subjecting himself to the bright light and noise made it the least appealing of his options.


  Where the hell’s my phone?


  He wasn’t wearing the pants he’d had on last night. It was, apparently, a boxer-short morning.


  Boxers? I wear briefs. Do I even want to know whose underwear I have on?


  Shaking his head at the thought—then cursing the motion as his brain slammed back and forth inside his skull—he saw a phone lying on a pile of clothes at the foot of his bed. He picked it up and found the Internet browser.


  He was greeted with “Error 404: Page not found.” Glancing at the status bar, he saw four signal bars, but he couldn’t reach the web. He looked again at the television.


  Damn.


  He didn’t even try to find the remote. He just hit the power button and then slammed the volume “down” button, hopefully in time to prevent a blast of audio sure to finish off any other survivors of last night’s revelry.


  He needn’t have worried. A disgustingly blue screen greeted him, burning itself into his retinas, along with the unnecessary message “No signal.”


  Great, he thought, as his brain screamed at the assault.


  Turning away, he left the screen on and shuffled back toward the living room.


  Reaching the front door, he found the jamb broken and the door hanging from one hinge. A man lay just across the threshold. Apparently, he’d needed to be inside in a bad way. He looked familiar, but Jeff’s brain couldn’t make the connection. There was blood on the side of his head, probably from the door. Jeff couldn’t see how bad it was, but it didn’t look good.


  That’s gonna hurt when he wakes up.


  Stepping around what was left of his door, Jeff walked out to the front porch and looked for his newspaper. It wasn’t on the step.


  Damned paperboy.


  Carefully sidestepping broken bottles and a few more bodies, none moving, Jeff stepped off the porch, almost missing the three cars parked in his front yard.


  “Parked” was being generous. A pickup had stopped against one end of the porch, while a Camaro had rear-ended the pickup—ouch—after both had apparently jumped the curb.
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  Pre


  The system was in warm-up mode. The entire crew watched the countdown on the large plasma screen.


  1:22:59:46… 45… 44


  One day and twenty-three hours from now, the system would reach peak stability. It would probably stabilize in far less time, but the computer simulations hadn’t all agreed on what that time might be, so for safety purposes, it had been decided to take the maximum time indicated by the computers and add fifty percent.


  Just to be safe.


  “Two days from now, we’re going to make history,” a redheaded grad student said, her voice quivering like a high school prom queen’s.


  As Josh looked at her, her wavy hair pulled into a casual ponytail and her glasses framing her green eyes, he realized she might have actually been the prom queen.


  “No, Jan,” he said, turning to her, “we’re going to rewrite history. Everything that has come before won’t mean squat.” He turned back to the screen as it counted inexorably down to when they would be able to fire up the university’s particle accelerator.


  Well, it wasn’t really the university’s accelerator; it belonged to a recent Silicon Valley start-up called Infini-Tec. According to their literature, they specialized in high-efficiency, low-power electronics.


  Modeled after CERN’s Large Hadron Collider, the I-T accelerator didn’t actually cause any particles to collide; it accelerated parallel beams of sub-atomic particles around the accelerator in concentric rings separated by unimaginably small distances. The I-T accelerator was smaller than the LHC’s twenty-seven-kilometer long circuit, too, at just over four hundred meters in circumference. And what it was designed to do was unthinkable.


  The LHC was going to find the God particle, but the I-T accelerator was going to revolutionize power generation and utilization: micro-gravity-enhanced electro-magnetic super-conduction.


  Josh looked at the control monitor and saw that the D-beam—deuterium, heavy hydrogen—was ready to fire. Its beam would accelerate and run parallel, but opposite, to a stream of free electrons. The atomic proximity of the loose electrons and the D-beam would become superconductive at near-room-temperature due to the shifting sub-atomic gravitational influence. The crew would monitor the change in conduction and adjust the beams manually, until the computer worked it out and established a self-regulating—self-powering—system.


  If it worked.


  “Do you really think this will work?” asked Ishmael, one of the other grad students working on the project. They had all been recruited from San Jose State. The department chair, Dr. Hamilton, had called the four of them—Josh, Jan, Ishmael, and Dylan—into his office in the science building and introduced them to Dr. Reynolds from Infini-Tec, who told them about this opportunity. That had been thirteen months ago, and now all of their hard work was only two days from fruition.


  “The computer is locked and ready to fire the streams as soon as stability is reached,” Dr. Reynolds said, keying in the delayed initiation sequence. He turned and smiled at the small crew surrounding him—the four grad students and three technicians whose job it was to monitor the systems. “Nice job, people,” he finished.


  “What do we do now?” Ishmael asked. “I don’t want to just sit here for two days, watching a countdown.”


  “We celebrate,” Dylan said. “Let’s head into town and pick up some supplies. We don’t have time to drive all the way back to campus and then back here.”


  “Dylan’s right. We’re not going to make it back to San Jose,” Josh said. The accelerator was isolated in the Nevada desert, away from prying eyes. These corporate types were always worried about industrial espionage. They even had a security force, armed, patrolling the compound. “Fallon’s only ten minutes away.” He pulled a couple of twenty-dollar bills from his wallet. “You guys chip in and get everything we need and get back here. Tonight, we celebrate, and tomorrow, we play respectable scientists.”


  Ishmael held up his car keys. “What are we waiting for?”


  The three of them started to walk away when Jan looked back at Josh. “You coming?”


  “No. I have to make a phone call—check in with my baby brother.” Josh always called Jeff his baby brother. Even though they were twins, Josh had been born first, and he never let Jeff forget it.


  He walked out of the control room and pulled out his cell phone.
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  Post


  Looking into the street, Jeff saw cars everywhere: on curbs, in yards, abandoned in the street, some wrecked. Somewhere, he heard an engine still running, idling, pulsing slowly, like a wheezing dog, breathing its last breaths. It wasn’t close. Jeff couldn’t see any running cars, so where was it?


  It was quiet. Not a bird chirping or dog barking. He shuddered.


  What the hell is going on?


  He moved a little farther away from the porch and saw Josh’s Subaru in the driveway. He’d left it here last week when he’d gone to—


  Oh my God. Josh, what did you do?
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  Pre


  Just after midnight, the party was in full swing and moved from the facility cafeteria into the control room. Everything was going perfectly.


  1:07:31:26… 25… 24


  Josh held up his beer for the umpteenth time and shouted, “To the future!”


  The others echoed the cry and downed their drinks. Even Reynolds was there. He wasn’t drinking, of course. He never even smiled. He was too old for fun.


  Probably in his late forties, Josh thought. He was just putting up with the grad students because they’d done all the heavy lifting on this project.


  Suddenly, a low humming noise started to rise all around them.


  1:07:12:06… 05… 04


  “Shut up,” Reynolds called, moving toward the controls.


  Josh turned to see what all the fuss was about.


  “We’ve still got a day to go. Relax!”


  “The computer’s started the sequence. What the hell is going on?” Reynolds asked nobody in particular.


  The humming grew louder and was accompanied by a low rumbling, shaking the room. This time, they all stopped what they were doing.


  “Josh?” Jan said quietly.


  “I don’t know.” He moved to Reynolds’ side and punched up a display.


  Beam Status: Active. Intensity: 100%.


  “The beams can’t be on. They can’t kick over to full power until the system is stable,” he said.


  “Well, they’re on,” Reynolds said, almost screaming in his face. “How the hell did that happen?”


  “Ishmael, check the logs,” Josh said, pointing at him. “Find out what happened.”


  Ishmael typed rapidly. “Oh my God.”


  “Christ, man.” Reynolds’ voice was even louder now. “Don’t just sit there. Spit it out!”


  “The system kicked into stability for thirty-two point five seconds and then shunted out of tolerance.” He looked up at Reynolds and Josh. “The system start threshold is thirty seconds. Once the system got that, it locked into go mode and ramped up the beams.”


  “But it should have shut down once it flopped out of tolerance, right?” Josh asked. “That’s the safety protocol.”


  “Josh, look at the status again.”


  Josh spun around and checked the display.


  Beam Status: Active. Intensity: 25%.


  “Wait. We’ve kicked out of full power.” The humming and rumbling were still gaining intensity. “We’re at maintenance levels. What the hell is happening? Nothing should be happening!” The adrenaline and alcohol were combining, and Josh’s panic level was rising fast.


  Reynolds had heard enough. Punching a button on the panel, he said, “Get me the President.”


  After a moment, a voice crackled back over the speaker. “Sir, we’ve lost satellite communications with Washington.”


  “Then get me a land line!”


  “Sir, all of our communications traffic through satellites is gone.”


  “Well, all the satellites can’t be down, right?”


  “Sir, the satellites are still up there, but they’re no longer in position.”


  Everyone looked around at one another. The satellites were moving?


  “Well, why the hell are they moving?” Reynolds’ question was met with silence.


  Ishmael was pounding away at his keyboard and suddenly stopped. “I know what’s going on,” he said quietly.


  Josh leapt to the terminal and looked over Ishmael’s shoulder. The rumbling was growing even more intense, and they were all having trouble keeping their feet.


  “What is it, Ish?”


  “The satellites aren’t moving.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?” Reynolds joined them at the terminal. “They said the satellites were out of position.”


  “The satellites aren’t moving, sir. We are.”


  The rumbling was starting to level off, but was still intense. Dylan, Jan, and Josh looked at Ishmael.


  “What?” Dylan finally broke the silence.


  “Relative to other observable celestial bodies, the satellites aren’t moving. Their positions are correct.”


  “Other celestial bodies?” Jan’s mind had apparently worked through the alcohol faster than the others. “You mean stars?”


  “And other planets, yes.”


  “Other planets?” Reynolds broke in again. “If the satellites and stars aren’t moving, then—”


  “We are,” Ishmael said again, slowly. “The Earth. The Earth is shifting its orientation on the orbital plane.”


  “Are you saying that we’re spinning in a different direction?” Josh cut in.


  “No. Our physical axis of rotation is constant east to west, but the orientation of that axis is shifting.”


  “Dude, that’s impossible,” Dylan said. “We couldn’t be standing here if that happened.”


  Ishmael turned and looked into Dylan’s eyes. “Not happened. Happening. Right now! We’re inverting, north to south! What do you think we’re feeling? We’ve already shifted twenty-six degrees.”


  “How?” Jan screamed.


  Josh blinked and calmly, eerily, said, “The micro-gravity spread.” They all looked at him dumbly. Jan’s eyes were wide, and Dylan’s jaw simply worked up and down, trying to form words, but nothing came. Ishmael’s cradled his forehead in his hands.


  “What do you mean, spread?” Reynolds asked.


  “Micro-gravity-enhanced electro-magnetic super-conduction.” Josh closed his eyes as he spoke. “The Earth is just a big electro-magnet. We started a chain reaction—”


  “—that spread to the core, which is now aligning itself with the plane in a different orientation than before,” Jan finished for him, her initial shock at Josh’s declaration gone. “A compass needle.”


  “A compass needle,” he replied softly.


  “Can’t we stop it?”


  Josh opened his eyes. He wasn’t sure who had spoken. It didn’t matter.


  The rumbling continued unabated, and they all looked at one another.


  Josh looked at the display again.


  Oh, God. What have I done?
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  Post


  Jeff stepped cautiously onto the sidewalk and looked slowly up and down the street. A police car sat in the middle of the street in front of him, the driver slumped over the steering wheel. Slowly making his way to the window, he could see dried blood on the officer’s face and cheek. It looked like he’d been bleeding from his nose and ears.


  Jeff spun around and immediately regretted the action. He still had a killer headache, and the sudden movement had thrown him off balance. Slumping onto the car hood, Jeff looked around again, slowly, and tried to make sense of the scene around him.


  Fumbling his way back across the lawn toward the house, he absently wiped his nose with his hand. Damned allergies again. Wiping the bloody residue on his T-shirt, Jeff reached the door and looked again at the body in the entryway. Still fuzzy, his brain couldn’t identify the man on the floor.
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  Pre


  “Josh. Flagging mine bucket.” It was Ishmael’s voice, but different.


  Josh turned. “What did you say?”


  Ishmael pulled his hand away from his face, staring at the blood on his fingers, blood continuing to run from his nose down his face.


  “Igmat sagor whet…” he said.


  “What?”


  “Josh,” he heard Jan’s voice behind him. “I’m having trouble standing up. I think cat fishing pole.”


  Josh spun around, looking at everyone in the room. Blood ran from noses and ears, and their eyes were vacant. He checked himself, but found no blood.


  A hand grabbed his shoulder from behind, and he spun to see Reynolds, blood running slowly from his ears, his eyes not quite fogged over, trying to speak.


  “Magnetic… field,” was all he could choke out before his knees buckled and he collapsed into Josh’s arms.


  Magnetic sensitivity. Of course, Josh thought. Some people were bothered by localized magnetic fields from things like high-tension power lines. What would be the effect of a magnetic phenomenon that was everywhere, and a hundred, a thousand, a million times more powerful? What effect would it have on people who weren’t normally sensitive to such things?


  The answer was all around him. Everyone was bleeding and immobile on the floor.


  But why isn’t it affecting me?


  He couldn’t be the only one. There had to be others who were unaffected. There had to be. Something about body chemistry, brain function, something!


  Jeff.


  A twin. Maybe not all twins would be immune to the effect, but since they shared the same DNA, maybe, just maybe, Jeff was okay, too.


  He had to get to Jeff. He needed a car. He had three hundred miles to go. Fishing in Ishmael’s pocket, Josh found the keys to the Cadillac.


  Three hundred miles. Josh knew he’d never make it, but he would go as far as he could as fast as he could. He’d figure out the rest from there.


  It was eerie. He’d made it through Reno and was halfway to Sacramento at nearly a hundred miles an hour. The only vehicles he saw were stopped, either on the side of the road or crashed. Obviously, the drivers weren’t as lucky as him.


  In the middle of Sacramento, he knew he needed to find another vehicle. A quarter tank of gas was not going to get him home. As he pulled off the freeway, he saw a gas station with a few cars still sitting in the parking lot.


  Salvation. Idling just past the pumps was a Camaro. Brand new, still wearing temp tags. Slamming to a stop, Josh jumped out and saw the driver slumped and bloody over the wheel. He’d managed to put it in park but hadn’t turned the engine off, so the engine had been idling softly since whenever the effect had struck him down. Checking the gas gauge, Josh read three-quarters of a tank.


  Thank God.


  After pulling the driver out, and apologizing because he heard a low moan as he dropped him on the ground, Josh jumped in and headed back toward Highway 80, desperate to reach Jeff.


  A little over an hour later, Josh slid the car onto Jeff’s street and began weaving through the few abandoned or stalled cars that had been out at that hour. As the road cleared ahead of him, Josh gunned it for the last two blocks.


  Just as he approached the driveway, a flash of brown cut across his headlights, and Josh swerved in order to miss the dog, the first living thing he’d seen that was apparently unaffected by what was happening. His reactions were a little slow, and he jumped the curb onto Jeff’s lawn.


  His feet couldn’t find the brakes fast enough to stop him from ramming the Camaro into the back of a pickup that had already parked itself on the lawn. The airbag deployed, and Josh found himself even more disoriented than before.


  Forcing the door open, Josh felt his way around the car to the porch. His legs weren’t cooperating, and his nose was bleeding from the airbag. Reaching the door, he pounded on it as hard as he could, but there was no answer. Slamming his shoulder into it, Josh could feel it wanting to open. With a final heave, he tore it loose from the jamb where it now hung awkwardly.


  Collapsing onto the floor, bloody, bruised, and exhausted, he called weakly for his brother, but there was no response. As his eyes closed, Josh saw the remains of a party. Bodies face down on the floor and heaped onto the furniture, without a sign of movement, showed him all he needed to know.


  Jeff was dead.
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  Post


  Sweeping his gaze around the living room one more time, Jeff realized that everyone looked like the police officer: bloody and unmoving. Unable to stand any longer, Jeff fell to his knees. Looking down at the man next to him, he finally realized.


  As his head struck the floor, a final thought went through Jeff’s mind.


  Garble frackus atut…
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  [image: T]he trick was speed. Hand them the card, and hightail it back to the van before they had time to closely study the tasteful cardboard oblong. It was the speed of his arrival—sometimes while the cops were still climbing back into their cruisers or the ambulance rolled away—that upset some people, but Joseph Russo had found with most of ‘em he was less likely to have bother if he palmed them the card before reality set in. While there was still a good buffer of shock between him and the twin attack dogs of grief and rage, which when it came down to it, were the same ugly mutt.


  There was a police scanner in the van’s cab that allowed him to get on scene fast, to push his card “Compassionate, professional cleaning service. Remediation of unattended deaths, house fires, hoarding situations our specialty” into the hands of the blank-eyed next of kin.


  In the back of the unmarked van—he understood that his clients valued discretion during this difficult time. That was on the card, too—were the tools of his trade: an injection steamer, plastic sheeting, mops, brushes, buckets of every size, and industrial-sized tubs of an enzyme solvent that would melt the flesh right off your bones if you were sloppy.


  Joe was never sloppy. Something he prided himself on. Some of the outfits out there, why, they’d paint right over the spatters of bone or brain adhering to walls. Tack a new carpet over bloodstains that had seeped into the hardwood floors and call it good, but not Joe.


  Most of the clients were happy he’d called, eventually. Once the cops were gone, and what was left of the Dearly Departed was tucked away in silk and cedar, they’d figure out that yes, they were expected to deal with the distasteful remainders of the death. That’s when they remembered Joe’s card. Sure, there were some who called him a vulture, but what was so bad about vultures? They were an important part of the ecosystem. Someone had to clean up after the dead.
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  Today’s job was easy enough.


  “Down there,” the woman’s daughter said, waving a trembling hand in the direction of the cellar steps. “I’m sorry. I can’t look, but you’ll see when you go down there.”


  “Best you don’t, anyhow,” Joe said. “I’ll come find you when I’m through.”


  She hovered at Joe’s shoulder as he changed into his white plastic coverall and respirator, unwilling to give up her vigil. “It’s okay, miss, really,” he told her.


  “Well, if there’s anything I can do to help…”


  “I’m here to help you, ma’am,” he told her. “I expect you’ve already had enough to deal with. Let me step in now.”


  She looked at him gratefully, but she didn’t offer coffee, or the use of the bathroom. They never did. Joe had a thermos back in the van, and an empty coke bottle did for the other necessity. He’d used to stop at a Dunkin’s for both needs, but he was getting on and his bladder wasn’t as cooperative as it once had been.


  The burst open bag of cat food lay at the bottom of the basement steps, surrounding the greasy stain where the old lady had lain. The kibble had come into contact with the fluids of the cadaver and had puffed up like Rice Krispies left in milk too long. For most people, the notion—not to mention the sweet-rotten smell—would twist in their stomachs and send them running to the little boy’s room, but not Joe. Nothing grisly about death that he could see; except maybe how mundane it often was. One silly mistake—a fall off a little, bitty step-ladder, a mouthful of ribeye down the wrong tube, hammering a damn nail into the wrong part of the wall and hitting a cable—and your ticket was punched.


  Take today’s job for instance. Feeding the cats! Would the old lady ever have dreamed feeding the damn cats would be the thing that ended it all? All that love and striving, despair and faith, wiped out by overconfidence in the ability to haul a twenty-pound bag of Meow-Mix upstairs?


  The suicides left notes, but the accidentals did too if you knew how to read them. This one was easy to decipher. She’d hoisted the big bag of kibble down from the pantry at the far end of the basement. It was cumbersome and she’d had to keep on hoisting it up, trying her best to peer out over the top of it, to feel her way to the stairs with her slippered feet. She’d carried it up the basement steps, walking carefully, maybe calling out an ironic “Not long, now!” to the kitty-cats pacing a circuit round the neat little kitchen at the top of the stairs.


  And one of the kitty-cats—maybe that sly-looking tabby creature who had seemed to smirk at Joe on his way in—had run down the stairs to greet her, wound around her ankles, a sizzle of sleek fur… and the scuffed gingham slipper, which should have come down on the next stair tread, instead came down on a sinuous feline body. A yowl, a scream, and a swift tumble back down the stairs to her final resting place.


  Cats. Damned if he was ever keeping a cat when he got old—really old, that is. Sixty-five was young these days, or so his drinking buddy Frankie DeMoula down at the Nickel told him. You could keep cats, and dogs, too. He’d seen it before. At many of the falls he’d attended, there’d been some cream-fattened cat or nervy dog watching him from the arms of the bereaved relative, looking like butter wouldn’t melt. Not that you could blame the critters anymore than you could blame the ladder, or the steak dinner or the electrical cable.


  Death was just another fact of life, and this particular biddy had gotten off lucky. With all that kibble spread out like a banquet, Thomas Kitten and his friends hadn’t gotten round to having a nibble on the old lady while she lay three days in the hot basement. That he’d seen before, too. The kitties didn’t mean nothing by it. One source of meat was much the same if you thought things through logically. A lifeless body was nothing sacred, no more than it was a horror to Joe’s mind. In that, he was like an old Tom Kitten himself.


  Concrete floors were never easy, but Joe had the place spic and span by 5:00 p.m.


  “You’ll want to keep a good flow of air through, to let ‘er dry,” he told the daughter. She nodded, looking right through him.


  Ah well, he was used to that.


  Back at the van, he shucked off his plastic suit and mask and tucked them into the biohazard drum for disposal, and helped himself to a slug of coffee while he wrote up his bill. He wouldn’t mail it out until a decent interval had gone by, but these days, he found it prudent not to trust the details of the clean up would stay straight in his head until he did his accounting at the end of the week.


  “Still young my wrinkled ass,” he muttered to himself as he rubbed at the tender knots of flesh between his shoulders. Wincing, he fished in the glove for the little white bottle of Tramadol. It was more than a one-man job, this game, but it was difficult to find the help. Half of ‘em were rubberneckers who wanted to gawp, and the other half were med-school dropouts and the like.


  Even if they did have the relevant certificates such work occasionally called for, they showed up high or drunk and then stopped showing up altogether. No high-flyers knocking on his door, even though the pay was good if you could stick it. It puzzled Joe sometimes. He honestly couldn’t see the shame in the work, and the remains held no ghoulish fascination he could see.
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  It’d been a scorcher of a day, but a hot shower would sooth his aches and pains, and he relished the thought of the warm water. Maybe after that, he’d take a stroll down the block for a cold beer and a plate of wings at the Nickel. Hell, if Frankie was there, he’d spot him a round and let him flap his jaw about the Seadogs.


  He’d been billing a lot of hours recently. He could more than afford to push the boat out in his own small way… and the orderly rooms of his small home, once a haven to him, held little attraction these days.


  Joe didn’t get queasy when he caught a nose full of that sweet, sickly death-stink like some guys did. The stench that really did it for him was a lingering fug he was beginning to recognize as loneliness. It clung to places like the basement where the old lady had lain, unmissed for days by her busy kids and bustling neighbors, while her cats ate up the kibble haloing her slowly swelling corpse.


  Lately, Joe had been catching a whiff of it in the hours after work, too. A subtle, lingering perfume that no amount of showering could budge. He smelled it strongest when he was done with work for the night and returned to a house that was just as he’d left it. A single dish with the dried up crust of his morning’s oatmeal still sitting on the counter. A wet towel puddled in the hall outside the bathroom.


  Jeanie would’ve hated to see that towel lying there. If Jeanie had still been around, she’d have whisked it up before it hit the ground. The house would smell of cooking dinner, and she’d tell him her day as they ate, leaving spaces where he was supposed to tell about his, and sometimes did. Jeanie hadn’t been the type to faint over a little bit of natural bodily function. She’d been a nurse for thirty years, until the cancer started to eat her up.


  She’d talk him through her morning, her lunch with the girls in the park, and the afternoon where doctor said this, and then head nurse insisted on that, can you imagine? And then her journey home, with the line at the store, and the clerk who was pregnant again—what a thrill!—and the sticky brake on the car, until the whole day had been chewed over as thoroughly as the pork chops and beans.


  Now that she’d been gone four years, the evenings were different. Without Jeanie to pin and tuck the day’s events neatly in place, the time between his departure and return took on a quality of soupy unreality, until the entirety of his life felt like it was reduced down to this house with its silent rooms. It was the thought of the towel that decided him. That, and the heap of laundry piled up in front of the washer like an offering to a pagan idol. With nothing clean, he’d have to reuse this morning’s clammy towel when he showered. His skin crawled with gooseflesh at the very thought.


  Joe pulled the van into the parking lot of a CVS and hit the police scanner. Get the next job squared away tonight, and he’d barely have to be home at all between work and the bar. For the next fifteen, there was nothing, and he had just about decided to suck it up and head back to the house when he got a bite.


  Small house fire on Acacia street. Elderly resident, asphyxiation. Even a small fire meant soot and smoke damage, water, too. Joe scrawled down the address, consulted his street map—he kept on meaning to pick up one of the new GPS thingamajigs Frankie swore by, but never seemed to get round to it—and swung the van out into the flow of traffic.


  [image: ]


  The fire truck was leaving Acacia street as Joe pulled in. He parked the van opposite a neat white ranch house, distinguishable from its neighbors chiefly by the cop car parked out front. One of the cops spied Joe and raised a hand. Young fellow, Joe couldn’t remember his name. Dennis, Dave, something like that. He selected a fresh card and gave himself a quick once-over in the rearview mirror. It wouldn’t do to meet the bereaved smeared with the grime of this morning’s job. Most of the time, folks stared right through him when he paid his first visit, but even if the client didn’t notice, Joe would know.


  “Hey, Mr. Russo,” the cop said.


  “Hey, Dan,” Joe said, the correct name tumbling out of his mouth, seemingly of its own accord. “How’s tricks?”


  “Eh, you know.” Dan shrugged.


  “They take the old feller away yet?”


  Dan nodded. “Sure did. Shame for him. Wasn’t even too bad a blaze. A neighbor saw the smoke, and the fire department was here before the house took too much damage.”


  “So, what happened to the guy?”


  “Took a fall and couldn’t get up. Choked on the smoke, far as we can tell. Course, it ain’t official yet, but…” He shook his head and Joe nodded. The notes left by the dead. Not hard to read once you’d learned the language.


  Joe knocked on the door. It swung open while his fist was still raised, and Joe found himself face to face with a young woman in a trim gray suit. Come right from work, he imagined.


  “Are you with the insurance people?” she asked, frowning.


  “Not exactly,” Joe said. “Here, let me give you my card.”


  She examined it closely and gave a curt nod.


  “Obviously, you have a lot on your mind at present, but when the time comes I’d be happy to help in any way I can.” Joe rattled off his standard speech and turned to go, but the woman caught at his sleeve.


  “Well, you’re here now.”


  “Work of this nature takes time,” Joe began.


  The woman sighed. “I realize that, but you can take a look and give me a quote, yes?”


  “Of course,” Joe said.


  “Can you show yourself around? I’ve got calls to make.”


  “I surely can, Miss…?”


  “Roberta,” the woman said.


  “Miss Roberta,” Joe repeated. Sometimes, the bereaved were like this. The crash would come later for her. When she’d run out of numbers to call and arrangements to make.


  The old feller hadn’t left much of a mess. A small spot of blood on the carpet where he’d rapped his head. Rug would have to come up. The kitchen where the fire had started was the worst of it. The stove and the wall behind it were blackened and ruined; a charred pot still sat on the ring, next to the wadded knot of what Joe guessed had been a dishcloth, carelessly left too close to the burner.


  There was a fair amount of water from the fire hoses on the floor. The woman, Roberta, had made a go at cleaning it up with a bucket and mop, but had only succeeded in pushing the soot about before moving on to her next task. He could likely save the floor if she let him come back in the morning, before the damp took hold. Call it a day’s work. Two days if she wanted to contract him for the cosmetic stuff, too—new wallpaper and such. Joe pulled his invoice pad from his pants pocket and scrawled a figure.


  Roberta was in the living room where the old man had died, pacing back and forth in front of the fireplace.


  “No, it’ll be on his insurance. Why do you need my number? No, but I…” She sighed and rolled her eyes at Joe. “Just lay it down on the table there, and I’ll take a look at it later.”


  It took Joe a second to realize she was talking to him.


  He bent obediently to place the paper on the table next to a fat paperback novel parted with a bookmark lolling out like a tongue. Easy to put in a bookmark, Joe thought. Effortless, the simple faith that you’ll be around to pick up where you left off. Such thoughts were a distraction, and he pushed the notion away. A bookmark was just a damn bookmark.


  Straightening up again was a bitch. His spine felt like it was run through with rusty metal in a dozen places. He caught sight of himself in the mirror over the old man’s fireplace and saw with a start that there was someone standing behind him. Avid, white-rimmed eyes set in a wizened, tar-black face, a rubbery mouth that spread in a gaping grin. Joe whirled around with a start to face the charred, blackened thing… but the room was empty.


  “Mr. Russo? Are you all right? Because I have to tell you, my nerves won’t cope with another old man falling down dead in this house today.”


  “Oh, I’m quite all right,” Joe managed. “Just a little warm in here.”


  Roberta nodded, peering at him in an appraising fashion Joe didn’t care for. Last thing he needed was her assuming he was too old for the job.


  “Been a long day,” he said, hoisting a smile onto his face. “Didn’t drink enough water. Always tell myself I’ll hold out for a coffee instead and then never seem to get ‘round to it.” He was babbling, but Roberta smiled.


  “Boy, I know how that is. I’ll be in touch.”
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  There was a Tupperware box on the porch when Joe got home. He stooped painfully to pick it up. When he lifted the lid, the sweet smell of warm cookies rose to fill his nostrils. The note taped to the lid read:


  Just a little something for dessert. Baked too many to eat myself—although I gave it a good try!


  Dee Dee :-)


  Rustling up too many cookies, or an extra portion of stew, was getting to be a habit of Dee Dee’s, and Joe wasn’t sure he liked it. Did he really seem like such a charity case that the neighbors had to leave out food for him like he was a stray cat?


  As he showered off the day, Joe’s thoughts slid unwillingly back to the face in the mirror. Call it a face, but it hadn’t been, really. A shadow or something, twisted into life by his own bone-weary mind. Even so, he was glad the bathroom mirror was fogged over as he did his best to dry himself off with the chilly, damp towel. Last thing he needed was his brain to start following the rest of his creaking body down the slippery slope to senility.


  It was getting late by the time Joe dressed, but he decided he’d be best off seeing through his plan to drop into the Nickel. Mood he was in, he’d be pacing a hole in the rug, making a heap of something out of nothing to do, until the wee hours.


  Dee Dee waved from her kitchen window as he climbed into the van. He raised his own hand in greeting and mouthed a ‘thanks’ to her. She made like she was fixing to come out for a chinwag, but Joe acted like he hadn’t seen and backed out of the drive. He felt ashamed for just a second, but pushed the feeling away. He wasn’t a charity case.


  Maybe it’s not pity. Maybe she’s lonely, too.


  Maybe… but wouldn’t he just look a prize fool if he got it wrong? No, it was safer by far to tuck his head in and keep his shoulder to the wheel than to start any foolishness with a neighbor lady. Work was simple. You didn’t have to guess at ulterior motives with a bucket and mop in your hand. Work was…


  The barest flicker of black flashed in the rearview mirror.


  Joe licked his lips and frowned at the road. Well, there it was, getting senile. Literally jumping at shadows!


  When he pushed the door of the bar open, a warm tide of conversation and music rolled out to greet him. It was almost shocking after the silent, timeless void of the house. Everything in here seemed a shade brighter; the smell of beer and warm human bodies overwhelmed his senses. Frankie was bellied up to the table of his usual booth by the jukebox. Never would sit on a barstool, that Frankie. Said he always felt he’d tip over backward and crack open his skull. Joe, who cleaned up after more than one client who had done just that, wasn’t inclined to argue with him.


  “Well, look who it is,” Frankie said, as Joe shuffled his way through the throng, a pair of sweating Amstels in his hands.


  “Hey, Frankie.”


  “Didn’t think I was gonna see you at all.”


  “Your lucky day,” Joe said, handing over the beer.


  “I’m real glad you dropped in tonight, ‘cause I won’t be around the next couple ‘a weeks.”


  Joe tried to keep his dismay off his face. “Really, Frankie? Why is that?”


  “Heading up to the cabin for a spell. They put in the new dock, and I want to check her out. Last summer I caught—”


  “A fish bigger’n you,” Joe finished for him.


  “Well, I did!” Frankie said. He paused. “I was wondering whether you felt like coming with me? There’ll be a bunch of us going. It’ll be a real fun time.”


  “Ah, Frankie,” Joe said. “I got jobs lined up. Maybe if you go again later in the season?”


  “That’s what you said last season,” Frankie said. “And the season before her.”


  “Jeez, Frank, I gotta work!”


  “Why you gotta work? I know what you charge. You must be sitting on a pile. Surely, you can take a week? It ain’t healthy for a person to work all the time. Not for nothing, Joe, but you look like you could use a bit of fresh air.”


  “I’m fine,” Joe snapped. “And it’s not the money. I got an obligation to my clients.”


  Frankie shrugged. “Can’t say I didn’t try. But you remember, the offer still stands. Doesn’t have to be this week. Anytime you get a window, you let me know.”


  “I will,” Joe agreed.


  “You won’t,” Frankie said. “I guess I know that much.” He sighed. “So, d’you see the game last night?”


  As Frankie rattled on about the ballgame, Joe nodded in what he judged to be the right places, and sipped from his beer, not tasting it. Why did he always turn Frankie down? He was right—Joe could afford to miss work a couple of weeks. Could afford to retire altogether if he really wanted to.


  Someone jostled his shoulder, and the beer foamed out over Joe’s hand. It was tighter in here than a nun’s coochie tonight. Joe looked up, and there through the crowd saw it watching him. His mouth went dry, and his heart walloped in his chest. Jesus Christ, did no one else see it?


  It was leaning against the bar bold as you please, hidden from his direct view by a gaggle of drinkers, but reflected nevertheless in the big bar mirror. The tarry head turned to regard him. What it reminded Joe of more than anything was those ancient Egyptian mummies you saw on the Discovery channel. Its leathery skin was pitted and shriveled with age. Its teeth stood out stark white against the puckered, tarry lips. Only the eyes seemed truly alive, and as Joe watched, one of them slid closed in a conspiratorial wink. Fear washed through him like cold water.


  “Frankie,” Joe wheezed. “Do you see that?”


  “What?” Frankie asked.


  “There, by the bar.”


  Frankie squinted and craned in his seat. “What am I looking at, Joe?”


  “There,” Joe started to say, but the creature was gone.


  “I don’t see nothing,” Frankie said. “Hey, Joey, where you goin?”


  “Bathroom,” Joe panted. In the bathroom, he splashed his face at the sink, doing his best to keep his eyes off the big grimy mirror. When his hands had stopped shaking, he rejoined Frankie in the booth, nodding and shaking his head in the right places, forcing down gulps of the beer that tasted of nothing.
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  “When are you likely to be done?” Roberta asked. “I have a client at noon.”


  “It’ll take a mite longer than that,” Joe told her, stifling a yawn. He’d slept just fine, but his dreams had been uneasy, and he’d woken feeling more weary than when he’d lain down.


  “Well, I can trust you here alone, I’m sure,” Roberta said.


  Joe wasn’t sure if it was a question or an assertion, but he agreed, that yes, she could trust him. His first instinct was to turn the damn mirror round to face the wall, but that was pure foolishness. He couldn’t have seen what he thought he’d seen. He just couldn’t. He’d been long enough at this work to convince him that ghosties and ghoulies and things that go bump in the night existed in trashy books and bad movies only.


  As he peeled up the carpet and set to work sanding back the stained wood, he kept his eye defiantly on the mirror, daring it to flash an image of the shriveled phantom. Naturally, the mirror showed nothing more than the old man’s living room. In the kitchen, he set up his dehumidifier to dry out the floor, and set to work scrubbing the soot marks off the tiled wall where the stove had been hauled away.


  By the time he was done, his back was singing the hallelujah chorus, and his knees popped when he eased himself upright. He squinted at the wall. Looking good, only he’d missed a spot down near the bottom.


  More than a spot. It was a big old handprint. Joe wiped his grubby hands clean on the legs of his pants and bent to scour away the mark. He stood back again to admire his work. Only now there were two handprints on a patch he would have sworn had been a sparkling clean a second ago. Frowning, he turned to freshen his cloth in his bucket. When he turned back to the wall, he cried out in alarm. The whole of the wall he’d spent the morning scrubbing was plastered with smeary black handprints.


  Some kids, some kids got in… in the three seconds his back had been turned? Joe palmed cold sweat from his brow, leaving a sooty smear across his forehead.


  Nothing for it… nothing for it but to clean it up… clean it up and not to think too hard about what it meant, where it came from.


  When Roberta arrived back at the house later that day, she found Joe still at work in the kitchen. “Wow!”


  “I know,” Joe panted. “But I’m getting there.” How could he explain about the handprints? How could he tell her that as quick as he cleaned them away another patch sprang up? His hands shook and dirty water showered from his sponge.


  “It looks great! Cleaner than Uncle Carl kept it.”


  Joe gaped at her and then turned back to the wall. It was spotlessly clean.


  “Well, I’m going to recommend you to all my friends,” Roberta said. “Although, I hope you don’t mind me saying I’d be relieved if they never needed to call you.”


  “No, of course,” Joe mumbled. His heart fluttered in his chest and a wave of nausea rippled through his guts.


  Joe heaved his equipment into the van as fast as he was able, letting the mops and buckets lay where they landed. On the windscreen was a single black handprint. Joe turned on the wipers and watched grimly as it vanished.


  As he drove through downtown, Joe scanned the knots of commuters for the black figure. There it was, waiting at a cross light. Further on, it was emerging from a liquor store, a brown paper bag tucked under its arm. Down by the railway tracks, it sat hunched in a doorway with two blank-faced tramps, passing a cigarette butt back and forth between them. Each time Joe drove by, its bald head swiveled to follow him, eyes sparkling with mischief.


  Dee Dee was in her yard when he got home, turning the earth with a spade. Her expression brightened when she saw him and then fell. “Joe? Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine,” he barked, more brusquely than he’d meant.


  “You don’t look well,” she continued. “You’re white as a sheet.”


  “Really, I’m fine. Long day. Just need a nap, I guess.”


  “Of course,” Dee Dee said. “Oh! Someone dropped off a message for you. Work friend of yours, he said.”


  “What friend?” Joe asked, as Dee Dee pulled a folded envelope from the pocket of her gardening apron.


  Dee Dee looked embarrassed. “Well, you know I was going to write the name down, but I figured I’d remember, and now of course…”


  “It’s fine,” Joe said.


  A large, black thumbprint marred the white paper. He knew who it was from. Once inside, he tore the envelope open. Inside was a crumpled sheet from his own invoice pad. It was blank, except for the box marked ‘date of completion’, where a string of crabbed black letters proclaimed Tonight.
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  At 9:00 p.m., Joe picked up the phone and put it back down. What exactly would he tell the cops? He had the invoice sheet as evidence, but evidence of what? It wasn’t the police he should be calling; it was the goddam funny farm.


  At 10:30 p.m., he made a circuit of the house, closing and locking the storm shutters, the back of his neck prickling with embarrassment at the thought of a neighbor—Dee Dee perhaps—catching sight of him and coming over to ask what on earth he was doing.


  He bolted the front and back doors, too, and after thinking about it, went from room to room, covering the mirrors. That had been an old custom with the dead he’d read about somewhere.


  At 11:00 p.m., he started to take the dirty towels that covered the mirrors back down again. He was being foolish, plain and simple… but instead of unbolting the shutters, he went to the locked cabinet and fetched his Remington.


  Midnight found Joe Russo dozing in his armchair, the Remington cradled in his arms, and the dregs of a tumbler of Scotch filling the air with a pleasant, golden smell.


  He was awake the second the first shutter started to rattle on its hinges. He ran to the window, staring wide-eyed at the juddering wood through the glass. With an effort, he got the gun up, although his arms were shaking so bad the barrel wagged madly to and fro.


  “Go away!” He’d meant to shout, but it came out a froggy old man’s whine.


  The next shutter started to rattle, and the next, until the din of trembling wood filled the house. There was a mighty crash at the front door, then another, and then the lights went out with a pop. Joe cried out and the gun slithered from his shaking hands. He blundered through the darkened house, his hands clapped over his ears against the noise of the creature’s assault on his home.


  “Just leave me be!”


  The house went silent all at once.


  One by one, the lights came back, a room at a time, but it wasn’t better to see, no, not at all, because there was someone sitting in his chair. A gaunt, grinning corpse with a graveyard smile, and the slow, subtle reek of decay unspooling in the air around it.


  It regarded him through its moist, lively eyes, and gestured at the empty chair that had been Jeannie’s.


  “Sit,” it told him. The voice that came out wasn’t the ghastly creak of coffin hinges, but a perfectly pleasant all-American baritone.


  “Do you know who I am?” it asked him.


  “Are you the old feller that died?” Joe gasped. “I swear I had nothing to do with it. I was just cleaning your house, was all.”


  The cadaver laughed. “Oh, I’m not him. You really don’t recognize me? I thought as much when you saw me in the mirror. Sit, please. I’m here to say my piece. You might as well be comfortable. I’ve a tendency to ramble.”


  “Are you going to kill me?” Joe croaked.


  “An interesting philosophical question,” the cadaver said. “You might say that I am.”


  Joe collapsed into the chair.


  “Actually,” continued the corpse, “I’m a little hurt you don’t know me. I really am a work buddy of yours, more or less.”


  “What do you mean?” Joe said. “I’ve never seen you before yesterday. I’m not entirely sure I’m seeing you now.”


  “I did say more or less.” The creature shrugged.


  Joe noted the ragged strings of muscle shifting under the creature’s hide, and shuddered.


  “Ah! Excellent. A shudder. That’s a good start. I’ve come here to give you a warning, Joe.”


  “Why would you do that?” Joe managed.


  “Say we both worked together at a factory. Different shifts, but as you arrived each morning you’d see me leave, and when you left at night I’d be clocking in. We might not be best buddies, we might not even nod ‘hello’, but you’d see me every day, and I’d see you.”


  Joe nodded.


  “Well, if you saw me—not a friend, but another working stiff, if you’ll excuse the expression, who was a part of your day no matter how small—if you saw me about to fall into a big, deep hole in the sidewalk, wouldn’t you say something?”


  “I guess I would,” Joe said, carefully.


  “Well, you’re one step away from a nasty fall, my friend,” the creature said. “I’ve suspected it for a while, but I knew it for sure when I showed myself to you and you didn’t know who I was.”


  “I give up, who are you?” Joe asked, doing his best to keep his voice steady. He wanted more than anything to run from the room, but his old legs shook like Jell-O, and he had a shrewd idea that if he tried to get up from his chair, he’d be face down on the rug without the dead thing having to lift a sepulchral finger.


  The creature’s eyes rolled in their sockets. “I’m Death, Joe. And your whole life right now is one big plummet down the hole, because you don’t know who I am.”


  “I know death!” Joe stammered. “I clean up after those folks every day; I see it all. I see where their blood leaks out and their bodies swell up. I see where they die in a million dumb ways.”


  “You don’t know death, and so you’ve forgotten the bit that comes before,” Death continued. “You’ve forgotten how to live. A man who doesn’t know how to live… well, how is he going to recognize death when he sees it? You have become hardened to me, turned in upon yourself until you’re no more a living thing than those you clean up after.”


  “I don’t know what you mean,” Joe said, gruffly, appalled to feel tears begin to trickle down his face. “I know about life, and about death, too. I had a life. A good one, and after Jeanie passed on I’ve done my best to keep going. I run a good business. I work every hour, but what does it all mean in the end? In the end, there’s just you.”


  “There is,” Death agreed. “But to a man who knows me, that doesn’t rob the rest of savor. It makes it sweeter.”


  “I told you I know you,” Joe cried.


  Death rose from the chair. The black figure was bigger now. The air around it swarmed with shadows, and Joe felt the rushing of a freezing wind.


  “Death isn’t just an old woman lying broken-necked in a basement, or an old man breathing his last in a smoke-filled house. It isn’t a woman scoured by cancer. Those are just the incidentals. You have forgotten what Death is, but don’t worry, my esteemed colleague, I’m here to remind you.”


  The blackened fingertips caressed Joe’s face and the lights went out. It wasn’t darkness; it was the total absence of both light and darkness. He felt his flesh swell and burst away from his bones. He felt his body crawl with the workings of beetles and coffin worms. He felt the synapses of his brain turn to soup and the flutter of his thoughts tear apart and blow away forever on the chill wind. He felt all of this, and nothing, forever and forever, and in the last of the nothing, Joe Russo saw the true face of Death.
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  Dee Dee Hogan was woken early the next morning by a knock on the door. She dragged on her robe and shuffled to answer, racking her brains to think who could possibly be calling.


  She was more than a little surprised to find Joe Russo on the doorstep.


  “Why, Joe, is everything okay?”


  “Everything’s just great,” Joe told her, and for once she believed him; he’d been looking so thin and sallow of late, but this morning, well, he looked ten years younger.


  “Is there something you need?” she asked him. “Because I’m afraid to say I ate the last of the cookies.”


  Joe laughed. How long had it been since she’d seen him plaster on a smile that was halfway convincing, let alone laugh?


  “Actually, I have a request to make. And feel free to say no.”


  “Okay?” she said, smiling through her bemusement.


  “I’m heading up to Palmer Lake tomorrow. Going to spend a few days with my pal Frankie. You know him, Frankie DeMoula?”


  “I know him,” Dee Dee agreed. “Did you want me to collect the mail?”


  “I…” Joe cleared his throat, flushing. “I wondered if you’d like to come along? There’ll be a whole buncha’ people there,” he added, “not just us old crocks. Uh, me and Frankie I meant, not you.”


  There were a thousand excuses why she couldn’t go. It was so last minute, she had yard work to do, and leftovers in the fridge, and really, she didn’t even know him that well.


  “Like I said, I’ll understand if you can’t, but it’d sure be nice to pay back all those cookies.”


  He gave her hand a squeeze and when he did, a queer shiver ran through her.


  Why not now? Was she so sure of ‘later’ as all that?


  An odd thought. Joe was staring at her, his eyebrows hitched into a frown.


  “Goose walked over my grave!” she told him with a laugh. “Sure. Why not? You only live once.”


  As they drove, suitcases jammed chummily side by side in the back of the van, which Dee Dee was thankful to see had been divested of Joe’s usual cargo, she remembered the envelope that had been dropped off yesterday. Maybe it had been good news that had affected Joe so.


  “Sorry, again, for forgetting the name of your work pal,” she told him.


  He glanced at her and smiled. “It don’t matter,” he told her. “I got the message.”


  “Maybe he’ll call another time?” she said.


  “Oh, that’s a certainty,” Joe told her. “But before he does,” he gestured toward the woods at the flashes of the lake between the trees, “there’s all of this.”
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  Sunlight crossed the clouds in mercurial waves, offering sighted creatures the first glimpse of morning desolation. Gray roads and gray trees were adorned with flakes of ash that sprinkled the earth like filthy snow. Lead had actually seen snow before, though in his thirty-eight years he’d seen many more ash falls than snow falls. Such was the world.


  Lead shook cinders out of his bedroll. He’d slept outside the tent, tucked away just left of the entrance in case of intruders. His thoughts on the matter ran as such: any scavenger approaching the tent would expect inhabitants inside where shelter protected against animals and toxic air. All things precious went inside the tent, and Lead feared nothing that’d try to sneak in under the cover of night. Any curious scavengers, human or animal, would be met by him from behind, with a blade and the blanket of night’s darkness.


  This plan had yielded bloody harvests in the past. The world was full of takers, but Lead was not one to give easily or readily. Violence burned in his blood like eternal coal embers. He was always ready to fight and seldom proven wrong in his assumptions.


  Lead untied the tent flap. Empty cans clattered from the noisemaker he’d strung up inside. A young girl slept in the corner behind a rusty pushcart. Shine, his only surviving child. She was his anchor. His reason, his only remaining thread to the mortal world. God had pulled his thread before, had drawn him toward eternal bliss or damnation or whatever awaited him beyond. Shine was his return, his last, best reason to remain in the struggle of life despite evidence to the contrary. Lead’s mind often drifted to thoughts of the hereafter. Such thoughts made the empty socket of his left eye itch. He scratched the outside of his dirt-encrusted eye-patch. Even after long years, he loathed touching the empty socket with its twisted tissue, a pink leather flesh that bordered his own personal darkness.


  Shine stirred and whispered.


  “Father.”


  Lead knelt and carefully brushed ashes away from her face. No matter how well he secured the tent flap, ashes found their way in—blown in by errant breezes or hot winds. The never-ending, desolate weather stirred up crusts, dust, and ashes, the only things now in abundance.


  Shine was afflicted. A cough had settled deep in her chest, remnants of an unnamed illness picked up in the homestead days. Two weeks she’d stayed in bed, burning with fever and whispering unintelligible words. Lead and his kin had issued prayers and hot liquids in equal measures.


  On the fifteenth day, Shine’s fever broke, but the sickness never truly left. It’d stayed buried in her lungs. Some days, her coughing fits were mild and negligible. But on hard days, days when the ash fall was thick, and the air was laced with syrupy smoke, her face would turn a shade of plum, and her body would shake with heaving hacks and wheezes. Lead held her through these fits, stroked her hair, and prayed.


  He had no solution; the cough would not leave, and it had not dissipated in the months since it had manifested. On these dark days, Lead whispered prayers and promises. Prayers for good health and a promise to God Almighty that if the Good Lord claimed Shine, Lead would follow in her celestial footsteps, posthaste.


  Shine opened her eyes and smiled at her father. “I had a dream,” she whispered.


  Her body was small and thin, as though the girl herself were a membranous being, hardly there and ready to return to whatever dream universe spirits originate from.


  “Tell me about it,” he said. A diversion, anything to distract her from the aches, the coughs, and the lack of hot food for breakfast.


  “I left my body, and all the world lay under me. I saw the Earth as a bird sees it, trees and mountains and far past to the horizons.” Shine stifled a cough and Lead clutched her arm, fearing as he always did when a large fit was imminent.


  Shine cleared her throat and her voice took on a strained tone. “I floated through the air and beheld the world–it was beautiful. Lakes spotted the ground like polished silver. Mountains rippled the earth as though they were tree roots of a fallen oak… or maybe it grew under the earth showing its roots as those mountains, and it was me who was on the wrong side of things.” Shine took in a shallow breath and wheezed. She touched her father’s hand. “The forests were green smudges no bigger than patches of tree moss. I was happy, but then I was afraid.”


  When she spoke at length like this, Lead was amazed. He wondered where she’d gained such clarity when he himself was a fumbler of words. Her mother had been so chatty and gregarious, but she’d had nothing of Shine’s mystical turn of thought. The poetry of Shine’s mind was a mystery that made Lead consider his ancestors. He had never known his father, and he had only really known his mother as a sickly wraith, a woman whose short years were spent on death’s stoop, bloody lipped and skeletal. Of those who’d come before, who did Shine share her mind with?


  “Why were you afraid?” Lead rubbed her forehead, eyeballed the pushcart, and calculated their supplies—the food, the water. As always, he wished for more, or at least enough.


  “I realized people don’t fly. That flying is for feathered things or bugs, and I’m not kin to either. The fear struck me that I was in a place I did not belong, and I would soon fall to my death.”


  “Is that when you woke?” Lead asked. He often dreamed of death. He often cycled through the images of his own life where he’d stood at the brink of death. The Camp, Las Vegas, Crystal, Purgatory, Tucson, New Pueblo, the Wild Lands; his mind did not need to form phantom scenarios.


  Lead was an old friend of death and too well acquainted with its ways. He held a belief, one seldom vocalized, that God would not allow him to die; that he was meant to walk the broken Earth, and whether this was a gift or punishment was yet to be determined. Lead had formed this belief in younger days, when he’d been condemned to die in Purgatory, a recreated Hell in the Zona. He had scaled a razor-adorned fence, fled pursuers into a dust storm hurricane, was shot, and even lost his eye to shards of cement scattered by Crusader Eliphaz’s bullet.


  Yet Lead lived, he breathed, and he pushed forward across what was left of the world. But in every dream, in every moment recreated in his slumbering mind, Lead awoke before the climax, before the moment when he should have died, absent fortune or luck or God’s loving hand.


  “I did not wake up. Don’t interrupt, you’ll miss the best part,” Shine said.


  Lead smiled when his daughter gave him commands. He smiled when she slept. He smiled when she thought of things he had not and when she asked questions regarding things he took for granted. Her very life, and continued existence, seemed a quandary to him. She was his only source of joy in a place where life seemed worthless and the sky rained ashes throughout the night.


  “What happened next?” Lead asked.


  “I turned my head, hoping that I had wings, but I didn’t.” Shine frowned at the thought. “Instead, I saw Mother’s face. She was holding my shirt and keeping me from falling. She didn’t have wings either, but I knew she was the one flying. I looked the other direction, and Alexandria was holding me from the other side. I wanted to be happy, because it had been so long and I was glad to see them again.”


  Lead let go of his daughter’s arm. He stood and wrapped his fingers around the push cart’s handlebar. He’d heard enough. Shine did not need to see his face at the mention of Persephone and Alexandria. Perse and Alex, his wife and child—his deceased wife and child, now committed to the earth’s soil and God’s grace. Points of sadness smothered in a life of tragedy, events whose pain was sharp in their proximity— the source of Lead’s current hollowness, and the reason for their pilgrimage out of the Wild Lands.


  “But I knew that it was wrong to be happy. They looked worried. Alexandria was gritting her teeth, like maybe I was too heavy–maybe I was too much to bear. I looked at Mother, and I saw that she, too, was sweating, and her mouth was fixed like she used to get when she was deep in thought.”


  Lead knew the look. Perse would sometimes get to thinking about home, the kingdom she’d left far behind. She’d see something, an old book, a picture of a mountain, and then her jaw would lock up and the light would grow distant in her eyes. A thousandmile stare, as once was said. Lead knew that look well.


  “Mother’s face was flushed and her arms shook. She spoke, but I couldn’t hear her over the wind. It howled in our ears like those during storms when we lived near the hills. Do you remember? Like when the wind whistled through those boulders and got to picking up rocks and sand bits?”


  Lead pushed the cart out of the tent. He folded his bedroll and secured it to the push bar with a length of hanger wire.


  Shine poked her head out of the tent.


  “Don’t you want to hear the rest?” Shine asked.


  Lead searched for words, sounds to express to his child that the loss of her mother, Persephone, was a loss that pushed deep inside of him, to places not addressed, to holes created by all men who choose to live with endurance above emotion.


  “We need to get moving, honey,” Lead said. “Mother tried to scream through the wind, but it was too loud. She mouthed the words over and over, and suddenly, I understood. She was telling me that I would not fall. That she could bear my weight and hold on for as long as I needed.”


  Lead collapsed the poles of the tent and bent them into quarters. He brushed ashes from the waxed canvas before folding it and placing it over the perishable supplies in the cart.


  “Did you hear me, Father?”


  Lead wiped ashes from the cart handle, watched them collect on the scarred palms of his hands before tipping and falling to the earth.


  “Yeah, I heard you.”


  “Mother said she’d hold me up, that I could float, and see the world and not worry. She’s watching me.”


  Lead closed his eye; there was Perse’s face as it was when they’d met. She had been a woman of beauty, inside and out. Her eyes sparked with an energy that could turn from loving enthusiasm to argument with no break in-between. In a dead world, she’d held a light he’d not seen before in the brainwashed Marys of Zona or the cowardly thinkers and refugees of New Pueblo.


  He smiled and watched her face, changed by motherhood. This was a new kind of beauty–a beauty of strength and purpose. He watched her stride across their living room to pick up Alex and blow into her tummy. Mother and child laughed while little Shine tugged at her skirts, looking for mommy’s attention also.


  Lead opened his eye and blinked back tears. Perse’s face was not the same in death. It had soaked in the river where she’d been dumped and he’d eventually retrieved her. Her skin had taken on a bluish hue mapped with distended veins. Her eyes were coated in a cloudy film.


  Lead bit his knuckle to stifle a sob. He turned his head from Shine and sniffed loudly to cover his loss of composure. He’d long ago made himself a promise. He would teach his daughter the strength to endure the loss of her mother and sister.


  This was the world—such were things in this the world that a marriage’s end had no choice but tragedy. Lead was glad for the valued time he’d shared with Perse and Alex, but all reminders of his loss struck deep and bled regularly.


  “Thanks for telling me your dream,” Lead said. He turned his face back to Shine and smiled.


  “I think Mother is my angel,” Shine said.


  “Don’t blaspheme,” Lead snapped.


  Shine’s face scrunched up in the way it always did when she was about to argue. “It’s not blasphemy. Couldn’t Mama be my protector? Couldn’t Alex?”


  “No. They’re gone.”


  “But couldn’t–?”


  “I said they’re gone!”


  Lead took a swig from his canteen and swished the flat water. He rinsed the morning grit from his mouth and spit it onto the roadway.


  “Your mom wasn’t any sort of angel. She was regular folk, like you or me. I wish she was an angel, but God’s angels are creatures foreign to us. They aren’t of our looks or our needs. They don’t live in the squalor of man, and they aren’t punished like we are. Best you take your mind off angels and your mother and sister.”


  “But—”


  “Take your mind off your mother and sister.” Lead saw the look in Shine’s soft brown eyes and regretted the words he’d spoken. There wasn’t any reason for this girl to forget her kinfolk, her loves, or the times in her life that were stable and warm and filled with happiness. She had nothing now but a broke down father who insisted on embracing pain, an ever-extending road whose destination was unsure, and a sky that bled more ash than sunlight or rain.


  “We need to get moving now,” Lead said.
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  The flatbed pushcart jostled in protest over the remnants of the Highway 191. Lead had found the cart while scavenging a Costco in the ghost town of St. Johns. Shine and he were traveling within the Northeastern borders of the Zona, which was dangerous, but not as dangerous as New Mexico with its miles of irradiated desert and hot winds that peeled a man’s skin. New Mexico’s air was lousy with invisible waves and the smolder of a fire that had burned since the last great war, or rather the wars of olden-day men with their last great nuclear weapons.


  Lead wished he’d found oil or grease, anything to quench the rusty, squealing wheels of his cart. He wished the cart wasn’t the only noise for miles of blasted lands, an echoing cacophony that told the world, and all the world’s hostiles, where he and his daughter were. The cart was a necessity; the food and water they required for their journey was too much to shoulder. Also, Shine tired easily and required something to sit on during their seemingly endless hike.


  Shine sat cross-legged on the edge of the cart and regarded the world with her curious eyes. Lead often wondered what she made of it all. He always regarded things in terms of loss. He’d been born before the Storms, before the breaking of the sky, before the separating of states and nations and the world.


  Even though he was a young child before the Storms, he’d seen a society both modern and clean—a world of opulence, full of people who tapped cheerfully at bright, hand-sized computers—a world of plentiful food in markets and loud musical advertisements. His mind held remnants of the plenitude, and all things he saw were balanced against that first impression, like a skin of that moment superimposed upon the bleakness of now. The loss had been worse for Terence, Lead’s long dead mentor and savior. He’d been a grown man with a wife and child when the Storms struck. Even so, Lead wondered how Shine beheld the world, and what she thought of its empty towns and decrepit buildings. What could she want if she did not know any better?


  “Rain is coming, honey. Get under the cover,” Lead said.


  Fat droplets fell from the clouds. An overcast sky was a constant of Northern Zona, though by precipitation or smoke was anyone’s guess. Lead hoped to be rid of the Zona before winter, but there was no controlling a pace set by broken roads and desolate landscape and the slow, squealing progress of their ancient cart.


  The Church hadn’t forgotten Lead, not for a minute. He’d been a Preacher; he had slain Crusaders, the Church’s elite. He’d fought and killed their soldiers for New Pueblo. Lead still possessed a silver Preacher’s cross, though the object had long ceased to be badge of law in these lands.


  He liked the weight of the corss; the sense of permanence created by solid silver and the fact that Jesus’s face never changed his expression or wore away. It was an item he’d contemplated much in the quiet times of his long years. He had also kept his Preacher’s gun, the .38 caliber police revolver that had seen him through so many moments of life and death. It was built well and Lead knew without a shadow of doubt that this small machine would outlast him and any other man who inherited it. He no longer wore it around his neck in the fashion of the Zona Preachers. His .38 was in a hog-leather holster affixed to his lower back, hidden under layers of shirts and sweaters and a musty cowhide jacket.


  “How much longer until we get there?” Shine’s head poked out from under the tarp’s edge. The rain quickly plastered her hair to her forehead.


  “I don’t know exactly. However long it takes us,” Lead said.


  “What are they like, mother’s kin?” Shine asked.


  She was referencing the story Lead had told her before they started their journey. He had gone on about Perse’s kinfolk, how they lived well under the arm and protection of the Colorado King, Perse’s father. He’d told her how she’d be recognized by her mother’s features and how they’d be welcome at court and to live among those people.


  Lead was unsure as to the truth of this claim, but he’d told it to her in the dark of night, when rain pelted their tent and the length of their tenuous existence was all guesswork. He’d made the claim to calm her and himself. The truth of the matter was yet to be tested. For all he knew, Perse’s tale was a lie, or at least an adventurous exaggeration. He’d spent so many dark evenings holding Perse for warmth, listening to her spin tales of knights and squires who’d brought order to the kingdom of the North.


  When Lead dreamed, he sometimes saw these knights. Men with armor smithed from scraps of the old-world cars and tin sheets, poleaxes fashioned from street signs, medieval castles built from abandoned shopping malls, and siege engines bundled together from electric poles. Perse spoke in terms of heroics, and the Colorado King had seized his part of the country and built an invincible wall of cars five high, circling his home castle like a compass rose.


  She spoke of the great king’s victory over the New Mexican hordes; how his men fought the scabby nuclear ghouls with their rifles and guns and swords of recycled aluminum. Lead imagined these stories were to impress him, though he’d known enough of war to not desire heroics. Lead loved Perse too much to correct her in this. He’d laid his head on her lap and let the soft tones of her voice soothe him to sleep.


  The pushcart’s right front wheel dipped low into a puddle, tipping the cart and jarring Lead from his thoughts. He cursed himself for daydreaming.


  “Get off the cart, Shine. I need your help.”


  “Father?” Shine hissed.


  The hairs on the back of Lead’s neck rose at once. It was her danger tone.


  Three men stood silently in the road, each equidistant from the other. The men were bedecked in raw leather vests and rough spun pants of some nebulous shade of blue. The ones to Lead’s left and right had painted faces with lines of red mud set like cats whiskers. The center man’s face was coated in a dry layer of white mud that streaked in the rain. White Face hefted a sharpened span of metal, some homemade machete with a handle wrapped in the same untanned leather of their vests. The strangers flexed and puffed their muscular chests, affecting the postures of predator animals. The scent of rotten meat and armpit onions emanated from them, a cumulus aura of stink that made Lead’s mouth dry up.


  “Wha’ you get ther, sar?” White Face called out to Lead in the distorted speech of hill folk. Lead was familiar with the dialect. He’d hunted and killed heretics in these very same hills during his Preacher days.


  Lead tapped the pushcart handle, the signal for Shine to duck under the tarp with no argument.


  “I go to the North, mind what’s mine,” Lead said in their dialect. “I pass here now.”


  “You pass none, sar. Leave the cart, leave the garl, walk south,” White Face answered back.


  “Forga’ the garl, forga the cart. I pass here now,” Lead said.


  The red-faced men looked back to their leader. White Face nodded and licked his lips. Lead clicked his teeth and stepped away from the cart. If there was to be a fight, he needed to get it away from Shine. Not that it would matter. Where would she run? How far could she get before her cough took the breath from her lungs and left her to the mercy of men who had none?


  Lead saw the lack of regard, the lack of humanity in these men who were only men in shape, only men in that they resembled what humanity had once looked like and nothing more. If there was a tussle, he could not lose. Lead embraced the coldness in his heart, the killer he had once been and could be again.


  The red-faced men stepped forward, their eyes revealing fear and awful giddiness at the prospect of real and sudden violence. Lead withdrew his .38 revolver and pointed it at White Face. All the hill men froze.


  “I swear to God right here and now that I will lay you men dead.” Lead spoke just above the wind, but his words carried across. No need to keep up the pretense of hill dialect; he spoke now as a Preacher spoke—firm, direct, and deadly.


  The two looked to the one, the leader. No one moved.


  “Where is your camp?” Lead asked.


  “I no say,” White Face replied. He spit on the road and smiled. Even from a distance, Lead could see the glossy black stained across the leader’s teeth in sharp contrast to his white painted skin; a stain no doubt gained from chewing road tar.


  “Say you will retreat and be gone, forget me and mine,” Lead said.


  “That no happen, you shoot us, you bring others. Go south, leave the garl, leave the cart, we let you be,” White Face said.


  Lead cocked the hammer of his gun.


  “This is the last time I speak. Get out of my way or I will murder every… fucking… one of you.” Once upon a time, his Preacher oaths forbade him from swearing. Once upon a time.


  White Face examined his hands and tapped his fingers together, like he was weighing the possibility of Lead having bullets versus the value of the supply cart and girl. The leader flashed his vicious black teeth, and Lead instantly knew his answer. White Face raised his hand into the air in a gesture both large and primal.


  “You have no—” he started.


  Gunfire interrupted the leader’s words. Lead put a round in his stomach and was instantly rushed by the others. The faster of the hill men caught Lead in a driving tackle. His feet left the ground as both he and the rushing man were driven to asphalt.


  Things slowed in Lead’s mind. He gripped his attacker’s thumb and forefingers and rolled his legs around the man’s arm, instinctively thrusting his crotch against the man’s shoulder. Lead locked his arms around his attacker’s elbow and jerked his body like a dying fish, separating the man’s joints and hyper-extending tendons over a chorus of pops, cracks, and screams. The second attacker bear-hugged Lead and lifted him skyward off his felled compatriot. Lead spun in this new attacker’s arms and dug the tip of his pistol into a jagged scar across the man’s neck. Lead closed his eye and fired.


  The red-faced man gargled, and a fountain of crimson rained unto the earth. The attacker’s eyes showed disbelief, like he refused to accept that Lead would make good on his threat despite evidence to the contrary. Lead’s feet found solid earth as his assailant slumped over, hands futilely trying to stop the gush of life as it leaked onto blacktop and patches of dirt. Lead spun and slapped the barrel of his gun against the forehead of the man whose arm he’d just separated in two places. Shine peeked out from under the tarp. Lead shuffled up and planted his boot in the downed man’s temple. The assailant’s eyes rolled up to whites, and his body went sack-limp. Shine winced.


  “You go back under that tarp, Shine.” Lead drew his knife and approached White Face. “Ain’t nothing here you need to see.”
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  The ex-Preacher quickly paid the butcher’s bill, slitting open the throats of the wounded road agents. He turned out their pockets. No food. No supplies aside from White Face’s rusty machete, which Lead slid into the folds of his tent. He feared a nearby encampment, possibly with greater numbers. Regardless of this, he took time to give a silent prayer, to ask for forgiveness, for reason. He asked God to judge the men in full, where they came from, what mothers had born them, how they’d ended up alive and fit in the far North Zona. He felt shame for killing them, for there was no articulate reason for him to live and they to die except that they had coveted what was his and refused his safe passage. Lead rolled the bodies off the highway before calling Shine out from under her cart cover.


  Together they hefted the front wheel out of the mud and slowly swung their cart out and away from the pothole. Shine looked off into a forest of ashy trees.


  “There are more people out there,” she whispered.


  “I know,” Lead whispered back. “Get back in the cart.”


  Shine crawled back under the tarp and peeked her head out. The adrenaline had worked its way out of Lead’s system, leaving him sluggish and exhausted. He followed Shine’s gaze into the woods.


  “I don’t see them,” Lead said.


  “There was a woman and some young boys.”


  “How young?”


  “About my age, maybe less. Are you going to shoot them, Father?”


  “No.” He thought for a moment. “Not if they keep to theirs.”


  Lead put his shoulder against the cart and pressed it forward; Shine called out over the rattle.


  “Should we leave them food?” Shine asked.


  Lead peered over his shoulder. Some hill folk had left the coverage of trees. He saw them clearly now, a woman and two children, skittish as small animals, waiting for the dangerous man to leave and let them reclaim their fallen.


  “That’s our food, Shine. We need it.” Lead pushed the cart. “Anyway, it don’t make sense, killing their menfolk and then leaving food. Like burning down their house and giving them a blanket. Some things are an insult of magnitude. Now, hand me over that ammo box.”


  Shine shuffled through their belongings until she uncovered a bright orange tackle box. She undid the snap lid and presented it to her father. The box contained a dozen compartments with as many different sorts of ammunition. Lead needed .38 rounds exclusively, but other types of ammo were a handy currency in trading. As to his own, the remaining shells numbered seven: six for the gun, and one for the box. Lead disengaged the cylinder of his revolver and withdrew the two spent casings.


  “They’re coming closer,” Shine said. She looked over Lead’s shoulder as he inserted two fresh rounds.


  “How far back?”


  “Twenty yards or thereabouts.”


  Lead snapped the cylinder close and turned. The woman and two young boys were emaciated and thin enough to be playthings of the wind. The woman’s skin was painted with rivulets of white mud; filthy lappets of her homespun dress flapped like pennants in the breeze. The boy-children stood motionless. Lead tightened his grip on the .38 and thumped the firearm against his leg. He was unsure as to what to say.


  “Go back where you come from,” Lead hollered.


  The woman regarded Lead with unblinking eyes—dead eyes. Shine threw an unlabeled can over Lead’s shoulder into the woods. The children ran to retrieve it, but the woman did not break her gaze from Lead and his daughter.


  “Go on now!” Lead pointed his pistol at the woman. The boys wrestled over the can, emitting little animal hoots and grunts. Shine threw another can into the woods.


  Lead took a deep breath and cocked the hammer of his gun.


  “Git!”


  The woman took a reluctant step toward Lead, then another. Lead swung his arm to the woods, pointing his pistol at her children. The boys stopped fighting over the cans and beheld Lead with the same dead eyes of their mother.


  “So help me God, woman. I will shoot your children dead.”


  The woman stopped.


  “Father?” Shine whispered.


  “Get back under that tarp, Shine!” Lead snapped back.


  The hill woman blinked. Some modicum of understanding entered her eyes, and she bolted to the woods, scooping up her young ones before vanishing into the trees. Lead returned to the cart and started again on the long road north.


  “You keep eyes behind me, Shine. Tell me what I can’t see.”


  The young girl regarded him silently. For the first time, Lead realized his daughter feared him.


  [image: ]


  The late afternoon sun illuminated unsettled dust clouds that clung to the earth like primordial fog. Crickets and cicadas began their sluttish calls, though with less fury and want than summer days where their numbers grew and their mouths consumed all. The season of life was at an end. Winter was coming, and all the hungry mouths of bugs and creatures stopped to succumb to hibernation or death in awaiting Spring’s renewal and rebirth. All creatures but men, who hold no qualms to season, or rather who hold no true good or bad season but struggle and toil regardless of location and temperature.


  Lead split branches for a cooking fire while Shine sat on the cart watching. He followed a routine as old as man’s relationship with fire, snapping low branches off of dead trees, bundling twigs and dry bark to ignite a fierce blaze, then using thicker branches for a slow, sustained burn. Lead scoured the forest bed for green pine needles to make their evening tea with–not that any greenery was to be found. Absent green needles, he collected brown, though these were not as flavorful in their nightly brew.


  Lead arranged the twigs as a short box tower with tree bark stuffed up the middle. Shine made sparks with her steel and flint while Lead half-filled their stainless kettle from one of his canteens. They made a dinner of green beans, corn kernels, and canned brown bread. Lead poured green bean water into the tea kettle and added a handful of brown pine needles. Eventually, Lead poured their camp tea into tin cups and handed one to Shine.


  “Can we talk about mother?” Shine asked.


  “No.”


  Lead blew the steam from his cup and let the warmth of it travel through his calloused palms and fingers. Lead’s hands spoke more of his life than any short words he’d give on the subject. They were scarred and horned like a desert reptile, which in a very real sense Lead was.


  “Why not?” Shine said.


  “Matters are seldom improved by saying that which ain’t helpful,” Lead pontificated before slurping his tea. He pointed to the fire. “Put the bigger branches on, before the little ‘uns go out.”


  Shine obeyed her father’s order. When she sat back down, Lead put an arm around her.


  “Breathe in that steam, hon. It’s good for your cough.”


  She hunched over the cup and let the warm air seep into her lungs. She knew if she said nothing, the night would pass in silence—that her father was a man who preferred the chirps of crickets to words and ideas.


  “Would you have shot those boys?” she asked.


  “Yes.”


  “They were just little ‘uns themselves.”


  “If they come between you and me and living, they become more than just little ‘uns. I can’t explain it any better than that.”


  Shine was going to respond. She was going to tell him that kids are kids despite what they do, that in light of their actions they hold some semblance of innocence like wolf pups, but the rattle in her lungs stole her voice and ignited another coughing fit. Lead held her closer. Embers from the fire took flight and rose to the stars that accented and illuminated the sky-locked clouds of moisture and smoke.
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  Lead woke to shuffled movement in the night. A soft glow radiated the dust from the other side of the tent. He crept out of his bedroll and unsheathed his knife. The light source strafed left to right, shifting the shadows of the tent and trees and revealing the shape of his daughter asleep on the cart. Lead crawled to the edge of the tent. The hill woman was walking toward his camp with a torch held high. Her dead eyes reflected the flame as two pinpricks in the dark, visible despite the distance between them. Lead stood up and sheathed his knife.


  “Hey!”


  The woman stopped walking and looked at Lead. Her face gave no expression, no indication. It was as though she’d showed for no reason but to see that this man and girl, these travelers who had taken so much, were a thing real and not imagined. The torch popped and crackled in response.


  “What do you want? I have no food for you.”


  The woman opened her mouth to reveal shiny, black tar teeth. A groan escaped her lips, barely audible across the distance. Lead couldn’t identify the sound, whether it was anger or loss or grief. Perhaps it was all those things or something closer to the surface, something primal. The woman turned and walked in retreat.


  Lead felt behind his back for the pistol, forgetting for a moment that it wasn’t on him. He’d left it in the zipper pouch of his bedroll, the same place he put it each night before going to sleep. Lead went back to his bedroll and felt around for his gun in the fresh darkness. What had the woman wanted? Where were her children? His contemplation was interrupted by the sudden sounds of feet pounding asphalt and the return of dim light.


  The woman was running full speed for his tent. Lead cursed under his breath and leaped to meet her charge. The woman juke-stepped away from Lead’s open arms. Lead spun and got a hold of her raggedy dress, only to lose his grip as a wet patch came off in his hands. The woman hooted and charged. She flung her torch as Lead finally wrapped his arms around her waist and drove her to the ground. The ex-Preacher used his legs to pin her arms to her chest. He withdrew his knife and was about to commit her blood to the earth when he suddenly stopped. She was laughing; not the laugh of sane creatures or men of good humor, rather the laughter of a braying mule or donkey. Flecks of spittle flew from her lips and splattered Lead’s hands and blade, and he realized for the first time that this woman had no tongue.


  The reflection of Lead’s knife revealed the source of the hill woman’s mirth. His tent was on fire. Her torch had hit its mark.


  Lead rolled off the hill woman; panic consumed him.


  “Shine!” he yelled.


  The nearside of the tent was a wall of flames. The woman had struck center mass of the thick dry canvas. In some other universe, an infinite distance from Lead’s panic and rage, the woman continued laughing her donkey bray, let it mark her passage into the nearby woods and the absolute cover of darkness.


  “Shine!”


  “Father!” Shine responded.


  She was outside the tent, away from the flames, sitting on the road, coughing smoke from her lungs. Lead picked her up and peppered her face with kisses. He stroked her hair, too relieved to let words into the moment.


  Shine spoke in between gasps for air.


  “Father… the tent… I couldn’t move the cart… I tried.”


  Lead looked at the inferno and then looked to the road. The hill woman was gone, vanished into the forest, on her way back to whatever mud camp she’d risen from.


  “Stay here,” Lead said.


  He pulled his bedroll away from the tent and gazed upon the conflagration of most of his worldly goods. Lead quickly realized the trouble they were in.


  “Stay put, Shine. I need to get that cart.”


  Her labored breaths were her only response.


  Lead ran to the tent but was barred entrance by a rolling heat that tightened the skin of his face and crackled his eyebrows. He looked again to the forest for any sign of the woman. None remained.


  “Let it burn.” Shine’s voice carried over the fire’s roar. “Let it go, Father. We’ll find more.”


  Lead tightened his fist. He’d underestimated the hill woman. He understood that now. She had wounded them and retreated into the night, a creature with more cunning than strength. Lead broke the zipper of his bedroll pouch and freed his .38. He would not make this mistake again. The woman was a threat, and as such, she was to receive the same fate as all those who had opposed Lead in his bloody past. She was marked to die.


  Lead was bending over his bedroll when he heard the first pop. It sounded like a branch snapping in the flame, except it was immediately followed by the high pitch ricochet. That was when Lead remembered the tackle box of ammo.


  “Shine, get down!”


  Evening clouds crackled with lightning, augmenting the pops of Lead’s burning shells, each one doing its intended purpose of exploding under heat and pressure; each one a vessel of plug lead built to destroy, each an artifact of decades past from a world that still knew how to produce things sly and intricate. Trees splintered. Chunks of asphalt and dirt exploded. A round tugged Lead’s cowhide jacket and spun him off balance. Lead recovered and threw himself over Shine, forcing them both to roll off the road into an embankment.


  The tent popped and whizzed in incremental danger. Lead clutched his pistol and daughter and prayed to Lord God. He prayed for an end of this evening’s chaos, an end to their exodus from the Zona; an end to this moment that could very well kill him or her or both.


  Lead held his daughter until the tent stopped popping and the morning’s dark light precluded the sun’s appearance. He held his daughter and listened to her whimpers. Something was wrong.


  “Hey,” he whispered, afraid to speak at full volume, as though the strength of words would make true that which he already feared. “Talk to me.”


  Shine whimpered and shivered but said no words. Lead ran his hand down her side and leg and up again over her arm. His hand came up damp and sticky. Lead separated from Shine. The dawn’s light illuminated her white skin and bluish lips. Her pants were soaked in blood.


  2.
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  Lead screamed into the dawn sky; a primal scream that harkened back to man’s days as furtive and delicate beasts. It was the cry of one whose offspring is dying, of one who realizes they are on the precipice of disaster, and though they may act with the best of skills and intentions, it might not be enough.
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  Shine tried to breath but the pain in her leg was all-encompassing. Her entire universe swelled against a stray bullet lodged in the muscle and resting against the bone of her upper right thigh.
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  Lead pulled down her trousers and found the wound, a simple, half inch-diameter hole gushing blood. He felt for an exit wound, but fortune was not on his side. There was none. He looked into Shine’s eyes and again found himself at a loss.


  “I’m sorry,” he said, and pushed his pinky finger into her wound.


  Shine came back from shock and howled at the morning sky. Lead found no metal, though he knew it was in her wound, waiting to fester and bring fever. Wounds needed to be emptied before they were cleaned; he’d learned this from one of the kind doctors of New Pueblo years past. Lead contemplated his knife, a chisel tipped hunter. Whatever could be said, he was not prepared to drive his blade into his eight year-old daughter’s leg to explore. That wasn’t an option. Whatever first aid he had was now part of the smoldering mass that had been his pushcart. Lead breathed deeply and closed his eyes. Panic would not serve him, thus it was a force to be overcome. He’d also learned this in New Pueblo, taught by old masters who had lived before the fall of the world. He knew that ten seconds spent reclaiming the senses was worth more than the blind meanderings of the panicked and uncontrolled. He needed his center.


  Lead opened his eyes and assessed his surroundings. He took off one of his shirts and pressed it against his daughter’s wound.


  “Can you hold this?” Lead whispered.


  Shine’s eyes found her father’s stare, and she meekly nodded. Little white hands grasped the shirt and pressed it down.


  Lead ripped a plastic shopping bag from a nearby bramble. Plastic bags roamed the earth like tumbleweeds and autumn leaves and all the other inanimate objects that skittered across flat lands. They came from a time of abundance and were so durable as to remain abundant despite the fact the knowledge and capacity to make them had long ago died.


  Lead twisted the bag into a short lank of rope and wrapped it around Shine’s leg, slightly above the shirt and wound. He tied the bag into a double knot and pushed a stick under the circlet for added pressure. Lead twisted the stick clockwise until the bag tourniquet was tight and the flow of blood from his daughter’s leg reduced to a trickle. Lead grasped her hands; her fingers had turned icy and stiff.


  “Hold the stick with this hand, the shirt with this one.”


  Shine’s eyes fluttered. Her father seized her shoulders and gave her a quick shake.


  “Please… until I come back,” Lead said.


  Shine tried to speak, but her teeth chattered with involuntary shivering, and she could form no words. Her delicate fingers held the stick and shirt in place. Lead looked her in the eyes.


  “You stay like this. I will be back.” He used his no-nonsense tone, a tone that demanded no arguments and no questions. Shine nodded her head. Her eyes flashed with fear.


  Lead ran back to his camp. For the most part, the fire had burnt itself down. The ends of cloth smoldered against thin metal poles. His pushcart stood exposed to the world with a skin of plastic melted across the top, like a new beast born of the fire. That which had been plastic, the ammo box, the first aid kit, the water jugs, the wheels of the cart, were now rendered useless, misshapen forms. Lead closed his eyes again and breathed deeply. It was all he had in the face of despair, in the face of nothing. He counted ten simple seconds of silence while that which was in his mind realigned itself with the reality of the now.


  Lead opened his eyes. He peeled off his thick cowhide jacket and wrapped it around his right hand and wrist. With the leather gauntlet, Lead lifted one of the tent poles. The end closest to the ground still glowed red from its evening fire bath. It glowed like a brand, like a blacksmith’s tool, like the setting sun, which all the earth’s flames poorly imitate in their radiance.


  Lead held the glowing pole over his head, past the reach of dry brush.


  “Shine?”


  She did not respond. He could not have her see what he planned to do.


  “Shine, look at the mountains behind you,” he said again in the no-nonsense tone. “Look at the top of the mountain. The white parts are snow. What shape is the snow?”
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  Shine turned her head. She was very afraid, but knew to listen to her father—that no matter what, he would do what was right, always. She looked to the mountain, hazy and ragged on the horizon. Snow coated its peak and ran a parabolic edge down the slope. It looked to her like a towel draped over the mountain. She wondered what nature of creature would require a towel of that size, and where a creature of that sort would bathe prior to the use of said towel. Her mind formed a giant, tall as the mountains, brushing his teeth with a pine tree, snowy white towel draped over his shoulder. He could only bathe in the rain, or perhaps the oceans, though of these bodies, she’d only seen pictures.


  Shine’s mind drifted as her father approached.
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  To his credit, Lead did not prolong the moment, did not give it any thought beyond the immediate need to stop her bleeding. Lead whipped the shirt off and pressed the heated tent pole against Shine’s wound. The noisome sizzle was accented by Shine’s screams. They reached a shrill and unbearable pitch.


  Lead had lived a long and terrible life, but he had never heard anything as heart rendering as the agonized shriek of his very own child. Regardless, he kept the pole on her wound and slowly rotated it, cauterizing the red medallion on her leg, stopping her life’s blood from spilling out onto the tar and mud.


  He went to another place, lifted from the screams and cries of his child. Thankfully, it took only a short moment for her to pass out.


  [image: ]


  Shine woke to her father cradling her in his arms. They were on the same road from the night before, unmoved. They still faced the remains of their campsite, charred and melted in equal parts. Her leg throbbed with heat and pain, as though her heart had dropped to her thigh and beat its rhythm under the puncture wound. The plastic bag tourniquet had been replaced by an improvised cloth bandage she recognized as the torn strips of one of father’s undershirts.


  “Is the cart…?” she let the question hang, half asked.


  “Yeah, the wheels.” Father did not need to explain. The wheels had transformed into lumpy trapezoids not fit for rolling. Most of their supplies were destroyed, and even those that’d survived the flames were not transportable absent the cart.


  “What are we going to do?” Shine said.


  “We have to move while there’s daylight. The map said we had a town coming up. We’ll find shelter, maybe new supplies, maybe another cart.” He spat in the dust.


  “The map?”


  “Burned up. We’ll find another.”


  “How are we going to find the kingdom?


  “We’ll find another map, don’t fret. Can you walk?”


  Shine clutched her father’s wrists and stood on her feet. The wound did not bleed, but the throbbing pain made it impossible for her to put weight on her leg. She shifted to one foot and grasped the sleeve of Lead’s jacket with both hands. Her father swept his arm under her legs and lifted her from the ground. She weighed less than a cord of wood, but Lead needed his hands now that their cart was destroyed.


  Lead laid Shine down near the pushcart. She watched as he unrolled a plastic bag and loaded it with sooty, misshapen cans. He shoved cans in each of his jacket pockets and tied the plastic bag to Shine’s wrist.


  “Was it the lady with the kids?”


  “Yeah, it was the lady.”


  “Because of her men folk?”


  “Yeah, maybe. I don’t know.”


  “Is she coming back?”


  Lead bent low and lifted his daughter over his shoulder.


  “Yeah, she’s coming back.”
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  Lead carried his daughter down Highway 191 toward what he hoped was a town, though its reality to him was no more than a name remembered from a map that was now smoke and ash. Ganado. He hoped it was there. The map was from before the Broken Times; some towns no longer existed—victims consumed by growing kudzu patches, acidic rains, and the flames of nature or men in their hunger to claim and wreck.


  Shine coughed. Her body shook and spun the plastic bag of cans tied to her wrist. She gritted her teeth against the cough and the pulsating lump in her thigh. Lead patted and rubbed her back like he had when she was a baby, like he did when the coughing got so bad she needed to fight for breath. He cursed the futility of the gesture. He rubbed her back to give her comfort because he had nothing else to give, no medicine, no solutions, just a gentle rub and arms that carried.


  “What’s going on back there?” Lead asked, hoping to keep her from falling asleep. He needed her awake; he needed her to watch his back. Shine’s face hung over Lead’s left shoulder, giving her the view behind him. Lead thought of the hill woman, her children, perhaps more relations of theirs. He felt vulnerable on the road, but dared not leave it. Off the road was wilderness and no path of man that he knew.


  “The trees are green now,” she whispered.


  “That’s good, what else?”


  “I saw a cactus. I didn’t know they grew in forest.”


  “This wasn’t always forest. Cactus are hearty. They live a long time.”


  Lead thought of the town, the dot on paper, the name: Ganado. He tried to line up the rest of the roads in his head. Highway 191 to 160, 160 to 550, with towns and stops in-between. He thought of the shape of the Zona. He thought of the ocean that he’d seen once as a boy of the old world and again as a man of New Pueblo. He occupied his mind while his daughter looked back upon the length of road they’d left behind. Lead’s feet struck forward toward that which was new.
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  Their first glimpse of Ganado was the remnants of a graveyard overgrown with crimson bougainvillea and violet-flowering kudzu vines. Tombstones jutted through flowers and thorns like gray teeth filed by rain and cracked by cold snaps and the roots of vines. Lead sat Shine on the road. He folded his legs and slowly regarded the sacred grounds.


  Father and daughter sat in silence; both their thoughts traveled to similar places, perhaps the result of genetics, or circumstances, or shared experiences. They thought of the tombstones without names, of those who’d led lives beneath the stones, and whether the erasure of said names warranted a tragedy. Only Shine vocalized these thoughts.


  “Who were they?” she said.


  “Hush.” Lead was listening for human sounds. For men chopping wood, or children playing, anything to evidence Ganado as a populated town.


   


  Lead pulled an unlabeled can from his jacket pocket and punctured the lid with a pocket opener. The scent of peaches mixed with the subtle flowery wind. Lead took a sip of peach syrup; a poor substitute for water, but infinitely better than nothing at all. He handed the can to his daughter.


  Shine drank deeply and handed the peach can back to her father. They lunched on the slices and spoke in hushed tones about the tombstones, afraid to let their voices disturb the eternal slumber of those present.


  “Best I can tell, bigger stones were for wealthier people,” Lead said.


  Shine nodded her head, absorbing the information as she did all things Father said.


  “Why does that one have a star on it?”


  “Different religion. Different church.”


  “I don’t understand.” Shine winced; her leg pulsed.


  “Before the fall, people believed in things other than the Church, or rather, there was more than one Church.”


  “Ahuh?” She nodded her head. “What did the star church believe?”


  “They worshiped space, I suppose. Prayed to the stars.”


  “That doesn’t make any sense,” Shine said.


  “Sure, it does. All them stars at night, gets a man thoughtful. Not saying it’s right, but I understand it.” Lead pointed at another tombstone. “See that tombstone over there has a crescent moon on it. I’ll bet the moon folk and the star folk were kin. Both looking up for and praying to the nighttime bodies of heaven.” Lead took a moment to let these thoughts take form. He imagined a church hall with no ceiling, men and woman in black clothes, raising their hands to the midnight sky, singing songs to the twinkling expanses, complimenting the luminous moon. Maybe they slept during the day, to give more love and worship to the grand expanse of night. Would God accept misguided prayers? Were prayers to his creations any more or less potent?


  Shine regarded her father’s thoughtful expression. He had a way of explaining the world to her that made her think he knew it all, or was wise enough to guess the important stuff. Lead peered back at Shine’s face; her skin was pallid and beaded with sweat.


  “How’s your leg?”


  “Fine,” she lied.


  “Lemme look.”


  Lead lifted the edge of the bandage. The bullet hole was puckered and three red lines reached up Shine’s leg like fingers reaching for her heart.


  She smiled shyly at her father.


  “What do think?”


  Lead looked into her eyes. He blew air threw his teeth, trying to come up with a soft way to describe the inevitable.


  “That bullet has to come out.”


  “Does it?” Fear gripped her voice.


  “Yeah, no choice.”


  Lead knelt and opened his arms. Shine hugged him close and let herself be lifted in the air.


  “I’m going to find us a place. We need to stay put for a while. Maybe for the whole winter.”


  “I’m sorry, Father.”


  Lead clutched Shine tighter. “Don’t be, honey. You didn’t do nothing to be sorry for.”


  Lead carried his daughter away from the graveyard. They found their way to the main street of what had once been the town.
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  Ganado was a dead relic of two pasts. Long years before the Storms, it was one of the Southernmost villages of the Navajo Nation; reservation lands set aside to relocate natives by an apathetic federal government. After the Storms, Ganado was reborn as a shanty town for Zona survivors in their flight away from the Storm-ravaged West. The village population swelled. Tribal police formed a de facto military dictatorship and enforced laws as they saw fit. The town returned to its old west roots until it was declared a foreign entity and absorbed by the Church with their rifle-toting guardsmen. The village heads were executed as traitors to a nation they’d never belonged to. Surviving residents were forcibly relocated to refugee camps in Flagstaff and compelled to assimilate to the laws and religious bearings of the Ratified Arizona Theocracy. Those who raised a cry of protest were interned in a mass grave up north along with the very same former members of Ganado’s police government. A traitor’s pit they’d called it. The irony of relocating residents of a rez town was lost on all but a few of the elders who understood the nature and need of this new government to control, manipulate, and push. Wasn’t it always this way?


  Shells of ravaged and decrepit pre-Storm homes stood next to hastily built and hastily abandoned lean-to’s. No human noises emitted from the town, not even the whispers of ghosts. Tumble weeds and plastic bags roamed the streets and nestled against buildings. In the distant hills, a cougar screamed its horrific and alien mating call and was answered by its own echo.
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  Lead kicked open the door of a pre-Storm home. The hollow center split, and the door fell inward in two long pieces. The interior of the home was alive with bone-white mushrooms and mold patches that coated the walls and ceiling like shag carpet. Shine’s cough was aroused by the room’s fetid stench. Lead set her down on the wet remains of a reclining chair.


  “I’ll come back soon.”


  He hated the fear in her eyes. He hated the weakness of their situation; he hated the world and all its aspects that conspired to make life nasty, brutish, and too often short.


  Lead withdrew his gun and held it out to his daughter.


  “I don’t want you to go,” she said.


  “That don’t matter.”


  He pressed the handle into her palm. The rubber grips had long worn through to the metal. The gun looked comically over-sized in the young girl’s hands.


  “You shoot anything that comes through that doorway that’s not me.”


  “I know.”


  “Ready the gun. Like I showed you.”


  The young girl used both her thumbs to click back the hammer.


  “You don’t put this down, not for a second.”


  Shine nodded and hugged her father.


  Lead left his daughter in the decrepit house and walked into the last rays of sunlight. He needed to move quickly, think quickly, function quickly. The lines on his daughter’s leg had forced his hand. The bullet must be removed.


  Lead looked for what was good and what was near. No buildings displayed the skull of a sawbones or the oak sprig of an apothecary. Absent these, he entered a lean-to that displayed the sign of a plate, a fork, and a bottle—a saloon.


  The interior looked no different than the dozens of saloons Lead had entered during his Preacher days. As always, a long pine bar was built into the edge of the lobby, though this one was warped with moisture and riddled with bullet holes. Seven mummified corpses lay stacked in a corner like firewood. A blanket covered the top corpse, marking this scene as a Preacher’s work. At some point, the saloon had fallen victim to looters. Whoever had scavenged the place had removed the stools and spirit bottles. Behind the bar, a stained mirror stood intact–an oddity until Lead realized it was nailed to the wall. The ex Preacher regarded his reflection for the first time in several years. His hair was a mix of gray and straw gold that hung loosely behind his neck. His beard was unkempt and wild. The skin that shone through his patches of hair was a road map of scars—the imprint of a violent life.


  Lead went behind the bar; the interior shelves were also empty of booze. Drink was a currency like bullets and medicine and anything else that made the ranks of desperate need. Lead knelt and pressed his hands against the floorboards. He tapped the ground looking for a hidey-hole, a duct, something hidden from the world and the world’s scavengers. In the bar’s far north corner, Lead was rewarded with the echoed tap of a board over hollow ground. He dug the tip of his knife into the edge of a panel and popped it up. Under the floorboards stood some crafty corpse’s prized and hidden possessions–a pornographic magazine and a decorative pint of pre-Storm whiskey. The label had faded, rendering the words illegible, but the cap was sealed in what looked like red wax but proved to be red rubber. Lead cut the seal and uncorked the bottle. The scent of malt and antiseptic alcohol wafted from the bottleneck. Lead lifted his treasure to the stack of corpses in the south corner, a toast of respect for the observant dead, for Lead knew that corpses of a certain age never close their eyes and always behold that which is before them. He left the magazine in the hidey-hole.


  [image: ]


  Shine leveled her father’s pistol at the front entryway and waited. The heat of the room and the infection growing in her leg made her woozy. Walls shifted and swayed and she eventually let the motion take her mind to another place. She pondered the life of the hill woman. Where was she? Would she come back for them? Would she return?


  A shadow moved across the room; Shine raised her father’s pistol; a strong hand seized her wrist and the trigger guard.


  “It’s okay. I’ve got it,” her father said from the shadows.


  Shine let out a long breath. Lead slowly pulled her finger away from the trigger, released the hammer, and tucked his gun behind his back.


  “I found what we needed,” Lead said. He handed her the whiskey.


  Shine inspected the bottle. Its glass was etched with ornate stripes, like a stray cat she had once cared for back on the homestead. They’d left it behind on their trek out here. Father said it was impossible to abandon a cat; they came and went as they chose without consideration of their owners. Shine wasn’t sure she believed that. She ran her finger down a stripe. Maybe the glass had been warped by fire? Shine considered it a beautiful coincidence–or perhaps divinity. Maybe her missing cat had sent this potion on angel’s wings to protect her, to heal her. Perhaps it would heal her cough as well. She sloshed the nearly opaque brown liquid inside. Definitely a healing potion, yet more proof of her father’s wisdom and cunning.


  “What is it? Where did you find it?” she asked.


  “This is whiskey from before you were born. Men and women drank it to be brave, or to forget. I need you to drink this much.” Lead tapped the bottle a quarter of the way down from the cork.


  Lead uncapped the bottle and handed it back. Shine wrinkled her nose at its repugnant boutique. She sipped the liquid and gagged. It assaulted her mouth; an ungodly medley of burnt bread, rotten meats, and tree bark chased with fire. Shine grimaced and shook her head. “I don’t want it.”


  “It’s powerful medicine. You need to drink it.”


  Shine sniffed again. It was too pungent, too repulsive. She held the bottle away from herself like poison. “I can’t.”


  Lead touched her ear. “It’s okay to be afraid. Just sip a little, then a little more, then a little more after that.”


  Shine took a sip. The liquid burned her tongue and throat. She forced it down. Her chest and stomach warmed immediately.


  “Father, I don’t feel any braver.”


  “Take another sip, Shine,” Lead said in his no-nonsense voice.


  Shine did as she was told.


  “Another.”


  Shine took another sip.


  “Another.”


  Shine drifted to another world as the liquid soothed her innards. She followed her father’s strict commands until her mouth turned numb and the room tilted and she gripped the soggy remains of the carpet. In some far off land, she felt the throbbing in her leg, but it seemed inconsequential compared to the spinning room and the sensation that if she let go of the carpet she’d be flung off.


  Lead loomed over her leg. His face was masked in shadows. Shine reached out for him, but then remembered to grip the carpet. Father looked so different from mother. Mother had always laughed and sung and greeted their neighbors with a hug and a smile. Father was a different creature altogether, one at home in the shadows and darkness.
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  Lead doused his hands with whiskey and used them to clean his knife blade. For good measure, he swallowed a mouthful—a gesture meant to steel his nerves and steady his hands. He’d seen bullets removed from people in New Pueblo, but he’d never actually taken one out himself. Lead ran his finger across the inflamed lump of her cauterized bullet wound. Shine touched his face and slurred some words. Lead stroked her forehead and told her to hush. Nothing needed be said. He reversed his position to cradle her legs and shield her face with his back. Drunk or not, she need not see this bloody procedure.


  Lead centered the chisel tip of his blade at the high point of the lump. Words and images surfaced in his mind. The healer from New Pueblo… Paulo. After a hard day, a shooter’s day, Paulo had taken a slug out of one of Lead’s compatriots.


  “The body refuses all things foreign. It pushes out that which don’t belong, but what the body can’t push out, what gets caught too deep, is still held separate by encapsulation in a pustule. When aiding the body in removing that which does not belong, a person need only find the high point of swelling and cut through it.” Paulo’s voice echoed in Lead’s mind.


  The image of him was inexorably linked to the glowing fluorescent sickbay of New Pueblo. Lead was unsure if he’d ever seen Paulo anywhere else, not in the mess hall, certainly not refugee barracks. He was an older man, even then, his hair more silver than black. None of Lead’s followers had known how old Paulo was, though some claim he’d been in New Pueblo since the beginning, decades back. He’d once told Lead he’d learned the surgeons’ arts from a book, but Lead had no way to test his assertion. Lead imagined Paulo was still there, a mound of dust, or perhaps a flash of shadow marking his grave.


  Lead closed his eyes and shook his head. He pressed the tip of his blade against the high point of Shine’s swollen wound. Thoughts of Paulo, New Pueblo, these were distraction from the ugly work. What must be done, must be done. Lead sucked in a quick breath and swatted the pommel of his knife, driving the tip into his daughter’s leg.


  Despite her drunken stupor, Shine shrieked and thrashed. Lead held her down with the weight of his body and withdrew the blade. He whispered a prayer, and for once, it was answered. Shine passed out.


  Black and crimson fluid gushed from the wound. Lead pressed his thumb and pointer finger into the cut. By the second knuckle, he felt the top of a conical bullet. He pinched the edge with his fingernails and carefully pulled. From some unconscious place, Shine moaned.


  “Shh, not gonna let you go, honey,” he whispered. “Not here, not now, you’re all I got.”


  Sweat beaded on Lead’s forehead. He cleared his mind of doubtful thoughts, fear—everything but the edge of that bullet caught between his fingernails. Lead withdrew the shell from his daughter’s leg and flung it across the room, an accursed object, a talisman of death. He tipped the bottle over her open wound and washed away the blood with the last of their pre-Storm whiskey.
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  Shine woke to another gray morning, the hue of all mornings since they’d left the family homestead. She missed the yellowed skies, the purple sunsets. Misty rains poured in from a hole in the ceiling, cleansing her face and arms. Sunlight accompanied the rain. Shine ran her hands down her arms, using the water to rub off dirty stains she’d accumulated on the road. Mother would have been shocked to see her this filthy.


  “Dirt is the mark of death,” Mother used to say. “An animal stops cleaning itself when it knows its going to die. Man stops cleaning himself when he no longer cares about living. Now get in that tub.” Even when Mother was serious she punctuated her sentences with smiles. They kept a copper tub in the kitchen, and once a week, mother would scrub her and Alexandria pink. Father preferred the creek near the edge of their property, though it was icy cold most of the year. All were gone now—tub, creek, mother’s wise words and smiles—vanished by the passage of hard months that felt like lifetimes.


  Shine tried to swallow. Her head throbbed, and her mouth was coated with a paste of dust and saliva. She couldn’t remember why until she shifted to her side and bumped her horrible leg wound. She wanted to scream with the sudden pain but bit it back. Father slept next to her, and she didn’t want to wake him. She didn’t want to appear weak or hurt or scared. She knew the value of not appearing weak in his world, and though Father often said her life was more important than paltry considerations, she refused to test that. Shine crawled to the bag of cans. No labels had survived the fire, but she recognized a can of string beans by its size and shape. She pulled a can opener from her pocket and popped a hole in the lid. Father grumbled and scratched his arm. Shine sipped the vegetable juice, the preservative brine washing away the dust coating of her mouth.
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  Lead woke to find Shine sipping on a can. Her eyes were lucid, though red-ringed and tense with pain.


  “How are feeling?”


  She slurped from the can and looked at her Father. “How do you want me to answer that?”


  Lead smiled. That was something her mother would have said. If she felt good enough to act complicated, that had to mean something was going in their favor.


  “I’m sweaty,” she said.


  “That’s normal. Don’t move around too much.”


  “What are we going to do?”


  “We’re staying put for now. That leg needs a couple days of not moving.”


  Shine sniffled and wrinkled her nose. Lead understood the gesture. The air in this house was rank. If Persephone were here, she’d squeeze a lemon in a rag and rub the walls until they showed beige and smelled like citrus. Once she used clean river sand and water to restore a table they’d found in the forest. She had a way of fixing things that seemed too rotten and moldy for use. Lead swallowed hard.


  “Are you thinking about Mother?” Shine asked.


  Lead took the can from Shine’s hand and swigged some green bean water.


  “Of course.” His voice lost some of its steady stoicism. Just a little, though to Shine, it made Father sound like a different man altogether.


  “I miss every bit of her. Every day I live without her is one that I can hardly bear.”


  Shine took the can back.


  “Tell me how you met.”


  “You know the story. I know she told you.”


  “I’ve never heard you say it.”


  “I wouldn’t know how to start.” Lead’s mind wandered to old places. Images flipped like windy pages—a telephone pole coated in glass in an empty field, jacaranda trees raining lavender petals on a sun-kissed roadway. Persephone the prisoner, the princess, the farmer’s wife, the mother of his children, auburn hair piled on her head in the day and drifting down her back at night. The softness of her skin; red splotches accompanied by rage. She fought as she loved as she lived. Lead missed her beyond painful recollections and wistful words.


  “I got nothin’ to add to our story.”


  “That’s not true,” she said, taking the can back. “I want to see her face in your story. You said we got nowhere to go.”


  Lead ran his fingers through Shine’s hair. She’d inherited his wispy straw locks. Not her mother’s formidable dark mane. Alexandria had inherited her mother’s hair; it was the first thing he’d spotted of their floating dead bodies. Like wigs in the river, perched atop rotten blue-tinted corpses. Lead bit his lip and wiped his mind clean. No thoughts of death, no inviting the Reaper to a sick house, as the old saying went.


  “Okay,” he said. “Close your eyes.”


  Lead whispered his story and gave life to the images of his daughter’s imagination.


  3.
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  Shine shifted uneasily. Lead assumed she’d fallen asleep in the dark while he told his story. He was surprised to hear her voice.


  “Why didn’t you and Mama stay in New Pueblo?” she asked.


  Lead considered the question, considered how to tell his daughter the nature of betrayal. Soft orange light crept in through cracks and windows of the home, lighting their room and illuminating Shine’s face. She turned to the glow, strange at the pre-dawn hour.


  “Where’d that come from?” Shine asked. She sat up and stretched her neck to catch a glimpse through the busted doorway.


  “Stay quiet, don’t move,” Lead whispered.


  He drew his gun and crouch-walked to the living room window. The saloon was ablaze. Flames licked the outer walls and cinders rode the wind like fireflies. Heat swept in waves through the windowpane, tightening the skin on Lead’s face. He vaulted through a glassless pane and landed waist deep in tall, wet grass.


  A shadow whipped across a nearby building. Lead heard no footsteps; nothing made noise except the popping fire, the chirp of crickets, and his own shallow breath. The ex-Preacher crouched low in the grass and crept forward, gun pointed to the earth. Dew from the vegetation leaked into the cracks of his boots and wet his wool socks. Lead remained motionless, listening and waiting.


  The saloon fire reached out like a living thing. Its flaming tendril arms embraced a nearby derelict house, and soon, old shingles burst and a bonfire occupied both structures.


  Lead listened for movement, anything to give him direction in which to fight or flee. His wait was broken by the sudden high pitch screams of Shine. Lead leaped back through the windowpane in time to see the hill woman charging through a back door with Shine cradled in her arms. Lead crossed the room in long strides. Blood pumped in his ears, an ocean’s roar over which he still heard the screams of his daughter as she was carried off into the woods behind the house. Lead ran through the back door. Shine and the hill woman were enveloped in the woods, past the last reaches of fire light. Lead plunged headlong into darkness, running full speed through brush and foliage.


  Shine’s cries emanated from somewhere far ahead. Sticks reached out in the darkness and scratched Lead’s face with gnarled fingers. The ex-Preacher ran headlong into a tree trunk and spun to keep from falling. Shine screamed again, this time quieter from farther ahead. Lead lurched; his foot caught a root, and he sprawled to the muddy ground. Lead got up and charged forward again, forcing himself to take long high strides and not run, lest he trip and fall again.


  The night took a quality not unlike the common nightmares of man. Nightmares in which one tries to run away from some horror, only to find that their feet are planted to the earth and they cannot flee.


  Lead found his feet tangled in roots, sliding in loose leaves and mud. Despite his desperate need to move forward, he limped slowly along while his daughter and the hill woman got farther and farther ahead.


  Lead whispered prayers as he struggled onward. He kept his gun hand in front of his face to fend against invisible vines and branches, but it was little help. He was soon a scratch pad of shallow cuts.


  The night turned silent once again. Shine’s cries had ceased. The flaming hell of Ganado was glowed in the distance. Crickets and night creatures, perhaps having fled the flames, or in deference to evening’s fight, emitted no noise. Above the tree ring, the universe’s stars shown in a moonless sky, stretching out to distances immeasurable. Lead gave them no notice. He focused on forward momentum, on limping long strides toward the last place he’d heard his daughter, on the inky blackness that ravaged his arms and face with hidden trees.


  Eventually, Lead’s feet struck asphalt. He’d found the road. Lead broke into a run, no longer fearing twigs and roots and boulders that gouged his legs. He ran in what he imagined was the direction of St. Johns and their destroyed push cart, toward the bodies of those three hill men, of where all these recent troubles had started. Where else would the woman be going? Where else could she go but back to her young ones? Lead ran until sweat poured down his face and coated his body under its many layers of clothing. He ran until his side stabbed with cramping pain. He ran until he had to stop and collapse to the ground, calves shaking.


  A half-moon peered over the horizon, hiding stars but making the night brighter. Lead looked to the moon and prayed to God. He wiped the sweat from his eyes and prayed to God to deliver his daughter, his world, the only thing that kept him fighting. Lead prayed, and at the conclusion, he yelled into the night sky. It was a primal yell, not directed specifically at the moon or the stars but the whole lot of that great expanse that hangs above the earth ominously with no answers. Lead’s yell echoed off the nearby cliffs and replied to him in the faceless night. It was followed by another sound, this one faint, but carried across the evening silence. It was a groan from his daughter, and it was somewhere behind him.


  Lead turned up the road.


  “Shine!”


  She moaned again, this time coupled with the hooting of the tongueless hill woman.


  Lead breathed a second wind and ran up the broken roadway. In the sparse moonlight, he spied the crimson and violet flowers of Ganado’s graveyard. Among the tombstones two shadows struggled and fought and rolled. Lead pushed his legs and lungs past exhaustion and fired himself, an arrow in the night, shoulder first into the struggling hill woman and the captive Shine. All three rolled as one, a struggling group of arms and hands, nails and teeth—a thing beyond the basic terms of worldly survival, a manifestation of struggle and pain. Lead fought for his daughter, Shine fought for survival, and the hill woman fought for rage or revenge or simply because her life had lost meaning and violence was her new core religion.


  In the darkness, Lead and the hill woman grappled. She growled and pressed her thumb past his eye patch and into the empty socket. Lead scooped her up in his arms and ran the both of them into a tombstone, inadvertently striking his own head; doing what he could to take the fight away from his daughter. The .38 was suddenly in his hand, but in the near darkness, Lead couldn’t see to shoot. The hill woman fish-hooked Lead’s eye socket with curled fingers and dug divots into his cheek with her other hand. Lead struck her head with the butt of his pistol, but it did nothing to slow her attack. She was a mountain lioness; Lead struggled to detach himself from her claws and the overwhelming reek of her disheveled hair. The hill woman formed tongue-less grunts in the place of curses. The woman let go of Lead’s empty eye socket and wrapped both legs around his torso; dry hands circled his neck. He was shocked by the strength of this woman; her body was a thing of coiled, adrenaline fed muscle. Callused fingers dug into Lead’s throat. He grasped the woman with one arm and rolled, slipping his gun hand in between their bodies. The hill woman bit down on his shoulder, and even through his thick layers of clothing, pain erupted like salted wounds. Firework flashes exploded in his front eye as he struggled for air.


  Between Lead and the hill woman, the .38 exploded a round that flashed illumination. Her hands loosened, and Lead returned to his feet long enough to drive the two of them into another tombstone. He fired a second round into her stomach. She groaned her wordless noises. Lead held her head against a dead man’s stone and fired his gun again and again, lost in the gore-ish haze of the combat. This was no longer a woman or a person, this was the enemy, and Lead’s lizard mind overrode everything practical and sane. Even when his pistol chamber was empty and nothing but dry clicks sounded from each trigger pull, he held their position, her head against the tombstone, gun against her stomach, ignoring the increasingly weak scratches from her hands. Lead lost himself in the moment, an eternity in death-lock. At some point, her hands ceased to attack, and her legs slipped from around his torso.


  “Father.” Shine’s voice was weak, but it took Lead out of his blood rage, brought him back to himself.


  “Father.”


  “Shine!” Lead released the hill woman’s neck. Her body slumped into its own pooling fluids. In the sparse moonlight, he found his daughter curled beneath the star-adorned headstone, holding her hands against the bleeding wound on her leg.


  “Are you hurt?” Lead said.


  “My leg, she… I’m all right father.”


  Lead lifted his daughter and held her close. Tears streamed from his eyes, but he refused to utter anything close to a whimper or cry. He would show no weakness, no fear, not now, not with his daughter in his arms. It benefited him nothing to show her relief after the hopelessness of the night’s chase. She would never know of the moment, alone in the forest when he’d been convinced she was forever gone.


  Lead cradled Shine in his arms. His fist still clutched the .38, but he didn’t re-holster it. It didn’t seem right, that close to violence. The gun remained in his hand, his daughter remained in his arms, and the natural order of things had returned.


  They spotted Ganado well before they came to it. Unkind winds swept embers of the saloon fire to the walls and rooftops of every building. The town itself was illuminated like the campfire of some olden day titan; some creature who needed fire like man needed fire but was too large to be comforted by diminutive kindle of mere twigs and logs. The town blazed, and the rising winds carried its heat through the late fall chill, firelight formed a premature dawn and displayed the last stand of a town no longer occupied by any man save temporary stragglers, rogues, and the ragged creatures who wondered the Zona in these broken times. In essence, this was Ganado’s last night.


  Lead stopped and set Shine on her feet. In the fire’s light, he noticed the bruises on her neck and face but did not inquire about them. Father and daughter watched the town burn, watched the shifting flames both violent and soothing, let the warm waves of air comfort them against the autumn chill. Shine eventually broke their silence.


  “What took you so long?” She spoke in between muffled coughs and wheezes.


  “I’m sorry. You did right to keep yelling. That’s how I found you.”


  “I know.” She looked at Lead with hard eyes. Eyes that frightened him because they were too old for a child of eight.


  “Our food is still in the house, isn’t it?” she said.


  “Yes… yes, it is,” Lead replied.


  [image: ]


  Nothing salvageable remained in Ganado. It was as though the town had never existed but for smoldering ashes. Lead and Shine breakfasted on the one remaining can in Lead’s jacket pocket: beets in red, flavorless juice. They ate in the middle of the road, watching the dawn winds stir up the newly minted ashes of Ganado.


  “Where’s the next town?” Shine asked.


  Lead looked down at his daughter. She was filthy, though that was not unusual in their travels. Her leg bandage was soaked through and needed changing.


  “How’s your leg?” Lead asked


  Shine peered deep into his eyes.


  “Where’s the next town?” She used a no-nonsense tone much like his. She would not let him change the subject.


  “I don’t remember,” Lead said.


  “Just as well. We have to go back,” Shine said.


  “Why?”


  “The children. The woman’s children,” Shine said.


  Lead wiped his sleeve across his mouth, staining it with beet juice. He took another sip from the can. He was unsure what exactly Shine wanted to do with the hill children and almost too afraid to ask.


  “What about the children?”


  “We need to get them,” Shine said.


  “What exactly do you mean by get them?” Lead asked


  “I don’t know… find them. Take them with us. They must be so lonely,” she replied.


  Lead smiled in relief. There was something in Shine that he knew was fundamentally good, something that only existed in her mind and not his own, perhaps a gift from her mother or something created wholly within the child. He was ashamed of having worried.


  “Shine, we don’t have food to feed ourselves, let alone two children. That woman was crazy. If her kids are still alive, they’re probably crazy, too. We need to press forward and find the next town.”


  “What next town?”


  “There’s bound to be one,” Lead said.


  Shine’s forehead crinkled, like it always did when she turned to deep reasoning. “Was there anything left in the cart?”


  “Probably not, maybe a can or two under the melted plastic, but I’m just guessing.”


  “We can resupply at the cart, maybe find her kids, maybe go to St. John’s for the winter?”


  “There can’t be much of anything at the cart. A couple cans at the most, assuming they weren’t ruptured in the heat. Definitely not enough to feed four. Shine, we need to forget about those kids.” Lead hated the words, but they were necessary. “Best we press on. There’s bound to be another town.”


  Lead bent to pick up his daughter and was surprised when she struggled against his arms.


  “They’re children!” She struck her father in the chest. “It isn’t right to leave children on their own.”


  Lead set his daughter gently on the road. He was afraid of dropping her while she struggled, and the last thing they needed was for her to worsen the injury on her leg. She hadn’t cried when she was shot, and she shed no tears when her father had butchered the hill woman; in fact, she had not cried since the death of her mother, a memory still very vivid despite the months between then and now. She refused to cry; yet, now she did. Lead watched the tears flow down her face; he wanted to ask her why. Why now? He knew she probably had no clear answer.


  Maybe she cried because life was terrifying, because her stomach hurt and beets weren’t enough to fill it, because they were on a road without a map, because her father was a stoic man whom she loved but didn’t know. Maybe she cried for her mother and sister. Perhaps she cried because she was exhausted and did not know how to tell her father that protecting kids is God’s work and no other thing could take precedence. It could be that she cried for those two strange children alone in the same darkness of her nightmares. Tears streamed down Shine’s face, cutting lines in soot and marking her like the Navajos who’d lived and died and were forgotten in these same lands.


  Lead sat next to her, unsure as to how to stop crying. He lived in a world without tears, in a world with violent answers and little time for sad reflections. He placed a hand on Shine’s ankle. Her socks were pink under ashy gray stains. Her breathing had turned ragged, and he feared another coughing fit was imminent.


  “We can go to the cart. If the children are there, we’ll see if they want to join us. We can resupply in St. Johns, though we’re going to have to sit out the winter there.” Lead squeezed Shine’s ankle and waited to see if his words carried through her sadness.


  Shine turned and hugged her father’s arm. He did not hug her back, but that was okay. Normal. Lead comforted his daughter by his proximity, by the strength in his scarred limbs, by the unquestionable fact that he would fight to death to save her no matter what.


  “God protects those who protect the innocent,” she said, seeming to read his thoughts.


  “There’s no way you can know that for sure,” he replied.
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  [image: G]ookie stuck her boot in the side of the little blue-haired Nonserian to quiet him down. He wasn’t her ordinary type of prisoner, so she didn’t put any power behind the kick; it was just a gentle warning. He was only a child, after all, albeit a runaway, and her job was to see he got back to Moma and Popeti posthaste without any damage to his wiglets or baskins. But why, oh why, had she taken on this trackdown?


  Well, Gookie knew why. For one thing, it had been about twenty turnabouts since she had been on her native planet of Nonser, and she was curious to see how her own mometi was flourishing. For another, she was doing it, as usual, for the jingles. As ordinary, too, she and her buddos were more or less financially busted and were having to sink lower than slimepuppies to gather together a few measly intercollectives. For those two reasons, and those reasons solely, plus a few others, Gookie had bid Maasche and Rootoo adieu on Hulkins in the Gamma sector and was now boarding an I.G. (Intergalactic-flagged commercial starshipwith her charge en route to Nonser. Since the I.G. Zoom was an express, they were to have only two stops along the way: one on Freman and one on Yallster. This was good; the fewer halts they had, the less chance Stoiling Swnbock would go debunkt.


  As Gookie, a mere eighteen herself, in human terms, toed the child back into line, he stuck his tonguer out at her, making her want to swipe him one across the back of the zawickes. She had little patience for babelings or youthlets less mature than she, but she restrained herself. The kid was worth a fifteen-clyde honorarium, and her haulings both to Nonser and back.


  “Settle down, Swnbock,” she grunted, “and you’ll live to see Mometi and Popa again.”


  “I don’t want to view them, ever after,” the youthster snarled in gross rejection. “I condemnate each of them. They’re both so crudly.”


  “All kiddos feel that way about their parentises,” acknowledged Gookie, searching in her pocket bag for their entry documents. “I had a heck of a time with my own mometi when I was right about your exact age. Now, I love her so heartily, I’m making this long hauling just to view her again.”


  Stoiling stared sneeringly at his captor. “You’re not full-blooded Nonserian,” he accused with a turn upward of his nasils.


  Gookie was all too well aware that Stoiling was the spinoff of a blue-bloodied familia, a pater lingua that reached pretty far back into Nonser history. The babeling was a royal slob and had reason to glance down his nasils on someone of Gookie’s own problematic heritage. The crimebuster was, however, a bit taller than the kiddo, and he couldn’t snoot her down so easily, or at least without a little fear of reprisal.


  “I’m fifty percentage points original human,” Gookie snapped off with the greatest of condescension. She made it sound as if being a blue-lined Nonser was a regrettable position for the punk—even if the familia did have tons of clyde sitting and waiting in the finances center to answer the youthster’s every whim.


  The two boarded and settled in their compartment, ordered and paid for by Moma and Popeti’s agent as soon as the couple heard their darling had been entirely recovered. On Gookie’s return trip—wherever she would be headed by then—she wouldn’t have the luxury of such an ambience, but would undoubtedly sit head to boot with the other small-cashed passengers. Such was Gookie’s lot in life—though she sometimes imagined fame and fortuna lying in wait.


  From the moment they arranged themselves in their compartment, Stoiling was restless. He went to the internal toiler three times—without flushing, Gookie noted in genuine revulsion—and ordered room service, which wasn’t ready for deliverings until after liftoff. Gookie felt like giving little Stoiling the boot again, this time in earnest. Youthlets, yuck, especially male youthlets… Too bad she hadn’t let one of her buddos take over this working. But no, no, she had wanted to embrace her mometi one more time. Why? she pondered. What was it about blood bondings? Her mometi had never been particularly cuddly with Gookie.


  “I’m hungry,” griped Swnbock, whom Gookie had noticed was already rather a roly-poly without the need for additional feedings. But she wouldn’t want him to go all faint. Gookie reluctantly took out some of her own stash of dried quester, and Stoiling popped a whole piece in his mouth without a trace of daintiness. Gookie watched in some fascination. Was this the way younger youthsters were nowadays, or was Swnbock a particularly horrendous example of their ilk?


  She chuckled to herself at lift-up, however, when the boy turned a ghastly shade of violet—then was wide eyed again when room service at last arrived, and the kiddo swilled and gulped his way through a dinner for two. Any appetite Gookie had possessed faded at the sight. This was going to be a longer journey than she had bargained for.
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  Gookie had carefully secured the door before lying down to catch some snorings. She had locked it from the inside and placed the key for safekeeping in her personals. The boy could not get out—that was that. But just to make certain, Gookie had tied herself and Stoiling together with a sturdy string borrowed from the boson for exactly this purpose. Not much of a sleeper unless she was swiffled, Gookie was only out to take a short, short snoozette, but that was a mistake of reproachable proportions! By the time she awoke, the boy was completely vanished. Gone! The crimebuster-for-hire checked first in the toiler, but Swnbock wasn’t actually present.


  He had been there, however, all right… Gookie flushed.


  So, what was Gookie led to conclude? She sat down to quizzical, trying hard to remind herself she was a professional and must not panic. They were on a ship, after all, with fourteen half-timelies left until their first stop on Freman. The youthster was definitely on the ship; he couldn’t have gone far. Gookie felt in her personals for the key. Yup, there it was. How the heck had the boy gotten out of the room without her unlocking the exit? Following that logic, she tried the doorslide, which slid easily. The kiddo must have an electronic mindset. He had coaxed the darn thing open. Bosh and heck, crum!


  Peoples were sleeping, and Gookie could hardly slam into their compartments and demand that they allow her access for searching, now could she? She had performed worse excesses, she supposed, but only when she didn’t expect to become apprehended. Being on a public conveyance like the Zoom called for caution. Gookie stalked around a while, peeking into the low-cash sleeping areas and the lounge spots where insomniacs, or those on exotic timelines were whiling away the secondos with flirtations and drink. No blue-haired, blue-lined Nonserian manlets there, there, or there. Darn the child. She would have to slink into Nonser with her head below her ankles if she lost him before handing him into the yearning armthings of his loving parentises.


  Not that she had never lost a prisoner before. Oh no, she lost them all the time. But those were full-grown convicts or about-to-bes, and on all but one occasion, she had regained the absconders before reporting in to the I.G. (Intergalactic) Lawfficer in charge of the case. As for the one she had loosened her grip on more or less permanentwise, Gookie still had her eyes wide open for that crabcake. Her intention was to catch up with him (it, really) one of these days and give him (it) a poke in the antenna that he (it) wouldn’t soon forget.


  After snooping through all the open and semi-open parts of the ship, Gookie debated reporting the defection of Stoiling to the captain of the Zoom. She guessed she had to. Only the captain could institute a full-fledged searching.
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  Captain RXzd was obviously a MstcZF, both by her name and her appearance. As such, she had the usually insouciant Gookie intimidated at first glance. Gosh, what a warrior! Gookie tried to remind herself that on this time out, the two of them were allies, but she vividly recollected fighting a MstcZF female in a bar on Somner once. Well, Gookie had been poggled at the time, impairing her innate jounciness. She was still smarting from the thwacking she had taken from that MstcZF. Yikes! And Nonserian feminines were said to be hard-hitting. Wow!


  So, Gookie approached the captain with a degree of diffidence unusual for her, but generally expected by the Executive Officer of an I.G. (Intergalactic) starship. And Captain RXzd, in turn, received Gookie’s informationals with gracious pleasantness. Or more so than her high-and-mightiness might have if Gookie hadn’t exhibited such a reticence in addressing the interstellar authoritarian.


  “Nothing I can do to help you out,” Her I.G. (Intergalactic) Exec. Off declared. “If he doesn’t want to travel with you, he doesn’t have to. His fare was paid for in its entirety, and I’ve got no beef with the child whatsoever. So, don’t think I’m going to go about disturbing people who’ve plunked down a lot of cash for the transport—simply in order to satisfy your shortsighted whim.”


  “Thanks a lot,” Gookie said, trying not to sound too sour. She didn’t want to be tossed off this broken-down old junker before it reached its stop on Nonser. Or, on second thought, it might prove in her best interest to disembark on Freman, and play catch-as-catch-can until she’d summoned her buddos to her quick rescue. If she had lost Stoiling Swnbock in actuality, she would be in deepest dutch on Nonser.
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  Gookie took a few quickarounds to quadruple check her accuracy. Perhaps she’d missed the kiddo in her searchings? Not here, not there… It was obvious that the youthling was in a peoples’ private compartment cuddling up with some chicklet or gobbling up whatever scrumptious mushies the persons offered him. With five half-timelies remaining to porting on Freman, Gookie’d better track down the boy or face the dire possibilities.


  She queried the boson who had loaned her the string. He was a Roiester, like her buddo Maasche, and since Gookie had picked up some of the Roister swearings, the I.G. (Intergalactic) lifer responded to the crimestomper at once.


  “How about a little slumbertime, babe?” the boson asked in Roister. Gookie punched him in the limb with fierce jollity and answered more or less that he wouldn’t know what to do with it— since in all honesty she was pretty sure such was the case. It was a wonder, indeed, that the Roisters ever reproduced, much less with the prolixity they actually displayed. But can one species— or even a crossling like Gookie—ever figure another species out?


  The boson hadn’t seen the youthster; he swore up and down. And if he did, he would turn the child over to her, its rightful guardian.


  “His,” corrected Gookie in Intersprach.


  The Roisters had such a terrible problem with gender.


  “Maybe I will come back to your snoozer with you on second thought,” Gookie mused.


  The boson did a double take. She knew, and he knew, that they could never work it out that way.


  “Just interested in the setup of a doozy popper like this,” Gookie enthused. She waggled her baskins at him in a fashion she imagined would be interpreted by a genetic Roister as at least friendly.


  “Well, it’s really a swabbucket in the back of the ship,” the boson muttered dubiously.


  Gookie took a flagonette out of her pocket bag. “A quick one before we hit Freman,” she suggested, sloshing the intoxicant around.


  He led her to the down and dirties that were the heart of the globetrotting starship. All the while, Gookie was building a map in her head. Ya never know, she told herself. One day, I’ll be stuck in Vegron sector, without a jingle to my name, trying to offplanet…


  That was the type of thinkings Gookie processed; she’d have to admit if hard pressed by a psychologizer.


  The crimecracker kept her eyes sharp out for any signs of Stoiling, although short of a vision of the manlet himself, she wondered what those indications might be. An unflushed toiler would be the most certain signal of Swnbock’s presence, but Gookie could hardly ask to go to one after the other as they descended.


  It was three to the compartment down there, irregardless of planet of origin or sexual preference. And “swabbucket” was a gentle term for the condition of their quarters. Gookie stepped into the boson’s slender snoozing space and settled herself on the sleeper pad. She tried not to breathe in the odiferous.


  “They don’t airrigate the vents down here,” the boson explained apologetically as he took out some three-dees of family and buddos, and himself as a babeling on his home planet.


  Gookie uttered stock praisers, her mind scrubbing over the mystery of Swnbock’s disappearance. The worst of it would be if the blue-curled feller had been kidnocked for jingles. What a humilioration that would be. Some crimehacker she was. Oy veh.
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  Two half-timelies to Freman, and she was roaming the compartment area again, listening for sounds of youthster ha-has or any such that could point her to where her charge had gone. This was so frustrating to a seasoned veteran such as herself she wanted to weep. That sensation made Gookie feel good again. Sobbing was a human trait, and she delighted in that side of her genetic makeup, thinking it, for some reason, particularly classy.


  When peoples began to disembark on Freman, Gookie stood at the portal keeping a hawkeye out for Swnbock. By mistake at one point, she halted a four-foot Grwsler full-grown, snatching his hat off his head to check for blue hair. She realized her error at once, of course, and bobbed her head in remuneration. She wasn’t all that sorry, perhaps, but she saw no sense in being in-your-eyethings persistently.


  Upon liftoff this time, Gookie was as nervous as a just-born mewler. What if he had disembarked on Freman? What if she never saw Stoiling again? She had it! She’d deny her identity when the parentises came to the docket to greet their long-lost. She’d snob them and run away. So what if she didn’t get her return haulings? It was one clever way to save herself from the Swnbocks’ inevitable volcanoizings. Umm, but they might take her to suit for intentional injuries of an emotional nature—they being the mometi and popa of an awaited returnee, and Gookie refusing to disclose the actual outcome. They’d win, too; she could see it now. But how much could they get out of her, actually? That was the other side of the jingle.


  Gookie went back to prowling the ship, climbing up, down, and around so much she’d dream of all the passageways for weeks ever after. Stoiling Swnbock was nowhere to be uncovered.


  It wasn’t until a service crewperson passed her that Gookie realized she was wasting away with famishment. When was the last time she had eaten anything but her own anxiety? Gosh, what a large serving dish the crewmember was hefting along. Gookie stopped her. “Anything tasty, today?” she asked, lifting up the cover and peering down.


  “Better not touch that, sir,” the crewperson said quickly. “That’s for the captain.”


  Gookie slapped the cover back on, but not before she’d seen the yummies on it—such goodies as only a few species in the universe would crave. For instance, the type originating right on Nonser. Gookie knew with all her hard-won crimecrashing intuitives that the captain was holding the royal-nasiled Swnbock hostage… or was keeping him safe from mean ol’ Gookie out of the kindness of her cockles. Nah. That was unlikely. Gookie saluted the crewperson and let her trot off.


  What now? she debated. Broach the subject with the fearsome Captain RXzd? Or go behind her back and reabduct the kiddo? The second choice seemed more like Gookie’s style.


  Inspired, she made her way back to her compartment and signaled for room service. Thirty seconds later, a luminescence sparkled and zweee! her munchies were delivered by pneumatic express straight from the kitchen. Hmm. But the captain’s cabin received live waitperson service.


  Gookie chomped on a clump of podadeddies that must have been brought last trip from Nonser itself. Delish. But thinking of how she might be the one to foot the bill–or worse if she didn’t recover Stoiling without a hitch–had the effect of turning her starvaceousness down a notch. Time to get working.
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  Once again, Gookie sought out the captain. Wringing a napking with which she’d just wiped crowddille egg off her face, she beseeched Her Exec. Off. to call the troops out to trample the decks of the Zoom.


  RXzd offered a lopsided grin. “Out of my way, lady. I’m wanted on the bridge,” she barked. “I told you already—what the blue-hair boy does is his own business.” The captain bustled out on officious business.


  Gookie searched her mind as she made for the rampway leading to the passenger compartments. Had she even told the captain that Swnbock was a blue-headed youthster? The evidence-playback mode of her implant told her she hadn’t. Ah ha! Not that she needed any confirmation, but this confirmed it. Stoiling was in the grimy mitts of the MstcZF officer.


  Gookie hooked her implant up to one of the ship’s computational ports to check the exact location of RXzd’s compartment. And while she was there, she figured she might try phracking into the Zoom’s personnel files to see what she could learn about the starship’s Grand Master.


  Nothing. The captain had a most conventional military background. Served honorably as an ensign in five Grand Conquests and was promoted to Chef where she served with further glory in three Limited Engagements. Chef? As Gookie leaned against the viewwall, pretending to stare dreamily into space, she reviewed the file she’d just downloaded into her implant.


  Yes, Chef. Before she had been bumped up to Captain of the I.G. Zoom, RXzd had cooked on the starship Centerpiece, known all over the galaxy for its gourmet food service. RXzd had become famed for her MstcZF native cuisine and could credit her current exalted status to her culinary skills. Or so Gookie gathered from reading between the lines and from a small press clipping inserted in RXzd’s biographic.


  Gookie, who was no slowpoke at the computational, took another stab at dredging up some pertinent data. What, for instance, was the regional nourishings of Her Captainship’s home planet? Back at the view window, pouring over her gleanings, Gookie’s eyes opened wide in sudden horror! Noodles and bumpershoots. The crimecropper had to free Soiling from Her Authoritarian Majesty’s clutches before the evil deed was perpetrated. And how!


  Bustling her hump to bustle as quickly as possible down into the bowels of the boat, Gookie bumped into the boson. She grabbed her new buddo by the baskins and coerced him into draping her in a waitperson’s outfit and leading her into the kitchen where she grabbed a tray at random filled with hot grub.


  Ignoring the Chief Chef’s protests, Gookie traversed the rampways that she now knew better than the back of her own digits, seeking out the captain’s home away from.


  She paused at the slider and cleared her throat before knocking discretely. “Chowder mushies and buudles,” she announced in falsetto.


  The door slid open, and presenting the tray before her, Gookie rushed in. There, as she had visioned he would be, was the spoiled youthster himself, Stoiling Swnbock. With barely a glance at the serveperson, Stoiling fell back onto the sleeper and burped. He reached for a chompee from the last tray that had been delivered and shoved it down his hungering hauser.


  Making sure that the door had closed behind her, Gookie quickly set the tray on a table. She then took off the stiff uniform hat that disguised her and cuffed the kiddo with it across the zawickes.


  “You barnheaded little putz. You don’t know what you’ve gotten yourself into,” she told him in low-life, plain-speaking Nonserian.


  Stoiling fended off the blows and tried to explain himself. “Bored… boring… crudly…” she heard him say.


  “No, no, no,” she cried. Tears exploded out of her eyes—proving even more voraciously than ordinary that the human side of her was unsuppressible. For otherwise, why in the name of all the demoniacs of Nonser should she care about a manlet who’d throw it all aside for a few extra lipsmacks? Darn numnits.


  Gookie quickly riffled through the captain’s accessories for the evidence, finding what she sought in the drawer loaded with RXzd’s prized personals. Gookie brandished the menacing item at the youthster. “Do you know what this thing is?” she inquested.


  “No, but…” Stoiling stuttered.


  She brought the object closer, punching it at his rubbery middle. “You plug it in here,” she fairly shrieked, “and then extract the…” She blushed, not wanting to say the word “fat.” “The… the…” Her speech pattern was as chaotic as Swnbock’s had been. “The unnecessary body tissue,” she concluded in relief, sticking the illicit instrument into her pocket bag. “And it stings like flaming heck,” she added, not speaking what the extra repercussionals could be. Gookie had arrived just in the neck of time.


  At that juncture, the door slid open with a foreboding whoosh, and Gookie turned defensively, which well she might. Face to face with the ferocious RXzd, the crimelicker swallowed hard, but drew herself up to full height and stood her ground. If hand-to-hand it had to be—she would!


  “I haveter go now,” Stoiling told RXzd. “Thanks for the grubbers.”


  “Oh no, you don’t,” the ship’s head began, her rather massive mass massing for a decisive move. “Stop.”


  But before the decisive decision could arrive at fruition, Gookie took three hesitant steps toward the door, pulled the “thing” from her pocket bag, and shook it vigorously in Her Exec. Off.’s face. Then, as Stoiling casually flicked open the slider, Gookie ducked on out, faststepping behind him.


  Shrugging off her somewhat cowardly exit, Gookie grabbed the boy by the wiglets and led him down the hall, triumphantly.


  “I don’t care,” she heard Stoiling mutter to himself. “If I don’t need it, she could’ve had all she wanted to take.”
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  Nonser at last! Gookie trod on Swnbock’s heels as she encouraged him quickly down the plankgang. Who was that anxious-filled, pudged-out female waiting in the reception loungeway? It must be the youthster’s faithful mometi.


  “Gookie, my flame-headed babeling. It’s moma.”


  “Of course, it is, Mometa. You look just like usual.” Gookie gulped. She threw one arm around the old lady, while holding on to the youthlet’s kronkle.


  She felt a tug and tugged back, then glared around in time to see the Swnbock clan had come out to view their dear Stoiling’s return. Gookie let the boy reunite with his parentises before demanding her reward in fresh-minted cash.


  Counting out the fifteen clyde and ignoring the popeti’s grumps of appreciation, Gookie peeked shyly up at her moma, who seemed to be admiring the jingles that had come her dautter’s way. Gookie hurriedly stashed the monies in her pocket bag.


  “Come on, Mometi. I’ll treat you to some goodies,” she eventually grudged out. As she cast a final glance back at Stoiling, the boylet caught Gookie’s eye in grim despair while being pinched and squeezed by his moma. Gookie thumped her pocket bag where she still held the “item” and waggled a digit remonstratively at the half-grown Swnbock.


  The boyster didn’t understand how close he’d come to being the dish that would have won the Zoom’s captain her admiralship. The High Commander of the I.G. (Intergalactic) starfleet was in port right now in Nonser. And she was a native MstcZF, like RXzd, and an extreme gormandizer.
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  [image: T]he whale floated peacefully in front of us, fat and opalescent. Pudgy tentacles waved underneath the bell. I knew that peace was a lie.


  I was not expecting Father to hit the accelerator and shoot us out ahead of the squadron. “Father, what are we doing…?”


  “Taking all the risk,” he answered, lowering the visor and fastening his hat in place.


  Ahead of the pack, we dove toward the whale. No, not quite toward the whale. Down, underneath it. Propellers whined, and I tried not to join them. Instead, I got to work. Close hatches, withdraw the lift tanks under the armor, lay flaps close to the propellers, and sleek along the wings. Speed. Our lives were about to depend on it.


  The whale’s tentacles looked a lot less plump and squishy and a lot more like huge ropes of twitching muscle as they loomed up in front of us. The first harpoon hit the whale, and those tentacles went insane. The curtain parted, and we dived between them, rolling sideways as I desperately locked down loose compartments to keep all our belongings from spilling. Then those same tentacles snapped back, lashing where we’d been an eye blink before. We banked the other way, circling around. The whale kept grabbing.


  It was smarter or more random than it looked. A tentacle flew up to slap at where we were about to be. Father yanked a lever, and the propellers stopped. I slammed the switches from lift to ballast, and we dropped like a stone out of the tentacle’s path. Just as Father started us up again, I flipped the switches back, and we sped forward.


  A buzzing bothered me. No, not a buzzing, exactly. It came from the Chatter. The whale was screaming so loud it went up and down the bands, and even tuned in to the squadron’s communication channel it rasped at me.


  With Father and me drawing all of the whale’s attacks, the squadron must have been taking it apart up there.


  Something moved under the bell, something that wasn’t a tentacle.


  “Father, kites!” I yelled. They’d been slow to emerge. I’d stupidly thought this whale was alone.


  Father let go of the wheel.


  He couldn’t possibly expect me to fly us through this alone? As he grabbed the cannon controls instead, I maxed the propellers, plunging us past the latest swinging tentacle and then turned the wheel gently to pull us in a long, straight arc. We had these few seconds free, and I had to hold us steady so he could aim.


  I felt the thump as the cannon fired. Not nearly as hard as the first kite felt it. The shell slammed into it. There were only two more shells, and we needed the whalebone to restock. We couldn’t have afforded a miss.


  That kite fell, trailing glittering blood. Another sped right over its tumbling body, a rippling black diamond hurtling straight for us. Father grabbed the wheel again, and we twisted aside. I slapped the switches back into ballast. We dropped.


  Not quite fast enough. The kite’s wing clipped the tip of our upraised wing. We tumbled. Father managed to cling to the wheel and not get slapped around the cabin. I flipped half the switches back to lift. Father kicked another with his boot as we straightened out.


  Unbelievable. That had been deliberate. As we reared back, the harpoon fired and smacked into the kite from close range. Flying straight away from us, it had no chance to dodge. The kite swung around on this new tether, yanking at us, but I picked up the port propeller speed and yanked back. This was my strength against his, and even a big kite like him couldn’t compete. His tails flailed uselessly. I spun the wheel and twisted us around until we both hung motionless, fighting against each other in a tug-of-war.


  He couldn’t afford to stand still so long. Father swung the cannon around and shot him through the middle.


  His squealing stopped, and the Chatter went silent. The whale’s tentacles no longer flailed, even weakly. It was dead.


  Had there been a third kite? Yes, there it hung from Sopwith Camel, also dead.


  The squadron’s Chatter band opened up with cheering. The hunt was a success, and thanks to Father and me, we’d taken no casualties.


  Father didn’t cheer. He turned away from the windshield, facing the rest of the cockpit. The rest of me, I suppose. I had to take over circling us back up toward the squadron as he gave me that look. Father had heavy brows and a very solid face, and there was no happiness or pride in his glare.


  “What was that?” he demanded.


  “I dropped us as fast as I could, Father. The kite was too close when we turned!” I whined by instinct. Then I was mad at myself. Excuses wouldn’t do any good.


  “And you didn’t pull the wings back. Why?” he demanded again.


  That would have worked. I could have had them out of the way and dodged the kite in a fraction of a second. Plus, we’d have fallen faster. “I didn’t think of it, Father. I’m sorry.” There was nothing else to say, was there?


  “Clumsy, inferior—” Father started to growl, but the Chatter interrupted him.


  “Aren’t you being a little hard on Red, Manfred? Not many airships can keep up with your flying,” Captain Todd suggested.


  That was useless. There was no making peace with Father. He shut the Chatter off with his fist and stomped back out of the cabin to his quarters.


  He didn’t speak to me the rest of the day.


  The rest of the squadron spent the day cutting up the whale and preparing it for transport. I had nothing to do with that. I had no cargo room to speak of, and Father wouldn’t want me involved. He did pilot us up to the crude dock to go aboard the other airships and discuss the hunt, but he came back, cast us off, and went to bed. All without a word.


  The squadron moved out, the pilots heading for bed and leaving their airships following a sedate, automatic course back to port. They dragged what would float along behind. I hovered on the edge of the formation, guarding against the very unlikely possibility of attack.


  Very unlikely. We cruised along between the gray clouds and the cold gleam of the stars, the world silent except for the drum of propellers.


  Except the world was never silent. That was what the Chatter was for. Thanks to the Chatter, the entire squadron had heard Father tell me my mistake today. Thanks to the Chatter, I didn’t have to talk to them about it.


  I wandered through the main bands, but all I got was a faint muttering, a thousand distant voices blending together. The rest of the squadron would hear me if I called out on those channels.


  I drifted away from the civilized bands, and knew I’d left them when I heard a brief, high-pitched wail. Somewhere, a kite was calling to other kites. I wasn’t afraid. It could be thousands of miles away. The Chatter carries. Farther, and I heard another wail, but then the droning had begun. Any more kite noises drowned in the singing of the whales, filling the world, unheard by pilots, only by airships when we listened.


  I drifted past that. I passed a band where something chirped, over and over. I didn’t know what. I kept searching until I picked up a voice.


  “Know that you’re always listening, stars.” She had a soft, tired voice.


  “I guess I’m listening, too,” I answered. Would she shut up, yell at me, or find another band? It was worth it just to find out, wasn’t it?


  A hesitation and then she answered, “Don’t. You’ll be bored.” Those words should have been playful, but she only sounded tired.


  “I have nothing to do but watch the sky tonight. My father isn’t talking to me,” I said. My propellers skipped guiltily. It wasn’t right, talking bad about him.


  “I’ll trade. This is the only time I can get away from my mom.”


  Was that a grudging hint of humor I heard? “I guess both our parents aren’t happy with us.”
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  A long, drawn out sigh, and she said, “I don’t know if it’s worse when it is or isn’t my fault. She blamed me when she tripped, and then I got so nervous I lost my balance and dropped a dish on the floor and broke it. After that, she had plenty to yell about until bedtime.”


  Ouch. That sounded worse than my father’s frosty disapproval. “My father is just never satisfied. He may be the best pilot there is, and I know I can be as good as he is, but he wants me to be that good now. He’s had his whole life to learn.”


  “I’m sure you’re better than he wants to admit. I’m as slow and clumsy as Mom thinks I am.”


  She’d sounded like she meant it. How could you cheer someone like that up? “I know you’re good at something.” That sounded so weak. It wasn’t going to work. I knew it hadn’t, because she wasn’t answering. “Tonight I found a girl talking to the stars on a band way out past the whale song. She has to be special to think of that.”


  I’d hidden a test in there. The way she talked, I was almost sure already.


  “My name is Rosie. What’s yours?” she asked.


  Rosie. A pilot’s name. I knew it. I couldn’t tell her my name was Red Baron. She’d know I wasn’t supposed to be talking to her, and she wouldn’t want to talk to me.


  “Red,” I answered. It wasn’t a lie. Pilots tended to call me that, right? I needed to change the subject fast.


  “What else do you think of that no one else does?” I pressed on. Anyway, I wanted to know.


  “Nothing useful. I look at the stars because they’re pretty and they’re out when Mom’s asleep. I imagine that they’re grouped together in pictures, like the whole sky is a story. Stupid stuff,” she told me, her voice dropping on those last two words.


  “Wow,” was all I could answer her. The stars were above me. They’d been above me every night, but she was right. It wasn’t just the bright band running down the middle. There were so many. “Like straight up, by the stripe, that boxy shape. It looks like a kite, doesn’t it?” I asked as it sank in.


  “I thought so, too. Look behind it. It’s trapped against the wall the stripe makes, because that long string of stars with the big group at the front is a shark.”


  “You’re right. It’s like there’s another sky above us, with the same stories playing out up there.”


  “It could be. At least you can see it. I’ve always wondered if there’s another sky below us. What’s on the other side of the clouds?” she asked.


  No one had ever said. I’d never thought to ask. The clouds were where you didn’t go, not the ones below, and not the ones you sometimes found floating in the sky.


  “I don’t know.” I sounded breathless now, like I was a pilot who could breathe, while I looked up at the stars and down at the rough shape of the clouds far below.


  “I’m going to go now,” she said very softly. “Thank you for talking to me, Red. It’s better than talking to the stars.”


  “It was my pleasure,” I assured her. It had been. “You’ve given me a lot to think about.” She had. “Sleep well.” I hoped she would. It wasn’t something I would ever do, unless I was badly hurt.


  I had all night to think about Rosie, and the way she saw the world.
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  Our dock was a speck in the distance when Father broke his silence the next morning. “You know you’re not my first,” he announced out of the blue. There was no way to tell what he meant. He held onto the wheel with both hands, watching the sky through the windshield, his voice and expression solemn. He always looked like that. Always.


  “I’ve heard it mentioned. I knew I couldn’t be,” I replied, trying to sound just as calm. He wouldn’t like me to be meek any more than defiant. At his age, as good a pilot as he was, there was no way I was his first airship.


  “Your older brother’s name was Albatross,” Father went on. “I didn’t inherit my parents’ airship. I was talented, and they made a new airship just for me. Albatross was more of a brother and a partner than a son. We learned to fly together. He was fast, agile, and could fly himself if he had to.”


  I listened silently. Father hadn’t asked me to say anything, and I didn’t know what to do anyway.


  “I fought my first real battle in Albatross, against pilots and machines, not animals. I earned my ace ranking fighting the Traitors in Albatross. It seemed like no one could hit us, and in the battle at the Black Rift, when a Traitor airship proved that wrong, he dropped so fast that their harpoon line snapped and their wing tore off.”


  He stopped there for a moment. His brow, already heavy, lowered angrily. Then he went on, “Albatross died when the Traitors attacked the Wind Shear Fortress. No airship could match him, but a cannon shell, fired at someone else, tore open his canopy.”


  I didn’t want to imagine that. Not just the pain. It would sever half my control linkages, maybe break off a lift tank.


  “I didn’t try to grab my wings. If Albatross fell, we would fall together. He didn’t give me a choice. He rolled as we fell past a heavy gunship, dropping me on top of it where I could be dragged in. He was that good. Are you that good?” he asked me.


  With half my body broken open? Control of one wing at best? “No, Father.”


  Emotion crept into Father’s voice. A hint of a growl. “They wouldn’t build me another of his model. They had a new design, they said. You were supposed to be faster, a better flier than Albatross. You’re not.”


  What did he want me to say? I didn’t know. So, I said nothing and let him finish. I was having trouble avoiding the thought of a cannon shell ripping me in half.


  “You have to be as good as Albatross.” Father’s voice was so cold. “You don’t have any choice. If you’re not, we’re both going to die.”


  He’d been talking a long time. The dock had gone from a speck to a looming nest of whalebone in the middle of a web of struts. Father turned us in to dock at one of those piers. It was the simplest and most casual of maneuvers, but with that conversation fresh in mind, I watched the angle of every control surface, and eased up on the switches to my lift tanks. We cruised into place as delicately as a starfish settling on a whale.


  I opened up the hatch, and Father climbed out and strolled up the pier into the dock itself. Then I let go and floated out with the other airships to wait for our pilots to get back.
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  “Manfred never seems to be happy,” Aviatic commented as we sat and waited.


  “No, he’s not,” I agreed. I didn’t want to say more than that. I felt uncomfortable bad-talking any pilot, much less my father.


  “Flying is the only thing he cares about. That’s why my father’s in charge, and it’s why Manfred is the best pilot around.”


  “Was Albatross really that good?” I asked. I was the youngest. They had to have known him.


  “Yeah. He was. He was the only person, airship, or pilot that Manfred was never disappointed with,” Sopwith Camel said.


  “It should be an honor not to be good enough for Manfred Richtoffen,” Aviatic added.


  His tone was so stern. I didn’t have the right to be angry with my pilot, and I knew it. Only try to meet his expectations.


  Sopwith Camel had drifted a bit too close as we talked over the Chatter. The tip of his lower front wing nearly brushed one of my active propellers. I leaned away, shifted some lift down to ballast, and eased myself down out of the way, and then back around the other side of him.


  That had been clumsy. If he’d hit my propeller, even idling like this, I’d have gone spinning. I might have smacked into the dock! How could he have not noticed drifting that close?


  It was Aviatic’s place to reprimand him, not mine. Aviatic wasn’t saying anything. None of the other airships were saying anything.


  It hadn’t been an accident.


  I slid around to the other side of the pier and shut the Chatter off while I waited. If they had anything more to say, I didn’t want to hear it anymore.
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  The pilots came back. The moment his boot touched my floor plate Father was all business. He stepped straight into the cockpit and swung the wheel away. I got the message, and spun up my propellers and pulled us away before he had to reach for the acceleration handle.


  “We have orders. We’re bearing for the Eye,” he informed me.


  I picked up speed, but one of his strong hands grabbed the accelerator and swung it up and forward farther than I would. We sped ahead, taking the lead in front of the rest of the squadron.


  I compared our location on the Magnet to the charts. Of course, Father had the right direction just on instinct, but I flipped up a windbreak and adjusted us a couple of degrees.


  Orders. Not a hunt. Maybe combat. Almost certainly combat. That’s why we were out front. Even if he had to fly me, Father would be the pilot most likely to evade an ambush.


  Combat. Where Albatross had been broken open and fallen down through the clouds that interested Rosie so much.


  “Father, why do we never fly through the clouds?” I asked.


  “For the same reason we don’t land on a whale and let them carry us. Too much can go wrong. It’s never worth it, even for the tactical advantage,” he answered. He was talking to me freely, at least.


  He thought I meant clouds like The Eye. “I meant down there, to rescue a falling airship, or just to find out what’s on the other side.”


  “Because we don’t, and that’s enough,” he answered crisply.


  I couldn’t tell if he was angry or not. He did go on.


  “If an airship hits the cloud layer, it’s dead. We try to live, Red Baron, but we can’t be afraid of death. We have a duty. Not just a duty, a purpose. You live to serve me, and I live to serve the Fleet. If those lives are lost, they aren’t wasted.”


  He flipped the Chatter back on and turned it to the main band, where our squadron’s voices stood out against the distant background babble from around the world.


  “Are we ready for this, Captain? We’re well out of practice,” a voice asked. That was Shorthorn’s father, Lewis.


  “We’ll get in practice fast. The border’s going to explode,” Captain Todd said.


  “Whatever the consequences, we follow orders,” Father said, curt and stiff.


  “True enough, but we need to look to the future, Manfred. This is a beginning,” Captain Todd responded.


  I wished they would stop talking, but they didn’t. They talked about supplies and whether we should be traveling so light. It didn’t make a difference to me. All I was going to carry was the replacement shells and harpoons I’d been loaded with while Father boarded.


  They talked about what other squadrons might be at the dock when we got back or if we’d be moved to a new base now that we were off foraging duty.


  They talked about the recent hunts and how successful they’d been. Maybe they were warning Father he’d been lucky with me so far. Maybe they were hinting I was better than he thought. I didn’t care. I just wanted them to stop talking.


  Eventually they did. Father had supper and went to bed. I was alone.


  The Chatter was silent, or at least no one was close enough to overcome the buzz. I swung down and then back up around the main band. No, nothing. So, I looked up at the stars passing above me, no longer just specks but a painting I didn’t understand. I listened higher and higher, hoping for a different voice.


  I passed the whale song. When it went quiet I asked, “Rosie?” I shifted up and down the band as I did, hoping.


  “You’re back,” she answered, soft and surprised.


  “I wanted to find out what you’re thinking about tonight.” I didn’t just want it; I needed it. I shouldn’t have been pretending to be a pilot to talk to another pilot, but Rosie’s thoughts made the world bigger than my father and my duty.


  I couldn’t tell her all of that. I just had to hope she’d want to talk.


  She did. Quietly, as if she was afraid, she said, “I’m wondering what the whales talk about.”


  “Do they talk? All they ever seem to do is float around, unless you get near them,” I asked in surprise. Then guilt hit me. That sounded too harsh. Please, Rosie was the only person I couldn’t afford to get mad at me. Don’t let her think I was doubting her.


  “They sing. All around the world, they sing. Have you listened to it?” she asked. Slowly, but she hadn’t shied away.


  “No. I’ve seen a lot of whales. I’ve hunted them, but when they screamed, I didn’t think… they might be saying something.”


  It was an uncomfortable thought, but I wanted to think this way.


  “It’s not just one song. They weave together. I listen to them all night, sometimes. It’s not a simple noise, like the other animals make. I think they must be talking to each other, and I wonder what they have to say.”


  “Nothing kind about us.” Not the way we hunt them.


  “I don’t know. They never attack unless you get very close. Maybe they’re not stupid. Maybe they’re just forgiving,” she said.


  Could anyone be that forgiving, that gentle? Rosie, maybe. “I’m glad someone’s listening to them sing,” I told her.


  “I listen to other things on the Chatter. There are two bands under the main band that people use to talk, in other languages I don’t understand.”


  That made sense. “The sky is a big place. I guess there have to be nations we don’t even know.”


  “Below them, way below, there’s a whole range of bands I don’t understand. It sounds like bubbling noises and roaring, all mixed together in a huge mess. Way up, and something else is singing; something that’s not the whales.”


  I didn’t know what to say. I had to say something. Not just because she expected it. She had to know what it felt like, hearing her turn the world on its head like this, but I didn’t know how to tell her. “Thank you, Rosie. I had no idea,” was all I could say.


  Maybe not all I could say. There were other things I could say, but shouldn’t. But I had to. “Rosie, who are you?”


  “No one.” She sounded tired again.


  “No, I mean, I want to know more about you,” I explained. I knew she’d try not to talk about it.


  “There’s nothing to know. I’m not good at anything, Red. I’m not anybody. I’m just Rosie, who listens to the bands of the Chatter no one else does, and asks questions no one wants to hear. Except you.” That last wasn’t quite as flat as the rest.


  Yes, I wanted to hear them.


  “I’d still like to know about you. Your Mom flies an airship, doesn’t she? What kind?” I pressed.


  “She’s a courier. I suppose that makes me a courier, too. We fly on long trips with convoys. It lets me see the strange things the sky is full of, sometimes.”


  It was something, but I wanted more. I wanted to know what she’d seen. Instead, she asked me a question before I’d put mine together.


  “What do you do, Red?”


  Ah. I’d walked into this question. I couldn’t lie to her. Lying to a pilot was uncomfortable enough to begin with, and not to Rosie. I couldn’t tell her the truth, either. She’d never speak to me again. I couldn’t lose her just when I’d found her.


  I settled for, “I’m with the Fleet. We’re a combat squadron, although there hasn’t been any combat since I joined.”


  She sighed, but said nothing.


  “Rosie?” I asked, suddenly having to pay a lot of attention to my propellers to keep them from locking up. “What’s wrong?”


  Please, tell me, Rosie. I need to know.


  “It’s okay, Red,” she assured me. She didn’t sound like it was okay. She didn’t sound angry. She sounded tired again.


  Then she added, “I already knew we couldn’t be together.”


  No. We couldn’t. Even less than she knew.


  “Is there traffic on this channel?” a voice asked, distant and irritable.


  I shut the Chatter off, fast. What a moment to be interrupted.
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  The next day, we reached the Eye. It’s only a cloud, but it’s the kind of cloud you put on maps. It never moved or dispersed. It hung in one place, shaped like a long, pointed oval. I’d seen it before but never really looked at it. Now, thanks to Rosie, I did. It was pretty, with a dark upper and lower layer and a swirling pink interior. Lightning lit that inner surface, a glow that flicked back and forth. It did look like an eye, or maybe a lift tank.


  It’s also big. The pilots discussed on the Chatter where the best hiding place they could use as cover would be, and which direction the target would come from. There wasn’t much argument. Everyone agreed that underneath the near end would leave us almost invisible.


  There was one teeny tiny problem with that—except a whale is anything but teeny tiny.


  The whale wasn’t the real problem. We didn’t want to catch it, and a couple of cannon shells from long range would upset it enough to move away, but not enough to attack. The problem was the huge, dark shape curled up under the bell. The shark would not fly away peacefully when we disturbed its whale.


  We were still flying lead, so Father spotted it first. “Captain, there’s a shark nesting in the whale. Spook the whale and get it running. Red Baron and I will handle the shark,” he reported over the Chatter.


  “Manfred, by yourself?” Captain Todd sent back in shock.


  “Yes,” was Father’s entire answer. He rolled the accelerator forward and we sped up. Cannon shots whistled overhead, bouncing off the whale’s thick outer rim. It made a loud noise that echoed down into our Chatter band, and Father turned the speaker off.


  The whale’s tentacles thrashed, but it moved away from the squadron. The dark shape under the bell wriggled in irritation and then slid out into the air.


  I’d never seen a shark. Not in person, not this close. A kite isn’t quite as big as I am. The shark was nearly as long as the whale, but much sleeker. It looped around in the air, at least as fluid as a kite. Kites didn’t have a mouth I could fit inside, with all of those teeth.


  As we sped up faster and faster, Father angled us straight toward that massive, waving ribbon. Then he let go of the wheel and took a step back.


  “Father, what are you doing?” I asked nervously. More than nervously.


  As calm and stony as ever, he answered, “This is up to you, Red Baron. I’ll handle the guns, but you have to out-fly it.”


  “Father, an airship’s not meant to be flown by just one person. I won’t be fast enough!” I pleaded.


  “Then I’ll die with you,” he answered. That was that.


  There was too much to keep track of. I couldn’t steer and keep track of all switches and instruments at once. If I didn’t, Father would be killed.


  I couldn’t let that happen.


  I didn’t have time to worry about it. We were moving too fast, and the shark had stopped spinning around angrily and focused on us. That kind of mass shouldn’t move as fluidly as a kite, but it darted from side to side with easy agility as it rushed up to meet us. If it had even a second to react, it could match any move I made.


  The mouth gaped suddenly open in front of me, and I rolled hard to starboard, forcing Father to prop a foot on the wall to keep from falling as we swung around underneath. Then I rolled in the other direction, and the long body whipped across the spot I’d just been.


  If I hadn’t thought of that, I’d be splinters, and Father…


  No time. No time. The head circled around. I threw every lift tank to maximum, and my rearmost fins barely cleared the body as we jerked up above the passing head. It couldn’t circle around again that fast. It would tie itself in a knot.


  Father fired a cannon shot into its flank right behind its head as it passed. Blood sprayed and then floated on the breeze. Not even close to a fatal hit, but the thing shrieked, and I didn’t need to hear it over the Chatter. It tried to spin around and come right at me again, but its own body was in the way. It thrashed, untangling itself from the loop it had almost formed. That gave me time to circle behind it, sailing up toward its head from the back. That was our best chance at a deadly shot.


  The shark lurched, turning suddenly. I veered to follow and then veered away as it dived into the Eye itself.


  It took two seconds for the entire length of the shark to disappear into the churning clouds. Inside there, lightning must have been savaging the beast. It wouldn’t stay in there long. It—


  I slapped my lift tanks into ballast. I was just in time. The open maw of the shark lunged back out of the cloud, speeding toward where I’d just been. I flipped the tanks back into lift, my body shaking from the violent reversal, sending Father grabbing for the wheel for support.


  Tilting back my wings and flattening all my surfaces, I shot forward as fast as I could, following the head that barreled ahead of me. I had to skim close and tilt far to the side. I couldn’t aim, but the target was too big. I fired a harpoon into the shark’s head.


  The recoil slammed into my body as the shark’s head and I tried to go different ways. I couldn’t possibly control something that big. I could only stop it for a moment, bring both of us to a halt. Its face turned toward me.


  Father, clinging to the cannon’s handles, fired a shell right into the center of its head. I reloaded as fast as I could. The thing opened its mouth and shrieked again. Father fired another shell in there.


  Blood flew everywhere. I turned away, and a terrible weight hit me, dragging me down. I hadn’t released the harpoon. The shark hung from it, barely twitching, dying.


  We’d killed it. It was so heavy. Father fired the other three harpoons into the corpse, and I turned my lift tanks all the way up and angled myself to bring my propellers into play. I strained against the weight, and with grueling slowness, dragged the body back up toward the descending squadron. Things got a lot easier when they reached us and harpooned the body themselves, sharing the burden. Dead, the shark didn’t float like a whale corpse.


  When the last airship hooked its harpoons into the corpse, Father pulled the switches and let go of our harpoon lines. I scaled down the lift tanks and eased off on the accelerator as he did, and I barely felt the twitch.


  We were flying even and smooth again, and Father could let go of the supports for the first time since we dived for the shark. What a nightmare. Had I really done that all by myself?


  “Tomorrow, you’ll see combat for the first time, Red Baron,” Father said abruptly. “We’ll hide here overnight and ambush a Traitor convoy passing through in the morning. You may finally be good enough that we’ll survive.”


  The other squadron airships had formed a circle around the shark, rigging it up to float by itself so that it could be retrieved after the battle, harvesting whatever pilots wanted most from a shark’s body. I didn’t know. I felt grateful I wouldn’t have to be part of that, and more grateful when Father eased us up and stepped out of the hatch to meet Captain Todd aboard the other airships. I had plenty of power, but I felt tired anyway, and I wanted to be alone.
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  The pilots had a party around sundown. Father came back not long after.


  “Do I sound drunk to you?” he asked as he looked into his mirror, loosening the buttons on his uniform.


  “You seem relaxed, but I wouldn’t have noticed if you hadn’t asked,” I said, trying to combine honesty with tact.


  “Good. I’m going to bed immediately. Living through tomorrow is more important than celebrating tonight. I want to be fresh and alert,” he explained.


  Then he did exactly that. I let go of the makeshift dock and drifted away from the other airships, but not so far that I strayed from our cover under the boiling mass of the Eye. I watched it, the way it seemed to peer around suspiciously. It had a stare much like Father’s. In the distance, I could still see the whale wandering off, an irregular dot that disappeared as twilight gave way to darkness.


  The stars came out. There was no sign of movement aboard the other airships.


  I turned the Chatter back on and pitched it higher, and higher, and higher. I scanned the bands quickly until I reached the whale song. I ought to stop to listen to it, but I felt too impatient. Passing their squeaky moaning, I scrolled slowly through the regions of quiet beyond, listening for the voice I wanted. Nothing.


  Was it too early? Would she tune in tonight at all after someone caught us last night? Were they listening again?


  “Rosie?” I asked.


  No response.


  I moved the band a little farther, and asked, “Rosie?”


  Nothing. I would keep doing this all night if I had to. I measured a little farther, where my other questions wouldn’t have been heard. “Rosie?”


  Nothing. I was about to turn up higher when…


  “It’s nice to hear from you tonight, Red,” her voice whispered back to me.


  I sighed in relief. “You, too. There’s no one else I want to talk to as much.”


  “You sound very tense and excited tonight. What happened?”


  It all came out in a rush. “I could say it’s because I fought a shark today, but it’s not that. I was scared, and Father made me do all the piloting myself, but I got over that because I won. I won, and Father told me I did okay, and I should have been happy, but I’m not. I outflew a shark with no backup, and it was acceptable. It made me realize that’s the best I’m going to get, ever. He’s never going to be happy or proud of me, and if I push myself to the limit, beyond anyone else’s limits, all I can hope for is that he won’t be angry.”


  I had to tell someone. I had to tell Rosie. It was a terrible thought, because it was so obviously true. It was selfish, but yes. I wanted praise. I wanted him to love me.


  “I can’t even imagine doing something so brave. If he’s not proud of you, I am.”


  I felt like relief would cause all my struts to peel away. That weakness gave me the strength to admit something else. “I’m also nervous, Rosie. Tomorrow we go into combat. Real fighting against other pilots and airships. I’m not just nervous; I’m afraid.”


  That made her pause. When she answered, she sounded tired again. So tired, it gnawed at me to hear. “I understand. I’m glad I got to meet you when I did, Red. I don’t think I’m going to survive this trip.”


  Did I want to know more? I wanted her to not feel that way. I wanted that more than I wanted to know about her. “Let’s talk about something else. It seems like since I met you, I’ve started seeing beautiful things everywhere. Tell me about what you saw today,” I said.


  She answered in a mild, wistful voice, “Nothing, really. We’re out near the border, and the sky is very empty. That will change tomorrow. We’re going to pass by the Eye, and I’ve always wanted to see it.”


  Oh, no.


  What to say? How to say this? It didn’t matter if I was gentle. Just say it! “Rosie, you can’t,” I whispered desperately. “I’m at the Eye now. My squadron is here to ambush a convoy tomorrow. We’re here to attack you.”


  Please, I didn’t want Rosie to hate me, but I’d rather she escape. Even if she hated me, and I was caught, I’d rather she escaped.


  There was no anger in her voice when she replied, just resignation. “I’m sorry. I can’t change our course.”


  “Rosie, you have to. You have to tell your mother, have to tell the whole convoy. They don’t stand a chance if you pass by here tomorrow. I don’t think our orders are to take prisoners!” I begged.


  Her answer came back monotonously. “No one listens to me, Red. No one. If they did, they still wouldn’t change course. They’d just be ready to fight back. I could get you killed, but you can’t save me. Even if you could, I don’t care anymore. I just don’t.”


  “Rosie…”


  “I don’t,” she insisted. Her voice had dropped to an almost emotionless hush. “Mom went to visit the other pilots today. They left their Chatter on by accident, and I was listening. She told them I was a failure, garbage. She wishes she could get rid of me, but we’re stuck together.”


  “Rosie…” I repeated helplessly.


  “Thank you, Red. Thank you so much. I’m never going to get another chance to say this. I love you. Goodbye,” she told me.


  “Don’t go,” I urged her.


  Silence.


  “Rosie, can you hear me?” I asked.


  Silence.
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  “I’m not sure we should be doing this, Father,” I said. I had to tear the words out of myself. It was so close to disobeying him.


  “We don’t have time for fear. When the fighting starts, you’ll understand that.” His tone was brusque and businesslike as he examined every switch and lever and linkage. He dabbed a little oil on one of the wheels for positioning my propellers. I gave it a small twist, letting the oil work in. I hadn’t noticed the slight drag of rust until he fixed it.


  “It’s not the fear, Father. I don’t think it’s right,” I tried to explain.


  “We’re warriors, Red. This is our purpose. You were built for combat.”


  More guilt and confusion nagged at me. He’d never been this patient with me before. I’d expected yelling.


  Was I wrong about him? Was there some way to put this so he’d understand? I tried. For Rosie, I tried. “But this isn’t combat, is it? Not really. This isn’t a Fleet battle. They’re traders or messengers, not warriors, and we’re going to ambush these people that don’t want to fight and slaughter them. It feels wrong, Father. It feels completely wrong.”


  I was in so much trouble. I’d just insulted his entire life. Maybe he’d be so angry he’d refuse to fly with me.


  Instead, he laid his hand on the axle of my ship’s wheel and told me, “I’ve felt like that before.”


  I was stunned. “You have?”


  “More than once. We’re warriors. This is not the kind of battle we’d choose. That’s why it’s not our choice. We only know how to fight, not when.” He sounded distant and businesslike, but not angry.


  There had to be something I could say. I wouldn’t get to. The squadron had picked its own band of the Chatter for this battle, and Captain Todd announced, “Visual contact. Move to attack.”


  They were here already? It wasn’t anywhere near noon.


  “Father, please!” I begged him.


  Still, he didn’t get angry. He just fastened on his hat and visor, and told me, “No more talking. This is our duty.” His hand took hold of the accelerator, and we slid forward, rounding up the side of the Eye.


  I felt utterly helpless. We cruised over the top of the Eye, ahead of the squadron, and picked up speed. Circling around like this gave the convoy time to reach the Eye. As we crested the top, I saw them below us, flying right by the cloud wall and blind to our presence.


  They wouldn’t be for long. We dived, and Father pressed the accelerator higher. My propellers blared, and I switched lift tanks to ballast one by one, until we shook from the air drag as we hurtled toward our victims. I reeled back our wings and laid flat all our control surfaces.


  It worked as I knew Father had intended. They saw us coming, scattered, and started firing. We were going too fast. The scatter gave us a path to slide through right between the three big barges, while the guard airships fired harpoons and shells that came nowhere near us.


  Underneath our opponents now, Father yanked back on the wheel. I reversed the tanks, extended my wings, spread my flaps, and ached from the strain as we turned a sharper corner than I was meant to endure, leaving another salvo flying past behind us.


  They’d wasted two rounds on me and Father. They’d watched us, and not the rest of the squadron diving on them. Like with the whale, it had worked, and now my fellow airships were firing on the guards, snagging two, and punching holes in two more who had no chance to fight back.


  We circled up, and I used the drag to slow us down to something more reasonable. The convoy was a tangled melee of dogfights now. Only one guard wasn’t involved, still hanging out on the fringe. Father tilted the wheel, and we banked, turned, and swooped down on it.


  It looked like a combat airship, but it couldn’t really be. It turned away from us too slowly. Father let go of the wheel to grab the harpoon handles with both hands. I slid us down beside the awkward Traitor airship. When its own cannon swiveled, I flipped from lift to ballast again, jolted as we dropped for a second. The Traitor airship fired, even though its aim wasn’t even close.


  This wasn’t a fight. Father fired the harpoons, one and then the other, and they punched into the sides of the other aircraft. I leaned away, pulling the lines straight, pinning it in place for a precious second where we could aim at it but it couldn’t aim at us. It didn’t look as clumsy as it was. From underneath, I could see fresh new whalebone struts, and the legend, ‘Rosy Fingered Dawn’.


  I jerked, veering away by reflex as the shock ran through me. I was still attached to Rosie, and I only succeeded in yanking her along with me. Father couldn’t aim from this angle. Neither could Rosie, but her cannon fired anyway. Her pilot was incompetent.


  I should roll back and give Father a clear shot. I should. I didn’t want to. “Father, wait! Not this ship! She’s not dangerous!” I pleaded.


  He didn’t even argue. He tilted the wheel gently and held the cannon steady. We rolled around the other way to bring Rosie into his sights, and us right into the path of a stray cannon shell.


  It had to be a stray. Random, bad luck. That’s all I could think as the force hit me in the side and the pain lanced through me. My propellers stopped spinning and my lift tanks went inert, and I started to fall.


  I picked back up. My propellers still had power. My switches worked. I had lift; they’d just been shocked to neutral. Father…


  …lay at an ugly angle in one corner of the cockpit, covered in his own blood. It came from his head, but he was still breathing. He was. He was!


  He stopped.


  I had no time to grieve, or figure out if I wanted to grieve.


  “Rosie! Rosie! Rosie! Rosie!” I yelled, swinging up and down the nearby Chatter bands.


  “Red?” her voice came back from one of them.


  “Red Baron,” I corrected her. My name was on my cockpit like hers. My bright red paint job might be enough.


  “We’re leaving. I don’t want to fight and neither do you.”


  “I can’t disobey my mother,” she reminded me. As bad a pilot as her mother was, she was already angling Rosie to pull away from me and bringing her cannon around to fire.


  “You don’t have to,” I promised Rosie, and stopped trying to recover. I flipped my tanks to ballast, shut off my propellers, and pretended to be a dead airship.


  I fell like one.


  There was a painful yank when my harpoon chains went tight, but they held. Rosie fell with me, dragging against my weight but falling more helplessly every second. Wind whistled painfully through the hole in my cockpit, but I’d been built sturdier than my poor, older brother and survived the hit.


  As I expected, Rosie’s hatch opened and her mother leaped out, hovering away awkwardly on her emergency wings.


  Rosie and I hit the clouds underneath.


  “Red, our parents…?” Rosie asked as white and gray flew past us, obscuring everything. I could feel her on the other end of my harpoons, even if I couldn’t see her.


  “They’re not our business anymore,” I promised. Father was gone, and I didn’t care what happened to Rosie’s mother, or to the squadron.


  “Where can we go?” Rosie asked me. Hope. That was hope creeping into her voice.


  “Where you always wanted to go. We’ll find out what’s on the other side of the clouds,” I answered.


  As I did, the clouds vanished. I eased my lift tanks back up and sped up my propellers. Our descent slowed, and still chained side by side, we evened out.


  The clouds hung above us. Below us was the bottom of the sky, like I’d never thought existed. It stretched out in green and blue and red and brown from horizon to horizon.


  “I didn’t think it would be so beautiful,” Rosie laughed.
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  [image: D]iscarded wrappers littered the slate-grey countertop, rustling as small hands added one more to the pile. Maya couldn’t remember the last time a housekeeper prepared her meal, not that it took a lot of skill to unwrap a thin, octagonal plastic tray and toss it in the Hydra. A minute later, three unidentifiable blobs in separate compartments had absorbed enough moisture to expand into a substance similar to the stringy meat-in-gravy she recalled giving her dog, plus a portion of green beans and mashed potatoes.


  The only difference was how it smelled―the dog food was better.


  A brown horror rested at the center of the tray in its own little chamber. It was supposed to be a dessert, but if she saved it for last, it would be rock hard. If she ate it first, it would scald the inside of her mouth. Maya stood up on tiptoe to reach into the Hydra, sucking air through her teeth as she tugged at the hot plastic tray. She scurried to the table and dropped it fast, rubbing her hands on her oversized beige sweater to cool them. With a sigh, she fell into the chair, staring at the comm terminal while picking at her dinner and swinging one dangling foot. Endless weeks and months of the same exact food left her uninterested in tasting it.


  Whatever meat it was, the scent reminded her of having a dog. Tiny and white, it had regarded the pedestrian offering of its rehydrated food as though it came from on high. Like Maya, he’d gotten the same unidentifiable substance every night; but, the little guy had been excited as if each time was the first he’d had such a treat. A frown formed around the fist mushing her cheek to one side. She was unable to recall the dog’s name or what had happened to him, only brief glimpses of having had a pet at some point in the past.


  She left the empty tray on the table and plodded down the long corridor, through the penthouse apartment, and down a set of wooden stairs into the living room. At a pair of sliding glass panels, she sat cross-legged on the tan carpet and gazed out over a glittering city of steel, glass, and neon light. Gusting wind pushed the scent of rain through the closed doors.


  Whirring, a little louder than a common house fan, grew in strength to the right. Maya leapt to her feet, standing stiff at attention as a hovering drone skimmed along outside. Gleaming white shrouds, twelve inches around and emblazoned with the word “Ascendant” in silver, covered a ducted fan at each tip of the triangular machine. A large gun along its undercarriage swiveled at her, seconds before a grid of green laser light covered her body. After a momentary pause, the drone emitted a happy chirp, and its weapon returned to a neutral orientation. It tilted forward, flying away. She lowered herself to sit once more, glaring at the slogan ‘Building a better you!’ below the name of her mother’s company as it flew out of sight to the left.


  She could not hear the people far below in the street, but knew they were sad like her. They all kept their heads down and shuffled along, a river of grey-clad bodies indistinguishable from each other, save for subtle variations in height. No one made eye contact with anyone. Several drones skimmed the crowd, patches of radiant light adding color to the blank world. The four-fanned Authority bots on the hunt for criminals and non-conformers were double the size of the corporation owned ones circling her building.


  No one ever smiled; at least, not unless they were selling something.


  Overcast sky darkened to night, fast enough to perceive the change in light.


  Today had been a remarkable day; Mother had shown up at the penthouse apartment to check on her. Elation at gaining her attention, even for one solitary hour, had long-ago turned to resentment. Mother hadn’t been as much concerned with her as she was with getting some good photos for use in the latest ad campaign.


  Being the daughter of the CEO of Ascendant Pharmaceutical Corporation sucked.


  An hour past dark, she gave up on waiting for the telltale glow of Mother’s helicopter coming in for a roof landing, and plodded to her bedroom. After changing into a shin-length nightshirt, she started to crawl into bed, but stopped with one knee up. She got down and went to the door. As if sneaking up on a sleeping monster, Maya crept to the comm terminal in the hallway. At the center of an eight-by-ten inch panel of dark metal, a three-inch metal eye greeted her with a slow-blinking red light.


  “Maya,” she said.


  “Voiceprint recognized. Good evening, Maya Oman. It is past your bedtime.”


  She sighed. “I know. Outbound call please, Vanessa Oman.”


  The terminal was silent for thirty seconds before the regal face of a woman in her middle thirties appeared, a midair hologram. Long, black hair cascaded around high cheekbones and perfect chocolate skin. Every time Maya saw her mother, she felt self-conscious at her lighter skin tone. She wanted to be dark like mother, not like a piece of caramel candy.


  Mother’s voice filled the corridor with the cadence of a recording. “This is the private vid-mail inbox for Vanessa Oman, CEO of Ascendant Technologies. If you have the necessary clearance to contact this number, leave a message. Otherwise, please disconnect this call and await the arrival of Authority Officers.”


  “Begin message,” said a digital one.


  “Mother. It’s Maya. You didn’t come home, again. I guess you’ve gone to one of the other apartments. Good night.” Maya turned her back on the console. “Terminal, end call.”


  The walls flickered and went dark as the holo-projector cut out. Maya spent a moment admiring moonlight glinting off the silver glitter in her raspberry toenail polish before trudging to bed.
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  Pressure on her face dragged Maya out of sleep. Two bright green spots hovered over her; an enormous hand covered her mouth and pinched her cheeks. The scent of a sweating man mixed with industrial chemicals flooded her nostrils. She let off a pitiful, muffled scream and kicked through her blankets at a chest rigid enough to hurt her toes.


  A gun slid out of the darkness; freezing cold metal on her forehead pushed her skull into the pillow. The green spots shrank with a faint electronic whirr.


  “Be still. One sound, you die.” His breath smelled like rotting meat.


  Maya attempted to nod, but couldn’t with him pushing her down.


  “Blink twice if you understand.”


  She did. The man leaned up and away, keeping his weapon aimed at her. Room lights came on, and his eyes shifted color, becoming yellow. The man’s arms were dark-blue steel, as if hundreds of small interlocking ingots had flown together in a devouring metal plaque that advanced well into his shoulders and shrouded the sides of his head. The interface between steel and skin resembled the teeth of a gear. More guns peeked through the folds of a long military style coat, and his mechanical lens-eyes clicked as they narrowed more. His broad face and wide nose were similar in tone to her skin, creamed coffee. Not a trace of humanity remained in his glare.


  Maya had no doubt this man could kill her.


  A woman, younger than Mother but not by much, slipped past him. His bulk made her seem like a child. Black fatigue pants swooshed as she cleared the end of the bed in two strides; thick dreadlocks hung down to her belt, studded with metal trinkets, beads, and wooden rings. Over an olive-drab tank top, a nylon harness held a pair of handguns, several cases, and two silver grenades. A long-sleeved camouflage shirt draped loose and unbuttoned over that, sleeves rolled up to the forearm. She scowled at Maya with contempt, a look dire enough to make the girl raise an arm to protect her face.


  “Don’t give me that shit,” grumbled the woman as she bent forward to pull the blankets away. “You’re a Citizen; I ain’t gonna feel no sorry for you.”


  “How we lookin?” the huge man asked to no one. Seconds later, he grinned. “Sounds good.”


  The woman’s loose outer shirt sagged open as she leaned forward and grabbed a handful of Maya’s hair.


  “Roll over, hands behind you.”


  Maya did as instructed, motionless despite the creak of unwinding tape. She winced but kept quiet as the woman crushed her wrists together and cinched them with the sticky plasticized ribbon. A painful grip about the ribs swung her perpendicular to the bed. Maya whimpered as the angry woman gathered her legs together and wound more tape about her ankles.


  A harsh slap to the back of the head silenced her.


  “Quiet. Damn Citizen brat. You and your kind don’t know the first thing about suffering up in this palace. Don’t you dare give me that. The more pathetic you act, the more I ain’t gonna regret this.”


  The child lay like a loaf, offering no protest. Once the woman bit off the tape and squeezed it in place, she pulled the girl over onto her back by a fistful of shirt. Maya tilted her head, looking up past heaving breasts at the sweat-covered face hovering over her. Her expression asked the woman why she was being so mean, but it seemed only to enrage her abductor more.


  “Step it up, Genna. We’re made,” said the big man.


  Genna leaned her hands on the bed, on either side of Maya’s head, trying to peer out through the bedroom door. The oversized camouflage shirt shrouded over the girl like a tent. Dog tags slipped from her cleavage, out of the tank top, and hit her in the face. She flinched, glaring at the woman’s arm. A scrap of a black crescent moon tattoo peeked around her right shoulder. Maya cringed away as a drop of sweat landed near her eye. Genna slid backwards to her feet and shrugged a large empty bag off her shoulder.


  “Are you kidnapping me?” Maya whispered.


  The huge man poked her in the top of the head with his pistol. “Shut up!”


  “If you’re taking me for ransom, you’re wasting your―”


  Genna pressed a line of tape over Maya’s mouth.


  Widening yellow machine-eyes gave away a strong desire to inflict pain. “Dammit, kid, you don’t listen.”


  The woman added a second length to make an X over Maya’s mouth. “Calm down, Moth. You kill her now, and we just wasted a bunch of time and effort for nothing. Took Head weeks to find this bitch.”


  “Malditas ratas,” Moth grumbled.


  A skinny Asian man in black pants, jacket, and gloves, raced into the bedroom and stumbled to his knees when he tried to stop. He had a gun out, but it seemed like a toy compared to the one pointed at her face. “Shit! Authority’s here.”


  Moth whirled about, aiming at him, eyes wild with panic.


  “Shit, Moth,” the man gasped, holding his hands up. “I’m not a damn Korean. Come back to now.”


  “That was fast,” said Genna, as calm as if the sons of Jeva had come bearing religious literature. “Guess Headcrash is slipping.”


  Moth scowled at the window. “He must’ve missed a sensor.”


  “Yeah, yeah… you got the drones,” Genna muttered to no one. “But they found us somehow.”


  “So? No big deal. This op just got a body count.” Moth aimed at the door.


  Maya’s calm faltered to impotent squirming. She’d seen enough entertainment holos to believe a civilian belonged on the floor in a gunfight. An Authority Officer, head to toe in blue-grey armor and black, full-face helmet, rushed in. Moth lurched forward in a single stomp and drove his fist into the man’s chest. Splinters of hardened resin flaked around steel knuckles on impact. The armored figure vanished through the door in the blink of an eye. His flight ended with a heavy crash in the corridor outside. Moth leveled his pistol off and fired twice, rattling the windows.


  He laughed.


  Genna grabbed the tape around Maya’s ankles and yanked her off the bed like a slab of meat. Her back hit the floor and she scowled at the ceiling. She lay still while Genna used the bed for cover, aiming a smaller handgun at the doorway. Moth rushed into the hall with frightening speed for a man of his size.


  “By order of the Authority you are to surr―”


  Boom.


  A splattering crunch followed the sound of Moth’s gun. “Minimal contact. Only a few blueberries. Pack it up, we’re moving.”


  An Ascendant drone whizzed past the window; the flickering orange light of muzzle flare filled the room as it fired on people outside.


  The Asian man leapt the bed and landed on his knees at Maya’s side. He glanced at her with a forced smile. “That’s a cute kid. Nice choice. Didn’t you have a boy, though?”


  Genna punched him in the side of the head, knocking him through a disintegrating nightstand. Maya kept herself as calm as she could manage, given the continuous thunder of a gunfight in her home.


  “Don’t you dare bring him up! He’s got nothing to do with this,” shouted Genna.


  “Ouch.” The Asian man rubbed his jaw. “It’s got everything to do with Sam, doesn’t it? That’s why you want the Xenodril. You got some kinda righteous avenger thing going on.”


  “Fuck you, Icarus. You’re high, as usual. Remember what happens to wax wings.” Genna dug her fingers into Maya’s arm and stuffed the child headfirst into the bag as though she were an object. “Make one noise, kid, and you’re never going to see your mother again. You don’t gotta be alive to get ransom; they just gotta think it.”


  Maya went limp as the woman forced her into a fetal position and zipped the duffel closed. Her world became dark, save for a little speck of light on the white cloth over her knees.


  “Hey, that’s kind of messed up,” said Icarus.


  Nylon tightened into a cocoon as Genna hauled the bag into the air. “What is?”


  “I was gonna say we should grab her favorite doll, you know, to maybe keep her calm or some shit. But look… there ain’t a single damn toy in the room.”


  “Maybe she doesn’t like dolls,” said Genna, her tone flat. “I didn’t.”


  The bag swayed as the woman moved up to a brisk walk, bumping the girl against her back. Maya squirmed in a series of tiny movements, testing the painful tightness binding her hands and feet. Coupled with the confining enclosure, she didn’t have any room to move. She would need to cut the tape. With nothing to do at the moment but wait, she gave up struggling.


  “Anything I say to that will get me punched again.”


  Genna laughed. “You’re a wise man, for a doser.”


  Maya’s head struck a doorjamb, presumably her bedroom’s or the one at the end of the corridor outside it. The next several gunshots she assumed came from Genna; they were close and quieter than Moth’s hand cannon. Sliding glass doors hissed, and the sound of rain pattering on the bag told her they ran across the deck where Mother’s helicopter sometimes landed. The alien whine of a drone circled far to the left.


  “No, please!” a distant woman screamed.


  Maya tried to yell through the tape as the weight of a body hit Genna from the left, crushing her into the woman’s back.


  “Gen, the pilot’s unarmed. We don’t need to kill her.”


  “Outta my way, Icarus. They’re all guilty.” Genna growled and grunted as she wrestled.


  Maya twitched at the sound of a body striking the deck nearby. A distant female scream mixed with the scuff of boots and gunshots. The bag jostled with a run, until something clamped onto the other side and jerked them to a halt. Maya bounced up and down with a shift in weight. Genna seemed to be dangling from the bag rather than carrying it.


  “We ain’t got time for that bitch,” said Moth. “Killing one Authority tool ain’t gonna bring Sam back.”


  A meaty thump came from somewhere close.


  “Cute.” Moth chuckled. “Was that supposed to hurt?”


  “Fuck you, Moth. Fuck you.” Genna thrust her body forward, yelling, “You’re lucky, bitch!” A gun went off twice. “You keep running like the greedy, murdering cowards you all are!”


  A short period of silence followed, punctuated by boots on the deck. The bag swung around and fell hard on a metal plate. Maya made no sound.


  “Can you fly this thing?” Icarus asked.


  “Yes,” said Genna and Moth in unison.


  “Only to the ground,” Moth muttered. “Fuckers’ll track it. Still faster than the elevator.”


  “Swarming with Authority.” A new voice, tinged with static, came from overhead.


  “Head’s right.” Genna’s voice moved away. “No. I’ll take us to the edge of the city.”


  Someone climbed past the bag, followed by the sound of an ass hitting a seat above and behind. Whining turbines gathered strength, drowning out the noise of two doors sliding closed as the beating of rotors emerged. Gravity increased for several seconds before it fell off. Turns caused the unattended duffel to slide back and forth within what Maya assumed to be a small Authority helicopter. Her body was at the mercy of whatever metal she bumped into; every wriggle seemed to make the tape tighten, and the cocoon-like bag prevented even the smallest movement.


  The flight was short and uncomfortable. Before she realized they’d landed, Genna’s muttered cursing drew close, and her nylon prison sailed into the air with a harsh yank. Maya braced for impact, but hit only the woman’s back. She kept quiet and waited, bag swaying as they ran for several minutes. A handful of hard turns and sudden stops caused short periods of floating, followed by crashing into the woman carrying her. Muttering surrounded her, indistinct save for Moth’s deep timbre talking to someone over a comm about which tunnel to choose.


  She lost track of where she’d been taken; it felt like she’d spent hours trapped inside a bag. Weightlessness came on for a second. Her body slapped into a hard surface, and she couldn’t suppress a whimper.


  “Hey, you just dropped a child, not a sack of gear,” said Icarus. “Didn’t you used to be a mother?”


  A boot pressed into Maya’s back. She imagined Genna lunging and grabbing the Asian man by the throat as he gurgled.


  “Look, you drugged-out piece of shit. She’s not a child. She’s a Citizen. Privileged, pampered, rich, comfortable, not a damn clue what the real world is like.”


  Icarus sounded as though he gasped for air. “Is that her fault? What would Sam say if he saw you hittin’ on a little girl?”


  A body thudded into the ground close by; labored breathing sounded inches from Maya’s face.


  “Bitch,” whispered a male voice.


  The tape over her mouth prevented her from smiling


  A scrape of heavy metal slid over paving. The bag went airborne again, soon squeezed against Genna by a narrow vertical shaft. Echoes of boots on steel rungs, plus total darkness, suggested a sewer descent. Maya hated the feeling of being helpless. She could not escape―yet. She listened. Mother had always prided herself on her ability to find the advantage in any situation, and she wondered how much of the trait she’d inherited.


  Echoes of dripping water, squeaking rats, and boots sloshing through muck continued for quite a while with little conversation or hesitance. These people seemed to know where they were going now, without the constant need for guidance from whoever was on the other end of the radio.


  Genna’s rhythmic gait stumbled with a blurted, “Fuck!”


  The bag slipped off her shoulder and swung into a hard post that rang out with a bell-like bong. Maya’s shins absorbed the brunt of it. The tape kept her scream inside.


  “Keep a hand on my shoulder,” Icarus said. “You’re in my element now, sweet cheeks.”


  “You call me that one more time, and I’ll make a necktie out of your guts.”


  “You wanna hit of Vesper? Let you see in the dark, too.”


  Genna lurched as though she shoved him. “Keep that shit to yourself. I’d sooner get implants.” She grumbled. “Why’d I get stuck carrying the brat?”


  The clap of a hand on leather echoed into the distance.


  Icarus chuckled. “Must be your nurturing motherly instinct.”


  Swoosh.


  “Missed me,” he said. “Remember, I can see down here.”


  Click.


  “Gah!” he screamed. “Bitch. Great, now I’m fucking blind!”


  “And I have a flashlight.”


  Icarus’s muttered curses grew distant with an irregular sloshing gait as though he staggered. Light glinted through tiny pinholes in the nylon, not enough to see outside; they reminded her of stars.


  “That sack is hangin’ like dead weight. Make sure you didn’t kill her yet.”


  Maya decided she did not like Moth.


  The bag swung around and the zipper opened a few inches. She squinted at Genna’s blinding flashlight, while the stink of sewage caused an involuntary convulsion.


  “You still alive?”


  Maya nodded.


  Zip.


  Darkness.
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  After what felt like hours of tromping, they jogged up a long set of switchback stairs. The heavy scrape of a door echoed, conjuring the image of a cavernous space filled with the stench of garbage, urine, and rotting meat. The motion of the journey had almost rocked her to sleep when she hit the floor. The zipper opened. Genna knelt nearby, lifting the bag out from under her and dumping her out face down on a large, red, moth-eaten throw rug rife with the stink of old socks. Whatever pattern the maker had woven into it had long since faded to irregular blotches, accented by rat turds. One was inches from her eye. She wriggled around and sat up, bracing her hands on the coarse fabric behind her back.


  Most of the wall to her left was gone. Through the hole, miles of blackened, scrapped city stretched toward a distant glittering jewel of civilization. Flames lit the dark here and there, small cook fires or things still burning from endless civil unrest. Buildings, bent and broken, leaned at dangerous angles. Far-off figures moved among exposed steel girders, some of them children at play. All wore rags and dirt; few had shoes. Small bodies climbed with practiced ease through the steel jungle, laughing and calling to each other. A warm summer wind kept the stink of wet mold at bay and tossed Maya’s waist-long hair out of her face.


  She sat for a moment, watching them, fidgeting with a half-hearted attempt to snap tape while wondering how children on the verge of starvation could be happy.


  Right of the breach, a glass desk nestled between the wall and a pile of junk, topped with several computers and holo-displays. Rats crept about, sniffing at wires and exploring crumb-laden plates made of old lids. Most of the systems were naked, bare wires and circuit boards exposed to the air, patched and spliced into each other in ways their manufacturers had never intended.


  A man in a battered rolling chair swiveled around and stared at her; wild, curly hair twitched in the breeze, his paunch barely reined in by a grimy tank top. His face and hands were dark brown, mottled with splotches of beige and pink around his fingers and lips. Blue eyes widened at the sight of her, as if he was terrified of a bound nine year old. The chair creaked, threatening to crack, as he leaned away. One of the intangible holographic panels behind him looked like a nose-cam view out of an Ascendant drone.


  She thought him an enormous rat, building a nest of trash to hide in.


  “Put her in the back!” he wailed, pointing at her. “She’s watching me.”


  Click.


  Maya looked toward the noise behind her. The black-painted blade of a combat knife scraped out of a metal sheath on Genna’s harness. A small gust rattled the wood and metal bits in the woman’s dreadlocks. One of the rats stood on its hind legs and put a paw on the blotchy man’s arm. He picked it up like a beloved pet, and stroked its fur. Maya looked into Genna’s eyes. Hatred had receded, though she sensed little compassion. The woman scooted closer and put the knife to the tape between her ankles.


  “No!” screamed the pudgy man, still petting the rat. “She’ll kill us in our sleep. I told you not to bring her here. We needed a safe house. We could’ve set up a shipping container out in the Spread. Stashed her in that. Keep the heat away from us.”


  “Stow it, Crash…” Icarus flung himself into an old reclining chair on the near side of the rat nest. “You’re a paranoid bastard. She’s just a kid.”


  Genna ignored the hacker’s continuing protests and cut the tape. Maya didn’t flinch as the sticky substance peeled away from her leg. She remained docile as Genna pulled her around to repeat the process and free her hands. A practiced flip of the wrist inverted the blade and Genna slid it back in the scabbard without looking. The woman took her by the hand, pulled her standing, and led her to a metal-framed bed against the interior wall. Maya sat on the side, hands in her lap, wearing a face as though she’d been grounded. Genna held up a pair of electronic handcuffs and pointed at the footboard. Without a word, Maya slid back and turned to put her legs closer to the frame. Genna locked one end around her left ankle, and the other to the bed. The girl stared at the cold metal. A five-digit code display above a row of tiny rubber buttons smeared a red glow across her skin.


  It was more comfortable than the tape, but equally inescapable.


  She looked up at Genna and mumbled through the X.


  “Yeah, sure, kid. Pull it off if you want. It’ll hurt.” Genna wandered toward a doorway that led deeper into the apartment. “I need a damn shower. Scream and cry all you want. No one out here is gonna give a shit.”


  “Put her in the bathroom,” Headcrash said. “Or the closet. Or somewhere she can’t see us. If she can see our eyes, she’s gonna infect our minds.” Spittle foamed through his teeth as he rasped. “You’ve already killed us by cutting her loose.”


  The woman gave him a sour look and vanished through a door, which slammed behind her.


  Maya pulled her nightshirt down over her knees and set to the task of peeling the tape away from her cheeks. Moth distracted the splotchy man from his ramblings about a child slitting their throats in the night by yelling at him in regards to the Authority showing up.


  After wadding the removed gag into a ball, she tossed it to the floor and curled on her side. The mattress stank like wet dog, likely due to the missing wall and steady breeze of humid air. At least it was summer, and she wouldn’t freeze in her nightshirt. She killed a few minutes flicking rat droppings away while listening to the hiss of water through pipes in the walls and unseen kids laughing.


  “You sure you got the right kid? Cierto?” Moth’s best attempt at whispering sounded like normal speech.


  “Y-yes.” Headcrash gestured at his terminals. “I checked it eighteen times. Every site, every decoy.”


  “La niña don’t look much like Oman,” Moth said. “Skin’s too light, almond-shaped eyes, slight build.”


  “Skin’s too light?” Headcrash reached out to pet a rat.


  Moth snarled. “No, chiflado, her mama’s dark like Genna.”


  Icarus laughed. “She’s the same color you are, Ramirez.”


  The doser’s grin died under Moth’s glare. He focused on repacking his infiltration gear.


  The water noise in the walls ended with a distant squeak. Headcrash muttered about checking numerous residences and security schedules, confident the one with fourteen guards was a fake.


  Genna walked in, trailing the scent of a recent shower.


  “I don’t have a father,” Maya said. Her tiny voice silenced the room. “Mother ordered a custom genetic profile. A little American with select features from Southeast Asian, Sudanese, and Egyptian was combined with her egg. She wanted the perfect pretty face for commercials to sell medicine.” The girl picked at the mattress for a moment before looking Genna in the eye. “It’s the only time I see her… when we are recording an ad.”


  For several seconds, only the squeals of distant playing children broke the quiet.


  “Oh, my heart fucking bleeds,” Moth muttered.


  Genna ignored Maya’s glance, looking away and a bit downcast, and went right for an ancient couch. Moth took a seat at a table in the kitchenette, barely visible around a corner of exposed cinderblocks. Sporadic clumps of drywall clung to nails wherever rotting studs remained. His shadow illustrated the procedure for disassembling and cleaning a handgun, and a new chemical stink slithered through the mildewed air.


  Headcrash stared at Maya for several minutes before he attempted to turn his back on her. After a series of half spins and sudden reversals, he managed to focus on his terminals again. Maya grasped the top of the foot rail with both hands and pulled herself closer, listening.


  “Persephone,” Headcrash whispered, gathering a rat from the computer and letting it go on the desk. “Resend last message.”


  Muted beeps simulated the sound of keystrokes as ‘Enter Password’ appeared on the screen.


  Headcrash looked at his compatriots, as if weighing their ability to overhear his whispering.


  “Quantum Reach.” The words leaked from his throat, air without voice.


  Maya smiled.


  “Message transmit success,” chimed the computer.


  She lay back and reached over her head, but the chain kept the pillow away from her. Once more, Maya curled on her side and closed her eyes.


  “Something’s not right.” From the sound of his voice, Headcrash had moved away from his desk and was trying to be quiet. “Look at her. She’s going to sleep, calm as a cat. Children don’t fucking do that when you kidnap them in the middle of the night!”


  “She’s a Citizen,” Genna muttered. “Citizen’s don’t live in the real world. They have no goddamned clue about pain or suffering. They don’t know shit doesn’t always have a happy ending. In her little mind, she’s convinced Mommy will make good on the ransom, and she’ll be home in a few hours.”


  Headcrash made a noise like sucking air through his teeth. “Then why did Ascendant Pharma ignore our first message?”


  Maya quietly tugged at her leg, watching them through slit eyes.


  “She has no concept of what’s happening to her or how much danger she’s really in,” Genna whispered. “It’s… almost kinder.”


  The hacker made an odd warbling noise.


  “Is that pity I hear?” Icarus asked.


  Genna gave him a close-up look at her middle finger.


  Headcrash ambled across the room and curled up under his desk, behind the shifting pile of junk, clutching a rat like a stuffed animal. Genna tried to relax on the couch, but couldn’t seem to get comfortable. Maya gazed into the pattern of thread before her eyes, almost comfortable in the sporadic bursts of warm air from the huge gap. After several long minutes, the dull clicking of interlocking metal plates sliding over each other broke the silence. Moth trudged through the room, headed for another hallway.


  “Do your arms hurt?” Maya sat up, looking at the giant without fear.


  He stopped in mid-stride, bringing a disbelieving glare around on her as though he wanted to hurt her for daring to speak to him.


  “I’m sorry if they hurt.”


  Moth exhaled through a clenched jaw. “You tryin’ to ‘grate yourself to me so I won’t kill you when we’re done?”


  “Ingratiate,” Headcrash said, pointing a rat at him. “The word is ingratiate.”


  Moth grabbed his crotch at the hacker. “Aqui tengo su clase de Inglés.”


  “It won’t work, will it?” Maya tilted her head.


  The coldness in his voice left her no doubt. “No.”


  “Then it won’t matter if you tell me. How did you lose your arms?” She scooted closer. “If you’re going to kill me anyway, then you can be nice to me for a little while first.”


  Moth flexed his right arm; metal ingots scraped as his fist clenched. “Songnim city. Some dink bastard with a MPRS-18 got inside our perimeter in the middle of the night.” He glared at Icarus.


  “Son of a bitch,” the Asian said. “I’m not a goddamn Korean, you fuckin’ cretin. Go eat some burritos or something.”


  “Go eat some burritos?” Headcrash’s barely-awake voice wafted up from the floor. “That’s the best you can come up with?”


  “Screw you, too.” Icarus leaned back as if to go to sleep.


  “You fought in World War Three?” Maya twisted her leg, appraising the cuff as though it were an expensive bit of jewelry. “Maya Oman wasn’t even born then. You must have seen bad things. So much fighting and killing. I’m sorry if you lost friends. Did you have to watch people die a lot? You must’ve killed a lot of people.”


  Moth’s electronic eyes widened with a whirr; yellow light glowed in the faint sheen of sweat upon grimy cheeks.


  “Do you always talk about yourself in third person, kid?” Headcrash asked.


  Maya gave him a blank stare before tilting her head back to peer up at Moth. His right hand twitched, sporadic rattling gestures that said he was ready to go for a gun any second. Yellow pupils had narrowed as if he stared at something existent only in his mind.


  “Your name is ironic, isn’t it?”


  He shook off the mental cloud and snarled at her. A drop of sweat fell from his nose.


  “I mean, moths are small and you are not. So, it’s ironic.”


  “It’s short for Behemoth,” said Icarus. “Grunts can’t handle words more than one syllable.”


  Blood vessels swelled out of Moth’s face; he glared. “If you die, the money only’s gotta go three ways.”


  “Knock it off,” Genna said. “No one is killing anyone. Not until we get paid.”


  Moth whirled, pointing at her. “We’d be rich and on our way already if you didn’t demand so much Xeno.”


  “Yeah, what the hell do you want it for, anyway?” asked Headcrash. “You got the military vac shot. The Fade can’t touch you.”


  “Ascendant sells Xenodril for two hundred bucks a dose even though it costs them under a dollar to make. I can sell it for fifty a shot and get six times what you’re asking for in cash. To them, it’s cheaper to ransom the brat in meds.”


  “It’s a bit late for Xenodril. Sam’s dead.” Moth stared a challenge at her.


  “Horseshit.” Icarus sat up, looking annoyed by the delay of sleep. “This is about your son. We all know you’re gonna give the shit away.”


  Genna advanced on Icarus, but Moth held her by the shoulders. She settled for punching him in the chest, not that he noticed.


  “Hey, get off her!” Icarus sprang to his feet, leaping at Moth.


  The big man whirled, throwing Genna like a rag doll over the couch before catching Icarus by the throat and holding him off the ground. Sweat beaded on the giant’s forehead, sliding down his face in rivulets. Amber metal irises narrowed to pinpoints. Icarus bumped the bed as Moth squeezed. Maya leapt backward, her flight cut short by the handcuff. She sat for a moment, motionless while the men grappled, until a stripe of silver caught her eye.


  A panel of thin plastic stuck out of Icarus’s back pocket, covered with a pattern of thumbnail-sized black derms. Moth throttled the skinny Asian, banging him repeatedly against the bedframe. Maya struggled to crawl forward over the bucking mattress while the men wrestled. She seized the drugs with two fingers and tugged it away as Moth added a second hand to Icarus’s neck.


  “God damned dink, trying to sneak me from behind!” Moth roared. “I’ll fucking kill your entire kimchee-swilling family.”


  “Moth!” Genna screamed and jumped on his back, catching him in a headlock. “It’s Icarus. You’re not in Korea. You’re hallucinating again.”


  Maya scooted as far back as she could and sat on the drug sheet.


  It was clear no amount of straining on the part of Genna and Icarus combined would overpower the monster with a body more metal than flesh. Headcrash peered over the pile of stacked crates and junk he’d used to build a “fort” around his workstation. When it appeared murder would not happen, he looked at Maya, shivering at the sight of her placid calm.


  “You’re not in goddamned Korea!” Genna screamed, punching Moth in the back of the head. “This is Baltimore!”


  Moth’s rapid breathing slowed, his snarl faded, and he released his grip on Icarus’s throat. The man dropped from eye level to a foot and a half shorter, gagging. While the giant stormed off into the back hallway, Icarus wheezed on all fours. Genna returned to the sofa, sitting with her face in her hands for a minute. Maya, careful to keep the drugs out of sight, lay back and closed her eyes.
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  Maya stirred at the sense of motion near the bed. Genna looked down at her with an expression at an unreadable point between pity and disgust. A plastic bowl with dry cereal nuggets rattled as she dropped it on the mattress.


  “You as bony as the Frags… for all that money you have, don’t you eat?”


  “Frags are thin because they don’t have much food out here, and there is sickness.” Maya sat up, careful to keep her butt on top of the derms. “I’m thin because I was made that way. Vanessa thinks it looks better in the ads.” She stared at the bland looking cereal. “I think Xenodril should be cheaper. Sam didn’t need to die.”


  Genna stormed away. Maya disregarded the offering, leaning forward to fuss with the metal tethering her to the bed. She looked up moments later when Moth loomed over her.


  “Why are you wasting food on a dead girl?” He swiped the bowl and wandered off while munching.


  “I…” Genna stood at the edge of the building, in the hole, staring off at the broken landscape. The trinkets in her hair clattered in the wind. “Look, when the time comes, I don’t want to watch.”


  “It was your idea.” Moth crunched another mouthful; crumbs sprayed when he continued. “She’s a Citizen, remember? Represents everything you want to destroy. The heir to the Ascendant Empire killed on a live netcast. If that doesn’t wake society up, nothing will. Oh, yes, you’re going to watch. Those Brigade pussies don’t have the balls for an op like this. We’re going to change the world.”


  Maya looked down at a rat making off with a spilled nugget of cereal.


  “Is it really necessary?” asked Headcrash. “What if it backfires? The Authority would hunt us down if we kill her, maybe as bad as they go after the resistance. They have eyes everywhere.”


  “If we let her go, she’ll be able to describe us,” said Icarus.


  “Do you think I care if you steal money from that woman’s company?” asked Maya. “I’ll tell them you kept me blindfolded and tied the whole time.”


  “You’re a Citizen.” Genna’s voice lost energy, sounding resigned. “You’ll do it just to spite us Frags. Just because you can. Just to feel better than us.”


  “What do you think, Genna?” asked Moth. “Shoot her, or throw her out the wall?”


  Genna flinched. Maya glared at the electronic restraint.


  Icarus burst out laughing.


  Even Moth gave him a surprised look. “Cold…”


  The Asian man muttered and babbled at someone who wasn’t there.


  “He ain’t laughing at how to kill the girl,” Headcrash said. “He’s seein’ shit. Been muttering for the past two hours in his sleep. He thinks the aliens that sent the Fade are here.”


  “That’s a stack of shit,” barked Moth. “Ascendant made it so they could sell the cure.”


  Genna raised an eyebrow, almost smiling. “You sound as paranoid as Headcrash.”


  “I’ve heard all the rumors,” Head muttered. “Some alien microbe trapped in asteroid ore. Ascendant scheme, Authority, or Korean weapon… God being done with humanity; maybe it’s the Earth just wanting to start over.” He cradled the rats. “My little friends don’t get Fade, because they haven’t pissed off the planet.”


  Moth shook his head. “Shit, man, if you don’t do drugs, you need to start.”


  Icarus jumped up, pawing at his clothing. “I’m fuckin’ out of Vesper. I n-need to go.” He jogged for the door. “Be right back.”


  Moth caught him with a palm to the chest. “Oh, de ninguna manera, amigo. Your ass is stayin’ right here. No one leaves until this is done.”


  “Someone who leaves could be going to turn in a reward to the Authority,” Maya said. “Betraying everyone else for money.”


  Headcrash almost exploded. “Y-yeah… s-she’s right.” He shrank into his seat, whispering to himself. “W-why the hell is she helping us?”


  “That’s bullshit, man!” Icarus shuddered. “I’m fuckin’ rattling, bad. I need Vesp.”


  Moth shoved him off his feet with a casual thrust of his arm. Icarus caught air, hit the wall, and slid to a seat on the floor in a rain of crumbling plaster. His attempt to get back up stalled as Moth pulled his gun.


  “Sit your ass down. No one leaves.”


  Icarus cried, arms twitching out of control. “Come on, Moth. Y-you know what happens to me without it.”


  “Night blindness. I hear Vesper causes paranoid hallucinations, too.” Genna waved her hand in a spooky gesture. “The darkness comes alive, and you see stuff what ain’t there. This why I ain’t touch the shit. Stop askin.”


  “It renders the optic nerve hypersensitive.” Maya swished her feet side to side. “When the dose wears off, the dendrites remain excited and cause optical illusions. What the brain does with the images varies on an individual basis, but it’s often unpleasant.”


  Genna gawked at her.


  Icarus gnawed on his hands.


  “That sounds like paranoia.” Moth chuckled. “Maybe you should give some to Crash.”


  “Oh, you’re funny.” Headcrash snorted, wiping his nose. He tried to check on his terminal, but seemed unable to bear having his back to the room long enough.


  Moth dragged one of the battered kitchen chairs into the exit hallway and took a seat near the only way out of the apartment that did not involve fifty some odd stories of free fall. Icarus collapsed in a heap next to the recliner he always wound up in. Maya stared at the distant flickering lights of the clean city, an island of silver far away upon on a black sea.


  Minutes later, Headcrash left his terminal, rounded the barrier, and walked into her view. Maya looked up at him, face blank. He covered his mouth with a splotchy hand that reminded her of a coloring book where a child didn’t fill in the outline. He seemed to sense the stare and concealed his fingers in his clothes, though the same effect was on his face.


  He crept closer. Maya scooted toward the metal footrest, shifting sideways and tucking her tethered leg under herself while letting her free foot hang off the side. She moved with care to conceal the Vesper sheet. Headcrash edged closer, frowned at Moth, and paused as if to calculate the limit of her reach before taking a seat on edge of the mattress near the pillow.


  A long stare did nothing to change the curious look on Maya’s face. She showed no fear of the bedraggled, pudgy man. It took a while for him to find the nerve to extract his hand from his pocket and hold out a candy bar. Maya glanced at it for a second. He started to lean it closer to her, but second-guessed himself and tossed it, terrified to cross some imagined dotted line delineating where she could not get him.


  Plastic crinkled as Maya opened the treat. “Why don’t you have a plug? You’re a hacker, right?”


  “Don’t trust them. I use old tech. S’why they call me Headcrash.”


  “Thought it was coz you’re fucked in the head,” Genna muttered from the sofa.


  He flashed a sarcastic, tongue-protruding face at her back. “Sixty or seventy years ago, computers used long-term memory storage in the form of hard drives. Magnetic heads floated microns away from rotating physical platters. Sometimes when they failed, these heads would touch the spinning disk and scratch the substrate from the surface, ruining it―a head crash. Alfonse started calling me that because I like to use the old tech. A wire in the brain just lets the Authority into my thoughts. All the new systems have backdoors they can use to watch you. Old stuff isn’t compatible with their sniffers.”


  “Alfonse called you that because you’re fucked in the head,” Genna muttered again.


  He ignored her, kneading his fingers together in his lap and mumbling. “Moth shouldn’t have taken your food.”


  “You’re nice,” Maya whispered, nibbling on the chocolate through a smile aimed at Head. She glanced to the right at a two-inch roach crawling over the toes of her left foot. A casual flick launched it toward the desk where it landed on its back, legs scrambling at the air. “You’re not like the others.”


  Four rats swarmed on the insect and devoured it.


  Headcrash edged a little closer, whispering, “I can’t hear you.”


  “Do you think it’s strange how little security was at my home?” she whispered, more quiet than the last time. He slid closer. “For who I am, there were only two officers.”


  “I killed the four outside with the drone.”


  “They came by helicopter. Only two were guarding me.”


  “What are you saying?” Headcrash hopped close enough to put an arm around her, but recoiled from physical contact. He looked around; Icarus muttered to himself, English and Chinese twining back and forth, equally incoherent in the throes of a comedown phase. Moth sat by the door, far enough away not to hear them. Genna snored. “What are they planning?”


  Maya leaned against him, holding the candy bar in both hands like a squirrel. “The Authority let you take me because one of your friends is either an undercover or an informant.” Headcrash covered his mouth to stall a shriek. “One of them is probably Brigade.” She bit off a hunk of candy and chewed it at an agonizing pace. When Headcrash seemed about to burst, she snuggled against him. “I think it’s Genna, since she wants so much Xenodril. It has to be for the revolutionaries.” Maya tapped herself on the right shoulder, whispering, “She’s got a tattoo.”


  He stared at the sleeping woman, as his constant faint tremble developed into visible shakes.


  “It could be Moth, too, since he’s ex-military. I learned in class that most of the Brigade terrorists are disillusioned veterans. They want to overthrow the Authority because they feel they were lied to about the war. That’s why they just execute them on sight.” Maya looked him dead in the eye. “As well as anyone with them.”


  Sweat oozed from every pore on his face. “N-no… You don’t think? I-if they think w-we’re Brigade, they’ll just kill us.”


  Maya wobbled her head in gesture of maybe. “It might even be Icarus since he’s good at breaking into places. Don’t you think he would have had to learn how to disarm security systems and electronic locks from either the Authority or the Brigade? If he was just a street criminal on his own, he’d be dead or in jail by now.”


  Headcrash looked his friends over, gaze stalling at each one in turn. He slid an arm around Maya’s back, pulling her tight as though she were a teddy bear that would protect him from the enemies all around. While he stared at Moth, paralyzed in fear, she reached under her backside and pulled the derm sheet out. Candy bar held in her teeth, she hugged him in defiance of the stink of a months-delayed bath, and tucked the chems into a pocket inside his jacket.


  “Thank you for being nice,” she whispered. “I’m sorry you have to live out here.”


  He whimpered as he stood, wild glare shifting from one person to the next as he ambled back into his nest, staring at Genna as if trying to see her arm through her shirt. As soon as he vanished behind the pile of trash, the terminal chirped a loud tone. Headcrash screamed and put a hand on his sidearm. He stared at Maya and babbled, spittle flying. Maya kept her expression neutral, figuring he’d just realized she’d been close enough to grab his gun, but didn’t. She gave him an innocent face while gnawing on the candy.


  Headcrash seemed to summon up a great effort to break eye contact with her, and faced the terminal. “Sniffer soft found a hit on a keyword.”


  The rolling chair creaked as he fell into it; the deflating cushion launched a cloud of dirt and two rats into the air. He muttered to the terminal, which responded by creating a holo-screen. Dust particles shimmered through the amber pane of light as Moth and Genna moved to the desk. The image of Vanessa Oman filled in the center, standing behind a clear podium with little Maya at her side in a shimmery, metallic aqua dress and high heels. “AONN-Bulletin” scrolled along the bottom of the screen.


  “Live” blinked at the top corner of the Authority Official News Network feed.


  “…yet another attempt by unknown criminal elements to undermine the confidence of our citizens. I assure you, rumors concerning the abduction of my daughter Maya, the face of Ascendant Pharmaceuticals, are just that―rumors. As you can see, she is right here, healthy and happy.”


  The little girl waved to the cameras, aqua lipstick stretched into a million-dollar smile.


  Headcrash typed with fury, bouncing several bits of trash―and one rat―off the desk.


  “Miss Oman,” asked an unseen woman, “can you comment on possible Brigade involvement?”


  “Shadow pattern checks,” Headcrash said, “the kid’s really in the shot; it’s not digital manip.”


  “Has to be one of the android fakes,” Genna muttered. “They’re putting on a show for the sheep.”


  “Mmm.” Moth grunted.


  “Ordinarily, as you know, we cannot divulge information of this nature. However, given that nothing actually happened… I can say that we do, at this time, believe the Brigade is attempting to initiate a propaganda campaign intended to embolden the desperate criminals who dwell outside the safe zones. If they can convince people that my daughter was kidnapped, it makes the Authority seem weak, vulnerable.” Vanessa narrowed her eyes; ice formed on her next words. “I assure you, we are neither weak nor vulnerable.”


  “I don’t buy it,” Moth said. “Brigade don’t have the balls to pull this off.”


  “Brigade doesn’t wanna involve kids in a war,” Icarus rasped.


  Genna pursed her lips. Headcrash whipped around to glare at Icarus, worry in his eyes.


  Except for the twitching Asian, her kidnappers all shifted to look at her as the video feed cut to a local weather report, warning of increased risk of bacteria parasailing on a southeasterly wind. The faint voice reminded everyone to update their vaccinations.


  Maya looked down at her painted toenails. After a moment of silent staring, she spoke without emotion. “The woman is lying. There will be drones. You should turn off the lights so they can’t see me from outside.”


  “Drones have night vision,” Moth said.


  “Yes.” Maya glanced up at him. “But a dark hole in the wall will attract less attention. If the whole building is dark except for one space, where would you search?”


  “What?” Icarus snapped out of his haze. “No way. You can’t turn off the lights! It’s dark!”


  “It’s always dark.” Genna walked past the bed, swiping her hand at the wall and killing the lights.


  Icarus jumped from his chair and ran after her, once more caught in a one-handed chokehold by Moth. Maya crawled as far back on the bed as she could, covering her ears from the shouting match between the two men. The yelling fizzled out in a moment; the argument ended with the exclamation point of Moth throwing the smaller man back into his recliner.


  The ex-soldier stepped closer, pointing. “Sit your ass down. We’re too close to fuck it up now.”


  Maya finished the candy bar and lay back on her side, watching the dancing, serpent shadows of Genna’s hair lofting in the breeze. Castoff light from the distant city glowed along her front while her back remained in silhouette. The woman had moved to the edge of the crumbling concrete slab, standing in the massive gap. One stress crack or shift in balance would send her fifty stories down. It seemed as though she didn’t care if she fell.


  “What are you looking for?” Maya asked.


  Genna ignored the question, but a glistening tear formed at the corner of her eye.


  Headcrash almost fainted when the terminal emitted the loud bell-ringing noise of an ancient telephone. Icarus twitched, gazing into the back hallway as if looking at something… hungry.


  He pointed at nothingness and whispered in a continuous stream, “They’re watching me.”


  Vanessa Oman’s face appeared on the holographic monitor. Her skin gleamed; dark chocolate turned to milk where high cheekbones caught strong overhead lights. She sat at the head end of an onyx conference table. Maya remembered walking back and forth along that same table, modeling outfits for marketing people to decide on.


  “So, you’re the Frags that took her.” Vanessa held up an arm. Maya walked into the frame, and her mother’s embrace. “You don’t even look competent enough to be Brigade.”


  “We ain’t fuckin’ Brigade,” Moth barked.


  “Who are they, Mother?” the child on the screen asked.


  “No one important.” Vanessa erupted in haughty laughter. “A bunch of simpletons looking to find money where there isn’t any to be had.”


  The call dropped.


  Headcrash stared aghast at dead air. Genna looked equally capable of killing someone or bursting into tears. Moth showed little reaction. Icarus continued pointed at nothing, whimpering.


  “Now what?” Headcrash tapped one finger on the glass top desk.


  “It’s a trick,” Genna said, her voice icy. “It’s got to be a trick. Holographic kid, a fake.”


  “I checked it again.” Headcrash launched into a muttering explanation about the technical details of discerning digital manipulation.


  Moth swatted him across the back of the head and pulled a knife. “We need to convince that bitch we’re serious.”


  “Oh, man.” Headcrash cringed and gave Maya an apologetic look.


  “What?” Moth asked. “Citizen hospitals can reattach fingers.”


  “Wait.” Genna held up a hand. “That might bite us in the ass. Try something less bloody first.”


  Moth scowled. “You are going soft on us.”


  Genna didn’t back down.


  “Fine.” Moth grabbed a rat that had crawled onto a small device, and hurled the furry creature out through the gap. Headcrash screamed at him as though he’d murdered a dear pet. “It’s a damn rat, chiflado. If you don’t wanna join it, shut your hole.”


  Leaving the hacker to cry over a rodent, Moth swiped the holo-recorder, jammed it into Genna’s chest, and stomped over to the bed. Maya kept eye contact as he approached, until he grabbed a fistful of her hair and pressed his gun into the side of her head.


  “Beg your mother to save you,” he said in a near-growl.


  “I usually have make up on for filming.”


  Genna seemed unsettled by the blasé calm on Maya’s face, but started the recorder.


  The girl raised her hands in surrender as Moth lifted her by the hair.


  “Mother, please help,” she droned. “I’ve been kidnapped, and they are going to kill me if you don’t pay them. I am very scared.”


  Everyone was speechless for a moment.


  “Yo, this kid’s got some damage.” Icarus broke into a fit of nervous tittering, pointing at Maya.


  “Do it again.” Moth shoved the child sideways into the mattress with the tip of the pistol. “Cry this time, or I’ll cut off something you’ll miss.”


  Maya sat up, fixing her hair. “You’re wasting your time. That woman will never pay a ransom. Crying and pleading won’t work. All that’ll do is make her happy she’s causing me to suffer. I have to act like she’s unimportant. The only way to get a reaction out of her is to make her feel insignificant. That makes her angry.”


  “Bullshit,” said Genna. “S-she’s your mother. She can’t value money more than her own child.”


  “Citizen, remember? We’re not real people.” The girl offered a blank stare through a long silence. “I’m not supposed to say this, but you seem like people with a legitimate gripe. I’m not Maya Oman. I’m an android made to look like her.”


  “Nice try, kid,” Moth muttered. “We know all about the decoys. Head found you.”


  Maya shrugged. “Didn’t you think it was strange how little protection they had around my penthouse? You’re amateurs, barely holding together. Far from a professional military squad.” She pointed at Genna. “You’re angry and suicidal. You deserve some revenge, but you want it so badly you’ll take stupid chances.” She pointed at Moth. “He’s a head case, probably kicked out of the military for stress disorder, and that guy in the chair is drugged out of his mind. Your electronics guy’s afraid of his own shadow and isn’t even using modern gear. You think you could have just walked right in and abducted the daughter of Ascendant Pharmaceuticals? Vanessa Oman has seventeen homes, only nine of which are unclassified, and all have fake Mayas.”


  Headcrash sputtered, looking back and forth between her and the terminal. “I’m sure. I spent days hunting for the kid. Everything I found pointed to that location being genuine. I’m sure… and I’m never sure about anything. I’m sure they made the security light to look like a red herring on purpose, thinking we’d skip it.”


  “Not sure enough,” Moth grumbled.


  Icarus seemed to shake off the craving and wobbled to his feet. He staggered over, swimming around Moth’s huge arm, and grabbed Maya by her head, thumbing her eyes wide before forcing her mouth open.


  “Looks real.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Yo, Head, you gotta PMRI over there?”


  “In this shithole?” Headcrash held three rats, petting them as if to comfort the oblivious creatures for their loss. “We’re lucky I got the splice up and running.”


  Moth clutched her hair and yanked it aside to expose the back of her neck. Maya kept a disinterested expression. “No interface jack. She’s lying.” He gestured at Genna. Once the holo-recorder was running, he jammed the pistol in the top of Maya’s head. “Look here, Miss Oman. We have your brat and we don’t care about emboldening shit. Fuck politics. Fuck the Xenodril. We want money. Forty million or we’ll start sending back pieces of your little drug princess.” He shoved the girl face first in the mattress and pointed at Genna. “Send that.”


  Maya didn’t move for a few minutes, waiting for Moth to walk away before pushing herself upright. Icarus paced in an expanding figure eight. Every so often, he’d flinch from an unseen shadow moving through his mind. Moth resumed guarding the hallway out, as if anticipating Icarus would attempt a sprint for the door again.


  An electronic whirring noise passed by the gap.


  Headcrash dove for cover under the desk. “Drones! They’ve found us.”


  “Calm your shit.” Genna walked right to the edge of the hole. “It’s a bioassay unit, probably testing the air for Fade.”


  “Need Vesper,” Icarus wheezed. “Come on, Moth. You can come with me. I just need to see Missy Hong. She’s at the treatment plant; it’ll take ten minutes.”


  Moth flung him across the room. “Sit down, shut up.”


  The flying object came back around the other way. This one had two fans at the end of a thin wing-like strut, and a long, trailing tailfin. Maya thought it resembled a paralyzed dragonfly. Headcrash whined.


  When the noise passed, he leapt up, pointing at Genna. “You’re Brigade, aren’t you?”


  She looked away and gazed over the city for a quiet few seconds. “What the fuck are you talking about? Where do you come up with this shit?”


  Head’s entire body shuddered as he shook his finger at her. “The Xenodril. You wanted the drugs for the Brigade to distribute to the people.”


  She scowled. “That’s a lie.”


  Moth glanced at her. “You don’t sound very convincing, Genna. For once, the chiflado makes a little sense.” He leaned in her direction. “Why else would you want all that Xeno?”


  Genna looked at him, eyes vibrating with rage. “Relax, Moth. This ain’t Songnim. No one’s gonna blindside you here. Trust me.”


  “Need… dose.” Icarus ran at the door. “I can’t… they’re biting at me!”


  Moth palmed the Chinese man’s chest, lifting him with little effort and tossing him into the recliner, which collapsed over backward in an explosion of dust and foam bits.


  The terminal chirped. Headcrash swiped at the keyboard. Letters faded in on the holographic panel: “Ransom request denied.”


  “Fuck!” roared Moth. “Dammit!” He seized a broken coffee table with one hand and hurled it through the hole, screaming incoherently.


  Seconds later, distant, childlike screams preceded a hollow, echoing crack. The innocent voices burst into a cavalcade of obscenities at whoever threw what almost hit them.


  Moth tore his hand cannon out from under his arm and pointed it at Maya. For a second, the metal around her ankle seemed to constrict. She raised her chin and stared defiantly at him.


  “Fuck it, this is over.” Moth growled. “Getting rid of this bitch now, and we go our separate ways like none of this happened.”


  “No.” Genna leapt to her feet; a cloud of dust swirled out of the couch behind her.


  “Shut it, bitch!” Moth rounded on her. “You fucked us all askin’ for Xenodril. That went and made ‘em think it’s political. This is still my operation, and I say it’s pooched.”


  Maya stared down the barrel when he aimed back at her. “You shouldn’t do that.”


  “Sorry, kid. I left my conscience in the streets of North Korea.”


  “Go ahead, shoot me,” she said in a near whisper. “But you should know that I am equipped with a one kiloton nuclear warhead that will go off if this body sustains injuries sufficient to cause the death of a human being.”


  Moth twitched; sweat exuded from his head like a gentle squeeze on a wet sponge. Headcrash gathered as many rats as he could grab in a hug, as if that would help. Icarus stared at the giant, sizing him up for an attempt to get past. Yellow cybernetic eyes whirred wider.


  “Remember the rad orphans?” Maya asked, eerie in her calm. “The little androids begging for help in the warzone? No one could tell them apart from real children. Soldiers would take them in because they felt sorry for them. Once they detected sufficient people around them, they’d detonate.”


  Moth’s arm shook.


  “I see you remember them. I wonder how many innocents were shot, mistaken for walking bombs? Is that why you’re able to kill me? Did you mistake a real child for a walking bomb? I have the same explosive in me, but I can’t set it off on purpose. It will only go off if I”―she made air quotes―“die.” Maya looked at Genna. “There are a lot of squatters in this building. Many real children. They sound happy here, even in squalor. I think they are happier than Maya. They’re not Citizens like she is. Do you want them to die, too? I can hear them playing upstairs. They have no clue they’re twenty yards away from a nuclear bomb.”


  Genna leapt on Moth’s arm and pulled his gun away from Maya. “Don’t.”


  “Bullshit.” Headcrash stopped smooching the heads of rats. “She’s not an android; she ate a candy bar!”


  Maya flicked her gaze to Headcrash, her movements precise, mechanical. “What good a decoy would I be if I couldn’t act like a real girl? I can eat. I can go to the bathroom. I can cry. Nanobots break down any food I consume, reassembling it on a molecular level to use for internal repairs. Whatever I don’t need comes out in the form of fake waste.” She looked at Icarus. “That’s why I don’t have any dolls in my room. I am one.”


  Genna pushed at Moth until he walked away from the bed. “Put the gun away. We have to think of something else. These people”―she waved at the ceiling and floor―“don’t deserve to die.”


  Moth glared at Maya, who didn’t flinch.


  “I-it does explain how she’s s-so calm.” Headcrash shivered.


  Icarus fixed his chair upright. “We can sell it to this guy I know in the Spread. He buys old androids. High-tech model like her would sell big. What kind of power core you usin’?”


  Maya stared at the red glow on her ankle. “Anders-Owen Model 6. Fifty thousand year plutonium-based fusion cell. Estimated useful life remaining: forty nine thousand, nine-hundred-ninety-one years.”


  “That’s at least a half mil,” Icarus said. “My guy will pay NuCoin for that. Physical money. Untraceable.”


  “So, who is it?” Headcrash twitched. “Which one of you is the Authority spy?”


  “Probably you, motherfucker.” Genna growled. “You’re the only one to even suggest it. Tryin’ to get it out there before anyone wonders if it’s you.”


  “Maybe you’re fuckin’ Brigade.” Icarus pointed at Genna. “You ain’t military, or you’d be half toaster like Moth.”


  Genna squinted at Icarus. “I got out before I got maimed.”


  The big man snarled.


  Maya ignored the building argument and name calling. Angry shouts and physical confrontations blurred into the background of her attention as she leaned forward. A little finger with silver-flecked raspberry nail polish poked at the rubber buttons on the cuff around her ankle.
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  “Enough!” Genna shouted. “We all need to calm the fuck down before we kill each other. The mission ain’t over; we just have to figure out something the bitch wants.”


  “She ain’t gonna ransom a damn decoy robot.” Headcrash whimpered as he flopped in his chair. “We’re well and truly fucked.”


  Beeping became noticeable over a short silence.
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  “What the hell are you doing?” Genna walked over to the bed and grabbed Maya’s wrist.


  “Escaping while you argue. This is a five-digit code. One hundred thousand permutations. Factoring that you are not complete idiots, I’ve eliminated combinations where all five digits are the same or using patterns of ascending or descending sequential numbers. That leaves 99,970 possibilities. At the rate of attempting one combination per second, I will be free in at most 1,666 minutes or twenty-seven point six five hours. If everyone is just going to sit around with no idea what to do, I’m leaving before someone gets stupid and murders a thousand people.”


  Genna stared, jaw open.


  “Ballsy,” Moth said.


  Icarus scoffed. “It’s a damn robot.”


  “Sit tight. Even if we can’t ransom you, you’re worth something to a bot dealer.” Genna turned to leave, but stopped at a small hand on her arm.


  Maya tugged until Genna sat next to her.


  “I’m sorry you lost your son, Sam. It is wrong that you had a child you cared for and the Fade took him, while Vanessa has Maya and does not even like her.”


  Genna’s eyes bulged. She sucked in a breath as an old emotional scar seemed to peel loose. “They did a fine job on you, whatever you are. I’ve seen humans with less convincing empathy. Ain’t that always the way.” She chuckled, wiping her tears. “Only machines seem to care. Guess it’s hard to program greed.” The woman was quiet for a minute, gazing through the hole over the broken civilization. “He was only a little older than you when he died. I watched the Fade take him, and I couldn’t do a damn thing.” She turned away, one hand to her cheek, shuddering as rage turned to sadness. “His fingers turned grey within hours. Day by day, it crept, sucking the life out of him. At night when it’s quiet, sometimes I think I still hear his hollow moaning.”


  “I am sorry for making you sad. You were a good mother to him. It isn’t your fault. I understand why you tried to kidnap Maya. I don’t think she would blame you.”


  “She’s manipulating you,” Headcrash yelled. “It’s a damn machine; it wants you to feel sorry for it.”


  “What for?” Moth asked. “You know we’d be out of here and rich if she didn’t ask for Xenodril. Damn corporation doesn’t want to give up its golden egg.”


  “It would have been cheaper for them to give you the drug.” Maya looked at Moth. “It costs forty seven cents per dose to manufacture. It is wrong that woman’s company sells it for over two hundred dollars. You wanted forty million? Assuming you sell the Xenodril for fifty dollars a dose, a quarter of the price, an equivalent amount of medicine would have only cost Ascendant four hundred forty-one thousand and change. You should’ve asked for all drugs. That woman might’ve agreed to that just to be rid of the nuisance of having to deal with this situation.”


  “Stop staring at me!” Headcrash ducked behind the rat’s nest, shaking. “The Authority is watching and listening to us through her.”


  Moth pulled his gun.


  Genna jumped up and grabbed it. “Moron! Do you want to nuke us all?” Her voice wavered with a trace of sadness.


  Maya tilted her head, gazing into the ceiling with her arms dangling limp at her sides. After a moment, she made eye contact with Moth. “I am unable to establish a wireless connection to the AuthNet. There is no signal here. We are too far away from the city.”


  “She’s lying!” Headcrash wailed.


  “You tapped a hardline, correct?” Maya gestured at the pile of junk. “We are two miles beyond the range of the signal dampers. You should know the AuthNet is unreachable far outside the walls to prevent hacking. Your connection is a splice on an old backbone line running from Baltimore to D.C. The Authority is as blind as Icarus in the dark.”


  The shaking Asian man held up a middle finger, aimed the wrong way.


  Moth looked between the hacker and the girl for a moment. “Well, Crash? Is there wireless here?”


  “No,” he whimpered.


  “Paranoid fuck,” Genna muttered.


  Maya keyed in the next code, but it failed to open the cuff. “If the Authority is watching us, it would be through Moth’s electronic eyes. High-density PCM microwave transmission arrays were standard issue for augmented infantry in the third world war, correct?”


  “Stop that,” Genna whispered, resting a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Don’t make me break out the tape again.”


  Maya pouted and draped her hands in her lap. “She’s not going to give you anything. You should let me go and get out of here before the Authority drones find you.”


  “What if…” Headcrash peeked over his barrier, gun pointed at Moth.


  “I’m gonna break that off in your ass, fat man.” Moth reached for him. “Then I’m going to throw your stinking rats through the hole one at a time and make you watch.”


  “No!” Head wailed and crawled under the desk. “Don’t hurt them.”


  A fluttering beep emanated from the terminal in time with a flashing orange light. Everyone froze.


  Moth leaned toward Headcrash, arms wide and gun held out. “Well… answer it!”


  The hacker reached up, his hesitant gesture hovering long enough for a rat to scurry over his arm to the desk. Once his finger breached the hanging wall of light, piercing the button, the perturbed face of Vanessa Oman tinted the room with shades of gold and brown. Rustling and uncomfortable breathing surrounded her, a corporate board meeting put on hold.


  “I’m not going to say this again. You cretins will not get anything. In what world did you think abducting my daughter would allow you to extort even one dollar from Ascendant Pharmaceuticals?” The woman scowled. “Go ahead, kill her. I’ll make another one. I’ve got plenty of eggs in the freezer.”


  Little fingers dug into the mattress.


  “I can see her behind you. Go ahead, shoot. I’ll even watch if it will get you to stop pestering me.” Talon-like fingernails, lilac streaked with arcs of silver, clattered on the table. The impatient drumming echoed off the walls.


  Maya stared at her lap, her voice lifeless. “She has dozens of androids just like me. She’s trying to make you set off the bomb.”


  Headcrash hung up the call. Icarus screamed at the sudden dimming and dove for cover behind his recliner. Moth stomped around in the exit hallway, kicking the wall and swearing. Maya leaned forward, feet together, and rested her chin on the peak of her knees. After a moment of no one speaking, she looked up at Genna. The woman had been staring at her, statue still since the video feed. Twin lines of wet streaked over dark cheeks.


  “Sorry about Sam,” Maya whispered. “It’s Vanessa’s fault. Xenodril should be free.”


  Genna ran a hand over Maya’s hair, pity in her eyes. Giggles of nearby children echoed on a momentary breeze. The woman exhaled and trudged to the couch, beads and trinkets in her hair clattering.


  Moth settled down after about ten minutes and fell into his sentinel chair in a thinker’s pose. Genna held her head in both hands, rubbing her temples while studying the floor. Headcrash whispered soft, comforting things to his rats while feeding them cereal beads. Maya eyed the tiny rubber buttons on the cuff and debated the veracity of Genna’s threat to retie her. She slid a hand down her leg, fingertips inching closer to the restraint.


  Icarus screamed and ran up on Moth. “The shadows are coming! Dammit, Moth, I need a score. I’m out, man… I coulda sworn… Fuck the Authority, you paranoid bastard.”


  Genna bounded to her feet, grasping the pistol under her arm.


  Moth launched him across the apartment with a one-armed shove, landing him square in his recliner. “Head’s the paranoid one. I’m a realist.”


  “You’re getting good at that,” Genna said. “Hitting the chair.”


  Icarus roared, clawing stuffing from the armrests as he leapt upright, gun drawn. Genna slide tackled him as he charged Moth. She laced her legs with his and torqued his wiry body to the floor with a hard twist of her hips. Two shots went through the gap in the wall. An explosion of pigeons filled the air outside and unseen children went silent. Genna rolled up on him, grabbing and pounding his arm into the floor until he lost his grip on the gun. He kicked at her head, broke away, and got to his feet. She caught his ankle as he ran, dragging him back to the ground. He raked at the carpet, but it peeled up in his hands as she pounced on him. Icarus gurgled as she applied a headlock with a knee in his back.


  “You!” Headcrash pointed at Genna. “That tattoo… you are Brigade! Y-you set us all up!” He swiped the pistol off his desk and aimed at her.


  Genna glanced at her torn shirt and exposed arm. She rolled to use Icarus as a body shield. “Head, you paranoid motherfucker, calm down.”


  Moth grabbed her in one hand, Icarus in the other, and lifted the pair off their feet.


  “Looks like a Brigade crest.” Moth squeezed the back of Genna’s neck. “Now why would anyone in an illegal, secret organization get a tattoo like that?”


  The pistol rattled in Headcrash’s trembling hand.


  Maya slid backward until the handcuff halted her, but kept trying to crawl farther.


  “Exactly,” Genna wheezed. “It’s just a moon. I had no idea it was a Brigade symbol.”


  “Show of loyalty,” Headcrash muttered. “Proves her dedication. No turning back. Authority will execute you if they see it―and us for being with her.”


  Icarus’s flailing leg caught Moth in the groin, launching a trail of spittle from the giant’s lips. His grip faltered, and the Asian man sprinted toward Maya, shrieking like a banshee.


  “You’re going to kill us all,” Headcrash shouted and fired at him, missing twice.


  Maya flattened herself on the mattress as Icarus dove at the wall, smashing a fist into a switch. The apartment flooded with light, and he writhed around to put his back against the cinderblocks, grinning at the ceiling.


  “The shadows are gone,” he whispered. “I can see…”


  Moth dropped Genna and lunged at Head before he could throw more bullets in the general direction of a nuclear device. The hacker backpedaled behind his barrier and held his arms up in a gesture of surrender.


  “Th-the d-drones will find us now. It’s dark outside.” Headcrash shivered.


  Icarus slid up behind Maya, kneeling on the bed and holding her like a hostage taker. His breath ran hot down the back of her neck; she hung like a rag doll. He edged back as if to carry her to the door, stymied by her bound leg.


  “Icarus,” Maya whispered.


  Genna, Moth, and Head argued in the background, their shouting blurred into a circular session of blamethrowing.


  He leaned forward, cheek warm against the side of her head. “They won’t shoot me with you in the way.”


  “You’re right.” Maya put her lips to his ear. “You did have more Vesper. I saw Head steal it.”


  “W-what?” He sniffled into her hair. “No…”


  “Silver plastic sheet with black hexagons?” She pointed at Head and kept her voice low. “He’s got it in his jacket. He said you’d compromise the mission if you got high again.”


  Icarus let go of her, stood on the mattress and yelled, “Crash!”


  The argument screeched to a halt; all three looked at him.


  “You scavved my stash!”


  The hacker babbled; his jowls flapped in a head shake of vehement denial.


  “Jacket. Pocket.” Icarus stepped over Maya and jumped off the bed. “Now.”


  Headcrash patted himself down. “I don’t have”―he froze, glancing at where his hand touched his coat―“W-what the hell?” His face twitched; he laughed, cried, and kept saying “no” over and over as he pulled the silver plastic film out of his pocket and held it up.


  Icarus drew another pistol from his belt, howling with rage. “Fuckin’ traitor!”


  Maya sprang at the wall; her fingertips passed just close enough to set off the switch sensor before the chain cut her flight short. The lights went out as she fell on her chest, seconds before a now-blind Icarus opened fire.


  The child rolled on her back; rapid muzzle flashes illuminated the dim apartment and flooded the air with the scent of cordite.


  “You’re all working for them!” Headcrash ducked the blind fire and snapped off a shot that caught Icarus in the thigh. “He’s the traitor, and you’re Brigade.”


  Collapsed in a heap, Icarus grabbed his leg and wailed.


  Headcrash swiveled to aim at Genna, but she fired from the hip. The shot caught him in the shoulder and knocked him to the ground, out of sight behind his junk pile. Icarus screamed as Moth stepped on his wrist, pinning his gun down. The behemoth had his hand cannon leveled off at Genna’s head.


  “Drop it, bitch.”


  Genna didn’t look at him, continuing to aim for where Headcrash went down. “Brigade ain’t your enemy. We’re trying to take down Ascendant. Besides, this ain’t a sanctioned op. I signed on hoping to score some Xeno.”


  Maya slipped over the railing at the end of the bed and hopped tiptoe on one foot. Her chained leg dangled in the air behind her as she strained to get closer to the terminal. She cupped her hands over her mouth, hissing in a loud whisper.


  “Persephone, access AuthNet educational archive. Password Quantum Reach. Display 2081-May-18, Siege of Songnim, news drone footage. Max volume, loop repeat.”


  “Processing,” said an electronic voice.


  “Wha?” Headcrash whimpered, looking up at her with horror in his eyes.


  Screams filled the room, shouting in Korean over machinegun fire and the thunder of aerial bombardment. Other voices yelled in English, commands to get down, fire, or run. Splats and shrieks interspersed with the roar of missiles and explosions that shook plaster off the ceiling. Holo-panels erupted with images of men running and dying while ground fire tore flying vehicles out of the sky, sending them down in spiraling fireballs.


  Moth went pale and sweaty, glaring at Icarus. The big man hyperventilated. Interlocking steel ingots on his arms rippled like a mass of angry locusts, a motion that ran from wrist to shoulder and back down.


  “They’re inside the line!” Moth leaned back and bellowed at the ceiling. He lunged downward, impaling the prone man through the chest with five metal fingers.


  Icarus gurgled and wheezed as the augmented soldier crushed his heart. Blood sprayed through his teeth.


  “We’re overrun!” Moth roared, slinging blood onto the wall as he swung Icarus around and threw him at Genna. She dove to the floor; the body sailed through the missing wall. A deafening, long burst of machine gun sound came from the terminal, making him duck. “Foxtrot Alpha, three-nine. Request immediate drone support. We’re pinned down and cut off,” he screamed, yanking two pistols from his belt.


  Maya scrambled back onto the bed and crawled over the side away from Moth. The chain went taut as her hands hit the floor, leaving her hanging upside down by one leg. He opened fire at anything that moved: shadows, rats, waving bits of sparking wires, and people.


  “Moth!” Genna’s shout was weak compared to the sounds of war from the terminal. “It’s not real.”


  Genna screamed; puffs of white foam blasted out of the couch with each shot at her. Maya clawed at the rug, trying without success to drag the bed against the wall. Somewhere behind her, Headcrash wailed in rage amid the noise of bullets clanking through his equipment. The recording of a ten-year-old war ceased. The three-second window of oppressive quiet afterward broke as a smaller gun fired twice. A dull click against metal preceded a splintered gouge bursting from the floor near Maya’s hand.


  Three shots from Moth’s cannon ended with a gooey gurgling resembling Head’s voice.


  The child twisted like a caught fish on a line, locking upside down eyes with Headcrash for an instant. Blood welled out of his mouth and nose, the gun dropped from his fingers, and he fell backward off the ledge. Somewhere out of sight, he found the strength to let out a scream that cut off as he struck the ground. The squish echoed back through the silence.


  “Where are you? Come get it, you commie bastards!” Moth crept toward the terminal, swiveling left and right.


  Maya froze. One rattle of metal would draw attention.


  Genna jumped up, aiming over the back of the couch, and let off a series of shots at Moth. Dull thuds slapped into his back; slugs stalled on implanted dermal armor. The attack knocked him to one knee, wheezing for breath.


  “57129,” Genna yelled, yanking a vibro knife off her belt.


  Maya gave the woman a confused look. Hypersonic noise vibrated the air with the flick of a switch. Genna let off a war cry and ran at Moth. Maya gritted her teeth as all her weight hung on one ankle for as long as it took to squirm around and grab the chain. She pulled herself up and keyed in 57129. The hasp popped open, dropping her on her ass.


  Genna roared, and Moth cursed. The floor bucked from the heavy impact of a body. Without looking behind her, Maya scrambled on all fours to the nearest exit and found the bathroom. She shoved the door closed, but the lock slider broke off in her hand. She jumped, swallowing a shriek as something massive smashed into the wall, showering her with plaster dust. The lock slipped from her hand and clattered to the floor at her feet as she edged away from the opening. At the sound of Moth’s roar bellowing through the apartment, she leapt into the bathtub and curled into a ball.


  Another heavy crash rattled the building, followed by a series of dull thuds that could only have been Moth’s boots pounding the floor. He screamed, as if in pain. Genna let off another war cry; the hypersonic whine of a vibroblade slicing the air ended with a surprised woman’s yelp.


  “Gotta do better than that, dink,” he growled.


  “Shit!” Genna yelled. A series of rapid thumps made Maya imagine the woman leaping into a somersault.


  The rattling of empty handcuffs against a metal bedframe accompanied a deep whoosh. Moth groaned with exertion before another whoosh. Metallic clattering and breaking glass preceded another loud thud and a second wave of dust falling off the bathroom ceiling. Seconds later, a distant smash announced the bed’s arrival at the ground floor.


  Maya cringed in time with a series of screams, grunts, and howls of anger, both male and female. She stopped breathing at a long, loud wail in Genna’s voice. Moth’s deep laughter cut short after three breaths with a gurgle.


  Silence.


  Four seconds later, a distant whump.


  The girl huddled tighter, knees to her chin, shivering. Tub mold tainted the air, the taste of decades’ neglect. Something crunched in the living room. She swallowed. A creak emanated from the door; it scratched over the ruined tiles. Hard breathing hovered over her.


  Pat, pat, pat. Droplets hit the tub wall, streaks of crimson slid down toward her face.


  Maya looked up at the tip of a combat knife. Another droplet swelled, and fell.


  Genna stood in an odd sideways lean, her beautiful face marred with a swollen left eye, bloody lip, and trails of blood. Some of her ropey hair lay twisted around her throat as though Moth had used it to strangle her. Her right arm hung at an unnatural angle, broken. The loose camo shirt was gone, and the tank top had ripped. The woman stared at Maya with an unreadable expression.


  Maya grasped the edge of the bathtub and sat up, putting one hand on her left ankle. “Are you going to sell me to the robot dealer?”


  Genna pulled her hair away from her throat and let it fall behind her. “I’ve got a better idea. You tell another lie. Tell your momma I saved you. Reward would buy a lot of Xenodril for those who need it.”


  “I’m sorry you had to lose your son because Vanessa is mean.”


  “I’ve been so angry for years.” Genna spat blood into the sink on her way to use the toilet for a seat. “I hated every Citizen for being vaccinated. Sam lingered for eight months. When he rasped his last breath, he was the color of that wall from head to toe, blind, hallucinating. He didn’t even know who I was. He kept whispering for his mama, even though I was right there.”


  Maya pulled her hand off the line of bruise around her ankle. “When did you know?”


  “I saw the look in your eyes when that bitch said she’d just make another kid.” Genna exhaled with a slight shake of her head. “Well played, kid. You beat us.”


  “She doesn’t want me. I don’t want to go back.” Maya buried her face in her hands and cried, at last able to let it out.


  “Come here, girl.” Genna slid the knife into a sheath behind her back with a click. “Moth never saw that one coming. They didn’t implant no armor in the groin.”


  Maya sniffled and stood up. She climbed out of the tub and took two tentative steps closer to Genna. “No witnesses, right?” The girl stared at her toes. “I suppose it’s better than starving.”


  “I’m not going to kill you.” Genna brushed a finger over the girl’s cheek, as silent tears slid down her own. “How can that woman throw away such a beautiful gift?”


  “All she loves is power. I’m just for holo-net commercials.” Maya fidgeted. “Do you think Sam would mind if I stayed with you?” She wheezed as a one-armed hug squeezed the air from her lungs.


  “I don’t think he’d have a problem with it.”


  Maya reached up, threading her arms around the woman’s back, finally returning the embrace after a minute. She hung on as Genna got up and staggered through the trashed apartment to stand at the huge hole in the wall. Maya squinted through the breeze as the wind lofted her hair. A crowd of curious Frags gathered about the bodies of Icarus, Headcrash, and Moth, fifty stories below, next to the shattered remains of the bed. After a moment, Maya looked up and frowned at the far-off city of gleaming lights and intact walls.


  Genna backed away from the dangerous precipice.


  “Mom?” Maya asked, resting her head on Genna’s shoulder.


  The question―the title―brought tears.


  “Yes?” she whispered.


  Maya pointed at the destroyed terminal. “We should leave before they trace the calls.”
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  You develop an instant global consciousness, a people orientation, an intense dissatisfaction with the state of the world, and a compulsion to do something about it. From out there on the moon, international politics look so petty. You want to grab a politician by the scruff of the neck and drag him a quarter of a million miles out and say, “Look at that, you son of a bitch.”


   


  –Edgar Mitchell, Apollo 14 astronaut, People magazine, 8 April 1974


   


  [image: R]isk? What risk? There’s no possible risk,” Michael Chapman fumed at the investor. Were he meeting with Rajiv Singh in person, Chapman would tower over the smaller man and use his size to lend additional weight to his facts. Video conferencing between Manhattan and Mumbai precluded such tactics, and speaking to a wall-mounted screen just wasn’t the same.


  “That is not what my scientists tell me. According to them, we’re likely to bankrupt ourselves moving Ceres into orbit. If we succeed, we may still see the asteroid fall.”


  “Look, Rajiv, the orbit’s not gonna decay.” Chapman swiped perspiration from his brow with the back of his hand. How many times do I have to make the same arguments? “I paid three different teams of scientists to run the numbers under a strict NDA. Each team told me we could park Ceres at Earth’s L1 Lagrangian point.”


  Singh shook his head. “But we can’t guarantee it will stay parked.”


  “Sure we can. It’s a demon-ridden Lagrangian point. The laws of physics all but guarantee a stable orbit.” At least, that’s what I think that physicist said. “Besides, we’ve got those big-assed thrusters we’re gonna mount on Ceres to move the rock. Remember those? We can use them to adjust the asteroid’s position as needed and keep it in place.”


  “What if the thrusters run out of fuel?”


  “We’ll worry about that when it happens.” Chapman considered the fifth of whiskey in his drawer, and decided to save it for after his call with Singh. “How can you back out now, when our goal’s finally in sight? All those little asteroids we hauled into orbit and hollowed out? They’re just rehearsal, but we still made plenty of money off ‘em. Just think of the profits we’ll rake in from Ceres.”


  “Even those little ones might be dangerous if they fall to Earth. We can’t assume they’ll completely burn up on entry.”


  Chapman shrugged. “Christ, it’s like you’re worried about a lawsuit. If the worst case scenario actually happens, the survivors will be too busy trying to live another day to worry about suing us.”


  “That doesn’t make the risk acceptable. Quite the opposite.” Singh’s tone held a note of finality. “Mr. Chapman, we’ve worked together on some risky ventures before. Those risks paid off for us, but not necessarily for our workers or the communities in which we did business. That never bothered me before, but my perspective has changed.”


  “What did you do, find religion?”


  Singh shook his head. “No. I was made to see things from a different angle.”


  Made? By whom? How? “Don’t bullshit me, Rajiv. Is somebody leaning on you? I know people who can fix it.”


  A soft chuckle from Rajiv prefaced his response. “Michael, you’ve no idea who’s leaning on me. God himself couldn’t fix it, but it’s all right. I realized something afterward.”


  “Was it some deep existential epiphany?”


  “Nothing so grandiose. I just realized I already had just about everything I wanted out of life, and that I didn’t need to keep chasing after more.” Singh’s tone turned wistful. “I played cricket with my daughter for the first time in two years yesterday, Michael.”


  Chapman ignored the tear threatening to escape Singh’s eye. “Yeah, I’m happy for you. I guess this means we’re not gonna be able to work together.”


  “I’d say I’m sorry, but I don’t lie to my friends. I didn’t get into business for this. I wanted to create work for the people of Mumbai, while also creating useful goods. I invested with you so I could put the returns back into my business, but the factory’s finally turning a steady profit. I’ve got mine, and it’s time I leaned back and let others have a shot at getting theirs.”


  “Just think of what you could do with the returns if you stuck around.”


  Singh shrugged. “What would I do? Use the money to expand and drive other people out of business? I’ve got a good thing going now, and I can afford to ease up, let the AI do most of the grunt management work, and focus on my family. Who’s going to be Manisha’s father, if not me?”


  “Enough already.” Chapman snorted in disgust. “Go home and be a family man, then. I’ve got work to do. Maybe we’ll catch up over golf sometime.”
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  “Thanks for nothing, asshole.” Chapman hurled the insult at a blank screen. Another prospective investor changed her mind, leaving Cerean Mineral Extraction in the same position as this morning. Without outside investment, the company would never achieve escape velocity.


  Marla, his administrative assistant, stuck her head in. “Is something wrong, Mr. Chapman?”


  “Nothing you can help me fix.” He checked the time. “Where’s my 4:30?”


  Marla lost the ability to meet his gaze. “I’m sorry, Mr. Chapman, but Mr. Davis cancelled an hour ago.”


  “Did he offer an explanation?”


  “I’m not sure I should tell you. You’re upset enough already.”


  “I’ll be more than upset if you—” Chapman bit off the rest. If she what? It’s not her fault all my most reliable investors think this venture’s radioactive. So, why am I doing to her what I did to Ann? What’s next? Should I smack her around the office, maybe bounce her off a couple of walls? That’s how I ended up divorced and facing five years in prison for battery. I can’t keep fucking up my life.


  Taking a deep breath, he forced his tone back into a conversational register. “I’m sorry, Marla. Please, just tell me what Mr. Davis said. If I get angry, it won’t be with you.”


  “Mr. Davis said something about a recent experience giving him a new perspective on life that made investment in Cerean Mineral Extraction seem a pointless endeavor.”


  “Oh, for shit’s sake.” Chapman faced the window to spare his assistant the sight of his face. “Get that clown on the phone, Marla, and tell him to expect me. If he isn’t man enough to give me a fair hearing before refusing me, he can damn well explain himself face to face.”
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  Ron Davis had backed every one of Michael Chapman’s ventures, regardless of financial peril. Indeed, he invested because of the risk; those that paid off paid big. For this reason, Chapman spent the cab ride to Davis’ co-op in the Upper West Side of Manhattan racking his brain for an explanation capable of explaining his friend’s sudden wariness.


  A doorman escorted him upstairs. He knocked, and Davis answered the door wearing a suit with an open-collared shirt that exposed his chest. He slouched with the nonchalance of a man with no cause for concern.


  “Marla told me you’d be coming.”


  Chapman followed his host into the kitchen. “Were you about to meet somebody for dinner? Who’s the lucky guy this time?”


  Davis shot Chapman a cockeyed smile. “Maybe it’s you, if you’re man enough.”


  “Encouraging me to screw my investors, are you?”


  “Actually, I’d be screwing you.” Ron opened a cabinet and retrieved a bottle of whiskey and two glasses.


  “Even if you were my type, I’m not in the mood. I wasted the last three days talking to people who backed my ventures in the past, only to turn chickenshit on me.”


  Davis poured two whiskeys on the rocks and offered Chapman a glass. “Share a drink with me anyway like a civilized human being.”


  Chapman accepted his glass and tasted the bourbon. “Thanks. I spent all day wanting a drink, but didn’t trust myself to drink alone.”


  They took their drinks to the living room, which offered a view of the Hudson River. Chapman settled into an armchair and gestured with his glass. “Talk to me, Ron. You backing out of a venture like this isn’t like you. We’ve tackled dangerous businesses before, like when we tried to restore Three Mile Island using modern tech and bring it back online.”


  “You remember how that worked out? The Phoenix Society nuked that corporation for gross malfeasance after you let management put engineers on twelve hour shifts and damn near turned the Susquehanna River Valley into a radioactive wasteland.”


  “But nothing went wrong, and you got a fat return on your investment before the Society cracked down.”


  Davis shook his head and gestured with his glass. “That’s not the point, Mike. Restoring an old nuclear power plant and selling power to people resettling the surrounding area was one thing. If something went wrong, it would screw the local ecosystem, but we could eventually fix it. How do we fix a dwarf planet falling out of the sky if it leaves us extinct?”


  Chapman sipped his whiskey, hoping in vain it would dull his exasperation. “Dammit, Ron, Ceres isn’t gonna fall out of the sky. You saw the science. It’s solid. We can move that rock, park it in a stable orbit near Earth, and mine it more profitably than we might if we had to send ships all the way out past Mars.”


  He took another sip, and tasted only ice and a faint ghost of alcohol. “I can’t believe you’d miss a shot at backing me. Sure, it’s risky, but if everything goes right, the impact will be world shattering.”


  “I’m not missing a shot, Mike. I checked the science. I also read the prospectus.”


  Chapman waited a moment for Davis to continue. “And?”


  “The mining is a secondary consideration, and don’t bother suggesting otherwise. It’s just something to do with the material you’d otherwise dump in space while you hollow out Ceres and turn it into some kind of generation ship.”


  “That’s why I thought you’d be my biggest backer. You’re convinced that colonizing Luna and Mars isn’t enough. You always go on about how we need to get out of the solar system if we’re to survive as a species.”


  “Yeah, but I’m not willing to risk all life on Earth in the process. We don’t have the right.”


  Without asking permission, Chapman stalked into the kitchen and poured himself another drink as Davis followed. “Why are you worried about whether we have the right, Ron? Just come to my office and check out the plans for the ship. We’re talking a cruising speed of half the speed of light. Two years to Alpha Centauri. Sure, we don’t have the tech yet, but our profits will finance the R&D. If it all works out, we’ll be the heroes who gave humanity the galaxy.”


  “Sounds epic, but I still gotta say no, Mike.”


  “Is the Phoenix Society leaning on you?”


  Davis chuckled and finished his drink. “It’s worse than the Phoenix Society. They at least pay lip service to the rule of law.”


  “Then who is it? Did John fucking Galt come to your office and persuade you to back out?” Chapman finished his whiskey in a single gulp and left his glass on the counter. “What the hell happened, man?”


  Davis shrugged. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. I think you’ll find out for yourself soon enough.”


  Chapman considered the pistol strapped under his left armpit. “I look forward to it.”
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  Michael Chapman strode to the corner of 87th Street and Broadway, still fuming at his friend’s refusal to help him, or to offer a substantive explanation. He raised his hand to hail a cab, and slapped at a sudden sting radiating from the nape of his neck. Rather than killing the insect, his slap pushed the object deeper into his flesh. He pulled it out and stared without comprehension until his knees buckled beneath him. Understanding came just before consciousness fled. “A goddamn tranq?“
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  Chapman’s implant told him four hours passed since he had been tranquilized. He glanced around at what his eyes insisted was the first class cabin of a passenger spacecraft. How did I get here? Who strapped me in? Are my captors aboard with me?


  A tall, green-eyed man with black hair in a tight bun floated in, the automatic doors slipping shut behind him. He navigated in microgravity like an old hand, and slipped into a seat across the aisle from Chapman.


  “I apologize for the tranq. Even with firearms capable of adjusting dosages to compensate for intoxication, it can still be dangerous to forcibly sedate a person who has been drinking. How do you feel?”


  Chapman glared at the stranger. “I want out, right now.”


  “No, you don’t. It’s cold out there and hard to breathe.”


  “You kidnapped me. When I report this to the Phoenix Society, they’ll—”


  “They’ll do nothing when I remind them the Sephiroth requested my intervention.” The stranger’s voice seemed as cold as the void just beyond the ship’s hull. “I could kick you out of an airlock and watch you burn up on re-entry. Nobody in the Phoenix Society would utter a word of remonstrance.”


  Chapman studied his captor again. Those are Adversary’s pins he’s wearing in his lapels, but he wears civilian clothes. He’s not in uniform, or armed. “You’re Morgan Stormrider.”


  “Excellent. We can finally discuss business.” He offered a white bag with fasteners built in. “You might find this useful.”


  Vertigo caught Chapman in its grip as his inner ear insisted the world was shifting beneath him. Nausea fluttered in the depths of his belly, but he mastered himself instead of using the space-sick bag Stormrider had offered. Motors whirred as the ceiling opened to the stars. The Earth seemed to rise until it filled the aluminum oxynitride spinel window keeping the air inside the ship’s cabin.


  Stormrider sat back and stared up at the Earth. “You don’t get a view like this if you fly steerage. Relax and enjoy it. We might be here a while.”


  “How long are you going to keep me here?”


  Teeth flashed in a brief, predatory smile. “That depends entirely on you, Michael Chapman.”


  “You’re doing this because of Ceres.”


  Stormrider nodded. “The Sephiroth are concerned. To suggest that the safety and environmental records of your previous ventures has been poor is unnecessarily charitable. They repeatedly mentioned Three Mile Island.”


  “That wasn’t—”


  “Your fault?” Stormrider glared at him. “You were the Chief Executive Officer. As such, you are personally responsible for the actions of each employee of the corporation in your charge.”


  “That’s not what the law says.”


  “You are not here to answer to the law, but to me.” Stormrider sat back and pointed at the Earth. “That’s my world. You just live there.”


  The sheer arrogance of that last statement left Chapman speechless. He clutched at his thoughts. “Who are you to claim the entire planet as your property?”


  “I fought for it. I stood against an entity willing to destroy our entire civilization for our defiance, and would have died if not for the friends who fought beside me.” Stormrider’s gaze fell upon Chapman with the weight of an unforgiving god’s regard. “You were not among them.”


  “I was just a kid back then.”


  “Regardless, if you know my name, you are doubtlessly aware that all who threaten me die.”


  Chapman began to struggle in his seat, straining against the bonds holding him in place. “How the fuck am I threatening you by moving Ceres to a stable Earth orbit?”


  “Let’s begin with the fraud you perpetrated on your prospective investors by hiring university dropouts to crunch numbers and calculate orbits for you instead of engaging experienced scientists or a dedicated AI. They calculated possible Lagrangian points relative to Earth and Sol, without accounting for Luna, and their calculations were incorrect. Furthermore, they failed to consider the possibility of collisions with other near-Earth objects.”


  “How the hell do you know all this?”


  “Your prospectus is a matter of public record. Did you not review it prior to publication?”


  Chapman managed to move his left arm a bit, a slight improvement over his previous immobility. Maybe I can work my way free if I keep this guy talking. “You realize a prospectus is for investors, not the guy running the company, right?”


  “I understand you like to pretend that whatever escapes your awareness falls beyond the ambit of your responsibility.”


  Chapman rolled his eyes. “You understand how delegation works, right? I can’t be expected to do everything myself in an operation the size of Cerean Mineral Extraction. Nor can I be expected to take responsibility for my employees’ actions.”


  Stormrider did not immediately reply. “Does ‘command responsibility’ mean anything to you?”


  “I’m a businessman, not a soldier,” Chapman countered. “Does the legal concept ‘limited liability’ mean anything to you?” His left hand came free, and he undid the straps holding him in place. He grabbed the seat in front of him while reaching for the pistol in his jacket. “But you’re no soldier, either. You’re just an assassin the Phoenix Society sent because they already tried and failed to win an injunction against CME in court.”


  “No doubt you were pleased with that ruling, Mr. Chapman. You got your money’s worth, did you not?” A cruel smile bared Stormrider’s teeth. “We’ll deal with the judge you bribed in due course.”


  “Going to assassinate him, too?” Chapman pulled out the pistol and leveled it at Stormrider. His aim was true, and Stormrider’s corpse slumped in its seat. It dissolved before Chapman’s eyes, as did the seat and the rest of the ship. He struggled, holding his breath in the certainty he’d never get another, as space itself faded to nothing around him.
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  Chapman choked on his first breath. He coughed, spat, and tried a shallower breath. It too threatened to choke him, and his mouth tasted of dust and ashes. He forced his eyes open and stared in bewilderment at the sooty gray snow falling around him. The clouds above were no brighter. Only the feeblest traces of sunlight forced their way through to distinguish night from day.


  He rubbed at himself, desperate for warmth, but the numbness in his fingertips barely receded. He took a step forward, and blackened snow crept into his shoes to further chill his feet. Is this nuclear winter? I’ll die out here if I don’t find shelter and warm up.


  A light appeared in the distance, and Chapman struggled toward it. Each step was cold fire raging along his nerves as he forced legs on the edge of frostbite to support him. He stumbled and fell face-first into an ashen drift. His arms trembled as he forced himself back to his feet, and a mantra began to keep time with his heartbeat. One more step. One more step. One more step.
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  The door opened as Chapman reached for it. Gloved hands caught him as his legs collapsed beneath him, and the house’s occupant carried him inside. Chapman found himself seated before a roaring fire, covered in blankets. What the hell is happening to me? Now, I’m in some post-Ragnarok fantasy. This has to be some kind of simulation, but I can’t jack out. Is somebody using a dream sequencer on me?


  “Welcome to the world you created, Mr. Chapman.” The voice behind him was soft, unforgiving, and familiar.


  “Stormrider! What the hell is this? We were on a spaceship just a little while ago.”


  “Now, we’re back on Earth.” Stormrider offered Chapman a steaming mug of what smelled like chicken broth. “Back on the world you destroyed.”


  Chapman sipped his broth. “How is this my fault?”


  “You brought the asteroid Ceres into what you believed was a stable Earth orbit. The orbit was anything but stable, especially after a comet crashed into Ceres and pushed it toward our planet.”


  “But how is the comet my fault?”


  “Without you, the comet would have passed by Earth without incident.”


  “Then why give me a place by your fire and feed me?” Chapman stared into the flames. “You have every reason to hate me.”


  Stormrider shook his head as he sat on the edge of the hearth. “I did not recognize you in the dark, and it would not have mattered. You are the first living person I’ve met in twenty years. What kind of human being would I be if I refused you hospitality?”


  Chapman’s hands began to tremble around the half-full mug of broth. “Are we the last living people in the world?”


  “We might as well be.” Stormrider’s voice hardened. “On your feet, Chapman, and follow me.”


  To his surprise, Chapman found himself able to stand and walk. He followed Stormrider down into the cellar. Lights blazed into life, displaying two rows of what appeared to be hibernation pods used in passenger spacecraft to transport people between Earth and Luna or Earth and Mars. One pod yawned in the cold, dark cellar, a starving mouth awaiting a morsel. “Did you use this to survive the impact?”


  Stormrider nodded. “Yes.” He caressed a pod and gazed inside. “My wife Naomi sleeps here.” He caressed two more. “My daughters, Rose and Lily. Lily inherited her mother’s temperament. She’s calm and reserved, but resolute at need. Rose is my little rebel. Her first words were ‘Fuck you, daddy.’“ He brushed at his eyes with his forearm. “I was trying to feed her something she disliked.”


  “I’m sorry.” Chapman examined other pods whose displays bore names like Claire Ashecroft, Edmund Cohen, Josefine Malmgren, and Sid Schneider. “Who are these people?”


  “They’re my friends. They fought beside me during the Defiance. I told them I’d stand watch and wake them when the world had healed.” Rage blazed in Stormrider’s eyes as he advanced upon Chapman. “I might not be able to keep my promise. Twenty years is far longer than these pods were designed to sustain an occupant, and they must sleep many decades still.”


  “What about the rest of humanity? Are we all that’s left?”


  “Others sleep elsewhere, riding out the storm you brought upon the world. We saved as many as we could. The people of Luna and Mars send what aid they can, but manned ships cannot land on Earth.


  “So, it’s safest to sleep and wait.” Chapman found an empty pod whose display bore no name. “Whose pod was this?”


  Stormrider’s fingers caressed the touchscreen, and the creche lit up and opened. “I saved this one for you.”


  Chapman recoiled. “For me? Why would you save me from the consequences of my actions?”


  Bitter laugher echoed through the basement. “I’m not going to save you. I’m going to ensure you live to stand trial for your crime against humanity.”


  A soft phut! sounded behind Chapman, and he slapped at his neck to find another tranquilizer dart. “Oh no. Not this shit again.”
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  Chapman blinked and squinted into the glare above. He worked his arms against the restraints. The pod containing him opened as a nurse read from a screen. “He’s green across the board, Adversary. You can speak to him if you’d like.”


  “Thank you, Nurse Williams.” Morgan Stormrider slipped into a seat beside Chapman’s pod, a sheathed longsword resting across his thighs. “Did you have pleasant dreams, Mr. Chapman?”


  “What the hell did you do to me? What year is it?”


  “Relax. If you check your implant, you’ll find less than four hours have passed since I whisked you off the streets.”


  “You kidnapped me. You drugged me. You—”


  “I gave you an opportunity to see the world you would risk with your greed from space. When that failed, I showed you what your greed would do to the world.” Stormrider patted Chapman’s hand. “The technology’s perfectly safe. The Phoenix Society used it on me and every other prospective Adversary. It’s how they administer the Milgram Battery.”


  So, the frozen Earth, the cabin, the fire, and the basement full of hibernation pods was just a dream?


  “It all felt real. I was there. I choked on a mouthful of polluted snow.” Chapman stared at his hands. “I was this close to losing my fingers and feet to frostbite. I saw your wife in suspended animation.”


  “I know. Naomi and I designed the entire scenario together, and tested it on the first of your investors to back out.”


  “Why not just go after me?”


  Morgan shook his head. “You’re just a CEO. Your backers would have found somebody else to run Cerean Mineral Extraction if we came after you and left them alone.”


  A spark of defiance flared in Chapman’s mind. “What if I find investors you haven’t intimidated yet? You can’t kidnap every wealthy person on Earth and give them nightmares.”


  Stormrider’s longsword gleamed beneath the bioluminescent lights above. The blade was marked with a pair of cats running together, one a sleek black alley cat with notched ears and the other a long-haired white cat. He rested the edge on Chapman’s throat, exerting just enough control to keep it from slipping through his flesh. “You grossly overestimate my patience, Mr. Chapman. Let me phrase your situation in the plainest possible English. Sell Cerean Mineral Extraction to me and retire, or die.”


  Chapman felt blood trickle down the sides of his neck as he forced the words from his throat. “This is extortion.”


  The blade seemed to bite a little harder. “I did not ask your opinion. Will you sell out, or bleed out?”


  Chapman barely managed to get the words out. “Tartarus consume you, I’ll sell.”
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  Michael Chapman’s first order of business upon arriving at his office the next day involved his executive assistant. He checked payroll to get her hourly rate, and cut a check worth two months’ wages. “Marla, get your ass in here.”


  “Is something wrong?” Marla’s eyes widened in shock as she slipped into his office. “Mr. Chapman, what happened to your neck? Did you cut yourself while shaving?”


  Chapman shook his head. She actually seems to care. Why is that? “No, Marla. I just ran into a really cutthroat negotiator. Sit down.”


  Marla obeyed but kept glancing at the bandage Stormrider personally applied after Chapman agreed to sell out and retire. “Is something wrong? I heard something about the company being sold.”


  “Yeah. I know why the others decided moving Ceres into Earth orbit was a bad idea.” Chapman signed the check and pushed it across the desk to Marla. “Two months’ severance pay in lieu of notice. The rest of the staff will get their severance with their last pay deposit, but I wanted to deal with you in person.”


  Marla studied the check a moment. “Thank you, but I don’t understand. I enjoyed working with you. How can you just retire?”


  Chapman shrugged. “Who said anything about retiring? I just had to give the Phoenix Society an easy victory. Want me to tell you all about it over dinner tonight?”


  The voice with which Marla replied was not her own. Her form elongated, trading the subtle curves of femininity for lithe masculinity. Her honey-blonde perm darkened into a blue-black mane. Her eyes became a feral, feline green as she drew a sword from nowhere. “Why not tell me everything now, Mr. Chapman?”


  Wet warmth filled Chapman’s trousers and slithered down his leg. The reek of his own filth surrounded him as his throat worked against the sword tip now gently caressing the skin over his jugular. “God damn you, Stormrider. Am I still locked in the dream sequencer? Let me out of here!”
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  According to official records maintained by the state of New York, Matthew Graybosch was born on Long Island in 1978. Various urban legends suggest he might be Rosemary’s Baby, the result of top-secret DOD attempts to continue Nazi experiments combining human technology and black magic. The most outlandish tale suggests that he sprang fully grown from his father’s forehead with a sledgehammer in one hand and the second edition of The C Programming Language in the other, and has been giving the poor man headaches ever since.


  The truth is more prosaic. Matthew Graybosch is a novelist from New York who lives with his wife and cats in central Pennsylvania. He is also an avid reader, a long-haired metalhead, and an unrepentant nerd. Without Bloodshed is his first published novel. He’s currently hard at work on the second Starbreaker novel, The Blackened Phoenix, and a prequel called Silent Clarion. His day job is software development, and we're not sure how he remains sane. We could ask, but we suspect he'd say, "I'm not sane. I'm just high-functioning."


  He has a personal blog at http://www.matthewgraybosch.com, and a website for Starbreaker at http://www.starbreakerseries.com. You can also find him on Twitter, Google+, Facebook, and Ello, or send email to public@starbreakerseries.com
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  Now that you have completed this book, we hope you will leave a review so that other readers may benefit from your perspective. Authors live and die by your reviews, after all!


  Please visit http://curiosityquills.com/reader-survey/ to share your reading experience with the author of this book!
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  Curiosity Quills: Primetime

  (https://curiosityquills.com/buy/primetime/)


  Curiosity Quills Press brings together bestselling authors like J.R. Rain, Tony Healey, A.W. Exley, and many more to create a spine-tingling, mind-blowing, quirky collection of short stories in their first ever, annual Curiosity Quills: Primetime Anthology.


  10% of every purchase will go straight to animals in need. The CQ team has selected humane societies on both the East and West coast that spend well and do not stray from their “no-kill” policies.
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  Curiosity Quills: After Dark

  (https://curiosityquills.com/buy/after-dark/)


  Welcome to Curiosity Quills: Primetime’s steamier counterpart, Curiosity Quills: After Dark, where bestselling authors like A.W. Exley, Nathan L. Yocum, Jose Prendes, Jade Hart, and more come together to bring you hard-hitting, sexy, violent, and dark short stories to read when the sun has gone down and the kids are in bed.


  Just like its twin, 10% of every purchase will go straight to animals in need. The CQ team has selected humane societies on both the East and West coast that spend well and do not stray from their “no-kill” policies.
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  The Actuator 1.5: Borderlands Anthology

  (https://curiosityquills.com/buy/borderlands/)


  When the Actuator breaks the earth into a patchwork of altered realities, the remaining Machine Monks begin looking for the Keys to put it back. In the meantime, everyone in the world has been transformed without knowing why. This collection tells about some of the people struggling to deal with the change.
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  Gears of Brass, a Steampunk Anthology

  (https://curiosityquills.com/buy/gears/)


  A world like ours, but filled with gears of brass, where the beating heart is fueled by steam and the simplest creation is a complex clockwork device.


  Within this tome, you’ll find steampunk fairy tale re-tellings, as well as original stories that will send your gears turning.


  Welcome to the steampunk realm, with eleven authors guiding your path.
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