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Bastion
by Simon Clark
Bastion Boys’ Motto: GIVE US GLORY! GIVE ’EM HELL!
From Bastion Wars by J. B. Kirklees:
New combatants invariably arrived in a state of confusion. This was one of the most dangerous times for a bewildered newcomer. Their surroundings were outlandish; their new companions were all strangers, and ignorance of military hardware led to horrific accidents.
The average age of combatants was thirteen.

—
I didn’t know where I was. Why I was there. I didn’t even know my own name.
The only way I can describe how I actually got there was that I seemed to arrive in a rush.
The first thing I heard was a boy shouting at me. He was aged about sixteen, had wild ginger hair, freckles like a spatter of brown gravy over his face, and these huge green eyes that were full of fury.
The rush of the arrival disoriented me so much I couldn’t even understand what he was yelling at me. At least, not at first.


Then the jumble of sounds pouring from his mouth suddenly became clear: “Hey, stupid! I’m talking to you! Stay back against that wall! Whatever you do, don’t touch that gun!”
He pointed at something that looked like a rifle, sitting on a rack. Instead of having an ammo magazine jutting out from the underside of the gun there was a thick red hose that snaked from the weapon. The red hose had been plumbed into the top of a brass dome that stood about ten inches proud of the concrete floor.
“By the way, stupid. Welcome to the gang!”
“What gang?”
“Bastion Boys.”
“I don’t belong to any gang. I’m—”
“Stop flapping your mouth. Stand back against the wall and keep out of our way!”
This was crazy. My heart slammed against my ribs. I could hardly breathe. This’s one of those panic nightmares, I was telling myself. Just try and wake up. Everything will be all right, just as soon as you open your eyes.
The thing is, I couldn’t wake up, even though I was certain this was a dream.
The sixteen-year-old with the red hair hefted one of those rifles that he’d told me not to touch. A red hose as thick as his wrist snaked from the bottom of the gun down to the brass dome that bulged from the concrete floor.
He hugged the butt tight into his shoulder, leaned forward, and aimed the barrel out through a narrow slot in a wall that was also made of gray concrete. He fired off a shot. The gun didn’t go bang. It sounded more like a sneeze. A shoo sound. As soon as he fired, a white frost instantly formed along the red tube.


This dream was the weirdest dream I’d ever had.
What else was happening? Dazed, I looked around. There I stood in a bunker made out of gray concrete. In size, it was probably just about as big as my dad’s garage where he parked his two cars. Along one wall were long, thin slits in the concrete. There were ten boys in all. Each one wore military combat-style uniforms. And each one was busy as hell. They fired the peculiar-looking rifle at some target on the other side of the slit. The youngest boy would have been around eleven. The oldest sixteen, at the most.
Every so often, the kid with the red hair yelled at me to stay out of the damn way. He was angry with me for moving forward to see what was happening—red-faced, bulging-eyed angry—but he was too busy firing to do anything more than yell.
This is the strangest dream…So real I could smell a chemical zing in the air from the guns. The weapons made sneezing sounds. Shoo, shoo shoo! The noise grew louder as the firing grew faster.
What were those kids firing at? Though I knew I was dreaming, I had to take a look through the gun slits. Those juvenile soldiers were fired up with battle fever. They were fighting a war. Their blood was up. Apart from the red-haired boy, they’d not even noticed I was there. The expressions on those guys’ faces were electrifying. It made me scared and excited.


Now I didn’t want the dream to end. I didn’t want to wake up to the radio alarm beside my bed, seeing monster-truck posters on my bedroom wall, and know that I’d have to get ready for school. No. This dream fascinated me. I had to see what had fired up those kids so much that they had to shoot the guns like crazy.
So who is the enemy?
I put my hands on the concrete ledge, leaned forward, and I saw an amazing sight.
My heart gave a pow! This view really surprised me. No, scrub “surprised”—this amazed me.
When I looked out I saw a huge room. I mean vast…really vast. And vast as in miles long. I found myself staring at a factory. There were big machines…really big machines. Hundreds sat on the factory floor. Dreams mix up images. So I should have expected this. Maybe a quarter of the floor space was occupied by a lake. Machines rose out of the water. Some of the machines were smothered by ivy. There were trees growing from walkways. Big white birds flapped from nests on top of that industrial hardware. The birds glided across the lake toward the far end of the building—but that “far end” must have been five miles away from me.
The school-age soldiers fired their guns in the direction of the lake. I saw fuzzy blobs of white go blurring away from the muzzles. Some of the shots popped against the sides of the machine housings. They left a white smear.
I couldn’t identify the enemy.
Or are the factory machines the enemy? Or are enemy soldiers hiding in the machines, or behind the machines?


What a crazy dream. But get this: It was an exciting dream. Adrenaline blazed through me. I wanted to see what happened next in this wild, thrilling fantasy of mine.
A hand shoved me. Red Scalp yelled right into my face. “Listen! This isn’t a dream! This is war!”
I stared at him. Yeah…one of those stupid, wide-eyed, slack-jawed expressions. I wasn’t used to being yelled at by people who I’d dreamt up inside my own head bone.
He shoved his finger into my chest. “There’s a war to be won, Soldier. Now snap out of it. And keep out of our fucking way!”
I’m in this amazingly exciting dream. So why not fire one of these awesome sneeze guns? Those were the words pumping through my head as I reached out for the rifle that sat on its rack. The long rubber pipe connected the weapon to the brass dome on the floor. The sense of anticipation I had made me tingle from head to foot. I couldn’t wait to use the weapon. This was one humdinger of a dream—images were so vivid, so precise, so absolutely sharp.
And I was the hero. The gun-wrangling sharpshooter. My finger itched to curl around the trigger. I picked up the sneeze gun.
And POW! A white meteor hit me in the face. The blast knocked me back off my feet. My eyes felt as if they’d been punctured by six-inch nails. Sheer agony made me scream. I kept screaming, and screaming, and screaming…


From Bastion Wars:
New conscripts arriving at Bastion were forced to learn the rules of survival fast. Those that didn’t were short-lived. The casualty rate for newcomers stood at a terrifying fifty per cent. The key problem was that the combatants were so young; what’s more, nobody thought it necessary to introduce a cogent program of education, which would have taught vital skills to the fresh intake. Generally, the new boy would learn what had to be learnt in the field of battle.
There was a lamentable dearth of instruction in combat skills, weapon training, and survival techniques. That is unforgivable. However, what does shine through in my interviews with survivors of the Bastion Wars is their allegiance to their comrades. The boys displayed unbreakable loyalty. They looked out for one another. What they considered to be the worst crime of all was “letting your friends down.”
Loyalty was the shining bond of gold that held this group of boy soldiers together. Without that cult of loyalty not one single child would have survived the terrifying slaughter lands.

—
My face burned. My eyes were sore. I thought I was going to vomit.
At least I was awake. The dream was over. No more weirdness of the factory, with its own lake on the factory floor and kids firing sneeze guns from the bunker. I tried to sit up.
“You best take it easy for a while.”
“Nurr…” The words that were supposed to come out of my mouth were: What happened to me? A grunty “Nurr…” was all I could manage. My face felt as if it had been ripped by eagle’s claws. I couldn’t open my eyes.


Blind.
Panic took over. I thrashed my arms. Blind…I’m fucking blind!
This time I yelled, “Nurrr…ah!”
“Lay still, kiddo. You nearly froze your face off.”
The voice sounded friendly. That helped a little bit.
“Take it easy for a few minutes. Your face will feel stiff. That’s why your mouth isn’t working properly.”
My eyelids were stiff, too. So I used my thumb to push one open.
That stung like ant bites. Though I did manage to glimpse a strip light hanging from a white ceiling.
Not my light.
Not my bedroom.
Oh, shit…
What’s happening?
Am I at school? Which room, though?
And what happened to my face? In the dream I touched the sneeze gun…then wham! Lots of pain. After that, I seemed to be asleep.
“Nurrr?” I managed to make my grunt rise up at the tail end, so it sounded questionlike.
A boy spoke again. “You froze your face.”
“Nurrrrr…”
“Remember? Like an idiot, you tried picking up the Nitro Musket—after I’d told you not to touch the damn thing. A gas blowout caught you bam! in the face.”
“N-Nitro?” I managed to say the puzzling word.


“A Nitro Musket,” said the kid. “It’s a gun…Look, everything’s going to seem mixed around at the moment. You won’t be able to make sense of anything.”
I tried to sit up again. Also, being upright would be a good idea if I puked. That hard ball of sick tried to ram itself up through my throat.
“If you’ll take some friendly advice, just lie there. Do nothing. Be still. Okay?”
I took a couple deep breaths. The sick feeling passed. So I lay back, keeping my eyes shut. My eyelids still burned like ant bites, anyway. Keeping them shut eased the sting.
“I’ve got to go soon,” said the boy. He sounded almost regretful about leaving. Maybe he realized how worried I was. “But I’ll tell you some stuff first. We all feel like you when we first arrive at Bastion. You know, dizzy, confused? We’re convinced that we’re dreaming. I felt the same. I just kept waiting to wake up and for the dream to end. But never, ever fall into that trap. If you don’t realize that you’re in a real place that has real dangers that can kill you, then…pffft. You’ll be gone in no time at all.” He paused. “Anyway, in a dream would you feel this?”
I felt a stab of pain in my ear. I yelled. This was more through fear than pain. Had I been captured by a juvie psycho torturer? A nutjob who’d got an interesting day planned out for himself that consisted of a helpless victim, sharp knives, a blowtorch, and a hammer?
“Stop being such a twat actor. All I did was flick your ear. I mean…if you felt that, you can’t be dreaming, can you?”
“What have you done to me?” My God. I could speak again. “Don’t hurt me.”


“I’m not going to hurt you. I’m on your side. You’re part of the gang now. You know, chosen? Picked for the team? It’s an honor.”
“I’m blind.”
“No, you’re not. You got the blowback from the Nitro.”
“But I can’t see.” I started to cry. I was so ashamed. The kid would see my tears. How low is that? Crying in front of a stranger. “My face hurts, too.”
“Listen. You got a face full of freezing nitrogen.”
“Oh, shit. Oh, shit.” I sobbed.
“That’s why your face feels stiff and it’s hurting. You’ve got frostbite.”
“Shit, shit.”
“You’ve also got yourself a free skin peel. People pay good money for that kind of thing to make themselves look younger. How old are you now?”
“Twelve.”
“Happy days. This time next week you might pass for a ten-year-old.”
“I want to go home.” Tears rolled down my face. That salt really made my skin sting. My eyelids ignited. “I don’t like being here.” God, I whined like a baby. It was so humiliating to be flopped out on the bed, wailing. “I can’t see—I can’t remember my name.”
“That always happens with new arrivals. Scrambles the brain cake in there.” I felt a finger tap my forehead. “The blowout hasn’t killed you. You’re going to be okay in a couple days. You’ll get your brain working again. Then I’ll show you ’round. Tell you the important stuff. Show you where you’ll eat and sleep.”


“Where I’ll sleep? You’re kidding, right? I live at home with my parents, and—”
“Not anymore you don’t.”
“I want to see who’s in charge here.”
“You’ll see me when your eyes get back to normal.”
“No, I want to see who runs this place.”
“That’s me. I’m in charge of C Division. You’re in C Division. You understand what I’m saying, Frost Face?”
“No, I don’t understand…I’m not staying here. You can’t make me. I’m going home!”
There was a pause. Then the boy spoke in a gentle voice. “You are home. The quicker you accept the fact, the more likely you’ll stay alive.”


From Bastion Wars:
Weapons were limited. Ammunition, however, was limitless. A Nitro Musket handled like a rifle. Hose-fed pellets of liquid nitrogen had a range of five miles. This meant that a round fired from a Bastion bunker could travel the length of the Factory Floor and hit the barrier wall at the far end. Those unfortunate enough to take part in missions onto the Factory Floor itself—an extraordinarily dangerous undertaking—were armed with the Nitro Lance. Brutally effective. Yet its short range exposed the soldiers to the hazards of what would be tantamount to hand-to-hand fighting. Many Bastion Boys perished.
One veteran of the Bastion Wars commented, “Going out onto the Factory Floor was like a suicide mission. You were either hunting Fluke or you were part of the maintenance detail. Generally, Fluke would come after you, or you’d get hit by Bog Hornets. But none of us backed down, cried off, or pretended to be sick so we’d miss the Factory Floor mission. You see, we didn’t want to look like cowards in front of our friends.”
Once again, the golden bonds of loyalty. That ethos proved to be a life-saver—and a life-taker.

—
When I woke up, lots of great things happened at once. I could see. I remembered my name. I felt good inside again. Strong, alert, clearheaded. And hungry. Oh, yes, definitely hungry.
So when I opened my eyes, what did I see? Well…something with white walls, white ceiling, a strip light, no windows. A bed: I was lying on that. Clean sheets. So: sort of hospital room–looking. Though a minimalist hospital room. There was another bed next to mine. That one, empty.
I jumped off the bed and nipped across to the mirror above a stainless-steel sink.
“My name is John Karroon. I’m twelve years old. I live in Perryvale. I am not dreaming.”
My feelings right then? Sort of fluttery inside. Maybe the hunger and being blasted by the Nitro-whatnot still scrambled up my brain. I certainly wasn’t panicky, or frightened. Being able to see again made me optimistic that I’d find out what was happening. And that everything would be fixable; that soon I’d be heading home. If anything, I felt excited about telling my friends at school about the adventures I had at a place called Bastion—some sort of army fort where boy soldiers fired guns across an amazing landscape of factory machines.


Yes. Hunger. Shock. Disorientation. I wasn’t thinking clearly. I suppressed any sense of personal danger.
“Wow. Microwaved Frankenstein.” I studied my face in the mirror. And what an interesting face.
The eyelids were puffed up to marshmallow consistency. My lips were cracked. Skin hung from my jaw. It looked like gray toilet tissue half stuck, half hanging there. Some kind of medical cream had been rubbed onto the skin. It left yellow streaks.
If anything, my face looked so interesting I could have stared at my reflection for ages. It would be interesting to do some exploratory picking at those skin peel-offs, too.
The state of my face stopped me asking questions, like: How did I get here? Have I been kidnapped? Do my parents know where I am? How do I get home? Are there people here who plan to harm me?
The face in the mirror with the bloated, puffy eyes fascinated me. I began to tease a shred of skin away. Yes, just like tissue that had been glued there. Once you’ve pulled one piece away, you’ve just got to do another…and another.
The door slammed open.
The boy I’d seen in the bunker lurched into the room. That was the kid with the red hair who yelled. He carried a boy in his arms.
“Help me!” shouted the redhead. “Help me get him onto the bed!”
“What’s happened?”
“The Bog Hornets got him. You’ve got to help me get the stinger out before it’s too late!”


From Bastion Wars:
Food supplies were abundant. Beefsteak, pork chops, and roast chicken were frequently on the menu. Bastion’s combatants never went hungry. Frozen vegetables arrived via a pneumatic tube in plastic drums. Potatoes were never frozen; they were so fresh that they arrived with moist earth still stuck to them. One of the boy soldiers remembered: “The soil on the potatoes was blood-red. I sometimes wondered if the fields were actually watered with real blood. We didn’t know who grew the potatoes, or the other foodstuffs. It all tasted good, though.”

—
The boy lay on the bed. A white sheet covered him as far as his chin. For a long time I sat there on my bed and stared at him. On the side of his face, just below the right eye, there was a puncture wound. That’s where a Bog Hornet had stung him.
Just what is a Bog Hornet? I hadn’t a clue. All I knew was that the stinger had jutted from the kid’s face like a black thorn. Attached to the end of the stinger was a black bag that was about the size of a golf ball. The kid with the red hair said this was the stinger’s poison sac. He insisted we get the thing out before too much of the poison traveled through the black spike and into the boy’s face.
We managed to get the stinger out. I don’t know how much of the Bog Hornet’s venom had entered the boy’s bloodstream. The red-haired kid kept saying things like “Just pray we got the stinger out in time” and “It’s your job to look after him. Keep giving him sips of water every five minutes. The water will flush the poison.”


“That sting won’t kill him, will it?” I asked, feeling a cold horror go creeping through my veins.
The red-haired kid had shrugged. “Just keep your eye on him…make sure he gets plenty of water.” Then he left.
So there I was, taking care of someone I’d never met. The boy would have been about my age. Twelve-ish. He had wispy blond hair and a smooth, clean face. The only mark was that black dot where the stinger had been.
Every five minutes I’d try and wake him. He would sort of rouse himself, although he was groggy and didn’t say anything. Even so, I managed to give him sips of water. He didn’t appear to be in any pain. Just very sleepy.
By this time, I’d forgotten about the frostbite on my own face. I knew that my task now was to stop the kid from dying.
Later the red-haired kid dropped by again. “How’s he doing?”
“He just sleeps,” I replied. “So I wake him up every few minutes to make him drink.”
“You’re doing the right thing.”
“Is he going to be okay?”
He shrugged. “I hope so. That’s Casie Fitton. He’s one of my best friends. You should see him light a fart. Whoa! Like a flame-thrower.”
“What’s a Bog Hornet?”
“You’ll find out.”
“Where am I?”


He gave me an appraising look. “You’re almost back to normal, aren’t you? I told you that everyone’s heads are jumbled up when they first arrive here.”
“So…are you going to tell me where this is?”
“Feisty, uh?”
“Well?”
“I’ve told you once. Maybe your brain cake was still scrambled. This is Bastion. You’ve been assigned to C Division. I’m your Division Leader. My name’s Mott.” He held out his hand.
I stared at it as though snake fangs might pop through the fingers and spit venom at me.
“Come on, Soldier. Shake.” He smiled. “We’re all friends here.”
I shook his hand. “Hello, Mott,” I said reluctantly.
“Mott’s short for Mottled,” he explained and pointed to his freckled face. “Nobody’s got more freckles than me. I’m the king of mottle.”
“Why are we here?”
“Whoa, philosopher alert.”
“It’s an obvious question. It follows on from ‘Where are we?’ So, why are we here?”
“You’re going to be one of these new conscripts that asks a lot of questions, aren’t you?”
“I’ve every right to ask questions.”
“I’ve got one of my own.” He still spoke in a friendly kind of way. “What’s your name, Soldier?”
“John Karroon.”
“Rhymes with Toon! I like it.”


“I’m twelve years old. I come from Perryvale. My mother’s a midwife; my dad’s a reporter for the local TV news.”
“Ah, reporter. So that’s where you get the question-asking bug.”
“I’ve got a fifteen-year-old sister. Next week the whole family are going to Las Vegas for—”
“John.” He raised his hand, the palm pointing at me. “Stop the life history of the Karroons right there. All we need to know is your name. Nothing else is important.”
“It is to me!”
The blond boy stirred on the bed.
“Don’t neglect your duty, Soldier.”
“You don’t need to tell me what to do.” I was shouting now. “I’m taking good care of him!”
“That’s my friend, remember,” Mott said softly. “Casie Fitton. I don’t know his family history. We don’t need that shit.”
Casie was half awake from me shouting, so it was easy to get him to drink the water. As soon as he finished it, he fell asleep again.
“Okay, Mott.” I spoke firmly. “Tell me where I find an adult.”
“An adult?”
“Yeah, Mott. Adult. Grown-up. Individual possessing seniority by virtue of age.”
“I know you’re frightened—”
“I’m not frightened. I’m angry! I almost had my face blown off. I’m trying to save the life of a kid who’s been bitten—”
“Stung.”
“Whatever! He’s been attacked by a Bog Hornet, though I haven’t a clue what a Bog Hornet is. And I’m here in a place called Bastion, and I don’t know how I got here, or why I’m here. I’m not frightened, you jerk! I’m angry. And I want to go home!”


Slowly, he shook his head.
“Mott, take me to an adult. Because I’m walking out of here; I’m going home.”
He shook his head again. “John.” He sounded sympathetic. “The truth of the matter is there are no adults here.”
“Of course there are.”
“No, John. Bastion is manned by kids between the ages of eleven and sixteen.”
“Stop being stupid. Take me to a grown-up.”
“And we are here for an important reason. We are front-line troops, John. We are the only ones who can stop the Flukes.”
My angry yelling stopped just like that. Stopped dead. The blood throbbed in my ears. I stared at him in astonishment.
“We can’t really be soldiers.”
“We are, John. And it’s our duty to fight to the death.”
From Bastion Wars:
Bastion’s defensive line consisted of four bunkers from where combatants could fire onto the large territory known as the Factory Floor. The bunkers had massively thick concrete walls reinforced with steel. To the rear of the bunkers were dome-shaped cupolas containing artillery. These big guns hurled formidable shells. Each shell contained liquid nitrogen.
During lulls in fighting, boys would congregate to play their favorite game. Takk Ball was played with a bat and a ball. Its rules were similar to squash and involved ricocheting balls from the inner, curving wall of the cupola. Single games lasted for hours. Play was generally rumbustious and frequently violent, and wounds sustained were medals of honor for these pint-sized warriors. “I broke my nose four times,” boasted one lad. “Even after all this time I get a nosebleed every time I sneeze.”

—


“My name’s John Karroon.”
“Casie Fitton. Good to meet you.”
We shook hands.
For the last five hours I’d been looking after Casie—rhymes with racy—this boy with the blond hair and the puncture mark in the side of his face where the Bog Hornet stinger had been pulled out.
The next twelve hours were going to get disturbing. If I knew how disturbing, and how downright frightening, I’d have done my best to get out of Bastion. Ignorance might not be bliss, but ignorance can leave you cozily unconcerned.
This is what happened to Casie and me.
I’d been in the hospital room for a while now. Mott and his friends must have brought me there after I’d been hit in the face by that frozen gas. Skin still fell from my face like autumn leaves. Then Mott had carried his friend Casie into the room. After that, Casie had slept. Every five minutes I woke him up so I could give him water. Mott told me that if Casie had poison in his blood from the Bog Hornet, then the water would help flush the bad stuff out of his body.


So the more water that Casie drank, and the more he started to come ’round, the more relieved I felt. And when he woke up and started chatting with me I thought he was over the worst.
From time to time Mott dropped by. Mott and Casie grinned at each other; they talked; I could see they were at ease with each other the way best friends are.
Just before a change came over Casie, Mott brought us a bowl each of cheesecake with scoops of creamy, yellow ice cream.
“Rations for the wounded troops,” Mott joked; there was a huge grin on his freckled face. “Once you’ve had this you’ll be eating Bog Hornets for breakfast.”
They both laughed like this was the funniest joke in the world.
“What’s a Bog Hornet?” I asked.
“It’s something to give your worst nightmare its worst ever nightmare.” Casie spooned ice cream into his mouth. “Hmm! I’m going to have more of this tomorrow.”
He never would.
“These hornets are big, then?” I was prompting them to tell me more.
“Very big.” Casie munched cheesecake.
“Vicious,” added Mott. “Watch out, Soldier, you’re getting ice cream on your sheets.”
They laughed again. This giddy laughter must have been a sign of their relief. They both thought that Casie hadn’t taken a big enough shot of Bog Hornet venom to worry about anymore.
“Eat your cheesecake, musket man Karroon,” ordered Mott. “If you don’t have it, I will.”


Casie spooned in the dessert. Between mouthfuls he said, “John’s all right. He’s been giving me water while I was…you know…” He feigned being delirious with his eyes rolling and mouth lolling open. “And taking care of me.”
“Yeah,” Mott said with a laugh. “And making sure the bedbugs don’t bite.” His face became more serious as he looked at me. “Thanks for doing that, John. Casie’s one of the best. We don’t want to go losing him…especially to an overgrown gnat.”
Casie’s eyes were bright now. He almost bounced up and down on the bed as he said, “John was telling me about where he lives. There’s a cinema right at the end of the street. He was telling me about his parents.” Casie became thoughtful. “You know, when I think about it I’m sure I can remember when—”
“Eat that ice cream, Soldier, it’s melting.” Mott sounded annoyed. “I had to bribe the canteen to give me that.”
“I think I had a dog…” Casie seemed to be struggling to remember. “Yeah, I’m sure…a black dog with a white patch on its chest.”
“You’re only twelve,” I said, puzzled by his difficulty in retrieving the memory. “Surely you’d remember your dog. Unless you were a baby at the time, or something.”
Casie shrugged. “No, I was big as this.”
“Then why’s it so difficult to…” I saw the way Mott looked at me. His eyes were saying Don’t do this…don’t keep asking him questions. The eyes were sort of begging. The mystery of where this place was, why I was here, and why twelve-year-old boys couldn’t remember their pet dogs worked on me like an itch on my back that I couldn’t quite reach.


But the blond kid still looked pale. I had no trouble remembering that big black stinger that we’d pulled out of his cheek just a few hours ago.
I changed the subject. “This is great cheesecake. Thanks, Mott.”
Mott was relieved I wasn’t pressing Casie about family stuff. He clapped his hands together. “Sitting here talking to you two freaks won’t win the war.” He spoke in a cheerful way. “I’ll go take a tour of the bunkers and make sure the sentries haven’t sneaked off to play Takk Ball.”
The next few hours went well. Apart from the black hole in his cheek, Casie seemed perfectly okay. I even spent some time picking the dead skin from my face.
“It’ll heal,” Casie told me. “Everyone gets caught by a blowout at some time or other. Watch out for the Nitro Lances. The gas can spill back across the floor and freeze the blood in your toes.”
The mystery burned inside of me. I wanted to ask Casie a million questions. What’s Bastion? Where’s Bastion? Why aren’t there any adults? Or is this a big joke being played on me?
But he’d become drowsy again.
That’s when I wondered if he’d taken too big a hit of venom. His eyes became dull.
Later in the day he held out his hand for me to shake. “I’m Casie Fitton; you’re the new kid, aren’t you?”
“We already met.”
“Oh?”


“I’m John Karroon.”
“Right. John…John?”
“Karroon.”
He looked strangely wounded. For some reason, forgetting my name seemed such an injury to his sense of well-being. I can’t really describe his reaction better than that. Only his lapse of memory seemed a massive blow to him.
For a while, he dozed. The puncture wound turned from black to a sticky red. It almost looked as if someone had squashed a strawberry into the side of his face.
He opened his eyes. “What day is it today?”
“I don’t know.”
“Something stung me.”
“A Bog Hornet.”
“Was that what it was? I only remember a pain here.” He touched his face. His fingertips smeared the sticky red patch. “You know, I was dreaming that I ate a bowl full of cheesecake and yellow ice cream.” He smiled and climbed out of bed. “See these.” He slapped his hands against the combat pants he was wearing. “You wouldn’t believe how many pockets there are. You know, Mott, there are pockets here that I’ve never even opened.”
“I’m not Mott, I’m John.”
“Oh?”
“I told you about the cinema at the end of my street.”
“John? John who?”
“Karroon.”


“Right.”
His eyes were dreamy.
“Maybe you should rest?” I suggested.
“Right.” He slapped his legs with his palms, though in a distracted kind of way, as if he was really thinking about something else. “You wouldn’t believe how many pockets I’ve got. There’s too many, you know. They shouldn’t put so many pockets on clothes. There so much I’ve put in these pockets that I can never find again.”
He lay down on the bed.
“Would you like more water?” I asked.
“No, thanks, Mott.”
I decided not to correct him this time.
“Hey, I’ve just remembered.” He hoisted himself up onto one elbow so he could look at me. “Jet.”
“What’s that?”
“Jet’s my dog, dumbo. I got him for my eleventh birthday. Of course, that was years and years ago.”
“You’re still only twelve, Casie.”
“Funny that, isn’t it? Remembering Jet after all this time.”
He yawned.
“You should try to get some sleep,” I told him.
“Yeah, you’re right, Mott. ’Night.”
“ ’Night.”
I fell asleep soon after. When I woke, the bed next to me was empty. Casie was gone.

—


When I saw Casie had vanished I felt such a lurch in my chest. I thought I’d be sick. Straightaway I knew something awful had happened.
I hurled myself at that starkly empty bed. The sheets had been stripped off, leaving a bare mattress. The ball of sick punched up through my throat when I pictured gloomy figures coming in here in the dead of night, carrying a coffin, putting Casey inside, then shuffling out again.
That was the moment that Mott breezed in. “Oh my God!” He stared at me. I didn’t know what to say to him. His best friend had gone. I knew that could mean only one thing. I expected Mott to be beaten up by grief.
Instead, he laughed. “I wondered when you were going to wake up. I’ve got something planned for you.”
I shook my head. Those were words I hadn’t expected.
I took a deep breath and fought back that sick feeling. “Where’s Casie?”
He blinked. “Who’s Casie?”
“Your friend.”
Mott shrugged.
“Your friend Casie. The kid with the blond hair. He was stung by the Bog Hornet. You carried him in here yesterday. At least, I think it was yesterday.” My head was spinning. “You brought us cheesecake and ice cream.”
He smiled like I was pulling his leg.
“Come on, Mott! Casie’s your best friend. Surely you haven’t forgotten…” That’s when my voice died. He had forgotten.


The red-haired teen smiled at me, waiting for what should be the rest of the joke. Then his gaze seemed to turn inward, as if he was searching inside for some recollection.
The smile faded. “Wait a minute…sure…Casie.” He struggled to remember. “Casie…uhm…”
“Casie Fitton. He got stung right here on the side of his face.”
“That’s right—Casie Fitton.” He wrinkled his nose. “That happened months ago.”
“No, it didn’t. Casie was stung yesterday. I’ve been looking after him.”
He looked at the bare mattress. “No way, Soldier. You’re getting muddled.”
“So what happened to Casie?” I was shouting now. “Where did he go?”
He shrugged as if his friend’s fate didn’t matter. “I don’t know. He just left. He must have been redeployed.”
“Casie was in that bed last night!”
“Don’t blow a wire, Soldier.”
“Mott, picture Casie’s face. Blond hair. Remember how he used to talk. This is important!”
“Casie got a posting to another sector. That’s nothing to go crazy over.” He gave another shrug. “Besides, Casie left ages ago.”
“He was here. Someone took him away in the night.”
Mott slapped his hands to either side of his mouth. “Oh my God. I know where he is.” He dropped to his knees. “He’s hiding under the bed. Come out, Casie, come out…” He pretended to search under the bedframe, then climbed to his feet with a massive grin on his face.


I stared at him in shock. “We were both talking to him just a few hours ago.”
“Stop being such a drama-monkey.” He clicked his fingers. “Okay, Soldier. I told you I’d got a surprise. Pull on your boots. I’m giving you a deluxe tour of the Bastion Boys kingdom.”


From Bastion Wars:
A major problem for the boy soldiers was the botanical infestation. “Plants grew all over the factory floor,” recollected one combatant. “Viper ivy was the worst. It got into the machines and stopped them working. The stuff would also creep its way into the mechanisms that revolved artillery cupola. This meant that you couldn’t turn the gun to fire at attackers. So what’s the point of a gun you can’t aim? Because of viper ivy, especially, we had to send out detachments to cut away that damn weed from both the factory machines and the gun emplacements. That was the most dangerous time of all. We called it ‘Factory Floor time.’ The Factory Floor was full of hazards. Get too near the marsh and you got Bog Hornets coming after you. People drowned in the lake. Kids fell into spinning prop shafts. I don’t know how the factory machines worked when they were half submerged by water, but they did. So you just had to swim out and cut viper ivy from the vents, moving parts, and feeder cables. If all that wasn’t bad enough, then you had Flukes to contend with. They were the worst. Flukes could screw with your mind. That was before they attacked you.
“But they still went out onto the factory floor—brave boys with an average age of thirteen—that was their mission. They never ducked a mission.”

—
Mott, the commander of C Division, sixteen years old, red hair, took me on what he called the “deluxe tour of Bastion Boys kingdom.”
“Our motto is Give us glory, give ’em hell,” he explained as he led the way out of the hospital room.
As I left, I cast a troubled glance at the empty bed that Casie Fitton had occupied. The kid had vanished last night. Now Mott didn’t appear to even fully remember someone who’d been a close friend.
Amnesia. That’s the word that came to mind. An even more worrying word followed it. Dementia. I’d heard my parents discuss an elderly neighbor who’d begun to wander the streets in the middle of the night. “They’re saying it’s dementia. She can’t even remember her own husband’s name. Last night she tried to visit her mother even though the woman’s been dead for over twenty years.”
Dementia. The word vibrates with such worrying connotations. Forgetfulness. Evaporation of intellect. Loss of independence. Abandonment of mind. I shivered as I walked down the corridor. I stared at the back of Mott’s red head as if I expected to see his brain turning all black and shrunken inside as dementia destroyed his mind.
Mott, however, kept up the happy chatter. “John. We’re going to have to get you a combat uniform and proper army boots.” He grinned back at me as he patted the camouflage pants he wore. “We need to get you trained up, Soldier. You don’t want any more blowouts in your face…” (So he remembered that.) “You’ll need to get full kit as well, stuff like toothbrush, comb, ’jamas for nightwear, pay book, dog tags. Watch out…When we leave the sick bay there’ll be a blast of air.”


He pushed open a heavy steel door with rubber trim around the edges. There was a sound like a huge intake of breath and air blew into my face from outside. I smelt frying bacon, boy sweat, and those oil scents that you get when you put your face under the hood of a car once the engine’s been warmed through.
There was noise, bright lights, movement. I figured I’d left the hospital complex. Now I seemed to be on a roadway, although it was a subterranean one. A concrete roof entirely covered the road.
Kids. Hundreds of kids. I say kids—being more specific, they were boys of between eleven and sixteen years old, I guessed. I’m in an underground city filled with boy soldiers, I told myself as I stared at the crowds—this was astonishing. None carried weapons, but they all wore camouflage jackets and pants—a busy pattern of yellows, greens, and browns.
The kids were cheerful. There was lots of joking and laughing. In fact, it could have been the hallway of a school on Friday afternoon as everyone poured out of the building to start the joys of the weekend.
“Hi, Ripley. Hi, Todd. This is John Karroon.” Mott introduced me to two teenagers with shaved heads. “Best Nitro Lance operators we’ve got,” he told me.
We walked on. Faces were a whirling blur. There were so many. Mott introduced me to people by the dozen. I shook hands. Got back-slapped. Without exception, those guys were friendly. They were pleased I’d joined their army.


But, Jesus Christ, what army? Where was I? How did I get here? What enemy was this legion of children fighting?
Questions, questions, questions.
I burned to ask Mott searching questions about location, purpose, intent, where, what, why, when.
Only not yet. My father’s a TV journalist. I asked myself what he’d do in a situation like this. I could hear my dad’s voice inside my head: “Absorb what you see, smell, hear,
taste, touch, first of all.” That’s what his advice would be; I’d heard him say that before. “And most important: Use your sixth sense. What does the situation FEEL like? What vibes are you picking up from the people? Digest the information. That information will equip you to ask precisely targeted questions.”
I continued to follow Mott along the underground road.
So lips sealed, Soldier. Despite what had happened, especially to Casie, I found myself smiling. Lips sealed, Soldier? Heck, I was even picking up Mott’s way of talking.
“We head this way.” Mott pointed to a stairwell that rose up from the center of the road and through an opening in the concrete roof. “I’ll take you to the front-line forts. That’s where you’ll be spending most of your time.”
Wait just there. Has anyone asked me if I even want to be a soldier? I decided that was an important question. Although it would be wisest to ask it later when I’d found out more facts about this place they called Bastion.
At the top of the steps we followed a concrete-lined tunnel. There were fewer boys here. They seemed more businesslike. Jobs to be done, places to go, information to impart—that kind of riff.


“I’ll show you the big guns,” Mott told me. “That’s just for fun, because you’re assigned to C Division. So you’ll be using Nitro Muskets.”
“And you’re my boss?”
“Division leader is my designation. Everyone still calls me Mott.” He smiled, “So you call me Mott…and if you find yourself with worries come and find me.”
“Thanks.”
“Don’t mention it. We all look out for one another.”
A kid in glasses approached Mott. “You wanted to know if there was a rogue Fluke out on the Factory Floor.”
“That’s right, Soldier.”
“We’ve got one. It’s hanging around in sector 3A.”
“That’s close enough.”
“This is John, by the way.”
“Pleased to meet you, John. I’m Tippi.”
I shook hands with him.
“Okay, no time to lose.” Mott spoke briskly. “John. We’ll go see the howitzers. You’ll love those. They are amaay-zing! Then we’ll hit the bunkers. Come on, Soldier, you’re in for an exciting day.”

—
The big guns were breathtaking. The barrels were fatter than telegraph poles; they shone like they’d been coated in chrome. You could see your reflection in them.
Mott explained, “This is one of the artillery places. There’s one in each cupola. And there are three cupolas. They sit on top of a concrete installation known as the casemate. In front of the casemate is a row of three concrete bunkers. These house the musket men. You will be one of those musket men, John Karroon. Understand?”


I nodded. So far, I had an entire army of questions that urgently wanted to march out onto my tongue and deploy. Not yet, I told myself. Look, listen, stay silent. For now.
“Good man.” Mott smiled. “You’re going to like it here. You’ll make good friends. The food’s brilliant, too. There’s a game of Takk Ball later. You’ll love that.”
“How many people are there in Bastion?” That seemed an inoffensive question.
“Three hundred and sixty.”
“They’re all boys?”
“That’s right, Soldier.”
“Aged between eleven and sixteen?”
“There’s only a dozen sixteen-year-olds. Everyone else is younger.”
“And no adults at all?”
“You like asking questions, don’t you? I’ll have to change your name from John to Question Hound.” He laughed as he slapped the breech of the howitzer. “You haven’t said anything about these yet.”
“They’re awesome,” I said, and I truly meant it. Those guns radiated a silent strength (silent for now, that is). “When do you fire them?”
“When there’s an attack.” He smiled again. “Don’t worry, you’ll get to see them working soon.”
I gazed up at the high roof of the cupola. The inner walls curved. It was like standing beneath (and inside) a huge ball that had been cut in half. The muzzle of the gun protruded through a huge slot in the dome.


“The entire structure rotates,” Mott told me. “We use these levers to elevate and depress the barrel. Gunners aim using that screen.” He pointed to a boxy, old-style TV that was bolted to a table by the door. “Shells are fed by the tube that comes up through the cupola floor. Below us are ammo stores.”
“Why is the gun unmanned now?”
“We have spotters in a nest on the casemate roof. There’s no need to be in here unless there’s shooting to be done, or we’re playing Takk Ball. Pow! You should see the ball ricochet off those curving walls. Anyway, I’ll show you the main control room, then we’ll go to the forward bunkers.”
He led the way.
The control room surprised me. “I’ve seen something like this in a war museum.”
A couple guys sat before a bank of screens and telephones. They laughed at what I said, but looked at Mott for a lead. After all, he was in charge.
“Yeah, in your science-fiction dreams, Soldier.” Mott slapped me on the back. “You have to watch out for John, guys, he’s a real joker.”
“But this stuff looks so…so ancient.” I pointed at the clunky cube-shaped televisions piled on top of one another. They showed black-and-white images of rooms, including the interior of the cupola I’d just been in. “And those phones? Shit. Antique.”
“Hey.” One of the kids sounded annoyed. He didn’t like me verbally trashing the electronic equipment that he was so proud of. “This is good kit. I’d like you to find better.”


The phones were all bright colors—red, blue, green, yellow. They had the artificial hues of old-fashioned candy. Each phone had a numeric pad with big square buttons. In this room there was only one piece of hardware that even approached being anything like a computer terminal. In one corner, a table. On that table sat a monitor with green text on the screen. I noticed a QWERTY keyboard attached to it by a thick, curly cable.
Mott gave me a hard stare, wondering if I wanted to make trouble. “This is good hardware,” he said. “We’re given the best.”
“Where are your cellphones? Your laptops? Your tablets?”
“Tablets?” echoed one of the control-room guys. “Hey, Mott, he must have a headache, he wants tablets.” The pair laughed. Mott, however, looked uneasy.
“Tablets: as in electronic tablets.” I could feel my face turning hot. “You know, like fucking computers.”
“Electronic tablets.” Mott frowned. “You mean like electronic pills and electronic medicine? There’s no such thing.”
“No. Tablets are an electronic device. A computer that you can hold in your hand.”
One of the kids laughed. “Try holding a computer in your hand and you’d rip your arm out of its socket.” He nodded at the screen in the corner. “That’s hooked up to a computer that weighs a half a ton.”
I clenched my fist. My heart pounded in my chest. “Where are your cellphones, then?”


“We don’t have phones to sell.” Mott pointed at the multicolored handsets. “We need all these telephones: We can’t go selling them.”
“No! Cell with a C, not an S!”
“Nutjob.” One of the guys gave a dismissive shake of the head, as though I wasn’t worth talking to, and returned to writing on a clipboard.
“Who are you people?” I yelled. “What hell is this place? You’re the crazy ones living here, pretending to fight a war! Playing soldiers! And—and surrounding yourself with shit out of a museum and pretending it’s brand-new.”
Mott barked at the guy at the table, “Give John a break, Tyler! He only got here yesterday. You know new conscripts are mixed up when they arrive.”
Tyler pouted. “Sorry. Didn’t mean it.” But he looked as if he meant it.
After that, we headed for the bunkers. These I remembered from before I picked up the gun and suffered what I’d been told was a blowout. The accident that gave me the microwaved Frankenstein face.
There were those Nitro Muskets again. Each one neatly racked. From every one of those rifle-type weapons a red hose snaked down to a brass dome on the floor.
“Before you pick one of these up”—Mott pointed at a Nitro Musket—“you’ve got to check that there’s no buildup of excess vapor in the tube, so kick the stud next to the link collar. See it there on the dome? Right where the pipe enters the collar? The stud releases excess vapor. If you do that, you won’t get zapped.”
Those questions marched across my tongue again. Before I could ask one, though, the guy I’d seen earlier in the corridor raced in. He looked excited.


“Mott! The Fluke’s moved into grid A4.”
“That’s close enough for us.”
“Fluke.” Cold shivers ran down my back. “That’s something bad, isn’t it?”
“The baddest, Soldier.” Mott kicked the stud on the dome. There was a hiss of escaping gas. A frost appeared on the red hose. “Now we’re safe to pick up our weapon.” He eased the Nitro Musket from its rack.
“You’re going to shoot it?” I asked.
“Nope.”
“What, then?” My heart stated to accelerate.
“We’re going to wait.”
“Why?”
“So you can get a good close look at what we’re fighting here.”
My heart began to pound. I felt scared. I was wired, too. Mott’s eyes were gleaming, just as if we were going on some exciting adventure.
I pointed at the slit in the concrete wall. “It’s out there?”
“Take a gander, Soldier. You’ve got to know what a Fluke looks like. You’re going to be fighting plenty.”
I approached the slit opening that was about the height of my shoulder. This had been designed so musket men could fire at the enemy outside without being hit when, or if, the bad guys returned fire. If this really was the shooting kind of war.
I looked out. Yes, I remembered this from when I arrived. There, in front of me, was the place they called the Factory Floor. That strange landscape stretched out for mile after mile. Hundreds of machines were laid out in neat lines. Pistons went up and down. Silver wheels that were bigger than houses spun around and around. I saw turning cranks, drive shafts, cogs, differentials. Steel beams rocked on central pivots. I heard the faint rumble of those monster engines.


And then there was greenery, too. Some of the factory machines were swamped by green vines. From plenty of walkways huge trees stretched up toward the roof. I gazed in astonishment at the huge lake, where flocks of white birds glided in to land on the water. Identifying where the light came from wasn’t easy. Of course, there was no sun, the Factory Floor was indoors. There were no lamps, either. The light seemed to come from the mist that hung just beneath the ceiling. Those clouds of vapor appeared to be luminous, shedding a milky-white light.
“See anything?” Mott asked.
“I see the Factory Floor, machines, lake…”
“Do you see the Fluke?”
“I don’t know what one is.”
“Look for a twist of white fog.”
“I still can’t see it.”
The boy in the spectacles shouted out from the back of the bunker. “It’s in grid A4!” He sounded excited, as if he anticipated dramatic events.
“A4?” I asked. “What’s A4?”
“We’ve divided up the Factory Floor into a grid pattern and overlaid it onto a floor plan,” Mott told me. “A4 is there.” His face turned grim. “Right in front of you.”


My heart lurched. I twisted my head to look out again.
The Fluke stood just outside the slit in the concrete. A twist of fog, slowly rotating. My eyes focused on that ten-foot pillar of vapor. There were threads of red fire running through its whiteness.
“Aren’t you going to kill it?” I asked. My eyes locked onto the twist of fog. Those scarlet veins of fire…amazing, hypnotic…compelling. I wanted to keep staring. In fact, I couldn’t turn away if I tried. “No…don’t kill it yet…let me watch it for a while…” My heart slowed; a relaxed, dreamy feeling sidled through me. “It’s amazing…Flukes are beautiful…” I heard the sneeze sound from the gun. The pellet exploded inside the misty body of the Fluke; liquid nitrogen splashed against the floor. It also enveloped the rotating column of white that was the Fluke creature.
The extreme cold of the frozen gas—a piercing minus three hundred and twenty degrees Fahrenheit—transformed the vapor into glittering ice crystals. They pitter-pattered down onto the concrete floor. Those threads of red fire inside the being turned duller and duller…then died.
I sagged, panting, against the wall. A choking sound came from my throat. My heart squelched strangely in my chest.
Mott caught hold of me. “I’m sorry to do that to you, John. But I wanted you to experience, firsthand, how those things can mess with your mind. You need to understand what you’re up against.”
I slumped down to sit on the floor. Sweat poured out of me. I couldn’t speak.
“You’ve just gone and met a Fluke,” Mott said. “Now you know your enemy.”


From Bastion Wars:
The artillery guns in Bastion were big. Cajun pot roast dinners were big. The dormitories were big. Biggest of all was the alarm. One combatant still remembers the electrifying effect when the alarm sounded: “The alarm was the big noise. When it signaled the attack alert, the siren filled every cubic inch of space. The walls shook. That sound would be big enough to drown out the clatter of the universe tumbling down on Doomsday. When the alarm started you moved fast. Everyone to station. Everyone ready to fight. The alarm was the biggest thing. The alarm was your God Almighty.”

—
The siren came. To me it sounded like a visitation from God. The wail rose from a deep bass sound that shook your stomach to a high-pitched scream that threatened to explode your skull.
Everyone ran from the canteen. I’d been chewing on a chicken drumstick and asking myself why Mott had let the Fluke get so close to me. Had he done it so I could be safely exposed to its mind-scrambling powers? Or had he done it just for fun? Just to watch me go all weird and bug-eyed?
The siren stopped me wondering about Mott’s intention. Damn it, the siren made the water jugs vibrate so much the water jumped right out.
The boy soldiers threw down their forks, their chicken drumsticks, their chunks of bread, and they just ran. This wasn’t chaos. This had been well rehearsed. The warriors were racing to action stations. Within moments they’d man the weapons, then they’d engage the enemy.


“Fight! Fight Fight!” guys chanted as they ran. “Fight! fight!”
I flung down the chicken limb. I started to run, too.
The siren screamed. It poured all its violent decibels onto me. The siren got inside my head. The alarm shrieked so hugely inside of me that I didn’t have room for thought. The tidal wave of noise caught me and carried me along.
Guys in camouflage gear pounded along the underground road. They raced up the stairs to corridors that would take them to the bunkers and the cupolas. The guns would be waiting, primed and ready. Soon the shooting would start.
Time for me to run, too. I climbed the same stairs. I knew exactly where I was going.
I’m getting out! I told myself this over and over. If one thought managed to overpower the mind-melting howl of the siren, this was it: I’m getting out! I’m leaving! I’m going home!
Everyone ran to their posts. If they noticed me at all, they’d assume I did the same. No doubt Mott would be in the musketry bunker, also assuming that one John Karroon would be heading that way along with the rest of his comrades. Then they would fight the unholy Fluke.
Boots clattered on the floor. Guys in uniform barreled along. Pens fell out of pockets. Nobody paused to retrieve them. Reaching their posts—that was the most important task in those kids’ lives right now.
I continued to ascend the staircases. When the staircases ended I climbed up a ladder that was bolted to the wall. I hadn’t known it was going to be there. Instinct was my guide at that moment. Blind instinct.


Out! Out! Out!
“I’m going home!” My shout echoed up the shaft.
The concrete tube was featureless, apart from the rusty iron ladder bolted to its side. I climbed and climbed. My legs ached like fury. I might have ascended by five or six hundred feet when the ladder ended at a circular chamber. A single hatchway had been set into the concrete wall. I pulled back half a dozen bolts that sealed the hatch shut, then hauled it open.
A stink of damp gushed over me in a wave. There was heat there. This was like a warm breath from a huge animal blasting its reeking lung air into my face. Still, I didn’t hesitate.
Quickly, I stepped through the hatch and into the darkness.
Then I stood there, trying to make sense of what little I could see. Panting, I stepped to one side to let more of the light trickle through the hatchway.
The walls of the tunnel were black. They’d been roughly cut from rock. I took a dozen paces along the tunnel. I made out timber props and braces for the roof. A shovel lay against one wall. I could see iron tracks running along the tunnel—the kind that miners would use to move ore. The tracks disappeared under a mound of rubble that blocked the tunnel.
I retraced my route. There’d be a way out if I followed the tunnel the other way. I was certain of it.
Nope.


The tunnel was blocked by what looked like a million tons of stones, too.
Stupid little noises came running up my throat. I was crying.
Fucking crying!
Twelve years old and I cried like a little kid.
I was crying because I knew there was no way out of Bastion. I was trapped.
I sat down on one of the iron rails and bawled.
From Bastion Wars:
Bastion existed for defense. Its purpose: to protect the lives of its inhabitants. One of the boys’ roles was to keep the machines on the Factory Floor clear of vines. This parasitic vegetation would foul moving parts. The worst plant for this was viper ivy. Any veteran from Bastion will always utter “viper ivy” with a particular bitterness. Stories about the extraordinary plant are a recurring feature of the oral testimonies. The reader of this history will discover more surprises about that invasive green menace.
So detachments of boys ventured out onto the Factory Floor. They courageously faced its dangers. They did their work, cutting away strangling vines, then returned to the fortress complex that is Bastion.
Yet not a single boy knew what the factory machines did. They did not know who benefited from all that hardware. Or what the consequences would be if the gigantic wheels, cogs, and drive shafts stopped turning.

—


Two hundred or more faces surrounded me. Every single one blazed with fury.
They were yelling: “Deserter!” “Coward!”
Shouting voices, faces, anger—that pretty much summed up the situation. The only one who didn’t express anger was Mott. He stared at me in disbelief. You can add a hefty portion of disappointment to that expression, too.
“Why the hell did you try and leave Bastion?” He’d asked the question a dozen times by now.
The din in the canteen from shouting boys always drowned out my answer.
“Coward!”
“Deserter!”
“Shove him out onto the Factory Floor!”
“Let the Flukes take care of him!”
Mott grabbed me by the arm. “John, explain why you wanted to leave us.”
“Because this is insane!” I yelled. “Why are you here? You’re not real soldiers.”
That killed the shouts of “Deserter” and “Coward!”
“You’re not real soldiers,” I repeated. “You’re just kids in uniform.”
This really shocked the crowd. Just ten minutes ago they had surrounded me when I’d returned to the canteen after stand-down and announced, “There’s no way out of here. We must be hundreds of feet underground.” Then I told them about my trip to the mine workings above our heads.


The revelation that I’d tried to scarper unleashed the tidal wave of fury. They hated me for wanting to go home.
“We are soldiers,” protested a kid in spectacles. “Plenty of us have died protecting this place.”
“And each other,” added another pint-sized warrior.
Hundreds of eyes were fixed on me. Get this. They weren’t being bullies, they weren’t being casually vicious for the fun of it. These people were genuinely hurt by my accusation that they were fake soldiers. They were so proud of their status. What’s more, they’d been prepared to invest their trust and friendship in me. Now I’d scorned them. I’d treated them like shit.
Mott glared at me. I’d thrown friendship back in his face, too. He must have found my behavior inexplicable. “I thought you were acting strange because your head was still scrambled. New arrivals are always like that. But it only lasts a few hours. You should be over that now.”
He looked like a sixteen-year-old, but inside that red head of his there seemed to be an adult living there. A grown-up in the skin of a kid. Weird. His manner unsettled me.
I felt the tears come back. No more crying. No fucking way. I clenched my fists. Tried to stop the wet stuff springing from my eyes in such a shameful way.
“Listen.” I took a deep breath. “I know you’re doing your best here.”
“You know nothing,” hissed the kid in spectacles. “You’re thick as mule shit.”
“I want to explain…”
“Coward!”


“Deserter!”
The anger storm came roaring back. They wanted to lynch me. I was the defective animal in the pack. They recognized me as being a danger to them, in ways they couldn’t fully explain.
Oh…but I would be a danger to them. I planned to rip their proud delusion to shreds. This belief that they were noble warriors protecting the king’s castle, or whatever Bastion was. This pathetic belief that they were somehow fighting a glorious, holy war.
I waited for the bedlam to subside just a bit, then held up a hand for silence the way teachers do. That did the trick (to my surprise); bedlam evaporated.
In the silence that followed I started talking in a calm, deliberate voice. A here-comes-the-truth kind of tone. “When I first arrived here, I believed I was dreaming. Everything was mixed up in my head. I know I’m not dreaming now. Bastion is real. You are real. I’ve seen the machines on the Factory Floor. Your job is to protect them and to keep them working. The question is: What are these machines for?”
Mott answered, “They’re important. Vitally important.”
“Okay,” I said, “but what do they do? What are they making?”
“We don’t know what they actually make. We don’t need to know. What we do know is that there’d be a huge disaster if they stopped.”
“So who owns the machines?”
“We do…well…” He frowned. “The population, I guess.”
“What population?”
“Everyone outside Bastion.”
A certain vagueness crept into his voice. I decided to apply more pressure with some harder questions: “Do you think it’s okay for those people, who get whatever stuff is made in the factory, to expect you to risk your lives to keep the machines going?”


“That’s our mission.”
“So it’s all right to exploit children as soldiers?’
“We are real soldiers. We’re proud of what we do.”
Now for the killer questions. Before anyone could start shouting again I asked, “Why do you all suffer from such a shit-poor memory?”
“Our memories work fine,” said the kid in spectacles.
“Okay, answer me this: What’s your mother’s name?”
He laughed. “Of course I know my mother’s name. It’s…” Suddenly he looked as if he’d vomit. “It’s…” He got all panicky…agitated. His eyes started to search the floor in front of him as if he’d find his mother’s name chiseled there. It was disturbing to watch that desperation on his face.
“You.” I pointed at a big kid with a scar on his forehead. “Where did you go to school?”
“I…I…” That’s all he could say. He pushed his fist against his mouth and began to shake.
I picked another boy. “Name the town where you grew up.”
“It’s…shit. It’s…” His voice became a croak.
My finger stabbed at kids at random. “Tell me the name of your first pet…What’s your father called?…Do you have brothers…Do you have sisters…What make of car does your family own?…Name some of your teachers when you were at school…Can you name any teachers? Can you name a single teacher that taught you?”


I fired questions at them. No answers came back.
I turned to Mott. “Tell me your father’s name.”
“What does it matter?” He got angry. “We don’t need our mothers and fathers now. We have a mission. We look after each other. We are warriors. And we do not need someone like you coming along to screw up our lives here.”
“But what happened to your memories?” My voice rose, too. Forget cool, forget poise. Anger blasted through me. “None of you can remember your old lives before you got here. I can. My name is John Karroon. I’m twelve. I live in Perryvale. My mother’s called Catherine; my Dad’s Ben. We have a Mercedes. It’s poop-brown, it’s twenty years old, and my dad tells everyone it’s a classic. He won’t even drive it in the rain. My mother drives a Nissan. My sister’s called Joy. She keeps rabbits—Cherokee, Sunspot, Sweetbell, Flighty are their names.” The anger got the better of me: I went around the circle of boys and started pushing them in their chests, knocking them back. “So why don’t any of you idiots remember anything? Why don’t you know the names of your own parents? Why can’t you tell me what they call your schools? Is it because they’re putting something in your food? Chemicals that make you forget? Have they cut part of your fucking brains out?”
“John.” Mott spoke softly. “That’s enough.”
“And what happened to Casie Fitton, the kid who got stung? He vanished from his bed last night and nobody cares he’s gone but me!”
“John—”
“Nobody questions what’s happened to him or whether he’s still alive but me!”


Mott grabbed me. “The verdict of this military court has been reached.”
I stared at him. “What military court?”
“John Karroon. You have been found guilty. Now you will be punished.”
From Bastion Wars:
Stories from Bastion are often harrowing. Many are horrific. There are a few that are funny. The astute reader will recognize that even the lighthearted anecdotes are bittersweet. They illuminate the inner minds of the boys.
Take this example:
From six in the evening until ten there was television. Programs appeared on televisions that were set up in recreation rooms. The boys didn’t know who made the broadcasts. They simply enjoyed the cartoons, comedy shows, and Tonite’s Movie. The boys loved war and monster films. “The bloodier the better,” recalled a veteran. One way to drive the boys out of the recreation rooms in a mass of indignation was to play a romantic comedy onscreen. The boys didn’t want to see “any stupid picture about people kissing.”
So they decanted from the room. The last to leave were youths in their early teens. They furiously protested about the inclusion of the romantic film. And yet they were the ones who lingered. They wanted to catch a glimpse of the pretty girl onscreen and the boy who falls in love. Those teenage warriors of Bastion complained that they weren’t being given a monster story. They declared that they hated films with romance and kissing. Even so, there was a wistful glint to their eye. They’d just passed through the stormy waters of puberty. Though not a single boy would openly admit the fact, girls were starting to become strangely interesting.

—


I hadn’t even realized that the raucous assembly in the canteen had been a court martial. At least, I hadn’t realized I was being tried for going AWOL until Mott stated I’d committed a crime. After the guilty verdict they sent me to wait in the corridor, while the people in the canteen decided my fate.
The death penalty? A few hours ago I’d have laughed away the possibility of facing a juvie firing squad. Not now, though. I’d seen their anger. They were genuinely appalled by my attempt to escape Bastion.
“Not that I’m leaving Bastard Bastion,” I muttered to myself in the corridor. “There’s no way out. We’re buried here under the fucking ground.” I kicked the canteen door. “Did you hear that, you idiots?”
My emotions were jumbled. I was angry with the situation. I had bouts of homesickness. Was my family going crazy with worry? After all, I must have vanished from the face of the earth. I was angry at the way the other kids were treating me. I got all uppity and contemptuous of the way they took themselves so seriously as sawn-off soldiers. Boy warriors. Juvenile GIs. Call ’em what you want.
I felt sorry for them, too. Like me, they’d been ripped away from their home life. They’d been transported here to do dirty work for the individuals who owned the factory machines. These kids risked their lives for a cause they knew nothing about. Some had sacrificed themselves for a bunch of anonymous losers.


The Bastion Boys were self-deluded. That’s the worst part. They were so proud of their uniform, their comradeship, and their willingness to fight. They couldn’t see what I saw: that they were slaves.
The kid with the spectacles appeared. He was solemn. Nevertheless, he couldn’t resist a contemptuous shake of the head as he looked down on me from the top of self-righteous mountain.
“Inside, Karroon. Stand to attention while you hear your punishment.”
I walked into the center of the canteen. Everyone stared at me with eyes that could kill—not only kill but mutilate, then bury my wretched flesh and damn me to hell. At least, that’s how it appeared to me.
Mott gave me the Arctic-cold eye treatment, too. “Karroon. You are guilty of going absent without leave. You are guilty of defamation. You are guilty of falsely accusing this army of not being real soldiers. However, we take into account mitigating circumstances. You are new here. New arrivals get disoriented. Also, we have to take into consideration that you got blasted by the Nitro blowout. That will have caused mental confusion.”
Shit. They’re going easy on me. So…no firing squad. Then Mott told me the punishment. They weren’t going to be so lenient after all.
He spoke in that disconcertingly adult way of his. “Karroon. This is your punishment. We have decided that at precisely sixteen hundred hours you will leave the protection of Bastion.”
“Fuck you!” I remembered the Fluke. The damn thing had nearly fried my mind. “Fuck all of you!”


Mott continued in that decisive way he’d adopted for sentencing the criminal.
Me.
“John Karroon. At sixteen hundred hours you will exit onto the Factory Floor. You will then proceed to remove viper ivy where required. Do you understand?”
“You’re sending me out there to die!”
From Bastion Wars:
Combatants were ignorant of how they came to arrive at Bastion, how they were selected, and which masters they were serving. Ignorance was endemic. Asking pertinent questions was incredibly rare until the arrival of John Karroon. He proved to be an unusual conscript. For reasons that are unknown, he possessed a fully functioning memory. Karroon was to have an enormous impact on the lives of Bastion’s defenders. When they hear the name John Karroon, survivors of Bastion still flinch, as if they expect a bomb to explode in their faces.

—
They didn’t send me out alone. Mott came, too. There were two other boys: a twelve-year-old with a shaved head and a tall, thin kid of about fourteen, with shaggy, black hair, and a peculiar way of hanging his head down low so he looked as if he was on the verge of dozing off. Skinhead went by the name of Grunt. Shaggyhead was called Gonzalez.
I wasn’t alone in punishment duty. Grunt had put apple pie in someone’s boots for a joke. Gonzalez had repeatedly slept late, missing sentry duty. I found out that Bastion Boys never stole from one another. Bullying was rare—usually even that was attributable to teasing that got out of hand. Soon after my arrival I realized these combatants had strong bonds of loyalty. They treated others as they’d expect to be treated themselves.


Mott, Grunt, and Gonzalez armed themselves with Nitro Lances. These were metal poles about six feet in length, with a nozzle at one end and a cylinder of liquid nitrogen fixed to the other.
“Don’t I get one?” I asked
Mott shook his head. “After what you did to your face with the Nitro Musket? We’ll look after you.”
They were still being cool toward me. Politely cool would be the most apt description. I carried the cutting tools in a backpack. They were pretty much like the kind of long-handled sheers used by gardeners to lop branches. There was also a saw for tougher blighters.
A sentry unlocked a massively thick steel door and hauled it open; we passed through, then the hunk of metal slammed shut behind us.
We were out on the Factory Floor. The humidity made it seem like I was inhaling warm soup. There was a smell of wet vegetation, almost a boiled cabbage odor. There was also the tang of thousands of monster engines. I picked up the scent of oil and the sharper nostril-pricking smell of ionization from what must be huge voltages passing through all this hardware. The most noticeable sound was the hiss and rumble of moving parts. Those engines were always busy.
“Stick together,” Mott told us. “You, John, walk in the middle. Grunt, you stick to our tail, keep checking behind you.”


We walked along the dead-straight pathway that led between the machines. I stopped counting those rumbling behemoths when I got to a hundred and fifty. The strange realm known as the Factory Floor stretched out for miles ahead. Its roof was maybe a thousand feet above our heads.
I glanced back at Bastion. There were three slablike bunkers with the horizontal firing slits. Behind them, three dome-shaped cupolas standing on the highest part of the fortress. From the cupolas poked the muzzles of the artillery pieces.
So far, there was no sign of Flukes.
We moved past the factory giants. Wheels spun. Iron beams rocked up and down, seesaw-style. I glimpsed silvery drive shafts that were the size of tree trunks. Some machines were dead pieces of junk. Most worked, though. These were busily making…what?
I didn’t have a clue.
As we walked I spoke to Mott. “I’ve been thinking.”
“Oh, yeah?”
“There’s stuff on the Internet about the CIA building secret cities all over the world. I’m wondering if this is one of them.”
“You saw it on what kind of net?”
“Internet.”
“You’re a dreamer, John.”
“Haven’t you heard of the Internet?”
“Haven’t you heard of loyalty to your buddies, Soldier?”
I took this as a reference to attempting to get the hell out of Bastion. “I’m not going to be a stinking slave here.”


Grunt shoved me in the back. “Hey, we’re not slaves. We’re soldiers.”
“This could be a secret city,” I persisted. “The CIA build them underground in case terrorists blow up nuclear power plants.”
“Doesn’t your brain ever stop, Soldier?”
“My dad’s a TV reporter. He asks questions for a living. I must get it from him.”
“You don’t say.”
“I still wonder what happened to Casie Fitton. He was there in the next bed when I went to sleep. Next morning. Fffttt! Gone.”
“Casie Fitton will have been redeployed.”
“During the night?”
“No. I’ve already told you. He went months ago.”
We walked past an engine that was the size of a house. Through a glass panel pistons could be glimpsed going up and down.
“Do you have a high casualty rate?” I asked.
“We’ve lost good men.”
“Can you remember their names?”
He scowled, a troubled expression flitted across his face. “Lots sacrificed their lives to protect Bastion.”
“Names. Give me specific names.”
“Why should I single out individual soldiers when they all died as warriors?”
“You’re being evasive. Can you remember a single name?”
“John.” His voice dropped to a hiss. “I got you out of serious trouble earlier by persuading everyone you were still puddled from the Nitro blowout.”


“Puddled?”
“Confused, scrambled, fucking screwy.”
“Oh.”
“Look, I’m trying to help you, kid. So stop asking questions that draw attention to yourself.”
“I remember my life before I came here, and I remember that Casie vanished, so it’s only natural to ask questions to find out what’s happening.”
“Try to forget,” he snarled. “Or at least pretend to forget. Life here will get easier for you.”
“Fuck you.”
Mott spun around. He swung the lance with a ferocious yell.
I ducked. And I ducked knowing that I’d been brought out here so I could be murdered.
Even as the thought blasted through my head, I heard thwukk!
The lance had struck a hard mass—not my head, thank God.
A black body the size of a crow fell to the floor. A pair of wings that were an iridescent turquoise made a burrrr sound as they thrashed against the concrete. I saw a long black stinger jutting from the creature’s rear.
“Keep your eyes open,” Mott warned us. “The Bog Hornets are getting active.”
The bug’s wing fluttering stopped. I tapped it with the toe of my boot.
“Don’t worry, it’s dead,” Gonzalez said. “Mott got it before it stung you.”


Mott stared at me for a moment as if he expected something. Then he sighed.
“Don’t mention it, John. Any time.”
“Thanks,” I said. “And thanks for saving my neck back in the canteen, too.”
“All right, Soldier.” He smiled again. “Let’s complete this assignment, then we can all go back and eat.”

—
We headed deeper into the Factory Floor territory. Soon we reached the zone where trees grew right out of solid concrete. White birds flitted in the branches. Thankfully, no more Bog Hornets buzzed us. Nor was there any sign of Flukes.
We reached a vast engine that seemed to be more moving parts than static ones. Wheels within wheels, piston rods going in-out, in-out, drive shafts turning—and there were slabs of metal the size of garage doors spinning on axles.
The movements were labored, though. The reason soon became obvious.
Mott pointed. “Viper ivy. See how it’s trying to get into all the apertures. It’s even wrapping itself ’round the drive shafts.”
The moving parts hissed wearily as they chafed against the thick vines.
I got busy. Without being asked, I pulled out the long-handled cutters. Viper ivy consisted of vivid green tendrils that were as thick as my wrist. Shiny leaves of the same shade of green dangled from shoots that forked away from the stem. A pale yellow juice ran from the vines the moment I started to cut. They were tough, very tough.


“It’s harder than cutting off a gorilla’s arms,” I said.
Yeah, a nonsensical comparison, but the others laughed. That lightened the mood. None of the three seemed that angry with me anymore. I worked hard. I wasn’t afraid to get my hands kakked by the yellow juice. I even risked getting mulched by the mojo when I scrambled into the big machine to cut vines that snaked their way into its inner workings.
“Brave bastard, isn’t he?” said Gonzalez.
“Yeah, just be careful.” Mott sounded worried. “Don’t make us have to carry you back in three different sacks.”
Grunt chuckled. “Look at John go. He’s declared a one-man war on the viper ivy army. Power to your elbow, John!”
Gonzalez laughed. “You get ’em, trooper!”
That’s when the change occurred. I stopped being the mouthy outsider. We became a team. I climbed all over that damn engine. Cutting, snipping, hacking, cursing. I attacked those thick, fibrous vines. And let me tell you, victory was mine!
Grunt kept lookout for the enemy—in whatever shape they took. Gonzalez and Mott used the lances to fire blasts of liquid nitrogen at the stems of viper ivy where they erupted from solid concrete. Moist, green flesh turned black.
Mott explained. “We can freeze-kill them, but we still need to cut the vines away from the machines because they clog the workings.”
By this time, I’d reached the top of the steel housing. The three guys were twenty feet below me. I had great views over the Factory Floor toward the lake. From here I could make out black dots, which I figured were Bog Hornets, hovering over the marsh that bordered the lake. So far no more of them seemed inclined to take the trip across here.


“You’ve cleaned the buggers out,” Mott told me as I hurled the last piece of vine down onto the floor. “Well done, Soldier.”
As I climbed down from the throbbing steelwork, Mott gave orders to the others: “Finish up blasting the stems here. I’ll head over there with John to check the machines in J8.”
I carried the long-handled cutter over my shoulder. Yellow juice dripped from the blades. I grinned, feeling pleased with myself. And pleased that I’d won the approval of my buddies, too.
When we were out of earshot of the two blasting the stems with gas, Mott turned to me.
“You’re not the only one to ask questions, you know?”
“I don’t suppose I am.”
“For a long time I’ve been asking myself where our food comes from.”
“And where does it come from?”
“It’s produced by our neighbors.”
“Neighbors?” My voice rose to a shout of astonishment. “We’ve got neighbors!”
“Shush, Soldier, not so loud.” He grinned. “You’re the first one I’ve told.”
“Where—”
He put his fingers to his lips. “Come on. I’ll show you what I’ve found.”


From Bastion Wars:
One fact they knew perfectly well was this: The Flukes saw the Bastion Boys as prey. So the defenders used the weapons available to them to destroy the Flukes. Nitro Lances were used in close-quarters combat, although they were astonishingly hazardous. They often caused as much damage to those wielding the weapon as the enemy.

—
Mott pointed the Nitro Lance at my face.
Then he asked this question: “Do you trust me?”
“Sure I do.”
The red-haired teenager gave a solemn nod. “Okay, follow me into the machine.”
I stared at him like I hadn’t heard him properly. We were beside one of the biggest engines on the Factory Floor. This stood three stories high. Hundreds of axles were turning. Silver wheels spun within nacelles. There were turbine blades spinning so fast they blew gusts of air into my face.
“You’re asking me to go in there?” I asked.
“Sure am, Soldier.”
“That thing’s like a food processor. It’s going to shred us.”
“Not if you step where I step.” He gave a grim smile. “Just don’t stick your face into any moving parts, all right?”
“Is this a trick? Do you want me dead?”


“I told you I was going to show you our neighbors, John. That’s what I still intend to do.”
“Okay. Show me.”
He reached down and pulled open a metal hatch at the base of all that whirling steelwork. “I found this by accident,” he said. “This biggie got infested by viper ivy. The green stuff was catching on the turbines. The whole thing started to shake like it was going to explode. We spent all day cutting out the weed. When the others had gone, I saw a vine creeping out of this hatch.” His eyes gleamed; Mott was excited by what he had to tell me. “I climbed into the machine, chopped out the vine, then I found the…well, you wait and see. It is absolutely amazing.”
He had to crawl into the belly of the engine on his hands and knees. I followed. The place was gloomy. Hot air blasted my body. A rich smell of oil crowded into my nostrils.
“Where does this go?” I asked.
“You’ll see.”
Bloody images of me falling into threshing blades did their best to unsettle me. They worked their disturbing magic. Because, dear God, I was truly unsettled. You wouldn’t climb into the high revving components of a sports car. This seemed just as suicidal.
The bottom line is this: I did trust Mott. He had wisdom. I found myself starting to believe he had a grown-up mind in a sixteen-year-old skull.
We worked our way deeper into the machine. Huge pipes the size of water mains ran vertically from the top of the machine down through a circular opening in the floor. Mott didn’t hesitate; he lowered himself down the hole and vanished.


“Mott?”
Shit. He’d gone. I squatted there. The engine hissed, shuzzed, whirred, hot air blew into my face, and I asked myself did I want to descend into the bowels of that thing? Whatever product that hardware made I didn’t know, but as far as I was concerned it manufactured danger. I didn’t feel safe here. At any moment I expected a piston to ram along this tunnel and make my face go pop!
Mott’s head reappeared. “Come on, Soldier, don’t dawdle, otherwise the others will report us missing in action.”
I wormed my way down the hole after Mott. There were handholds set in the shaft, so it was easy to descend the twenty feet or so into a tunnel (confession: My legs were a mass of trembles).
Mott carried the lance over his shoulder as he led the way. The big pipes ran along the passageway, too. I touched one of them. It was hot. Vibration tickled my fingers. Either gas or fluid sped through.
“So where are we going?” I asked.
“I’m taking you to the Girl Farm.”
“The what?” Again, I thought I’d misheard him.
“The Girl Farm, Soldier.” Mott’s voice sounded as if his emotional voltage had just been turned up somehow—there was anticipation, excitement, and a quivering eagerness. “When I say Girl Farm, I’m not saying it’s like a pig farm, or—or a chicken farm. They don’t farm girls there.”
This baffled me as much as it intrigued me. As I followed him along the gloomy tunnel, he continued talking.


“Kids don’t talk about stuff like puberty,” he said. “I was about your age when it hit me. ’Round about twelve. You know? The usual stuff, hair on the nuts, hair under the armpits, bum fluff on the upper lip.”
“Bum fluff? Where do you find those phrases?”
“I grew up with them, I suppose. Anyway, puberty. Has it got you yet?”
“No. At least I don’t think so.”
“You’ll know when it does. I’m not talking about bum fluff on the face here, or your voice getting all deep down and low. I’m talking about heat in the blood. When puberty started in me it was like my blood had caught fire. All those hormones were like napalm. This huge blast of energy went roaring through me. I couldn’t sit still. I wanted to run all the way ’round the world. Give me a shovel and I could have dug you a hole to the center of the earth. It’s like lycanthropy—you follow? I felt as if puberty was transforming me into wolf man.” He shot a wolfish grin back at me. “Which might not be that far from the truth. I started to think like a wolf.”
“What do you mean?”
“Girls…Before puberty, girls are annoying. After puberty girls are…well, you’ll find out for yourself.”
“You’re saying you’ve found girls down here?”
“I certainly have, Soldier.” His grin broadened. “See for yourself.”

—
Just a few hours ago, I’d ventured out onto the Factory Floor. I’d cleared infestations of viper ivy from the machine. Then I’d crawled through the guts of a monster of an engine that was all spinning turbine blades, blurring drive shafts, and assorted rotating metalwork. None of that compared to what I saw now as I stood there in the tunnel beside Mott.


“Girls,” he whispered. “I told you there’d be girls.”
That scene in front of us was so remarkable, because it was so ordinary. So down-to-earth. So normal.
I’d started to become used to the notion of Bog Hornets, the Factory Floor, with its swamp and its lake. Heck, I’d even begun to digest the bizarre situation that I’d stumbled into. That somehow I’d been drafted into an army of young people that defended a fortress deep underground—and in a mysterious location where there were no adults. This was kingdom of the kids. I’d actually begun to accept all that weirdness.
So, just like Mott, I stared openmouthed at the miracle that was the Girl Farm.
Just fifty feet or so from us, a window looked out onto a grassy lane that ran away between two fields full of golden wheat. A girl of around thirteen walked away along the lane. Two more girls stood in the wheat field. They were busy working, their heads bent down as they scanned the crops. Rippling waves ran through the field as a light breeze came.
“What are they doing?” I whispered.
“Working the fields,” Mott said. “See? They’re pulling weeds out from between the stalks of wheat.”
Indeed they were. They teased out green plants, which they dumped into cloth gingham satchels that hung by their sides. The two girls wore checked shirts and jeans. And even as a twelve-year-old, I could admit to the fact that they were very pretty.


I still talked in whispers. “Who are they?”
“No need to whisper. They can’t hear us.” To prove the point he cupped his hands around his mouth. “Hello! Planet Bastion to Planet Girl Farm! Are you receiving? Over!”
His voice echoed away. The girl on the lane carried on walking. The other girls continued working with a careful delicacy, removing unwanted intruders from the wheat crop. None had heard his shout.
“Mott? How long have you known about this?”
“How long?” He gave a regretful smile. “I really can’t remember.” He shook his head. “You’re so right, Soldier. I’ve got a lousy memory. Everyone has in Bastion. You’re the only one that remembers.”
“We should make contact.” Eagerly, I took a step forward.
“Whoa!” He grabbed my arm. “It’s not that easy. Look.”
My eyes moved to what he pointed at in the floor of the tunnel. “Shit. I never even noticed it was there.”
“The pit’s not bottomless. Although if you fall in, you won’t be coming back in a hurry.”
The tunnel was around fifteen feet wide. There, in front of us, was the opening to a pit. The opening extended the full width of the floor, then forward a good thirty feet until it reached a ledge, maybe five feet deep. This five-foot lip of concrete ran in front of the glass window that looked out onto what Mott had named the Girl Farm. The pit was easy to miss. The tunnel seemed even gloomier in contrast to the brightly lit fields.
I took a moment to examine this section of tunnel more closely. Two pipes were bolted to the wall. They were around three feet in diameter. They continued across the pit, still hugging the walls, before passing through a vertical concrete slab at one side of the window.


“Whatever we’re producing in the factory goes through there,” I said.
“Good point. So we’re trading.” He scratched his head. “Because I’m sure they produce the food we eat.”
“So why doesn’t anyone see the girls when it’s delivered?”
“It arrives in something like this.” He tapped the steel pipe that made a thrumming sound. “Somebody packs the food into plastic drums. Then it enters Bastion through a pneumatic tube. All we do is take the food drums out of the reception cages and haul them to the kitchens.”
“We’ve got to find a way to communicate with those girls somehow.”
“I already figured that out.”
“How?”
“With this.”
He reached into the thigh pocket of his camouflage pants and pulled out a flashlight. “One thing I can remember doing is using a light to attract attention.” He grinned. “But first, check this out.” He shined the light down into the shaft.
For one heart-stopping moment I thought I’d topple right in. The shaft was far deeper than I could have believed. At the bottom, I could just make out a flow of bright yellow liquid gushing out of a tunnel at one side of the shaft before pouring into another at the opposite side.
“Uck. Just like egg yolk,” Mott said.
I took a fast backstep. “Something tells me you wouldn’t want to put that stuff anywhere near your mouth.”


“And of course this big hole stops us reaching the glass. Once I did try crawling along the top pipe. The trouble, for one, it’s so slippery. Two: The pipe’s so hot it starts to cook your hands after a while.”
“We’re going to have to figure out a way. The girls might know important stuff.”
“So, you plan to start asking them more of your questions?”
“Of course I am. After all, there’s a chance they could get us out of here.”
“Why would we want to leave?” He began to sound defensive.
“Don’t you want to go home?”
“Bastion’s my home.”
“Is there ever a moment in the day when you think about your parents?”
He seemed relieved when he heard a splash from down in the pit. The sound allowed him to change the subject. “Did you hear that? There’s something down there.”
“Stand back from the edge, Mott. You’re too close.”
“Wait…I need to see what it is.” He shone the light down the shaft again. “Wow! John, grab a look!”
Cautiously, I looked down. A long, thin, dark-bluish shape circled the bottom of the shaft. I couldn’t see much in the way of detail; most of it appeared to be submerged in the yolky stuff.
“Seems to be some kind of reptile.” He sounded interested rather than frightened. “A croc or an alligator.”
“Yeah, well, I’m happy it’s down there and we’re up here.”
The creature squirmed in the yellow plasma (or whatever that liquid was). I glimpsed a long snout. I flinched backward. I’d just caught sight of a silvery eye staring up at me. The eye, despite the silver color, looked almost human.


“I reckon he sees us as supper,” Mott told me, and laughed.
The girl on the lush, green path between the fields had already vanished. The two that were pulling weeds were working their way to the left. In another few seconds they would move out of sight. After all, we had a restricted view of the countryside out there.
“If you’re going to make contact, you best do it now,” I said. “They’ll soon vanish.”
He began flashing the light at the glass. I saw the flash clearly enough. But would they?
“It’s bright sunlight out there.” I started to get anxious. “They’re not going to see a little flashlight like that.”
“Give them time.”
“Can’t we throw something at the window?”
“What you got to throw? Your boots? Your underpants? Trust me, Soldier.”
I locked my eyes onto the girls. One was already half obscured by the window frame. They both kept their heads down; they concentrated hard on finding those weeds that would hurt the crop.
My focus was so much on the girls and willing them to look up—to see the light—that although I heard a light skittering sound I paid no attention.
“Come on, come on…” Mott’s thumb worked the flashlight switch. “Come on, ladies. Look up. Behold the light.”


Skitter, skitter. This time I glanced in the direction of the sound. It came from the pit in front of me.
“Mott…”
“Damn, one’s already moved past the window.”
Skitter.
“Mott, the pit…”
“Come on, Miss. Mott’s sending you a telegram.” He persisted flashing the light.
Skitter. Skitter.
The sound grew steadily louder. Something was coming up the shaft toward us. Only it was much too dark to see what.
“Mott!”
“Patience, Soldier. She still might see the light.”
“Forget the girl, there’s—”
“John! She’s seen us!”
The girl had glanced up. Then her whole body lurched upright as she stared in our direction. Her look of wide-eyed astonishment was enough to make me forget the skittering sound. Even if that skitter had taken on a menacing quality.
“Look! She knows we’re here.” Mott started waving. “Hey…over here. Hey!”
They couldn’t hear us. That didn’t stop us yelling like maniacs. Or jumping up and down right at the edge of the pit.
Skitter.
The girl who’d seen us gestured to the one who had passed out of sight. To my surprise, another three girls appeared along with the one that had just moved out of vision. Five girls in all. One of the girls wore a long tartan skirt; over that was a crisp white apron. They put their hands to their mouths as if they were overwhelmed with emotion.


All five girls rushed toward the glass. I tried to imagine what they saw at the other side of the window. Perhaps there was a utilitarian concrete blockhouse. The pipes that ran through this section of tunnel must emerge out there on the girls’ side of the glass. Maybe all they normally saw was a large window set into the wall of the blockhouse. Beyond, would be darkness.
Not now, though.
Now there was light!
Skitter.
They raced to the glass. Straightaway, they cupped their hands around their eyes, pressed forward, and looked in.
The five went wild. They seemed to be screaming. I wasn’t sure if it was excitement or fury or terror.
Then they ran to the left. And vanished.
“They’ve gone,” I said in disbelief.
Mott frowned. “That’s strange.”
“Maybe they went to fetch others?”
“Maybe.”
Skitter. Skitter…
That sound. Icy shivers poured through me.
“Mott. Shine the light into the pit.”
He did as I asked.
“Shit!”


The roar thundered up the shaft. We stared down at the thing as it climbed toward us. The creature resembled an alligator. Its rough, bobbly hide was dark blue in color.
Maybe twenty feet in length, the lizard dug its claws into solid concrete so forcefully that chunks of the shaft’s wall seemed to explode. The claws dug in deep as the animal secured its grip there.
Then it climbed. The long snout opened to reveal sharp teeth. The silver eyes that were so humanlike glinted in its head. A tail swished behind it.
Gator-Raptor. Of course, I didn’t know the real name for the monster. But the tag seared itself into my head-bone and stayed there. Gator-Raptor was the name I invented there and then. And Gator-Raptor seemed perfectly apt for that menacing, prowling killer.
“Come on,” I shouted, “let’s get out of here!”
His response shocked me so much I thought my heart would rupture.
“No. Wait. We’ve got to see if the girls come back.”
“Mott, that thing’s going to rip us up!”
“It’s only halfway up the shaft. We’ve got time.”
“You don’t know how fast it can run. We’re stuck in this fucking tunnel, remember.”
“You run, then. I’ll wait.”
I stared at him. My heart pounded hard against my lungs. I could hardly breathe. “There’s a monster climbing up toward us, and you plan to wait there in the hope the girls come back.” I took a deep breath and yelled: “If this is what puberty does to you, then I don’t want it!”
“Just give them another minute.”


“In a minute those teeth are going to be in your throat!”
My eyes locked on the Gator-Raptor. Its humanish eyes locked on me. That kind of thing must be a man-killer. So a twelve-year-old kid would be no problem at all.
He slapped me in the chest. “They’re back!”
Three girls appeared. They shouted. Not even the tiniest sound penetrated the glass. They started gesturing; those gestures consisted of flapping their hands up and down—did that mean sit down or wait? Two girls started to use their fingers to write letters in the air.
“What are they saying?” I asked.
“I don’t know. But it must be important.”
Their expressions were frantic. They appeared desperate to communicate some vital fact.
Skitter. I now heard the creature’s ferocious breathing. A growl rumbled in its throat. The thing was maybe ten feet below us. The way it easily climbed the vertical shaft told me plainly this beast was hungry, physically strong, and determined.
“Mott, we’ve got to go!”
“Just a few more seconds.”
“We’re going to die!”
Then the girl in the tartan skirt dashed up to the window. She’d taken off her apron. The white cotton garment was in her hands. She frantically opened it up.
A second girl helped her. They moved fast; they didn’t fumble; their movements were precise.
In one second flat, they’d opened up the apron, straightened out the fabric, then held it up to the glass so we could see.


Two words had been written across that crisp, white cotton.
HELP US!
The monster from the pit gave a thunderous roar.
“Okay.” Mott tugged my arm. “We’ve seen enough. Go!”
From Bastion Wars:
Artillery rounds containing liquid nitrogen did not harm the thousands of machines on the Factory Floor. They were, however, effective in freezing a Fluke, and thereby killing this pernicious enemy.

—
We escaped from the tunnel. That meant the Gator-Raptor was no longer a problem. No. The big problem waited for us outside. We emerged onto the Factory Floor to find that the battle had started.
Immediately, we heard whooshing sounds, followed by thunderous bangs.
“Artillery!” Mott yelled. “That means there’s a Fluke attack.”
“What now?”
“We get hold of Grunt and Gonzales, then we find a way to rescue the girls!”
I remembered the way the farm girls clamored against the glass. Their shouts were soundless, due to the thickness of the pane. Their expressions were desperate. Somehow they’d been able to write on the white apron: HELP US!
I saw the light burning in Mott’s eyes. He had a new mission. Save the inhabitants of the Girl Farm!


Right now we had another problem. Survival.
The Factory Floor was a strange place at the best of times. At the worst of times it was hell. We ran between lines of huge machines. Wheels still turned, turbines still spun, air still hissed from vents, cogs still rumbled. Now there was an extra element. White projectiles screeched through the air just above our heads. When they struck an object they made a huge crack!
Mott yelled: “Keep your head down! Just keep running!”
On this section of Factory Floor trees grew through the concrete. A thick moss covered the flanks of the machines. Mott took a firm grip on the Nitro Lance with both hands. His head snapped from left to right as he ran. The kid was looking for trouble.
Usually, I asked questions. Heck, I was the king of questions. Emperor of the quizzical statement. At that moment, though, I kept my mouth shut. From Mott’s expression I knew our lives were in danger.
We sprinted back toward where we’d left Gonzalez and Grunt. As we ran, a misty whirlwind formed in front of us. A spinning vortex of white. Red veins of fire flickered inside that nebulous body.
“Fluke!” Mott lunged at the spinning core of fog. He thrust the tip of the lance into the center, pulled a trigger.
Liquid nitrogen jetted into the Fluke. The threads of fire died as the freezing gas engulfed it. A second later the Fluke fell apart. A pitter-patter of white ice particles hit the concrete.
Mott kept running. I followed, though by this time my throat felt like it had shrunk down to the width of a drinking straw. I could hardly breathe. My heart smacked the inside of my ribs.


A nitro shell, fired from one of the howitzers in a cupola, struck the engine next to me. Again: Crack! White gas squirted out over the entire area.
“Try not to let the gas hit you,” Mott shouted. “It’ll give you frostbite!”
I remembered the blowout freezing my face, and knew probably better than him what it felt like to be doused with subzero gas.
We barreled around a corner. Gonzales lay on the floor. The lance was by his side.
“Where the fuck were you?” screamed Grunt.
“We got held up. What happened to Gonzales?”
“He got sideswiped by a shell case. Shit, look at the blood! See that stuff leaking out of his skull?”
For some reason Gonzales clutched a deck of playing cards in his hand. The kid lay there dying, and he was still holding on to the cards he loved so much. The cards started to spill from his fingers.
Mott pointed at the lance. “John. Pick that up. You’ll need it.”
“We’ll never get back,” Grunt screamed. “This is a full-blown attack. They’ll be in lockdown!”
“We’re not going back there, Soldier,” Mott told him. “Change of plan. We’re going on a rescue mission.”
I knelt down beside Gonzalez. “How are we going to get him out of here?”
“We’re not.”
“You can’t leave him!”


“Haven’t you ever seen a dead man before, Soldier?”
From Bastion Wars:
Casualties in Bastion were inevitable. There was genuine grief. Losing a friend hurt the boys bad. Yet forgetfulness came quickly. Memories of the dead soon faded. Later, the question was often asked, why didn’t the boy combatants forget how to operate weapons or operate machinery that was necessary to domestic comfort? The answer is: routine. Bastion Boys used weapons almost every day; the same applied to kitchen equipment, and so on. Routine embedded those memories. The death of a friend is another matter entirely. Such a loss is an isolated event. A specific individual dies only once.

—
Have you ever moved so fast that you no longer see? Did you ever focus so much on getting from A to B ultraquickly that you don’t hear anything? Nor do you think. Nor do you feel if you bang an elbow or graze a knee.
You move at such a speed you are in a tunnel of blurred lights.
Has that happened to you?
Well, that happened to me as we ran back toward the tunnel that led to the Girl Farm. We left Gonzalez’s body. Artillery shells no doubt smacked against those behemoth engines of industry. Nitro Musket shots must have been threading liquid ice through the air above my head. I didn’t see, hear, or feel any of it.
I just fucking ran.


At the three-story-high engine that accessed the tunnel, Mott grabbed my arm. “What did you pick up the shears for? We don’t need them!”
I sucked air into a pair of lungs that felt like clumps of molten plastic in my chest. “We need to cross the pit. Otherwise, we can’t reach the glass.”
“What you got in mind, Soldier?”
Grunt yelled in panic. “Don’t stand out there talking! The shells are falling closer.”
He was right. One burst against the upper housing of the machine right next to us. Liquid nitrogen turned water vapor in the air into ice particles. Suddenly we were in a blizzard. Snow covered the floor in ten seconds flat.
Mott shouted to Grunt, “Climb in through the hatch. Wait for us there.”
Grunt obeyed. Mott nodded at the long-handled shears that I held in one hand. “Don’t keep secrets from me, John.”
“We need to be able to cross the pit, don’t we?”
“I planned shinning along the pipes that are fixed to the wall.”
“You’ve tried that before, you said. But the pipes are too slippery and too hot.”
“So what’s the idea?”
“Help me gather as much viper ivy as we can carry, I’ll show you then.”
“Viper ivy?”
“You’ve asked me to trust your judgment, Mott. Now I’m asking you to trust mine.”


Grunt stuck his shaven head out from the hatch. “Don’t you dare leave me inside this thing.”
“We won’t,” Mott said; he turned to me. “I trust you.” He nodded. “Viper ivy, you say?”

—
Twenty minutes later we’d been transformed into beasts of burden. All three of us carried Nitro Lances. We also struggled to bear huge armfuls of viper ivy. Sap trickled down our clothes. All that pungent-smelling greenery proved a heavy lift, too. We were sweating as we hurried toward the pit.
I was also mindful that the Gator-Raptor might be lurking nearby, too. That beast had identified us as a nourishing snack. Even something with a tiny reptile brain would realize it was its lucky day if the warm-blooded bipeds blundered foolishly back into its lair again.
Oh, thank our lucky stars. The animal was nowhere in sight. So we quickly reached the pit. Mott and Grunt switched on their flashlights. The river that was as yellow and as viscous as egg yolk still flowed at the bottom of the shaft.
“What the hell are we doing down here?” Grunt sounded scared. “What’s with the ivy? It’s making my arms ache.”
“In Bastion, everything we do has a purpose,” Mott told him. “We’re here to set the girls free.”
“Girls?” Grunt sounded astonished. “What girls?”
“Take a look for yourself.”
Grunt took a long, hard stare at what lay beyond the window. The bundle of viper ivy slipped from his arms to the floor. “Girls.” He couldn’t believe his eyes. “There really are girls!”


Across the pit was the window, set into the end of the tunnel. On the other side of the glass dozens of girls had crowded around to catch a glimpse of what lay on our side. When they saw us they started waving. The girls we’d seen before once again spread the white apron across the pane, with its stark plea:
HELP US!
“Where did they come from?” Grunt couldn’t have been any more surprised if he’d seen freak-faced aliens pouring out of a spaceship. “Where is that place? Are those fields of corn?”
I glanced down at Egg-Yolk River. The liquid swirled. I caught glimpses of a dark blue back.
“We’ll find out all kinds of things when we talk to the girls,” I said. “First, we’ve got to solve the problem of reaching the other side of the pit, then breaking the glass.”
“So what are we going to do with the ivy?” Mott asked.
“Tie it. So it forms loops around the two sets of pipes. Keep tying more of them, until we can cross the pit by going from one to the other. You know, like an assault-course kind of thing.”
Mott grinned. “Something told me that you were going to be useful to us.”
“Like this?” Grunt held out a length of looped vine.
I tested it with my hands. The knot parted easily. “You’ve got to tie it so it’ll support our weight. Use those green shoots that come out of the side to reinforce the knot. Like this.” I showed him how to tie the five-foot-long piece of ivy into a loop around the pipe that was fixed to the wall.


Mott tested it by putting his foot in the bottom of the loop, then raising his other foot. Now all his weight was borne by the plant.
“It works.” Mott laughed. “John, you’re a genius!”
We got down to work. We tied loops of ivy around the lower of the two pipes that were fixed to the wall. After that, we tied ivy around the upper pipe.
Lower pipe loops: foot supports. Upper pipe loops: something for our hands to grab hold of, so we wouldn’t toast our fingers on the hot metal. Soon we had a dozen loops. Think of curtain rings on a pole. The effect was something like that. Only these “curtain rings” were, of course, flexible and bright green, and dripped sap.
Mott glanced at me. “These will get us across. Brilliant planning, John.”
Grunt made a noise, which made me appreciate how he’d come by his nickname. “As long as they bear our weight,” he said. “Because if they don’t…” He made a stabbing motion with his finger at the pit. “Down we go.”
In the bottom of the pit, the creatures were assembling. At least five Gator-Raptors rolled and splashed. Maybe they were waiting for us to go to them this time? Grunt was right. One slip. Or if a loop parted. Then we’d face a long tumble down the shaft before smacking down into that yellow stuff where the hungry reptiles gathered for the feast.

—
Mott revealed the qualities that made him a leader. Whereas I was gripped by the urge to dash across the shaft using the loops, he deliberately slowed the pace. Carefully, he stepped on the first loop in the sequence. After that, he pushed the other loops forward. With thoughtful diligence he spaced them out along the pipes as he went. In ten minutes, he’d formed a walkway. Now it should be possible to cross that death pit by stepping from one loop to the other, while gripping those rings of vine on the uppermost pipe.


Simple.
In theory, that is.
Meanwhile, the Gator-Raptors were thrashing about: impatiently waiting for us to tumble down. I glimpsed clawed feet, jaws filled with sharp teeth. Then there were those unnervingly humanlike eyes.
Mott carefully worked his way across to the far side. Moments later, he stood with his back to that huge pane of glass. The girls waved and pounded at the other side. Their silence hinted that the glass was very thick indeed.
Mott held up his hand. “Stay there.” He retied one of the loops. “The knot was slipping on this one. The others are fine. Now come across one at a time. Bring your lances. Grunt, bring the backpack, too. There are spare bottles of gas in there.”
So we crossed the pit where the reptiles thrashed hungrily. I didn’t look down. Grunt did.
“Jesus…please, Jesus. Oh, Jesus…” If Grunt grunted Jesus once, he grunted the Son of God’s name a hundred times. “Jesus, don’t let me fall.”
Grunt made it across. Although who knows whether he had divine help or not. In any event, all three of us now stood on the ledge that ran between the window and the pit. On the far side of the barrier the girls still beat at the glass. They shouted. Panic blazed from their faces. Their eyes were huge with terror.


“What are they so scared of?” I stared through the glass at dozens of faces. Expressions of such fear were concentrated there.
“We break the glass, we find out,” Mott spoke with a brisk simplicity.
Grunt hit the glass with his lance. There was a dull thwukk. The blow didn’t even inflict so much as a faint mark on that transparent barrier. “We’ll never get through that stuff,” the thirteen-year-old shouted. “It’s rocket-proof.”
“Glass expands when it gets hot.” A thoughtful expression came over Mott’s face.
“Sure,” I said. “Pour boiling water into a glass, and—bang!”
“So if you cool glass fast it will contract.” Mott made a decision. “Okay, troopers. Lances at the ready.” He pointed into a bottom corner of the pane. “When I say fire, everyone fire on this point.”
Skitter.
I’d heard the sound before.
“Mott,” I said. “Shine the flashlight into the pit.”
“One thing at a time, Soldier.”
“Mott. Please do it. I think we’ve got a visitor.”
Quickly, he pointed the flashlight into the shaft.
Sure enough, there it was. A Gator-Raptor had begun to climb. Sharp claws hooked deep into solid concrete. Powerful forelimbs twitched as it hauled its bodyweight upward.
Grunt shrieked when he saw the monster. “Jesus!”


“Gator-Raptor,” I said. “That look in their eye says: man-eater.”
“Gator-Raptor?” Mott echoed.
“That’s seems the perfect name to me.”
Mott gave a nod. “Good choice, Soldier.”
Grunt made funny-peculiar grunting sounds in his throat. “Uhh…we’ve gotta get outta here!”
“Plenty of time.” Mott dismissed the danger with a flourish of his hand.
“I’m not so sure,” I said. “Last time, that thing climbed fast.”
“You will obey a superior officer’s commands.” He spoke in a surprisingly calm voice. “Breaking through there is our priority.” He tapped the pane.
Grunt’s eyes bulged as he stared at the creature with the dark blue skin, long snout, and human eyes.
“Grunt.” Mott lightly rested his hand on the guy’s shoulder. “Time to do your duty, Soldier. Lives depend on you now.”
“Yes, sir.” Grunt immediately focused on the task at hand.
“Fire on my word.”
We couldn’t stand back much farther, because we were close to the edge of the shaft. All we could do was position our feet so we had the best possible balance.
The three of us aimed the lances in the bottom right-hand corner of the window.
“Fire!”
Three lances discharged liquid nitrogen. Fluid that was minus three hundred and twenty degrees Fahrenheit struck the pane. After the loud hiss as the lances discharged their shot there was a crack. Following that, a series of snapping sounds.


Mott shouted, “Again. This time in the center!”
Once again we fired. A flurry of white lines appeared on the window.
“Again!”
Another blast of liquid nitrogen. White vapor filled the tunnel. Chunks of glass began to spall away from the pane. Mott raised his foot and kicked.
The pane turned absolutely white. A second later the entire sheet cascaded down to the floor in glittering crystals. Warm air flooded the tunnel. I caught the distinctive aroma of ripe cornfields on a summer’s day. Entwined with that scent was the tang of wild herbs.
Sound hit us with such a volume that it took my breath away. I could hear the girls yelling. There were dozens and dozens, and they were all shouting at once. I glimpsed pretty faces, bright eyes. Long hair fluttered in the breeze.
The sound mixed together joy and panic.
“Let us through,” Mott shouted. “Keep back. There’s a sudden drop behind us.”
The girls pushed forward with such determination that we found ourselves being shoved back to the edge of the pit.
I glanced down. The Gator-Raptor was now maybe halfway up. Another minute or two and he’d be climbing out to get busy among us.
Mott shouted again. “Move back. Let us through.”
A tall girl of around sixteen pushed her way to the front. “My name’s Athena.”


“Move back, so we can get through.”
The intensity of her expression caused my heart to lurch so powerfully it stung. “No. You move back. We’re getting out of here.”
“You can’t,” Grunt yelled.
“Oh, yes, we can,” Athena stated. “Because we’re under attack. The Flukes are coming across the fields. And if we don’t get out of here now we’re all going to die. And that includes you.”

—
Mott is a great leader. He had all the right qualities. Once more he impressed me with his quick thinking. He assessed the situation. Once he’d done that he made a decision. Once that decision was made he issued clear and precise orders.
“Athena,” he said to the tall girl. “Your people must do exactly as I tell them.”
“Go on,” she said.
“We need to get them across the shaft there. They must use the loops of vine in order to do that. Understand?”
“Yes.”
“We’ll stay here and give them instructions. Because they must cross the shaft quickly, and carefully. If anybody falls, there’s no chance of rescue. Got that?”
“Okay. We’ll work together and get them across.”
Athena seemed to be the female counterpart of Mott. She was clearheaded, purposeful—in complete control of her emotions.
“I’m Mott, by the way.” He held out his hand.


Solemnly, she shook it. “You don’t remember me, do you?”
“Have we met before?”
She nodded. “But this isn’t the time to reminisce.”
He nodded, too. “How many of you are there?”
“Two hundred and eighty-one.”
“Shit!” Grunt howled. “Two eighty-one! You’ll never get them across there.”
“We have to.” She spoke with calm authority. “Flukes broke into this part of the complex three days ago. Our population then stood at three hundred and thirty. We’re being harvested, Mott.”
“Okay,” Mott announced. “We’re taking the girls back to Bastion. Let’s get them out of there.” He turned to me. “Do whatever you can to keep the lizard out of our way.”
I took a firm grip on the lance. After that, I used the loops to cross over to the other side of the pit.
Skitter. The creature was now perhaps thirty feet from the top. The muscular power of those claws. They dug so fiercely into the concrete that parts of the wall shattered, shooting out jets of dust. The silver eyes fixed on me. There was clear intent there. I would be its first victim.
As I hunkered down to keep a watch on the Gator-Raptor, the population of Girl Farm started to make the hazardous journey. The first one crossed. She put one foot in the stirrup loop, then she gripped the vine on the uppermost pipe, as directed by Mott, and then moved to the next loop and so on until she’d reached the other side.
“One safely across,” I murmured. “Two hundred and eighty to go.”
The girls were aged eleven through to sixteen. The same kind of age range as the boy soldiers in Bastion. That can hardly be a coincidence, I told myself. In Bastion we took care of the Factory Floor. We kept the machines working. Here they tend the fields. I crouched even lower so I could look through where the window had been. What I’d first taken to be a bright sky was, in fact, a white roof. A glowing mist floated beneath roof beams. So the farmland was inside, too, just like the Factory Floor. I imagined there’d be residential quarters for the girls, which would be similar to the boys’ rooms at Bastion. No doubt there’d be a shaft that led up to a hatchway. Beyond that hatch would be disused mine workings.


Bastion lay deep underground. The farm did, too. We were subterranean. We were cave dwellers.
Skitter.
I looked down into the human eyes of the Gator-Raptor and knew that the world I now lived in was radically different to the one I’d previously known.
Skitter.
When the creature opened its mouth to roar at me I fired the Nitro Lance into its mouth. The blast of sub-zero gas froze its blue tongue. Teeth shattered due to thermal shock. The creature convulsed with pain. I watched as it fell through the air, spinning around and around, tail and snout clipping the insides of the wall. The splash it made in the yellow river was a huge one.
Within moments, a second creature began to climb.
The girls continued moving across. One foot in the first loop, then second foot in the same loop, then one foot in the next loop…hands grabbing hold of successive vine rings, and then repeat the process.


Through the shattered window I could see the line of girls. Athena told them what to do. Quietly, she encouraged them to move with care and efficiency. She didn’t want to panic them. Out there in the cornfields, white twists of fog were rotating. The Flukes were homing in on their victims. Mott made his way outside. He picked a position between the girls and the Flukes—the lone warrior standing guard.
A sudden scream.
One of the girls had slipped. I caught a glimpse of a falling figure. Egg-Yolk River splashed. The faller vanished. There was a sudden churning in the liquid. Briefly the yellow plasma turned red.
Athena calmed the screaming girls. She ordered them to continue making the crossing. When they reached my side of the pit they looked so relieved. Some even began to smile.
They really did believe they were safe. Of course, they didn’t know they still had to cross the battlefield that was the Factory Floor.
From Bastion Wars:
What happened next showed how extraordinary human beings can be. Their will to survive is incredible. Be proud of the young people of Bastion. Be proud that they were warriors.

—
Two hundred and eighty females. And three males. That was the number that made it safely across the pit, using the loops of viper ivy. Just one individual had fallen into the jaws waiting in the yellow river.
After the crossing we headed along the gloomy tunnel until we reached the exit that led through the huge engine and out onto the Factory Floor. Mott held up his hand; a signal to stop.


Athena approached him. “What’s the holdup?”
“We have to wait for the firing to stop,” he told her. “The fort is being attacked by Flukes. Bastion will be in lockdown until the Flukes quit.”
Grunt added bluntly, “We’ll be killed if we go out there now.”
So we settled down to wait. Mott ordered Grunt to make his way back through the crowded tunnel to guard the rear. Just in case the Gator-Raptors had decided to follow. Also, there was a chance that those Flukes that had been attacking the Girl Farm might find their way here, too.
This waiting presented an ideal opportunity. I started asking questions.
“Athena. That place where you lived, what was it called?”
“We just knew it as the Farm.”
“It’s underground?”
She gave a solemn nod. “We’re deep underground. Just like Bastion.”
“You’ve heard of Bastion, then?”
“Of course.”
Mott grinned. “You’ll get used to John, here. He’s always asking questions.”
“Sign of an active mind,” she said. “I take it, Mott, that you stopped asking questions a long time ago?”
His freckled face turned red. “We’re busy fighting a war, Miss.” His voice turned cold. “There’s no time for questions about matters that don’t concern us.”


“You grew crops.” My skin tingled as I spoke. I sensed my questions were going to produce astonishing answers. “All that food wasn’t for your people, was it?”
Athena gave me a long look. She was assessing me and no doubt realizing I was one of those bloodhound kinds of people who doggedly hunt down the truth. “No,” she said after a pause. “And I’m telling myself you’ve already figured out where the food was sent.”
“To Bastion? To us?”
“We’ve been supplying you with food for years,” she said. “We knew you were fighting the Flukes. You were preventing them from reaching us at the Farm.”
“No.” Mott appeared puzzled. “We stopped the Flukes from invading Bastion.”
“That’s what you thought you were doing.”
I said, “For some reason the people at Bastion don’t remember what’s happened to them in the past.”
“Don’t start that again, Soldier.” Mott was annoyed with me. “My memory’s fine.”
Athena spoke softly, “You don’t remember me, though, do you, Mott?”
“No. Should I?”
“We were friends once.”
He stared at her; his eyes turned hard with the effort of trying to remember her face. “I…I…” He gave a savage shake of his head as the memory eluded him. “Then it can’t be important. We must have met each other maybe once. In passing…you know? We weren’t friends, though. I don’t remember you.”


The words hurt Athena. For a moment, she turned her face away. I saw tears shine in her eyes. Her soft mouth gave little twitches. Like words pressed hard from the other side, yet she was determined not to let them out, as if afraid of appearing weak, or stupid, or sentimental.
Or in love.
Athena wasn’t the kind of girl to crumble. She had a backbone of steel. I could see that. She took a deep breath, then turned smartly on Mott.
“You should know some facts about us. My memory works perfectly well. Two hundred and eighty-one girls at the Farm grew crops, farmed poultry, looked after pigs, kept five hundred head of cattle. Girls aren’t weak, they aren’t squeamish. We understand the bloody realities of life. We’re not afraid to get our hands dirty.”
“I never accused you of weakness.” Mott turned sulky. “I never did. You’re survivors, like us.”
Athena spoke briskly. “We raised animals, we slaughtered them for food. We sealed the processed food into containers, which were dispatched through a system of pneumatic tubes to Bastion. You were fighting the Flukes. That meant you prevented them from entering our part of the complex. Wait. Let me finish.” She held up a finger as Mott tried to interrupt. “We gave you the best of our food. The choicest cuts of meat. We didn’t go hungry, but our food rations weren’t as generous as yours. Those machines that you keep running out on the Factory Floor provide us with electricity, recycled water, purified air, and other essentials that allow us to live and to maintain the environment of the farm, which in turn permits the growth of crops.”


“Then something happened, didn’t it?” I asked. “Flukes got into the Farm.”
“Yes, John, you’re right.” Her expression turned sad. “For a long time your people kept the Flukes out. Recently, all that changed. Somehow they found a way into our sector.”
“We still fought them,” Mott protested. “We didn’t let them through.”
“I’m not accusing you of failing us. I’m sure your boys kept fighting. Only there must have been some breach…Either a barrier gave way, or the Flukes discovered a secret tunnel, or something.” She sighed as she recalled past tragedies. “In any event, Flukes got into the farmlands. Unlike Bastion, we don’t have weapons to kill them. We were safe in the accommodation blocks, but if we stayed locked in there we couldn’t work the fields…that would mean we couldn’t feed you.”
Mott’s eyes opened wide. “You mean you went back into the fields when there were Flukes about? You risked your necks in order to send us the food?”
“What else could we do?” She held his gaze. “We wouldn’t let you starve.”
For a while there was silence. Two hundred and eighty-three people were crammed into that section of tunnel. Nobody talked. From the way the girls stared down at the floor I knew they were remembering the friends that they had lost. At least, they could remember. For reasons that were still mysterious to me, Mott and his soldiers suffered from a specific form of amnesia. When their friends died, they were soon forgotten. None of them could recall their family, schools, and friends from their past lives.


There was a reason for this: I figured out that endemic forgetfulness might be useful in an isolated community that was permanently under siege. Once again, questions filled my head as tightly as those people filled the tunnel.
My questions were a damn sight more impatient. They wanted out!
“Athena,” I asked, “what are Flukes?”
Mott answered instead with a terse: “They’re the enemy.”
“They are,” she agreed. “What a Fluke is, where it comes from, what its aims are I don’t know.” A smile tugged at her lips. “That’s something Mott and I can agree on. Flukes are the enemy. They want to kill us. That’s all we know about them.”
I took a deep breath. “I’ve other important questions that need to be answered…I mean, how did we arrive here? Why are we here?”
“No,” Athena said. “There’s only one question that has to be truly answered, and it’s this: How do
we get home?”
From where I stood, I could see the expressions on a dozen or more girls. They’d listened to the conversation. When they heard Athena’s question: How do we get home? the expressions became even more serious. Each one nodded. Home. That’s where they wanted to go. Home. Their eyes were so solemn that I shivered. I wanted to help them. Human beings shouldn’t have to suffer like this.
For Mott there was a difference. He and his juvie army didn’t remember the past. At least not completely. They’d only grieve for a few hours over a dead comrade. Then memory of the deceased quietly slipped their minds. In Greek mythology, the river that the dead drink from before they pass over into the underworld gently erases knowledge of the past. The Lethe’s waters of forgetfulness usher in peace. The souls of the dead remember nothing of their mortal lives. So they don’t worry about the family they’ve left behind.


Something like this happened with the sixteen-year-old Mott and his comrades. He and his brothers in arms only lived for the present. They enjoyed their big roast chicken suppers, they played games of Takk Ball in the cupolas. There was plenty of fun to be had, watching monster movies with their pals or simply laughing and joking the way boys do. That band of brothers was a family. They loved their uniforms. Their battles with the Flukes excited them.
They were fulfilled. They didn’t want to go home…that would mean returning to a place that none of them remembered. Worse, they’d no longer be proud warriors.
Mott appeared to be thinking about the conversation. He knew it was an important one. What’s more, life at Bastion must change now. There would be boys there—and there would be girls. All living in the same complex. That meant a transformation in the lives of the Bastion Boys.
Maybe every so often in the human race there are times like this. When we suddenly realize that the old way of life has ended. That we will be forced to adopt a new mode of living. Change can be difficult. Even as a twelve-year-old I understood that. What’s more, change can be
frightening.
Mott ran his fingers through that thick red hair of his. He’d decided to ask a difficult question of his own. “Athena?”
“Yes?”


“You say we knew each other?”
“We were friends.”
“Why did we stop being friends?”
“We never did stop.”
“Oh.”
“The reason we couldn’t see each other anymore is that the boys were sent away from the Farm to man the guns at Bastion. The connecting tunnels were sealed shut. No one knows who divided us, or who closed up the tunnels. Only that from that day on the girls and the boys lived separate lives.”
“I see.” He stared hard at his fingernails as if hoping he’d catch a glimpse of those events there. Of course, there was nothing at his fingertips to jog the memory. Instead, he sighed and shook his head. “I see…”
“Mott,” I said. “Ask Athena the question that’s on your mind now.”
Mott’s eyes met mine. There was a wordless communication. He thanked me for the prompt.
Athena gave another of her sad smiles. “What do you want to ask?”
Mott hesitated for a second, then: “How long ago is it since we talked as friends?”
“I remember exactly.” She gazed at him with unflinching eyes. “Twenty-eight years.”
“Twenty-eight?” He became flustered. “Twenty-eight? You’re wrong. It can’t be twenty-eight years ago since we last met.” He laughed—though there was splash of fear there. “I’m only sixteen years old!”
There was a commotion down the tunnel. Grunt breathlessly wove his way through the mass of girls. “Mott. We’ve got to get out of here!”


“We can’t yet,” Mott replied. “I can still hear firing from outside.”
“There’s no way we can stay in the tunnel…there’s about twenty of those gator buggers heading our way!”

—
Mott didn’t hesitate.
He shouted to Grunt, “Get everyone out onto the Factory Floor. John and me will hold this thing back.” He shot me a look. “Are you up to some dragon-slaying, Soldier?”
I took a tight grip of the lance. “Count me in.”
Athena started calling to the girls to climb into the machine and to follow Grunt.
Mott caught Athena’s eye. “Keep your heads down out there. It’ll be dangerous. Watch out for Flukes. And the air will be full of artillery shells.”
Athena spoke bluntly, “We’re not afraid to take risks. We all accept that more of us will die before today’s through.”
He nodded. Then he cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted in his loudest parade ground holler: “Okay! We’re moving out! Follow the person in front of you! You’ll be crawling through the inside of a gigantic engine. There will be spinning turbines. There will be parts moving violently. Stay away from the moving machinery. Get out onto the Factory Floor, then take cover best you can until everyone’s out! Okay, move…move…move!”
As they filed into the guts of the machine, Mott and I made our way to the back of the line.


Sure enough, a pack of Gator-Raptors was heading along the tunnel toward us. They moved on four powerful legs with a swaying walk. Their dark blue skin glinted in our flashlight. Long snouts sniffed the air. The jaws parted to reveal sharp teeth. Worst of all: those human eyes, which were silvery in color. They looked like the eyes of someone who’d been weeping in grief.
“Stand next to me, John,” he murmured. “We don’t have much gas left. So fire in short bursts.”
“Yes, sir.”
He smiled, pleased that I’d accepted his status as commander. “And only fire when you can make physical contact with the tip of the lance. The jets of gas don’t travel far.”
“You can count on me, sir.”
“Good man.” He saluted me. “Okay, Soldier. Do your duty.”
The Gator-Raptors moved at a run. They’d seen their prey. Those animals wanted to gorge on human flesh.
Behind us, the mass of people in the tunnel didn’t seem to be shifting at all. Part of me wanted to scream at them in frustration: Get moving! Hurry! We can’t hold these things back for long!
Of course I couldn’t shout those words. If the girls rushed pell-mell through the workings of that big engine, they’d wind up being smashed to pieces by that high-speed confabulation of moving parts.
The first blue-skinned lizard roared as it darted forward. Mott jabbed the point of the lance into its glittery eye. A burst of liquid nitrogen turned it from silver to black. The creature used the claws on a foreleg to rip out its own dead eye. It writhed in agony as it did so; screaming roars smashed against our ears. The other creatures eagerly clambered over their dying pack member to reach us.


I drove the lance against the throat of the creature. The tip didn’t penetrate. Even so, I fired a short blast. When the ultracold jet hit the monster’s skin the thermal shock made it convulse so fiercely that its head slapped against the tunnel’s ceiling before it crashed back to the floor. These things were tough. The injured animal didn’t even pause. Once again it lunged forward.
Mott jabbed the lance into a hole in the side of its ugly head. The entrance to the ear, I guessed. A sneeze of nitrogen froze its brain. Its eyes turned dull. A second later it lay twitching on the floor, the tail whipping in death spasms.
“Fall back,” he shouted.
We steadily moved backwards along the tunnel. By now, thank God, it had started to empty. The girls were filing out through the machine.
Mott and I fought a carefully measured retreat. Every so often, we counterattacked, driving the Gator-Raptors back. I found that even a short squirt in the eye blinded the creature. Once they were blinded in one eye they seemed to have difficulty with depth perception. When they pounced at us they were too far away to make the lunge effective. Sometimes a creature that was blinded in one eye would attack its own shadow on the tunnel wall. Their eyesight was screwed.
“I’m out of juice,” Mott called.
“It’s okay, I can hold them. You follow the rest.”
“Thank you, Soldier.” He slapped me on the back. “You’re the one with the memory, so remember this: You’re a warrior now. Wear that uniform with pride.”


Mott followed the last girl out. There were six Gator-Raptors that were still unhurt. They pressed home their attack with refreshed savagery. Those monsters were determined to make a meal out of at least one of us. In this case: me.
I stabbed the lance into the mouth of the one at the front, thumbed the trigger, and…
Ffftt…
The last of the gas gave out. The final pop of liquid nitro froze its tongue. It went from a pale pink color to black in three seconds flat. When the lizard snapped its jaws the frozen Popsicle of a tongue broke off at the root.
That mutilation didn’t worry it much. The predator leapt at me.
The attack was prompted by an agony-driven rage rather than the calculating strategy of a hunter. Its teeth missed ripping off my face. Even so, the weight of its body knocked me back along the tunnel. The lance skittered away.
The other five animals roared with anticipation. Fresh meat was coming their way.
Hurting, dazed by the blow, panting, I scrambled away as fast I could.
Seconds later, I climbed through the machine. The interior was a mass of flickering lights, spinning shadows—whirrs and sighs. The moving parts were a blur. Turbines hummed as they revolved faster than the eye could see. Air blasted my face from the violent gyrations.
I caught sight of Mott’s boots as he crawled through the hatch onto the Factory Floor. Behind me came the skitter of claws on the iron surfaces. Those things were hell-bent on catching me.


Before I even reached the hatchway Mott and Athena had leant in, grabbed a wrist each, then hauled me out. Mott kicked the steel hatch shut. That done, he slammed the bolt across.
Not a second too late. The head of a Gator-Raptor slammed into the hatch at the other side.
The relief at escaping those vicious predators lasted no more than a second. A howitzer shell exploded against a machine just fifty paces away. The fiercely cold gas turned water moisture in the air into hail. White particles cascaded down on us. The noise was something else, too. Shells wailed overhead. Rounds from Nitro Muskets shrieked. Huge metallic thuds echoed through the building as shells struck solid objects.
Mott shouted, “Anybody seen any Flukes?”
“Not yet,” replied Athena.
“Okay, follow me. Keep your heads down. Look out for Flukes.” As he moved, he called out to Grunt, “You’re the only one with a lance. We’re all depending on you, Soldier.”
Grunt nodded. He waved everyone forward as he took up position as rear guard.
There we were. In the surreal domain of the Factory Floor. Trees grew out of solid concrete. Some machines were covered in viper ivy. Nevertheless, the engines still worked tirelessly. I saw the glitter of moving rods, spinning wheels, and the abrupt up-down motion of pistons.
As I hurried along the aisle in the direction of Bastion, I glanced back at the hulk of a contraption I’d just emerged from. What I saw next indicated that those from-hell Gator-Raptors must have tried to find another exit.


The fatal problem for them is that they strayed into the path of the high-speed turbo fans. Sprays of blood exploded through vents. Droplets of crimson resembled the spray from an aerosol on a mammoth scale. Atomized clouds of blood coiled in the vortex of air. A red fog formed around the machine.
I should have been looking the way I was running. Not at lizards being pulverized in the heart of the metal monster.
Because the first sign of imminent death was the yell: “Flukes!”

—
White columns of vapor appeared. They rotated—slow-motion dreams of a whirlwind. Or so it seemed to me at that moment. Veins of red fire ran through those white phantoms. The first girls they touched flickered out of existence. Their screams still lingered, though. As if projected from another realm…from another reality. Ghost screams from beyond the here and now.
The survivors ran as Mott pointed the way toward Bastion. The bunkers could be clearly seen now. The main part of the fort rose like a gray cliff. On top of the huge block-like structure were the dome shapes of the cupolas. Artillery muzzles pointed this way. Blasts of white from the muzzles told us that shells were being fired. A whoosh, a bang!
The shells burst a hundred paces behind us, discharging liquid nitrogen.
The gunners were aiming at the Flukes. In all fairness to the combatants in Bastion, they wouldn’t even notice us out here in the deep canyons of the Factory Floor.


There were few choices now. We could either run toward Bastion. Or we could run in some other direction. What we couldn’t do was fight the Flukes bare-handed. Only Grunt had a lance now. He hurtled along the aisle to tackle the Flukes that had claimed the lives of a dozen girls.
However, Flukes poured from all directions. Grunt couldn’t be everywhere at once. Even though he tried with all his heart to do exactly that. He blasted the Flukes that were nearest, turning them into a powdery white residue on the floor. Then he dashed to the front of this group from what Mott had called the Girl Farm.
If you didn’t steel your mind against the Flukes, you felt their influence. More than once I found myself wanting to just stand and gaze at those lazily rotating pillars of mist. The moment you did so, a sense of well-being floated through your body. You found yourself relaxing. Becoming drowsy. They messed with your mind, turning you into an easy victim. The moment you fell under their spell you were marked for death.
I realized that Mott had helped prepare me when he exposed me to the rogue Fluke that had approached the bunker. He knew that initial exposure would harden my mind to the evil, psychological influence of the Fluke.
Some of the girls hadn’t experienced such close proximity to the Flukes. They didn’t understand what it would feel like to have their emotions and thoughts anesthetized by those damn fog monsters.
As soon as we saw a girl’s eyes become all sleepy we roughly shook that individual by the arm and shouted: “Wake up!” “Move!” “Snap out of it!” “Run!”


Mott and Athena urged everyone forward. The girls charged like warriors. They had no weapons, and yet they still ran bravely. Something near as damn-it to a battle cry erupted from their mouths. This race for the protection of Bastion might be their last few moments of life. They were determined to cross the Factory Floor in a glorious blaze of courage. Battlefield poets have described soldiers who displayed such bravery and determination as “having a shining about them.”
They moved forward. And they did shine with an inner glory. To this day, I remember their shining faces. Eyes flashed with strength. No longer were they scared. They were alive with energy.
And they wanted so much to live.
Grunt led the way. He deployed the lance with such speed and precision. His skill was astonishing. Time and again he blasted every single one of those misty totems that tried to attack from the front. A jet of gas from the lance: The Fluke would dissolve into ice dust. The threads of flame inside their vaporous bodies instantly died.
Now we were two hundred yards from the huge metal doors of Bastion. They were sealed shut for the duration of the attack. I could only hope that those manning the bunkers would see us and call for the doors to be opened to allow us inside where we’d be safe. Then would they open the doors if they knew that there were still Flukes out here? What would happen if the enemy penetrated Bastion? Would that be the end of the Bastion Boys?


Then: tragedy.
Grunt’s supply of gas was gone. He unscrewed the spent cylinder and tossed it aside, then he plucked another cylinder from the backpack. Quickly, he tried to insert the replacement canister of liquid gas.
I caught up with him.
“The thread’s broken on the screw connector,” he shouted. “It won’t go on.”
“Let me have a go.”
“No way, Soldier, this is my weapon. I’m responsible.”
People started to shout. Three Flukes eerily glided toward us along the aisle that led to Bastion’s entrance.
Grunt snarled. He hurled the lance aside.
Turning to me, he said in a surprisingly calm voice, “When I’ve dealt with these get everyone to the gates.”
“You can’t kill them!” I shouted. “You’re unarmed.”
“Credit me with some initiative.”
He pulled a knife from a sheath at his waist. Carefully, he gripped the canister in one hand. With the other hand he pressed the blade’s point against the brass plunger that formed part of the gas valve.
“Grunt. Don’t try to…”
The way his eyes fixed on mine, they were asking me quite calmly not to beg him to abandon the attack he was planning.
I nodded. “Good luck, Soldier.”
Grunt nodded back. A second later he raced toward the three Flukes that blocked the way to safety. He didn’t hesitate. Throwing himself at the one in the middle, he jammed the knife-blade’s tip into the plunger. The stabbing action released gas from the valve in a single explosive discharge. The intense cold froze Grunt’s body. One second later the expanding cloud of freezing gas hit the Flukes, destroying them instantly.


When Grunt hit the floor he broke into a thousand frozen shards.
“He’s cleared the way.” I stood there—frozen by emotion not the intense cold that had killed Grunt. “He’s cleared the way.” I couldn’t run anymore. That’s the moment the shock hit me.
Not just the shock of witnessing Grunt sacrifice himself—his death gave us the chance to live. What stopped me dead was emotional overload. I remembered the way I’d blundered into the bunker just a few days ago. My sudden arrival at Bastion had disoriented me. I recalled the blast of freezing gas hitting my face. I had found a fortress occupied by soldiers aged eleven through to sixteen. There were no adults. Bastion Boys governed themselves. I remembered Casie Fitton being carried into the room. He’d been stung by the Bog Hornet. Sometime in the night he’d vanished. Nobody remembered he’d even existed. Even when they did remember him, after my persistent jabbing, they only vaguely recalled there was a boy called Casie Fitton.
All those memories, coated in searing emotion, flooded my head.
This world of the Bastion Boys and the Farm Girls made me angry. I wanted to yell. I would have loved to punch my fists into the face of whoever had plunged these young people into a living hell. Most were children. They should be protected. Not exposed to danger, terror, and death.
I erupted into a howling rage: “It’s not fair! This shouldn’t be happening to you! We’ve got to start fighting the real enemy. Not these scraps of fog. The real enemy are the people who dumped you here!”


Mott ran with the others in the direction of Bastion. As he passed by, he grabbed hold of me. “We’re going home, Soldier!”
“No!”
“You’ll die if you stay out here.”
“Maybe that’s the better option. Because someone’s stolen our lives—don’t you understand? We’ve been turned into slaves. We’re following someone’s fucking crazy plan! Where children work the fields. And over there in Bastion kids are left to figure out how to run an underground fortress. We deserve to live as free human beings!”
I yelled this as he dragged me along. He paused long enough to shout, “I believe you, Soldier. I believe everything you said. But we’ve got to get outta this battlefield!”
The guns fell silent as we approached the gates. At last, those twin slabs of metal slowly began to swing open. ‘
“We’re home!” Mott yelled.
“No, we’re not home yet.” My thoughts became sharp again. I’d begun to plan what I’d do next. It was time for the real show to start.

—
“Twenty-eight years ago!” Mott returned to the revelation he’d heard in the tunnel. “Athena, I’m sixteen. And you told me that we were friends twenty-eight years ago.”
“You’ve still a lot to learn,” she said as they followed me up the steps into the artillery cupola. “Someone made sure we stayed frozen as children. They decided we were easier to manipulate if we were just kids.”


I shouted back over my shoulder, “Or that we’d be more likely to survive. You know, a bunch of Peter Pans? Always with a youthful outlook, always bouncing back from tragedy.”
“And in some cases,” Athena added shrewdly, “always forgetting.”
I entered the curving structure that housed one of the big guns. I called to the chief artilleryman, “Hey, do these guns shoot anything else but frozen gas?”
“Sure,” answered the thirteen-year-old. “There’s a stock of high explosive rounds. We never use those. They’d smash the machines on the Factory Floor.”
“Order those shells up here.”
The kid blinked in astonishment. “We can’t—they’d cause too much damage.”
“Do as he says,” Mott told him. “We want high explosive ammo ready for firing—now.”
The two boys exchanged worried glances. Orders were orders, though. So they headed for a dial set into the wall. This resembled a clock-face that possessed only one hand. The hand pointed at the words NITRO—FIFTY POUND SHOT. On the circumference of the disk were references to other types of ammunition that the big gun fired: SMOKE—FIFTY POUND SHOT.
INCENDIARY—FIFTY POUND SHOT. One of the boys tried to turn the iron hand to point at the ammo described as HIGH EXPLOSIVE—EIGHTY POUND SHOT. The iron pointer didn’t budge.
“It’s rusted solid,” he said. “We’ve never had to change the setting.”
I crossed the cupola to the dial. “Try again. I’ll help.”
We gripped the iron hand and attempted pushing it upward: to what would be the twelve mark if it were a genuine clock.


“It’s not moving,” panted the boy.
“Push harder.” I thought about the children being used as slaves and boy soldiers. My rage came back. Rage is Power.
I shoved as hard as I humanly could.
The hand made a grating sound. Suddenly, it rotated. When it reached the upright position, pointing at HIGH EXPLOSIVE—EIGHTY POUND SHOT, the kid pulled a lever beside the clock. A series of bells rang.
“How’re you doing, Soldier?” Mott asked.
The boy replied, “High-explosive shells being delivered now, sir.”
He spoke the truth. Within moments, the reload mechanism received its first shell. This killer device took the form of a three-foot-long cylinder, pointed at one end. This was old stock. The brass casing was covered with a dull green corrosion.
“Load up,” Mott told him. “Prepare to fire.”
“But, sir—”
“Fire when ordered, Gunner Graham.”
“Sir. High explosive will smash the machines.”
“You will obey orders, Gunner Graham.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Load her up.”
The gunnery boys heaved the weighty shell into the breach of the howitzer. Its glittering chrome barrel pointed out across the Factory Floor.
One of the boys asked, “Sir? What’s the target?”
Mott turned to me. “John. You best take over from here.”


I glanced around the cupola. The gunnery boys waited for my orders. I also noticed the expression of hope in the faces of Mott and Athena. They trusted me. And they believed I knew the answer to get them home.
I didn’t. Not for sure, anyway. I could only hope that my guesswork would be correct.
“Aim at the wall at the far end.”
“That’s a distance of five miles,” said one of the boys.
“Will the shell reach that far?”
“I don’t know. We’ve never had to fire an eighty-pounder before. Those are heavy suckers.”
“Good,” I said emphatically. “Then maybe they’ll do some real damage at last.” My eyes raked their faces. “Because if this works, we’re going to have to leave Bastion. Things can’t go back to the way they were.”
“Leave?” One of the gunners was horrified. “Where would we go?”
“We can’t stop here. We’ll get no more deliveries of food.”
“Of course we will.”
Athena shook her head. “Not anymore you won’t. We used to be the ones that supplied it.”
For the first time the gunner seemed to notice that there was a girl in the cupola. A radiantly attractive sixteen-year-old, at that. He stared at her as if he’d just seen a demon leap out of the wall.
“Okay,” I said. “Aim this cannon at the wall at the far end of the Factory Floor.”
Training overcame the gunners’ bewilderment. They carefully turned beautifully polished steel wheels at the base of the howitzer. The chief gunner peered at the old-style TV, which was the primary sighting mechanism. He read numbers from the screen to complete the targeting adjustments.


He turned to Mott. “Ready to fire on your command, sir.”
Mott gave me a salute. “The privilege is all yours, John Karroon.”
“Thank you, Commander.” I smiled. Then I took a deep breath—every nerve in my body sparked, fizzed, and ignited. This was the most exciting, and absolutely most terrifying, moment of my life. “Fire!”
The howitzer let out a mighty roar. Through binoculars fixed to the observation portal in the wall I could see the shell hurtle across the Factory Floor. A moment later it struck the far end. There was a colossal explosion. A black streak appeared on the concrete.
“We hit the target,” the chief gunner told me. “There’s no visible damage.”
Mott’s eye met mine. He nodded. “I believe in you, Soldier. Make this work.”
“Reload,” I ordered.
The gunners reloaded.
“Fire!”
Once again a shell screamed through the air to slam into the wall. Smoke poured out across the machines on the Factory Floor. This time a fall of debris cascaded from the point of impact.
“Reload,” I ordered again. “And keep reloading and firing until I give you the order to stop.”
The gunners fired shell after shell at the massive concrete structure.


High explosives blasted the obstruction. Detonations rumbled with a noise like thunder. Flashes of light. The scream of shells. More flashes.
Then this:
The huge, vertical slab of concrete that formed the end of the strange world that was the Factory Floor began to sag. Even when no shells were striking it, debris began to fall from its gray face.
“Cease fire!” I shouted.
There was silence in the cupola. Through the binoculars I watched what happened next. Huge shards of concrete dropped away to smash down onto the floor. Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion. I was five miles away. I could hear nothing. But it had begun.
I shouted, “The wall’s starting to collapse!”
Entire sections dropped away now. They fell onto the machines at the far end, crushing them. As that wall fell something of great power entered the void above those factory engines of the damned.
For a moment, I stared at what penetrated the dust without understanding what that unearthly presence was.
Then I understood.
“Sunlight,” I breathed. “Sunlight’s coming in. We’ve broken through.”
As the titanic wall collapsed—one perhaps a thousand feet high by ten thousand feet wide—beams of golden sunlight pierced the dust clouds. That’s when the machines began to stop. One by one, cogs stopped rotating, drive shafts ceased their relentless spinning. Pistons seized and died.
I stared through the binoculars. Beyond the curtain wall I could make out blue sky, green hills, a river sparkling in the sunlight. Although most of Bastion, the Factory Floor complex, and the Farm must have been underground, I realized that this place had been built into the side of a mountain. Because, with the wall gone, I now found myself gazing out over a valley.


“Mott,” I said, turning to him, “order your men to bring as much food as they can carry. Athena, gather the girls together. It’s time to tell your people that we are leaving.”

—
It took an hour to get everyone ready. Then Bastion’s doors were opened for the last time. More than six hundred people—a mixture of males and females—made their way between rows of machines that were now devoid of life.
The air was fresh. The rumble and hiss of industrial engines had been replaced by sweet silence.
Mott smiled at me. “Soldier, this is your victory. Lead the way.”
“Something tells me we’re all going to start aging,” Athena told us. “You boys will probably also start to remember. That’s going to be hard. When the memories begin to come back of your mothers and fathers, and brothers and sisters. Believe me, that’s when you’re going to start hurting.”
“Hence the human condition,” Mott announced in that wise way of his. “So we’ll get old, we’ll remember people that we loved. But from now on we’ll be the ones to decide what we do with our lives.”
“There’ll be nice things, too, Mott.” Athena smiled. “One day you’ll remember when we were friends.”
As I walked, I started to feel happy. A weight seemed to rise up from my heart and float away. The sun was shining. The air was clean. The Bog Hornets and the Flukes were nowhere in sight. Maybe the sunlight dispelled them, like they were nothing more than a bad dream.

Very soon I started to whistle happily. The rest of those young people picked up the melody. And we went marching out of the gloom and into the light of a brand new day.


From Bastion Wars by J. B. Kirklees:
The rest of this history is bittersweet.
Back then, my friends knew me as Mott: the teenage kid with freckles and red hair. Within a few months of leaving Bastion I remembered my name was Jason Kirklees. With a silver hair or two of belated maturity, other memories returned, too. I recalled the faces of my mother and father. One day the name Casie Fitton ghosted into my head. Casie Fitton: my best friend. I think about him a lot now. Yet for a time I’d forgotten him entirely. And when I think about Casie it’s in that happy-meets-sad way we reserve for people that we care about and have lost.
We were liberated, because an individual by the name of John Karroon arrived at Bastion. The twelve-year-old with a ferocious appetite for questions.
Questions breed answers. Sometimes those answers reveal our true nature, our actual situation, and demand that we fight for the life that we deserve.
What of the world beyond Bastion? There are no cities, there are no other people. And, apparently, no way back to our homes and families. Instead, we have discovered virgin territory. Our battles continue as we fight to turn that wilderness into a world where, one day, we will raise our children. Those sons and daughters of ours will remember their parents, they’ll know that they have the right to a childhood safeguarded by adults. What’s more, they will look forward to a future where they can enjoy the happiness and fulfillment of those few decades, which we human beings call “a lifetime.”
And what of John Karroon? What happened to him?
Recently, John asked the question: “Does anything lie beneath Bastion?”
Two weeks ago, he headed back across the ruins of the Factory Floor to the fortress. We haven’t seen him since. Naturally (as he remains cleaved to his inclination), he’s looking for more answers.
I believe that the man we call John Karroon is on a personal quest. He’s determined to find those individuals he describes as “our real enemy.” The evil ones who stole us from our families long ago, and who are the real villains of the Bastion Wars.









On Amen’s Shore
by Clive Barker
“My pagan soul is greatly comforted by this place,” Beisho Fie announced to Rutaluka as they descended the steep, winding thoroughfares of Joom to the harbour. “It may not be entirely godless—I’m sure there’s some dupe on his knees somewhere in the vicinity—but I don’t see a steeple and I don’t hear a call to prayer, so maybe the gods are illegal here.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Rutaluka—universally called Ruty (as in beauty)—remarked.
“It’s no more ridiculous than wishing there were gods watching over us every moment of our lives,” Beisho replied, slipping his spectacles off his lumpen nose and squinting down the hill at the purple-black lake. “There’s talk between the two of us I wouldn’t want heard by anyone, least of all some gossiping god.”
“What kind of talk?” Ruty wanted to know. He was much the squatter of the two wanderers—the mule to Fie’s thoroughbred; the parrot to his stork—and had developed a way of walking backward a step ahead of his comrade, so as to watch Beisho’s face without putting his neck out of joint. “What have we talked about?”
“You tell me,” Beisho replied.
“Well…food, of course,” Ruty said. He wore his taste for candies and pig flesh on his hip and backside. “And the state of our shoes,” he went on. “And lust.”


“Ah…”
Ruty smiled, a vale of dimples appearing on his round face. So that was the subject Beisho the Laureate felt so tender about. “You’d rather nobody knew that your equipment leans to the left,” he said. “Is that it?’’
Beisho glowered down at his comrade. “Rutaluka…” he said.
“How many times have I asked you not to call me that?”
“Then never again mention the angle of my erection,” Beisho countered. “I shared that with you in a very private moment.”
The moment had indeed been private. They had been locked together in the water closet of the Margravine of Cataglia, who, in order to pay off her gambling debts, had invited the pair into her chateau to filch—for a price—her husband’s collection of erotic vases. Unfortunately, her spouse had returned from his dog racing early, and the Margravine, her legendary taste for farce never more evident, had shut Beisho and Ruty in the toilet and had proceeded to distract her husband from his suspicions (the scent of Beisho’s cologne hung in the air like laughter at a wake) by making her body available to him from every possible direction. As the sound of coupling had drifted under the door, Beisho’s prong had swelled in his pantaloons, and in reply to Ruty’s confounded stare Beisho confessed, in a whisper, that it had always leaned to the left.
The escapade had ended better than this sweaty interlude might suggest. With her husband coupled comatose, the lady had smuggled the thieves and their booty out of the chateau, and they had subsequently parlayed the five vases (one of which depicted acts even the Margravine, in her desperation, had not stooped to) for a considerable profit. But all profit dwindles, unless invested or saved, and the pair had too little patience for the former and too much appetite for the latter. The money was spent on bread, beer, and bosom in a matter of days, leaving them near as damnit penniless.


“What I need to find is an author,” Beisho announced. “Someone who needs his works translated.”
“I doubt you’ll find much in the way of writers here,” Ruty replied. “This is a fisherman’s town.”
“Fishermen tell tales,” Beisho observed.
“Yes,” said Ruty, “but how often do they write them down?”
Beisho never had a chance to reply to this, because the sound of sobbing drew the attention of both him and Ruty down a trash-strewn alley off to their left.
“A woman weeps!” Beisho said.
“So?”
“So it’s the first sign of finer feelings we’ve encountered in this damn town. We should seek out its source.”
Ruty shrugged. “Whatever,” he said. “You go. I’ll wait here.”
Beisho was already off down the alleyway, leaving his companion to idle at the corner to watch the good people of Joom climbing and descending the hill. It would be a poor place to look for loveliness, Ruty mused. Maybe it was the effort of struggling up the slope that left the citizens looking so vacant. Or—more likely—the fact that every dish served in Joom was scaly, finny, and glassy-eyed.


He glanced back along the alleyway to see that Beisho had discovered one of the town’s better-looking women sobbing on a doorstep.
“What’s the problem?” he asked her.
She looked up from her grief, her eyes large and silvery.
“Do we know each other?” she asked him.
“I am Beisho Fie. Poet, wittier, and seducer of wild dogs.”
“Well, you’re not much use to me,” the woman replied, “I don’t need poems—”
“What do you need?”
“—unless it was a dirge,” the woman went on, tears coming again. “Yes, maybe a dirge, for my beloved brother.”
“Is he dead?”
She shook her head.
“Dying?”
Now a nod, and she pointed toward the lake.
“Drowning?” Beisho said.
“Eaten!” the woman replied. “He’s in the belly of some fish.”
“And yet you know he’s alive?”
“We’re twins,” the woman explained. “And our minds are…intertwined. I would know if he were dead.”
“Terrible,” Beisho said. “Terrible.”
“What is?” Ruty enquired. Bored with watching Joom’s piscine parade, he had come to find out what all the sobbing was about.
“This lady—”
“My name is Leauqueau,” she put in.
“Leauqueau’s brother has been devoured by a fish.”


“That’s unfortunate,” Ruty replied. “Was he a midget, or was it a very big fish?”
“There are all manner of beasts out there,” Leauqueau replied, staring off toward the lake’s obsidian waters. “And not all of them are fish.”
“Oh?” said Ruty, interested now. He had for many years been creating a bestiary; a catalogue of every species of fauna in the Colonies. Perhaps there was an unknown creature out there in the lake’s cold waters, awaiting both a discoverer and a name to be known by.
“We should find this man-eater,” he said. “And save the lady’s brother.”
“We would, of course,” Beisho swiftly replied. “But regrettably we have no boat.”
“Then we’ll hire one.”
“We have no money.”
“I have money,” Leauqueau promptly interjected.
“But how will we find the beast?” Beisho protested. “In such vast waters?”
“Maybe we won’t,” Ruty said, “but I’d rather spend the day fishing that trying to find a scribe—”
“You want a scribe?” said Leauqueau. “Then we are indeed well met. My brother is a poet.”
“Indeed?” Beisho replied, feigning indifference.”
“Are his works translated?” Ruty asked. “Only Laureate Fie can perform that function, for a very modest consideration.”
Leauqueau turned her silver gaze on Beisho. “I think the gods intended our paths to cross,” she said.


“Are there gods in Joom?” Ruty inquired.
“I didn’t believe there were, until now,” Leauqueau replied.
Ruty laughed. “There!” he said to Beisho. “She thinks you’re proof of the very thing you denied.”
“Sophistry,” Beisho snapped back.
“Then let’s turn our attention to more practical matters,” Ruty said. “Lady, if you will supply the wherewithal, I will hike down to the harbor and hire a vessel forthwith.”
“Don’t tell anyone what we’re about,” she warned, passing a few coins over. “The mariners are superstitious.”
“Then they’re fools,” Beisho said. “We’ll find your brother for you, without the aid of gods. And then I’ll turn his rhymes to quicksilver in a dozen tongues, and we’ll all be happy.”

—
“How do you know your brother is in the lake?” Beisho asked Leauqueau as he escorted her down to the harbor. “Perhaps he was eaten by a Steliamak. I’ve seen several circling.”
“I know it was the lake,” she said. “It obsessed him.”
“Why?”
“Because of Quiddity.”
“Quiddity?” Here was a word not often breathed in daylight.
“You have heard of it?”
“Of course. What man of culture has not heard of the great dream-sea? Why, we met a fellow just a few months ago, Ruty and me, who claimed to have been a beacon keeper on its shores. But it’s a thousand miles from here.”


“More. Much more.”
“So how—?”
“There’s a legend in Joom. A legend my brother believed to his very soul.” That said, she fell silent.
“Are you going to tell me what it is?” Fie asked.
She dropped her voice to a whisper. “It’s said that in certain seasons the waters of the dream-sea find their way through channels far below the earth into the lake,” she replied.
Beisho made a low whistle. “That is a tale,” he said.
“There’s more,” she told him. “The legend says that we’re all descended from dreamers cast up by those tides. Dreamers from another realm of being.”
“The Sapas Humana.”
“That’s right.”
“It’s certainly better than believing we’re descended from gods,” Beisho observed. “Do you believe all of this?”
“I believe it for my brother’s sake.”
“That’s reason enough, I suppose.” Ruty was climbing the slope towards them, looking somewhat mournful. “Well, I found us something,” he said, “and it floats. That’s about the best I can say for it.”
They followed him back down to the quay, and while they walked he explained that all the fishermen had either refused to hire out their boats or demanded absurd sums of money for their services. Only one captain had been willing to take them out onto the lake for such a piffling sum.
“His name is Flimchen,” Ruty said, “and I think he’s half crazy.”


“What makes you say that?” Beisho asked.
“Judge for yourself,” Ruty said, standing aside to let Beisho and Leauqueau have sight of the vessel and its master.
It was impossible to say which was in a sorrier state. Both had seen too many storms, too many crackings and patchings; both were sodden to their core: one with water, the other, to judge by his stare, with something stronger.
“Don’t expect your money back,” the grizzled sailor announced from the slimy boards of his boat. “Whether you come or not it’s no matter to me, but I’m keeping the fee.” He tapped his pocket. “So fuck you all.”
“Do you still want to go?” Ruty asked Beisho.
“Of course,” Fie replied, making no effort to approach the boat.
“You two may come,” Flimchen replied. “But not your…passenger.” He jabbed a hangnailed finger in Leauqueau’s direction.
“Is this mariner’s lore?” Beisho wanted to know.
“No,” said the fisherman, “I have a fear of that sex, since all my six brothers died in the arms of a woman.”
“The same woman?” Ruty said, amazed.
“I’m not telling,” came the reply. “And neither are they.”
“I’m afraid we can’t go without her,” Beisho said.
“Yes, you can,” Leauqueau replied. “You must. I’ll wait here for you.”
“Make up your minds,” Flimchen demanded. “We only have two hours before nightfall. The lake’s a deal more lethal under the twelve moons.”
“We’re going, for sure,” Ruty said, seizing hold of Beisho’s arm and ushering him to the puddled steps that led down to the boat. “Do you have nets and knives aboard?”


“Of course,” said Flimchen. “What manner of fish are you after?”
“Something large enough to have devoured this woman’s brother.”
“I daresay we can find you such a beast,” Flimchen said, with a sideways glance at Beisho. “As long as you’re ready to haul it in and brain it.”
“Never readier,” Beisho replied, as he gingerly set foot on the rocking vessel. “As long as you can find the fish, we’ll brain it with one thwack!”
“His show of courage brought a sly smile from the fisherman. “A thwack, eh?”
“I have no fear,” Beisho replied.
The mariner’s smile disappeared. “Then take a little of mine,” he said, “for I’ve got plenty. I’ve never turned my bow toward those waters without fearing what I would find. Or what would find me.”
And so saying, he loosed the rope that secured the boat against the quay and, returning to the stern, turned on the motor and guided his chugging vessel out of the little harbor toward the deeps.

—
More to keep his mind off the sickening motion of the boat than because he genuinely valued the mariner’s opinion, Beisho related what Leauqueau had told him about the legends of the lake and asked Flimchen if he believed the stories.
“Some people say we come from fish,” he replied, “but I’ve been handling fish all my life and I never saw one—not one—with a shadow of a soul in its eyes.”


“So you believe we’re descended from human castaways?” Ruty said.
“More than likely.”
Ruty made a sour face. “Does that trouble you?” Beisho required of him.
“To be descended from a dreaming species?” Ruty said. “Yes…that troubles me.”
“Why?”
“Because it means we’re accidents, Fie. Bastard children. Without purpose. Without meaning.”
“Then we must make our meaning,” Beisho said.
The mariner seemed to approve of this, to judge by the little grunt he gave.
“And when we die?” Ruty said. “What then? When we can no longer make meaning for ourselves? Do we just fade away, like dreams?”
“That will not be so bad,” Flimchen said, “if that’s the way of it.”
“Will it not?” Ruty said, his voice lowered to a melancholy whisper. “I wonder…”
There was a long silence then, while the boat moved out over the dark waters. It was Flimchen who broke the hush.
“There,” he said, and pointed across the water.
A large form was breaking surface, turning as it did so, showing its mottled flesh.
“What is it?” Beisho breathed.
“At a guess,” came the reply, “your man-eater.”
As if it knew it was being debated, the creature raised its ungainly head from the water. It was a wretched thing, no doubt of that, lacking both grace and symmetry, its head eyeless and encrusted, its flanks gouged and raw.


“I don’t see its mouth,” Ruty said.
“Perhaps it doesn’t have one.”
“Then how does it eat men?”
“Maybe it doesn’t,” Beisho said, still studying the creature. “Maybe it’s the wrong animal.”
“It hears us,” Flimchen said, and as he spoke the beast came at the boat head-on.
“Knives! Knives!” Beisho yelled.
Flimchen was already scrabbling in the bottom of the boat for weaponry, but before he could lay his hands on a blade the beast struck the boat. The vessel lurched, and Ruty lost his footing on the rot-slickened boards. Flailing, he was pitched over the gunwales and into the water. Despite his fat he sank in an instant, and for a moment Beisho thought he’d had his last sight of his comrade. A sob of grief and rage escaped him, but it was drowned out by a great commotion at the bow, and in a roar of frenzied water Ruty was borne up out of the lake on the snout of the beast. He reached for Beisho’s arm, caught hold of it, and was hauled back into the vessel, gasping for breath.
“It comes again!” the mariner cried. This time he was armed with a short harpoon, and as the beast ploughed toward the tossing boat he threw the weapon, striking his target in the centre of its misshapen head.
A din escaped the beast that would have better come from a woman’s throat: a shriek of agony that stopped so abruptly Beisho thought the creature had been dealt a mortal wound, and had perished then and there. But no; no sooner had the shriek ceased that the beast began to thrash with such vehemence it threatened to capsize the boat entirely.


Flimchen had lashed the harpoon rope to a rusted ring set in the gunwale and then returned to the stern.
“What are we going to do?” Beisho demanded, his eyes wild.
“We’re going to drag its foul carcass back to shore.”
“We still don’t know that this is the right beast,” Ruty reminded them.
“I’ve not seen a thing the like of this in forty years of fishing,” the mariner replied. “If there’s another man-eater out there then let somebody else catch the fucker.”
He gunned the motor, and turned his vessel around, pointing its bow toward Joom. “Hold on!” he said. “I’m going to drive the boat up onto the shingle, and beach the beast at the same time!”
If the wounded creature understood what plans were being laid against it, then it made no attempt to resist, even though its bulk suggested it might well have succeeded.
“It’s surely dying,” Beisho said as he watched the creature turning belly-up in the bloodied spume.
“Perhaps,” said Ruty.
“You doubt it?”
“This thing has neither eyes nor mouth,” Ruty observed. “Doesn’t that strike you as odd?”
Beisho stared at his comrade. “What’s your point, Rutaluka?”
“There’s more mystery here than we comprehend,” Ruty replied. “Remember what the beacon keeper told us about Quiddity’s waters? How they grew on those that floated there?”


Beisho’s gaze returned to the beast.
“Perhaps we’re looking at some kind of encrustation around living flesh,” Ruty said.
“The flesh of Humana? Our ancestors?” Beisho murmured.
“Perhaps.”
A tiny smiled crossed Beisho’s face. “Now I wish the gods were in their cloudy courts, Ruty, to see how we discover ourselves.”

—
The beast’s scream had carried across the lake’s clear air, and a small crowd had come down to the harbor to watch the spectacle. Seeing that the boat was headed for the shore, the throng made its way from the quay to the shingle, its numbers swelling as word of what had taken place spread. Leauqueau was more impatient than the rest. She was standing knee-deep in the water, her anils outstretched as if to will her sibling into her embrace.
“Be ready!” Flimchen said. “As soon as we strike the shore haul on the rope.”
Seconds later the boat grated on the shingle, its momentum carrying it up the shallow beach, until its stem had cleared the water entirely. Ruty was first out, ploughing into the surf to haul the beast in. Beisho followed, but not before he announced to Leauqueau:
“We have it! See? We have it!”
Flimchen called for some help from the crowd, and four of the witnesses came to their aid, bending to the task of dragging the beast out of its native element and up onto the shingle. There were several cries of disgust as it cleared the waves, and several more of astonishment: the lake had never given up anything that resembled this monstrosity.


Beached, the creature was even uglier than it had been when half submerged: an ill-made, wretched thing, the like of which even Ruty—who had catalogued fauna glimpsed by only a handful of souls—had never laid eyes on.
“What now?” Beisho hissed to him when the creature was so far out of the water it had no hope of struggling back.
“We take a blade to it,” Ruty said. “If her brother’s inside, we have to cut him out.”
Beisho looked decidedly discomfited by this prospect, but with Leauqueau’s eyes—and the eyes of perhaps fifty onlookers—upon him, this was no time for squeamishness. Reaching into the boat, he snatched up a sizeable knife, and with a smile that he trusted was impressively casual he drove the blade into the beast’s flank. The creature convulsed, but not to escape the blade. Rather it seemed to present its body to the cutting edge, as if eager to be gutted.
The hide of the thing was tough (it didn’t bleed; nor was there sign of bone or sinew beneath) and had Ruty not also snatched up a knife and stooped to help, the night might well have fallen before Beisho made an impression. But together they unknitted the carcass from one end to the other, gobs of encrusted flesh coming away with every slice. And suddenly, as they worked, a sob of anguish rose from the interior of the thing, answered a moment later by a cry from Leauqueau.
“It’s him!” she said. “It’s my brother!”


Beisho and Ruty worked with fresh fervour now, abandoning the blades for fear of doing harm to the living flesh inside. They plunged their arms into the wound they’d opened, and like midwives at some monstrous birth dug to deliver the prisoner from his cell. Blood began to seep from the opening, though it was not, they both knew, the blood of the beast. It was the victim who was bleeding, not the devourer.
Unable to stand by any longer, Leauqueau lent her sinew to the struggle, and Flimchen, who had until now watched with bemusement, bent to labour beside them. Under the assault of eight hands the flank of the creature gaped, and they finally had sight of the victim.
There was not one body inside, but two. Both naked, and embracing. One was Leauqueau’s brother, his flesh white and wasted, his gaze crazed. The other was a woman. She had been pierced by the harpoon and was still bleeding copiously. The point had entered the top of her skull and emerged at her chin.
Leauqueau unleashed a deafening shriek, and retreated from the carcass into the surf.
“Gods! Gods!” she shrieked. “See what he has done!”
Her imprecation shook her brother from his stupor. He let the dead woman—with whom he had surely been in congress—slip from his arms, and started to crawl out into the open air, careless of his nakedness.
“She was nothing to me!” he said to Leauqueau. “I saw her in the water, and I went to rescue her!”
Beisho shook his head. “I’m not following any of this,” he complained.


“I am,” Ruty replied, directing Beisho’s gaze back to the body of the woman. “That’s our human dreamer,” he said. “She was carried up into the lake from Quiddity.”
“And he swam out to save her?”
“Or make love to her.” 
“And the beast took them both.”
“There is no beast,” Ruty said. “It’s as the beacon keeper told us. The waters take human flesh and fantasticate it…” He tore at the innards of the beast. “This thing has no heart. No lungs. No entrails. It’s a veil, built around dreaming tissue.” He looked at the dead woman. “This is her subtle body. The real thing is dead on a bed somewhere, far, far from here.”
“Pitiful,” said Beisho.
“At least we saved the lad,” Ruty replied.
He turned as he spoke, in time to catch sight of Leauqueau stooping to lift a rock from beneath the waves. Seeing murder in her eyes, he started toward her with a shout. But she ignored him. She raised the stone high above her head and brought it down on her brother’s skull, striking once, twice, three times, and opening a grievous wound with each blow. Blood gushed from his head, and he fell backward into the surf. He was dead by the time Ruty reached him; one of his eyes struck from its socket, the other gaping, as if in astonishment that salvation and death had come in such close succession.

—
Leauqueau put up no defense against arrest. She waited tearlessly on the shore while officers were called, and was in due course taken away, without uttering another word. By the time Beisho and Ruty had told their part of the tale, then watched the bodies of the lovers removed, and finally bade their farewells to Flimchen, night had long since fallen. Their limbs ached for want of rest, and their bellies for want of nourishment.


“We have no money,” Ruty said as they wandered back up the steep street.
“No, but we may yet prosper,” Beisho said.
“How?”
“Will this story not become legendary?”
“Perhaps.”
“And will people not ask: What did the dead lad do before the dream-sea took him? And hearing that his profession was that of poet, will they not ache to have a copy of his sonnets?”
“Ah…” said Ruty.
“I shall be his sole translator, my friend. And we shall make a little fortune from his works.”
“But where are his poems?”
“We’ll find them,” Beisho replied confidently, and led them back to the step where he had first discovered Leauqueau weeping.
The door was sealed, but no lock or bolt had ever bested Ruty’s fingers. The two adventurers were inside the humble house in thirty seconds, and duly separated to look for the works of the deceased poet. It was a melancholy search, turning over the belongings of the doomed siblings, but after several minutes it bore fruit. In the drawer of a dresser in one of the upper rooms Ruty found a book bound in scaly ochre skin, and brought it down to Beisho with a triumphant whoop.


“This binding comes from a species that’s not in my bestiary,” he said, handing the volume over. “It’s probably out there in the lake somewhere. I want to hire another boat when you’ve made your fortune…”
“You can go fishing alone,” Beisho replied. “I’m going to buy myself a pavilion on the hilltop and watch you from the comfort of my pillows.”
He started to flick through the pages of the book, while Ruty mused on this zoological mystery.
“It looks to be the skin of a serpent,” he said.
“That’s fitting,” Beisho remarked dryly, “given the subject of the works it encloses.”
“He writes of serpents?”
“He writes of one serpent,” Beisho replied. “The beast between his legs.” He kept flicking and scanning, his face a portrait of disgust. “I’ve never read anything so obscene in my life. This isn’t poetry. It’s instructions on how to violate your sister, orifice by orifice.” He passed the book to Ruty. “Nobody’s going to publish filth like this.”
Ruty glanced through the book. The dead man’s masterworks were barely doggerel, the vellum on which they were scrawled suspiciously stained here and there. Ruty pocketed the book, for perusal at a later date.
“For the binding…” he explained, as Beisho cast him a baleful glance.
Their business in the house done, they wandered out into the night. On the step Beisho stared up at the twelve moons admiringly.


“Do you think the same heavens gaze down on Sapas Humana?” Ruty wondered.
“Of course not,” Beisho replied. “They live in cells, my friend. And they dream because they long to escape them.”
“I’d like to meet one…a living one, I mean…and send him back to tell the human world about us. Wouldn’t that be something?”
“And where would they find the words to capture our charm?” Beisho asked him. “We’re beyond description.”
“Then maybe we should go to them,” Ruty said. “Steal a vessel and set sail upon the dream-sea until we reach their island.”
“Why bother?” Beisho replied as he started up the hill.
“Because we’re nothing here. Less than nothing. But there, we’d be like gods, wouldn’t we?”
Beisho gave his companion a curious look; two parts contempt to one of stupefaction.
“I never know with you, Rutaluka—” he said.
“You never know what?”
“Whether you’re a genius or an imbecile.”
“Oh, that,” Ruty said, with a sly grin. “Well, I know the truth of it, but I’m not telling.”
Beisho opened his mouth to voice some pithy reply, but thought better of it. Instead he headed on up the street, toward the fish market, where they would be obliged to find food and lodging in yesterday’s sawdust.
Ruty lingered for a moment, to cast a glance down the slope to the harbor and the lake beyond. The dozen moons gleamed in its waters, but their mellow radiance did not pierce the depths. Whatever sleeping souls the lake concealed, they were safe in their slumbers tonight, and would not be woken until their dreams were done.









The Woman in the Blue Dress
by Heather Herrman
1
It all began with the woman.
She approached me over dinner, and I saw that she was older than me—sixty, maybe seventy at the outside. Gray-haired, with dark-rimmed eyes, she wore a navy-blue cocktail dress, the shoulders folded down neatly. There was something familiar in seeing her, but it was only before I talked to her that I thought this. When we spoke I knew that I’d never met her before.
“Lake trout?” she asked, looking down at my plate. My husband was away working for the night and would be gone, probably until near midnight. He was renovating an old hotel, a good purchase made by us just last year in the hopes of flipping the property to some ambitious foreign buyers. Grand Marais was a tourist town located in the Northwoods of Minnesota—a kind of Nordic paradise resting on the shores of a sealike Lake Superior. In the summer, entire hordes of visitors from the Twin Cities ascended north, seeking a reconnection to their inner wildman.
We’d gotten the hotel for a song in the sludgy economy, but in order to capitalize on the upcoming tourist season, the hotel needed to be up and ready within two months, sold within three. All of this meant that I was spending the off-season mostly alone, albeit alone with adequate spending money and a beautiful rented cabin in town from which to watch that sealike lake.


“Lake trout, yes,” I confirmed. The woman didn’t move away, but stood looking down at my plate. Around her neck hung a fat necklace, its chain gold, a dark blue sapphire hanging like a grub caught in some spider’s filigreed web. It was the very same necklace, though I didn’t know it then, that my husband would surprise me with that night.
“Is it good?”
“Delightful,” I said, digging into another bite with my fork, though it was mostly for show. The truth was, I hadn’t been hungry all night, not for the last several days, though the restaurant was the best in the area.
“I always wonder,” she said. People were beginning to push past her now with irritated looks. The restaurant, named Fish Hash, wasn’t a large one, but even in off-season it was popular, people waiting up to an hour to get a table. I’d come at four, just to miss the wait, but people were eyeing my table hungrily in the huddle by the door, and I knew that I, alone and taking up an entire table, didn’t dare have a leisurely dinner.
“May I…” the woman asked, gesturing at the empty chair across from me. In truth, I’d almost forgotten she was there, my mind wandering as I’d found it doing so often in the week since coming here, almost to the day, in fact, me walking around like I had a cotton ball tucked around my brain.
“Certainly,” I said, because what else could one say when asked such a question? Besides, having another person at the table might make my presence at it less offensive to the large groups waiting. The woman pulled out the chair and sat quite comfortably down, motioning for a waiter, quite as if she had been expected all along. The waiter came over, and she ordered a glass of something called Minnestalgia, a sweet, raspberry-flavored wine, and an unexpected favorite of my own.


“I don’t usually go in for such things,” she said, leaning conspiratorially across the table. Her left hand was bare, but I could see a barely discernible line where a ring, very recently, had been removed. When she saw me staring at it, she quickly removed her hand from the table and cleared her throat.
“I usually like the full-bodied wines,” she said. “I’m almost embarrassed to fall into this sweet Minnesotan palate.” She laughed, and there, for just an instant, was that feeling of familiarity I’d felt when seeing her walk in, but just as quickly it was gone.
“I agree,” I said. “I’m a sucker for something chewy, but the Minnestalgia is a guilty pleasure.”
“I’ll never tell,” the woman said. “Do you mind if I order something to eat?”
“Not at all. But to be honest, I was just getting ready to leave.”
“Of course,” she said, seeming for the first time that night to lose something of the steely composure she possessed. “I didn’t mean to impose.”
“You’re not,” I said, though of course she was, and at that second my mind wandered away to my warm bed and Sam, and I wondered how late it would be that night before he crept in to lie beside me, only to disappear again before I woke. Like a gut punch, the guilt I felt at being here, guilt mixed with a sense of dissatisfaction at having abandoned my own career, bloomed deep in my belly. But what did it matter about being a high school teacher if the stress kept you from having any children of your own? Time was running out for us, and I needed rest, time to focus on conceiving. Time.


“Excuse me.” I wiped my mouth with the extremely tiny napkin the establishment had provided, laughable, really, in light of the fried fish and tartar sauce served in liter squeeze bottles. “I think I should get going. It was nice to meet you. Please feel free to keep the table.” It was, after all, what I was sure she’d been after.
“Wait!” she said. “Let me buy you some dessert at least.”
“No, thank you, I…”
“They have a secret dessert, you know. It’s not on the list, but it’s to die for. Their…”
“Maple syrup shot,” I finished with her, and she met my eyes with a smile.
“Yes, that’s it, exactly,” she said, sounding delighted. “A fellow aficionado. I didn’t realize anyone else knew about it.”
“I come here alone sometimes,” I said. “The waitress, Shelly, took pity on me.”
“The very same dear who enlightened me,” the woman said, and before I could stop her, she had magically waved the waiter down amidst all the hustle and placed the order for the shots. “I didn’t just come over here to bother you, you know,” she said, turning back around and settling herself firmly in the chair. The restaurant was made in a U shape, in such a way that every table was tucked neatly against an outside window looking toward the lake. The water was dark, its day-clear depths now murky with mystery, the waves looking as thick as the maple syrup the waiter laid in front of us. The syrup’s depths glowed in the muted gold light of the restaurant, the light that turned the wood décor and exterior waves into a world quite separate from reality, as though we were floating in a fish tank, a dingy remnant of somebody’s den in which they’d left the aquarium upon moving out, and we few were the last specimens of the once noble pets.


“Cheers,” the woman said.
I picked up my own, the amber liquid warm against the glass. “Cheers,” I said. “And thank you…”
“Cassandra,” she said, holding up her glass and clinking my own before downing it in one shot. I followed suit, the liquid leaving a warm, thick trail of sweet down my throat, the maple nuanced with shades of ash and oak, and then, at the end, an unexpected bitterness that I hadn’t ever tasted before. I coughed a little, quickly wiping my mouth.
“Thank you, Cassandra. I love that name, by the way,” I said. I did, too, though I’d been a little startled to hear it fall from her lips. It was the very name I’d always craved having as a child, always thinking it to sound very adult, very grand and beautiful. I had named all of my dolls Cassandra, but until this point had never met a living, breathing specimen.
“Thank you,” she said, and paused. It took me a minute to realize that she was waiting for me to supply my own name. “Natalie,” I told her. “And now I do have to go. My husband will be waiting for me.”
Cassandra raised a perfectly manicured eyebrow at this, almost as if suggesting she quite knew that this wasn’t the truth. “Of course,” she said. “But please do allow me to walk you out, Natalie. I know this must seem very strange me bursting in on you like this, but I really did have something I wanted to talk to you about.”


I agreed only to be rid of her. I was beginning to have my own suspicions concerning Cassandra. Shelly, the waitress, had told me there was a pocket of Jehovah’s Witnesses out this way who liked to prey on tourists, and I thought perhaps I’d seemed an easy target sitting alone like I had been. But my house was only a block away, and she couldn’t very well follow me inside if I didn’t want her to. She uncrossed her legs to stand at the same time I did, and one of her heels caught me sharply in the shin, sending a wave of bright pain up my leg. I hissed an intake of breath.
Cassandra stood and smiled at me, either pretending not to have noticed the contact or choosing to ignore it. “Shall we?” she asked.
We walked out past the crowded tables, stopping at the register to pay. It was another quirk about the restaurant, having you pay up front at the anchor-shaped desk just like you’d pay at the front of a Denny’s or a Perkins. But this gem of a Grand Marais restaurant was far from a Denny’s, and the prices on the ticket reflected this. Before I could hand the gum-popping teen behind the register my card, Cassandra snatched the ticket from my hand. “Allow me,” she said, and with the speed of a clearly planned action, presented the ticket with a fresh hundred-dollar bill to the girl behind the register. Cassandra was wearing gloves now, I saw, navy blue gloves with a sateen shimmer finish. I wondered when she’d had time to put them on.


She took her change and then hooked my arm. “Ready?” It was funny, but when she touched me like that, I felt like just sinking into her. It was comfortable, that touch. Comfortable and familiar and yet…
The cold wind from the outdoor hit us with the pop of the double-sealed door breaking free of its frame as we pushed through. The night was thick and black, but the stars were out and so beautiful that we both paused, as one, to look at them. The waves from the lake behind us slapped at the shore, and we stood, transfixed, looking up into the black sky, arms linked, and the water gently lap, lap, lapping away behind us like a lullaby, and I felt, in that moment, happy.
Cassandra began to walk, and I had no choice but to follow, entwined as we were. We walked up the hill, past a new gaggle of eager diners bundled in their best furs and wools, and up onto the main street, where Cassandra did not turn right but walked straight ahead, toward my house.
“How did you know I lived this way?” I asked, after we’d safely crossed the wide street and stood under the glow of a streetlamp.
The light above caught her face, just so, as she turned toward me, and I saw that she wasn’t as pretty as I’d thought she was. An army of lines worked their way across her face, lines that in the dark light of the restaurant had been hidden by a thick slate of makeup. Here, though, they were completely visible, and I saw one under her right eye that was so deep as to almost look like a scar. It ran itself in a hooked C from the eye’s center out to just short of her hairline.
When Cassandra saw me staring she ducked her head, and I felt horribly embarrassed.


“Cassandra,” I said, having made up my mind to just be rid of her, to tell her that my house was just at the corner and it was so nice to meet her, but…
The shriek of tires cutting through the empty night severed my intentions, and I looked up to see a small girl in a red coat standing straight in the car’s path.
We were alone on that street corner. I’d been sure of it. The night was a cold one, tourist season was over, and the only people foolish enough to be out with the last warmth of the sun tucked securely away beyond the horizon were those making their way toward the few restaurants across the street for dinner.
No, we’d been alone, entirely alone, with Main Street stretching ahead and behind, empty, the sidewalks lining either side of it lit up by streetlamps and glowing white like two sets of teeth, with nary the specter of a shadow to disturb them. Only us.
Except…With the scream of the tires, the night collapsed in on itself, doubled over in the folds of itself to cradle that shriek of rubber on road, to caress it almost, squeeze the largest bit of sound possible from the interruption of silence.
I spun around just in time to see headlights swerving along the road, headlights of a strange, almost blue color, and just beyond the headlights was the body of the car, whitish and of a shape that seemed foreign, certainly something I’d never seen before—even in the space of those few seconds I was sure of that. The car seemed to have the kind of slide doors one might see on a minivan, only this car was compact, maybe even a two-seater.


But I did not focus on the doors for long. I felt a pinch, and as I turned I saw Cassandra gripping my arm and her face was once again lit white by the lamps, white and old and pursed into lines of terror. She was looking just ahead of where the car had begun its skid and the terror on her face along with the pressure on my arm, it was almost as if she was pulling me toward the sight, makings me follow her gaze back out to the road and…
I can hardly bear to continue.
The little girl who’d run into the middle of the street did not move but stood still, and even as I was running toward her, she looked up, and the car fell upon her. The girl disappeared in a matter of seconds, and then reappeared at the other end of the car, but not before I heard the soft spreading of her under its wheels. The car sped away and as I ran to her I saw that there was nothing at all left of her head but a red smear that ran onto the pavement in sticky chunks, as if an extension of the coat.
Did I tell you I screamed? Oh, yes, I screamed. The couple who found me said they heard it from clear inside the restaurant.
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I awoke to the sensation of something hard against my cheek, hard and cool and uncomfortable, and I lifted my head to find myself facedown on the pavement, an elderly couple standing above me, the man gently shaking me awake.
“Miss?” His accent, a thick blend of somewhere back east, reached down through the night to cut clearly through my fog, and in an instant I was sitting straight up, looking wildly around.


“The girl!”
“What girl, honey?” the woman asked, and she too bent beside me, laying a cool, manicured hand against my face. She was wearing a yellow sweater with a large brown moose embroidered on it, and in that instant I had a terrible urge to laugh, to just open my mouth and laugh and laugh and laugh. I didn’t. I clamped my lips tightly together, knowing that if I began I would never end, would go on laughing and laughing until the sanity drained clean out of me.
The woman stared at me, confused. “There isn’t any girl here, sugar. Rest easy, now. Do you mean your daughter? Was she with you when you fell?”
“The girl!” I yelled again, pushing the couple from me and running into the street, expecting to see at the very least blood. There was nothing. The pavement glowed as black and solid as ever. I sank to my knees and began to sob. Behind me, I could hear the older couple talking.
“It really could be the fish, you know,” the woman in the moose sweater said. “My cousin Bill, he ate a bad clam once and was sick for near on a week. Said he had a fever so bad he saw Jesus coming out of his walls.”
Sam met me at the hospital. By that time, the doctors had gotten the whole story out of me. There was no girl. Of that I’d been assured time and time again. No little girl in a red coat, no car accident. Nothing. I simply fallen and hit my head. Clean passed out. But there was a good reason for that, the doctor assured me, smiling, his big bald head gleaming in the hospital lights. He figured me for somewhere five weeks on. Maybe six. Hadn’t I noticed I’d missed my period?


I said I hadn’t. There’d been bleeding only a week ago, just lighter than usual. That happens sometimes, the doctor said, nodding gravely. Sure it does. It’s called uterine implant bleeding. He was nodding and smiling so big that I couldn’t shake the image of him as a grotesque pumpkin man, his head a crazy jack-o’-lantern. I shut my eyes tightly, then felt a breath on my face. It was Sam, leaning down to look at me, and I opened my eyes to find his own directly lined with my own.
“How are you doing, hon?” he asked, and I saw a barely contained glee behind his eyes, saw that he was masking it to first grant me concern.
“I…” How was I, then? There had been no girl, and no woman, either. None that anyone had seen, though I hadn’t thought to ask about the woman until I was already at the hospital, the little girl dominating all my thoughts. “I’m fine,” I finished. And I would be, too. Hesitantly, I reached down to rub my still-flat belly under the paper-thin white gown with blue flowers the hospital had given me.
“A fall like that, it can get you seeing all kinds of things,” the pumpkin doctor said. He must have left his house that night in a hurry, a doctor on call, because I saw a dab of what looked like mustard far to the left of his mouth. Poor pumpkin doctor, I thought. Called him clean away from his dinner. And then I had to close my eyes because there was that laugh again, that crazy, crazy laugh…
“Hey,” Sam said, pulling my face close to whisper in my ear. His voice brought me back from the brink, and I leaned in to him, smelling dear, sweet, solid Sam, his smell of wood and sandpaper and sweat. I felt his arms go up and then something cold and heavy around my neck. I jerked away from him and looked down. There, resting against my chest, was the fat blue-jeweled necklace, its filigreed gold cold against me.


“Do you like it?” Sam asked, grinning. “I saw it in the windows on my lunch break and…I don’t know. It just looked like you, that was all. I saw it, and something made me go right on in and buy it.” Sam kissed me on my forehead, and I reached down to pull the cold jewelry away from my neck. I held the weighty stone in my fist and heard the pumpkin-headed doctor laughing above.
“Ain’t that just something?” he asked. “Boy hoo, now there’s a husband that gets himself a get-out-of-jail-free card for use if ever there was one. Boy hoo, who says men ain’t got intuition?”
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And after that? Well, after that it was winter, then spring, and I forgot all about the girl and the woman in the blue dress. Sam had sold the hotel, and I was pregnant. Our gamble had paid off, and all was right with the world. And, oh, what a world it was! I inhabited it as if it was me who’d just been born, me who was discovering all its glories for the first time. Sam said I was glowing, a pregnant woman’s glow, and while I wasn’t sure that I really looked that different (minus the larger belly), I certainly felt different.
I was heavier, fuller, more completely there in every way. When I tasted the sweet butter-brickle of a spoon of ice cream, felt the burnt sugar of the toffee crunch between my teeth and the cool slide of the ice-cream trickle down my throat, it wasn’t just me tasting it, but the very center of me, not the baby, exactly, but the part of me that would become the baby, the life inside me that was just waiting to be, be, be, and oh! It was so hungry!


The days passed and with the profits from the hotel Sam and I bought ourselves a house in Grand Marais. It was pleasant there, and Sam had been offered a job with a local contractor. I was pregnant and had no desire to leave. All in all, the place seemed one of the utmost blessing, a place to expand in health and happiness and to welcome the third member of our family.
A month before my predicted due date, Sam was called out of town for a renovation in Duluth.
“It’s only for a day, Nat,” he said, rubbing my toes where they poked out from under our down comforter. It was spring here, but spring in northern Minnesota was still cold. The feather comforter wouldn’t be put away until May at the earliest.
“What if I go into labor while you’re away?” I was aware of the pout in my voice.
“If you do, then the doctor’s number is by the bed, and Mrs. Karin is ready and willing to take you wherever you need to go whenever you need to be there. But you won’t need either of them. You’ve got a month to go, Nat. Little Bumpo isn’t ready to leave Mama’s belly just yet.”
Little Bumpo was the name we’d bestowed on our unborn, both of us deciding not to find out the sex of the child until it was actually born.
“Fine, then,” I said, kissing the rough scratch of his cheek and sending him on his way. “Just don’t expect me to hold out on eating the rest of the rocky road while you’re away.”


He grinned, and then, just like on so many other jobs before this one, was gone. I was alone.
I went to the Fish Hash for dinner. It had been a long time, not since three months ago when I’d eaten there with Sam, and that had been at his request. I knew that my “experience” from the winter months had been a result of my bumped head, but something about it all still seemed too tangible to pass off so easily. I’d avoided the Fish Hash, but with Sam gone and the evening to kill, the noise of the tourists drew me toward it.
It was an unusually gorgeous night in Grand Marais, the kind of spring evening that the tourists come for, the lucky few who decide to chance the weather and hope for an April evening that flowers instead of showers. Tonight, Grand Marais did not disappoint.
Although it had snowed only the week before, now, everywhere, the fledgling spring made itself known. From the warm breath of the near-sixty-degree air to the cry of the birds, newly invigorated, and finding good nesting spots in the budding trees. I walked to the Fish Hash with a happy heart, ready to welcome all changes, including the one kicking at my belly. The lake water whisked itself in a welcome against the Fish Hash’s dock, and I saw what I took, at the time, to be a good omen—the three otters who often visited the dock in hope of scraps. I spent a few minutes watching them play, the littlest of them delighting the tourists by surfacing in great breaks of waves and then diving down again whenever one of the larger otters would try to come near him. It was a merry chase, and I laughed out loud at their antics, thinking of how in the springs to come, I could bring my own child here to watch them.


The restaurant was, as I expected, crowded, but by some miracle I found Mrs. Karin, our new neighbor, already there. The woman was late-middle-aged and kindly; we’d grown close in the past few months.
“Natalie!” she cried, standing from her table to wave me over. I joined her, and the two of us spent a good hour ignoring everyone else in the restaurant.
“Thank you,” I said, as our meal ended and we both ordered a hot cocoa over which to linger. “It’s so nice to have company with Sam away.”
“Psh, I should have thought to invite you before I ever came over,” Mrs. Karin said, blowing on her newly delivered cup, steam rising from her hot chocolate. “I would have, too, but I didn’t want to impose.”
“Please! Spending time with you is as far from an imposition as a person could get,” I assured her. “It’s delightful.”
When our hot chocolate was over, we amiably linked arms and walked out into crisping air of the evening. For a moment, I was taken back to the night in the winter when I’d discovered my pregnancy. When I looked down and saw Mrs. Karin’s hand upon my own, a glovelike shadow from the building’s overhang made me think of the woman in blue I’d dreamed up, and a shudder ran through my frame.
“Are you all right, dear?”
“I’m more than all right,” I said. And I was. This was no phantom woman, Mrs. Karin, and the evening was not a dark winter’s one. Instead, the setting sun washed everything in an ethereal glow of the utmost beauty; the lake’s waves looked like skeins of orange silk. “Everything’s wonderful,” I said, and I felt the life inside me kick, as if in confirmation. I took Mrs. Karin’s hand in my own and gently laid it on my belly. The kick came again, and as we stood at the lake’s edge smiling at each other, I felt a great rush of happiness come over me.


Mrs. Karin dropped me off at my house with promises of coffee in the morning. We’d lingered on the walk back, and the sun had left the sky almost fully, the light changing from an orange to a pale silver. When I stepped inside the house, I was struck with the pleasant silence of it, and a smile crossed my lips as I imagined how shortly such a silence would be relieved.
I had just removed my shoes (pink ballet flats; I’d been able to wear nothing but flats since the pregnancy and my seemingly ever-growing feet) when, clutching the doorframe to help me stand straight again, a misplaced shadow caught my eye. I stopped, the way a deer might stop in a forest seeing the shadow of a hiker’s backpack fall across the trail.
Someone was in the living-room chair. A shot of adrenaline followed this realization, and I felt myself go shiver-cold with it, my hands trembling so much that I nearly fell over and had to push back hard at the doorframe to steady myself. In doing so, I looked away from the chair, and when I looked back again…nothing. No figure at all.
I was a fool, of course. That is what I told myself. The night had got me thinking about darker things, as a woman close to her time was wont to do. There was nothing more to it than that. All the same, I turned on all the lights in the house, every damned last one of them, and hurried myself upstairs and into my warm robe and the comfort of a cup of hot tea and the bed. I slept easily that night, even without Sam’s warm body beside me. Only on near dawn did I awake, and then it was to two hands, pressed very firmly, on either side of my belly.


“Sam?”
The pressure on my belly grew firmer. There was a pain. I shot upright in bed to look around. No one. Just the early light gray of coming dawn streaming through our curtainless second-floor picture window. Gray that bathed the room, poked a trembling finger into all of its corners, to the bureau, to my vanity with its ragged bench, on to the easy chair in which no one ever sat, except…
There, quite clearly, a figure now rested, its head hunched low upon its chest. I opened my mouth to scream when, like a jack-in-the box, up popped the head, revealing the ghost-white of a face that I knew.
“Hello, Natalie. How’s the baby coming along?” The woman’s silver hair blended so perfectly with the gray of the light that it, along with the white of her face, made her seem nothing more than a waterstain on the background of the room. My hand flew protectively to my belly, and yet…there was no fear. Hadn’t I known? Hadn’t I always, in some way, thought to see her again?
“How did you get in, Cassandra?”
Coolly, with the grace and ease of a water eel, she stood, and I saw that she wore the same blue dress that I’d seen her in months ago. She writhed a clean and lanky dance to my bed, where, instead of sitting down, she leaned over to extend a cold, white hand to me. “Shall we?” Without waiting for a response, she pulled my hand away from my stomach and drew me to stand, the sheets puddling at my feet and revealing my skin to the room’s cool air. With a quick yet somehow tender motion, Cassandra drew me to her, enfolded her arms around the back of my neck, and we stood, almost like lovers, my large belly pressed against her flat one.


There is nothing I can say to myself nor to anyone else that will make the rest of this make any kind of sense. I’ve told the police this over and over again, although I know they hardly take me seriously. You see, they can tell from the forced window that someone was in the house. A real, honest-to-God person, and not just me.
But they didn’t find any prints. “She must have worn gloves,” they told me. “The only prints here are your own.” And then they wink their eyes at one another and wait to hear the rest of my story. They try not to laugh when I tell them.
“Why would you dance with her?” they ask me, looks of puzzlement crossing their faces.
But yes, it was just that. Dancing. I danced with her. We danced. My belly against hers, and I listened to those words that she whispered.
“Give her to me. Give her to me, please.” And her belly pressed, pressed, pressed against mine. And I knew that not only was she real but that she was familiar, that scent that she wore, the feel of her belly matched so comfortably against my own.
“You saw what will happen to her,” she said. “What must happen later. If you give her now, then I can bring her into it after the fact. Please.”
When she said the last word, I pulled away from her because there was such desperation in it. Such horrible longing, such…evil. Yes. I thought then and I think now, that there was evil in it.


And when she pulled away, I understood what it was she was asking. She wanted the child. She wanted my baby. I understood something else, too. Something terrible.
When Cassandra pulled away, I looked at her clearly for the first time and saw how old she looked. How tired. Her eyes were puffy, that jagged hook of a wrinkle that I’d noticed over dinner more prominent now, the skin around her mouth pulled in a permanent frown with lines where I was just beginning to get them. Marionette lines, they were called. And her eyes, oh, her eyes…
“No,” I said.
“You don’t know.” Cassandra raised her hands, and there, on her left hand I saw a ring that I knew. “You can’t know,” she said, “how much it’s cost me to come here. How much…”
“No,” I said, more firmly. “No, no, no! No!” I was screaming. I saw the look on her face shift, saw her lower lip tremble, and now I was not screaming, I was laughing. Laughing so hard that the air would hardly come. “No!” I said, hiccupping it in between the laughs. “Whatever game you’re playing, you can’t have her. No!”
I reached beside me and lifted the phone, dialed the three necessary numbers, and waited for the voice of the authority, the voice of reason.
Cassandra gave me one last, terrible look. A look so sad, so tired, and so…yes, I said it then and I say it now…evil, that I had to drop my own eyes, so evil that my hand went straight to my belly.
“You don’t know what a person can be willing to do for a child,” she said, “the distance she will travel.”


When she left, I was still laughing.
The police periodically follow up on the investigation of the break-in. I tell them that I haven’t seen her since then.
I wish this were true.
The marionette lines grow deeper in my face every damned day, and sometimes, when I am alone, I find myself whispering the words “Give her to me,” just to see how they will sound.
Sometimes I even add a please.
It all sounds very…familiar. As if I’ve said it a million times before.









Seven Years
by Wrath James White
Seven years ago my best friend Greg died. Shot down in the street. Seven years ago I fired a gun for the last time. Seven years ago I vowed never to live that type of life again, I vowed to change. And I did. I’m not that angry young man I used to be.
The guy with the gray hoodie was following me again. His pants sagged low, past his hips, so you could see his red-and-white Calvin Klein boxers—and the gun in his waistband. He kept his head bent down, staring at the sidewalk beneath his old-school black-and-white high-top Nikes. His face was hidden by the hood, enshrouded in shadows. Hands shoved deep into the pockets of his faded black jeans, which were at least two sizes too big. He kept a respectable distance, but this was the second day I’d seen him following behind me. It wasn’t a coincidence. He was after me.
Adrenaline dumped into my bloodstream like a blast of crack cocaine. My heartbeat quickened. I could hear it. Feel it pounding against my chest, trying to free itself from the prison of my ribcage. My breath came fast and hard. The edges of my vision began to close in, narrowing to a fist-sized window. I hadn’t felt this in years. It was the fight-or-flight response, my body preparing itself for danger. I used to get this feeling four or five times a day when I was younger. Before I changed.


Seven years ago, I was a street thug, a gangsta. I sold drugs, carried a gun, even used it a few times. I was headed for destruction. Then I decided I wanted to go to college. Now I’m two months away from graduating from the University of Pennsylvania with a neuroscience degree—unless I get shot first.
The guy behind me looked over his shoulder. His head swiveled, looking from one side of the street to the other, scanning for witnesses. Making sure no one would be able to identify him once whatever he had planned for me went down, and scoping out his exit route. I knew the routine. I’d done it many times myself. I even knew what he was thinking, all the psychological games he was playing to push his conscience to the side, lower his inhibitions, and silence his fear. Telling himself he was a “bad motherfucker,” that this would be an easy mark. I was determined not to be. I needed a weapon.
This area of town wasn’t like the hood I grew up in. There were no broken bottles or pieces of rubble and debris from buildings that had crumbled, burnt out, or been looted. No random car parts sitting on someone’s front yard or just lying there on the sidewalk. This was Society Hill. I worked at a clothing store here during the week to help pay for my books and supplies. It was all brick homes with manicured lawns, opulent apartment buildings with doormen, five-star restaurants, and extravagant boutiques. Mercedes, BMWs, and the occasional Cadillac or expensive SUV passed me on the street, always within a mile or two of the speed limit. It was clean, and safe. At least it was normally. That left few options for improvised self-defense weapons. I didn’t like my chances of taking on an armed assailant with nothing but my fists. I hadn’t thrown down with anyone in years. Not since I got my life in order and enrolled in college. I couldn’t remember the last time I had to bust some fool’s grill with nothing but my fists. That wasn’t who I was anymore.


Changing the entire trajectory of my life hadn’t been as simple as waking up one day and deciding I wanted a better life for myself, but then again it was. It was Sunday morning, seven years ago almost to the day, when the idea to do something different with my life first came to me. I had attended my best friend Greg’s funeral the morning before. I watched his mother wail and scream over his coffin, repeating “Why?” to the listless air above the church and crying out for her baby, insane with grief. I imagined my own mother grieving over my coffin the same way. My death would ruin her. But I knew that’s how my life would likely end. Few young black men made it out of the ghetto alive. That’s just something I grew to accept like corrupt cops stopping me on the street and searching me without probable cause, bill collectors calling all hours of the day, white Jesuses, and black Republicans.
Greg had been sitting right next to me at the bus stop when he got shot. A drive-by. A guy in a black Cutlass Supreme leaning out the passenger-side window with a red scarf wrapped around his face, black sunglasses, and an AR-15 on full auto. For all I know, those bullets had been intended for me. I dove behind a car, landing facefirst on the concrete, busting my lip, chipping my front tooth, and gashing open my forehead. Greg landed directly in front of the bench we’d been sitting on. Half his skull was missing. Blood poured from his ears and nose like a fountain of red wine gushing down into the gutter. He was gone. A kid I’d known since kindergarten, who I’d just been laughing with moments before, was now a bleeding sack of meat. That’s when I knew I had to change my life. Still, it was almost another month before I actually took action. My high school science teacher, Mr. Sumpter, was the one who finally convinced me to do something about my future.


I was sitting in science class, thinking about Greg, anxious for the lunch bell to ring so I could sell the ten vials of crack in my coat pocket before the school police decided to single me out for a “random” search. I had been daydreaming about a conversation Greg and I had right before he’d gotten his skull hollowed out. It was the last time Greg and I had laughed together.
“I read this article the other day that has me trippin’. That shit was deep, yo.”
“Hold up. Hold up. You mean, your ass can read?” Greg joked.
“I’m serious, man. Listen!”
“All right, all right. What’s up?”
“So, it was this article about how every seven years each cell in your body is reproduced except for like a few neurons in the center of your brain, your cerebral cortex. You become like an entirely new person. You still got all the memories of the person you used to be. Same personality. Same perspective on shit. You look the same, act the same, got the same scars, same fears, same hopes. You might be like a little taller, or fatter, or skinnier than the dude you were seven years ago. Maybe your hair is longer or grayer. You know I’m sayin’? You still feel like you, but you ain’t you. You’re like a whole different you. You know I’m sayin’? You share hardly any cells in common with that that dude you were seven years ago. So what happens to that motherfucker you used to be? Where do they go?”


Greg smiled. His fat cheeks exploded with dimples. I knew he was about to say something ridiculous.
“I don’t know, fool. Maybe they go to your momma’s house!”
We had both fallen over, holding our sides as we laughed our asses off.
I couldn’t help letting out a little chuckle as I recalled the moment. Mr. Sumpter cleared his throat and I looked up to see him standing above my desk. Mr. Sumpter was six-eight. He’d been a basketball star at Temple University back in the eighties. Now he was in his fifties, a head full of salt-and-pepper dreadlocks, wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, but he could still dunk a basketball and outrun most of the guys on the school track team.
“ ’Sup, Mr. S.?”
He slapped my science mid-term down on the desk in front of me. I gawked at the grade: 100. Mr. Sumpter looked down at me and just shook his head like it was the worst possible score rather than the best. He walked past me, handing out a few more tests. Then he paused and looked back at me.
“You know what gets me, Mr. Brown?”
Mr. Sumpter always called us by our last names, adding “Mr.,” “Mrs.,” “Sir,” and “Ma’am” as if he were addressing peers rather than a bunch of badass, hardheaded students.
“What up, Mr. S.?”
“You’re one of the smartest kids in this class. You pass the tests without even trying. I know you don’t study. But you have the worst grades in the class because you don’t do your homework. You don’t turn in your papers when they’re due. You hardly come to class. You just don’t care.”


“At least my grades ain’t as bad as Tyrell’s. He can’t even spell his name right.”
All the other kids in the class began to laugh. A big, thick-necked kid with biceps the same size as his head jumped up, knocking over his desk.
“Fuck did you say ’bout me, nigga?”
I met his eyes. Not getting out of my seat, but reaching into my jacket, where I would have normally been carrying my Glock nine-millimeter. It wasn’t there. It was in my car. They had metal detectors in the school now. But it didn’t matter. Tyrell got the message.
“I said you stupid as fuck. But if you think all them muscles can stop a bullet, go ahead and do sumpin’. Otherwise, you betta sit your big ass down before you get put down.”
Mr. Sumpter let out a long sigh then just shook his head again.
“You know, Mr. Brown, you’re a junior. Next year you’ll be graduating and doing what? Do you even know what you’re going to do after high school? Hang out on the street with your hoodlum friends doing nothing? Selling drugs? Fighting? You could be going to college in two years on a full academic scholarship. You know that? You’re smart enough. If you spent half as much time doing homework as you do trying to be hard and intimidate everybody, you’d be school valedictorian. Instead, you’ll probably wind up dead or in prison.”


Dead or in prison.
I’d heard some variation of that shit all my life. It was the destiny of all young black males, according to the media and our so-called mentors. I’d always accepted it as fate. And once accepted, it became a self-fulfilling prophecy.
Dead or in prison.
But now, after seeing Greg die, it was like it finally sank in, and I didn’t want to die. That night I did my homework. I flushed all the crack vials I had left down the toilet and didn’t re-up. From then on, I dedicated myself to schoolwork. Four months later I made the high school honor roll. The next year, as a senior, I made honor roll all four quarters. I didn’t make valedictorian, but I did get that academic scholarship to University of Penn and moved to Philadelphia. From a Baltimore ghetto to an Ivy League campus. The culture shock felt like an electrocution, but I adapted. After I graduated from Penn, my plan was to go straight to med school. Then, two nights ago, I saw that guy in the gray hoodie standing on a street corner, watching me. I knew it was the same guy. He was dressed exactly as he is now. Same walk. Same shifty, suspicious mannerisms.
I crossed the street, casting a glance over my shoulder in time to see the guy in the hood cross also, less than half a block behind me. I wished I had a gun with me, too, but I had given up that type of life. The nine-millimeter I used to carry was in a Nike shoebox in the closet of my old bedroom back at my momma’s house in Baltimore. Violence was my past. If I wanted to be a different person, it meant leaving all that shit behind. You can’t live in two worlds at the same time. But it would have been nice to have my gat at that moment.


There was an alley ahead. One thing I had learned on the streets long ago was that the only way an unarmed man had a chance against someone who was strapped was in close quarters. Close enough to grab the guy’s gun or hit him with something and hope to knock him unconscious. Distance favored the guy who could spit bullets. I needed to draw him in close to survive this.
I ducked into the alley between two apartment buildings and pressed myself against the wall, trying to blend into the shadows. Taking one last look around for something I could use as a weapon, I spotted a dumpster. There was a chain on it, but it was unlocked. The lock was just dangling there. In three long strides I was across the alley, pulling the chain and the lock free, feeling now like I actually had a realistic chance of surviving this. I returned to my spot on the wall, trying to make myself invisible again, hoping the guy in the hoodie would just pass right by the alley and keep walking, but knowing instinctively that he wouldn’t.
The last time I’d been hiding in an alley, waiting to ambush someone, was when Greg and I had planned to rob a kid, a mule who carried drugs and money back and forth to a stash house in my old neighborhood in Baltimore. It had been Greg’s idea—kinda. Greg told me about the kid. I was the one who suggested gankin’ him, just runnin’ up on him and sticking a gun in the kid’s face when he was on his way back to the stash house after making his rounds. When he’d be flush with either drugs or cash. We didn’t care which. We’d snatch his backpack and disappear before he knew who or what hit him.


We both had on ski masks despite the hot-ass, eighty-five-degree May weather. I can remember the kid’s face when I put the barrel of that Glock against the bridge of his nose. He was barely a teenager. Thirteen? Fourteen? Maybe just a twelve-year-old who was big for his age. He had a face full of pimples, and baby fat on his cheeks. His eyes had gone from wide with shock to furious with rage. No fear. It wasn’t what we’d been expecting.
It all happened so fast. Isn’t that what they always say? Victims and perpetrators alike? It all happened so fast. As if things might have been different had they transpired at a slower pace. As if a few seconds might have spared that kid’s life.
The kid lifted his shirt, reached into his waistband. I saw the handle of his pistol, a Glock nine-millimeter. Just like mine. What the hell was a kid that age doing with a Glock and not some shitty little secondhand revolver? This kid was carrying a brand-spanking-new nine-hundred-dollar semiautomatic handgun. I watched his bony little hand seize the hilt, and then I pulled the trigger…and just a few hours later, Greg was dead, too. Maybe the kid following me had something to do with that night? Maybe he’d come all the way from Baltimore to find me? Revenge on that pimple-faced mule’s remaining murderer. He might even have been the same one who’d murdered Greg. Maybe that kid we’d killed was his brother or cousin or part of his gang? I know that if someone shot one of my family members in the face, driving a few states away to find his killer and end his life would have been nothing at all, even seven years later.
I was sweating, breathing like I’d just run a marathon. My hands were shaking and things were getting blurry. I was about to pass out. I took long deep breaths to slow my breathing and heart rate. This was the wrong time for my first panic attack. I had to pull my shit together.


Then the guy turned the corner into the alley—and reached for his gun. I swung the lock and chain and caught him on the temple. The gun fell from his hands and he went down hard, falling backward against the brick building, bouncing off and dropping to the filthy concrete floor on his side then rolling to his back. But he never dropped the gun. I was preparing to swing the lock again when he raised it and pulled the trigger.
The sound was deafening. Like an explosion rather than a gunshot. The walls of the alley echoed the sound like a mini-amphitheater. The blast buzzed in my ears, an angry hornet stinging my eardrums. I felt the punch of the bullet as it struck my chest, a raindrop through tissue paper, tearing straight through my torso without resistance. My next breath gurgled with blood and burned like I was breathing ash. The bullet had struck a lung. I was fucked.
I looked down at my assailant, my murderer. The impact of the lock had left a large bloody gash from above his left temple to the center of his forehead. His left eye was almost glued shut from all the blood dripping down his face, but I recognized him.
At first, I thought it was that same kid Greg and I had murdered seven years ago. Somehow, that’s who I had been expecting it to be. A vengeful spirit here to drag me to hell with it. But ghosts don’t bleed. This was no spirit. It wasn’t the mule we’d shot. It wasn’t Greg come back from beyond eternity to seek his own revenge against the one indirectly responsible for his untimely death. My unresolved guilt had almost welcomed such an end. I was certain his death and the robbery/homicide I’d dragged him into were connected.


The face looking back at me, grinning triumphantly through a dripping red mask, was almost alien in the way that mundane creatures can appear exotic and bizarre when placed in incongruous environments. A crow flitting through the halls of a hospital. A stray dog wandering from classroom to classroom. An infant in a strip club. A nun in a crackhouse. My own teenage face looking up at me from the alley floor. I had killed me. It made no sense.
“Why?” I mouthed, unable to get enough air into my punctured lungs to form words. The kid smiled at me. My smile. The one I’d had seven years ago, before I’d gotten the chipped tooth in the front capped.
“Dead or in prison,” he replied. My fate, spoken to me without explanation, because none was needed.
They say that every seven years each cell in your body is reproduced except for a scant few neurons in your cerebral cortex. You become an entirely new person. You may have all the memories of the person you used to be. Same personality. Same perspective on the world. You may be similar in appearance, share the same scars. Maybe you’re a little taller, or fatter, or skinnier than the person you were seven years ago. Maybe your hair is longer or grayer. Perhaps you have acquired new scars or wrinkles. You still feel like you, but you aren’t. You share hardly any cells in common with that person you were seven years ago. So, what happens to that person? Where do they go?
You may have become an entirely new person. But the old you, the one that knows your secrets, your sins, never goes away. And sometimes he catches up with you. I thought I had escaped my destiny. That I had changed from the killer I used to be. But that killer had found me.


With the dimming embers of my vitality, I swung the heavy lock down onto that motherfucker’s skull, once, twice, and a third halfhearted swing with no strength behind it that splashed down into the bloody pulp the first two impacts had made of my murderer’s brain pan and stuck there. The lock fit neatly in the yawning fissure in his skull like a bizarre cosmetic accessory. An extreme piercing or surgical body modification glinting in the moonlight.
My lungs were collapsing, filling with blood, but I managed to squeak out a few hoarse words before losing consciousness. The same words my younger self had said to me before blowing a hole in my chest. The same words I’d heard all of my life.
“Dead or in prison.”
I knew my limits, and there was no way my sixteen-year-old self would have survived prison.









Dark Water
by Marc Rains and Lisa Tuttle
With thanks to Jay Goldin…
Goddess, thought Brad when he first set eyes on the woman sitting near the window in Bellini’s Books and Java. Or at least a handmaiden or shield-bearer of the gods. A Valkyrie. He smiled, thinking she was the Aryan wet dream of ideal womanhood: lustrous blond hair pulled back in a long, thick braid, wide-set blue eyes shimmering like mountain lakes, tanned golden skin, a complexion as clear as a ray of alpine sunlight, and a curvy, muscular physique. He could imagine such a warrior maiden beckoning his soul to Valhalla.
She looked up, and for a brief moment, across the crowded coffee shop, their eyes met. He was ready for a challenge, and she was a risk worth taking. He moved.
Close up, she was even more astonishing, her full bosom and perfectly toned body shown off in the bare summer minimum of clothing—a scoop-necked yellow tank top and matching shorts.
He indicated the unoccupied chair at her table. “May I?”
She raised an eyebrow. “You couldn’t find another chair?”
“I could, but this is the best seat in the house.”
“Why?”


“It has the best view.” With his back to the window, he stared at her meaningfully.
She gave a quick snort of laughter and made a gesture of invitation.
Heart racing, hoping he did not look smug, he sat. “I’m Brad Meadows.”
“Gretchen Stark.” She looked at the book he was clutching, the new Charles Simic collection. “What are you reading?”
He handed it to her, saw the light of recognition in her eyes as she scanned the cover. “Simic! I hadn’t seen this one. I love his work.”
He smiled, because she’d pronounced the poet’s name correctly, as few people would have, which must mean she had actually read him, and wasn’t just blowing smoke. “Unmade Beds is one of my favorites—what’s yours?”
Blue eyes appraised him appreciatively. “I like that one, too. And Dismantling the Silence.”
Silence fell, but it was not uncomfortable; rather, it was a warm, pleasant communion, a connection he had not felt with another woman since the end of his marriage.
She handed him back his book. “You must be a poet.”
“How did you know?”
“I always figured the only people who buy poetry books are poets.”
“Or bookstore managers.”
“That’s what you do?” She took a sip of her iced chai as she studied him.
“I had to find some way of wasting my English degree. How about you?”


“Oh, I’m wasting my English degree, too. I don’t even have a job. I’m lucky enough to have an investment portfolio that brings in enough to pay the bills. Is this your bookstore?”
“No, I’m night manager at The Last Chapter.”
“I don’t know that one.”
“On Berry Street. As the sign says, it’s THE VERY LAST INDEPENDENT USED BOOKSTORE IN FORT WORTH. You should drop by sometime.”
Her gaze had drifted to the window, and Brad looked, too, beyond the parking lot and past the freeway to a mass of dark clouds in the distance, streaming in from the west. He waited, but she said nothing, and he had the feeling he was losing her.
“Summer storm coming,” he said, trying to pull her back. “Not so common in July, but it will be a relief from the heat.”
She continued to stare into the distance, not rewarding his banalities with a reply.
He glanced at the table, where a dark green, old-fashioned fountain pen rested atop the burnt orange cover of a journal and guessed: “You’re a poet, too.”
Her head jerked around and she stared at him with an emotion he could not identify and shook her head in emphatic denial.
“Oh, come on. After that remark about only poets reading poetry?”
She shifted in her chair, avoiding his eyes. “Well, okay, I have written some poems, but they’re not very good. I fill the pages of my journals with them, but that doesn’t give me the right to call myself a poet.”
He felt a pang, recognizing his own occasional bouts of self-doubt, and repeated something a friend had once said: “You know, it isn’t the fact of publication that defines a poet.”


Squaring her shoulders, she angled away from him, her gaze once more fixed on the roiling darkness steadily consuming the hot summer sky beyond the window. “My father would agree, but not in the way you mean. Publication itself is nothing. A poet’s work is rarely assessed properly in his lifetime. His—you note that. He didn’t think much of women poets. True greatness is only conferred by the ages.”
“He sounds like a very harsh critic.”
“Yes.”
He leaned forward, trying to engage her. “And unrealistic. Come on, we can’t know how the writers of today will be judged in the future, but we are living now. Besides, that’s just his opinion.”
She turned to frown at him. “His opinion matters…mattered. My father was an English professor.”
“He’s retired?”
“He’s dead.” A flash of pain darkened her eyes, and he felt an even closer kinship with her. Two wounded, lonely people…Was it too much to hope that they might heal each other? Too soon, maybe, and he didn’t want to scare her off, but he decided to seize the moment.
“Gretchen.” He longed to touch her, to stroke the smooth, tanned flesh of her leg or hold her hand, but restrained himself. “I’d like to get to know you better.” He cleared his throat. “It happens to be my night off. If you’re free—what do you say to dinner?”
She reached and grasped his hand. Her flesh was smooth and warm, her grip firm and strong. “I was thinking the very same thing.”
“Wonderful.” He smiled. “Where shall we go? What sort of food do you like?” He squeezed her hand.


She squeezed back. She had quite a grip. “I like simple, fresh, home-cooked food.”
“Got somewhere in mind?”
She smiled. “I do.”
Outside Bellini’s Books and Java, the storm arrived. A great bolt of lightning struck down in the near distance, and they both turned their heads to watch it. He imagined her on a horse behind him, holding him tightly around the waist as the horse mounted the sky, carrying them both to the golden halls of Valhalla.

—
She lived in a house on Eagle’s Point Lake, some forty minutes northwest of the city. In his trusty old Toyota Corolla he followed Gretchen’s newer, misty-blue Lexus sedan around the broad span of Loop 820.
He had been a little slow, thinking she was talking about a fancy restaurant out of town before he realized she was inviting him to her house.
“Trust me, I’m a good cook, I’m not going to poison you,” she teased.
“But you don’t know me—”
“You think I don’t?” She gave him a searching look.
“For all you know, I could be a serial killer.”
She laughed. “No. No. You’re a poet, and I know it.”
The storm had hit hard but quickly tailed off; now the rain gentled down, but he heard on the radio that another front was predicted to move in later in the evening.
Gretchen drove fast, recklessly given the slickness of the road, and Brad was compelled to accelerate more than he liked in order not to lose her. She was a woman in a hurry, spontaneous, impulsive, and generous as her invitation proved; she took chances.


His ex-wife, too, had been impulsive, but hers was a more selfish, calculating nature. Letty was not a bad cook, but she preferred to eat out. If she ever cooked him a special meal, it was always part of a plan to get something from him or win his forgiveness. Their relationship was volatile from the start, but the frequent storms had always been a prelude to passionate sex that confirmed their love until the night, when, taunting him with hints of her infidelity, she pushed him too far.
He almost missed the turnoff to Old Marina Road, and as he skidded, twenty yards behind the Lexus, he scolded himself for letting his mind drift. Forget the past. Letty had been his muse, once upon a time, but finally she had killed his love stone dead.
With Gretchen, everything would be different. She valued the poet in him, being a poet herself. He would be different, because she was. Of course, she had her own problems; already he sensed within her an emotional vulnerability at odds with her physical confidence, a psychic wound the source of which he could not guess. But again the idea came to him that they could soothe each other’s pain, and together they could heal and grow…
He told himself he had to stop running romantic scenarios through his head and pay attention to what was really going on.
By the time both cars angled into Caldwell Bay Lane, the rain had stopped. The snaking asphalt path wound through a raw quarter-mile stretch of oak and spiny hackberry occupied by a mere scattering of houses, each one isolated on its own broad tract of land. Most were built of brick or stone and dated back to the fifties. Occasionally, through the houses and the trees, Brad caught a glimpse of the lake, its waters, under the dark ceiling of the sky, the gray-blue shade of sadness.


Gretchen’s property was protected by a whitewashed corral fence, but the wide metal gate was open. Parked just to the right of it was a bright red older-model Ford van idling loudly, a rhythmic bum-bum-bum bass note spewing from its tailpipe. The sign on the door identified it as belonging to CARLOS: HANDYMAN & LAWN CARE. A big, dark, well-muscled man in rainsoaked work clothes—presumably Carlos—was loading a lawnmower through the open side doors.
The man looked up and grinned in welcome as Gretchen pulled the Lexus up beside him. She stretched across the front seat and powered down the window. He leaned down to talk to her through it. Between the noise of the engine and the Toyota’s air conditioner pumping away Brad could not hear their conversation, but he witnessed what appeared to be an argument, accompanied by a vigorous shaking of the man’s head and ending as he stepped back, planting fisted hands on his hips.
Gretchen powered up the window, slid back across the seat, and drove through the gate and up the drive. As Brad followed, he saw Carlos staring at him, the look in his eyes icy enough to flash-freeze a hot tamale. If looks could kill, he thought—but why me? He felt that murderous gaze on the back of his neck all the way to the end of the drive.
A medium-size single-story sandstone house was set at the back of the property, high above the lake. A matching two-car garage stood a few yards to the right of the house, doors open. Gretchen parked in the left bay, and Brad slotted his Toyota in on the right.


“Here it is,” said Gretchen when they met outside the garage. She spread her arms wide. “The old homestead.”
But he looked back, his attention caught by the sound of tires burning rubber, the bum-bum-bum note pumping loudly as Carlos vamoosed. “Problem with your yardman there?” he asked as he faced her again.
She widened her eyes. “What do you mean?”
“He gave me quite a look when I went past.”
“What kind of look?”
“Like he wanted me dead.”
He saw her cheeks flush. “I’m sorry.”
“Why?”
She sighed. “I may as well tell you. Carlos and I used to be lovers.”
His stomach twisted jealously; he felt a flash of possessive anger, and with it came arousal. “But it’s over?”
Her eyes, wide and brilliantly blue, flashed up to meet his. “Of course! Do you think I would have invited you here if there was a man in my life?”
“But he’s still around.”
“He works for me, that’s all.”
“It didn’t look like that was all.” He spoke coldly. He would not stand to be played this way again. How Letty had loved to make him jealous! He had only met Gretchen a few hours ago, she was an adult, naturally she had a sexual history, and it would be stupid to expect anything else. But to meet one of her ex-lovers and feel his antagonism, on their first date, felt like a warning he should heed. “Are you telling me the truth?”


She looked uncomfortable and pursed her lips. “It’s over. I ended it, but he’s still carrying a torch, I guess. He’s been fine, don’t get me wrong, but you know how macho Latinos can be. I guess he felt jealous, seeing you.”
“You should get rid of him.”
“Oh, Brad, I can’t. He’s a great yardman and he can fix absolutely anything. Really, I sometimes think I’d be lost without him. Living out there, it’s hard to get someone to come if there’s a problem. I like to think I’m pretty competent, but there are things I need help with.” She reached up and stroked his cheek. “You’re not jealous?”
“Should I be?”
“No. I don’t want that.”
He turned his head and kissed her hand where it lingered on his face. “I still think you should get rid of him, find another handyman. That Carlos looks like he could be one nasty bastard.”
She traced his lips with a finger. “I know him. He’d never hurt me.”
How often did women nurse that fantasy? Love wasn’t always poetry and roses; didn’t she realize how easily passion could turn to violence? A man could not keep his rage bottled up forever, as he knew to his own great cost. He opened his mouth to warn her, but she stepped back, closing the subject.
“Aren’t you hot? I’m broiling; come on, let’s get in out of the heat.” She led him along a walkway at the side of the house to the kitchen door. As she unlocked it, he remembered the Simic retrospective, the book he had taken from the car.


“Here,” he said. “A little present.”
She looked startled. “But you just bought that for yourself.”
“I want you to have it. Swap? A great book for a great meal.”
She accepted the gift with a shy smile. “I hope my cooking lives up to your standards.”
“My standards? I still eat Rice-A-Roni.”
Laughing, she opened the door, and he followed her into the house, which felt deliciously cool after the muggy heat outside. She put the book down on a counter and went to the refrigerator. “A glass of chilled Californian chardonnay, or a bottle of Coors?”
“Wine sounds great. Thank you.”
He gazed around the kitchen as she fetched two long-stemmed glasses and poured the wine. The pattern on the linoleum flooring, the olive-green tiles set against walls painted a yellowing cream, even the shape and size of the room with its slightly too-low ceiling reminded him of his grandparents’ house in Arlington. Clearly, it had not been redecorated since the seventies.
She gave him a glass and clinked hers against it saying, “Prosit.”
He repeated the traditional German toast before adding, “To us.” Taking a sip, he asked, “How long have you lived here?”
“Forever.” She put her glass down carefully. “Well, apart from a few years in various crummy apartments. I grew up here. It was my family home. I’m an only child, so I inherited it last year.”
“And you’re happy to live out here by yourself? You don’t even have any neighbors,” he said, thinking of the few isolated houses they had passed on the drive in.


“Yes, a lot of people would kill for this much privacy,” she said, taking up her glass again. “It’s very peaceful.”
“You don’t get lonely?”
“Don’t they say that poets thrive on solitude?” Her blue eyes gleamed at him over the rim of her glass and his heart lifted, but before he could pick up on the subject, she handed him the book, saying, “While I start cooking, would you like to give yourself a tour? Put this away when you find the right place for it—that shouldn’t be too much of a challenge for a bookstore manager.”

—
The living room was decorated with rustic charm, and featured a fireplace with a natural limestone surround, a display of pinecones and dried flowers filling the cold hearth. There was a handsome glass-fronted bookcase, but the books inside were mostly works of literary criticism or biographies of long-dead poets.
Sliding glass doors opened on to a patio with a barbecue pit, a table and chairs, and a rowing machine, a bench and a set of weights. Brad nodded: That was where her muscle work was done. Beyond the patio, down a steep slope, the lake glittered darkly in the early-evening light. He guessed it was about a hundred feet below the house as he assessed the long flight of concrete steps leading down to an old wooden dock.
Turning away, his eye was caught by a cluster of framed photos displayed on an antique hutch. Several were of Gretchen as a child or teenager, but the majority depicted a distinguished, good-looking man whose facial similarity to Gretchen was unmistakable. He had thick blond hair, deep-set, intense blue eyes, and a confident smile displaying perfect teeth. But the picture that most commanded Brad’s attention was an eight-by-ten in a gold frame, a photograph of Gretchen and her father together, both of them in swimwear, outdoors in sunlight on a dock, with the lake behind them. Gretchen might have been in her early twenties, but it was hard to tell, for she looked practically identical to the woman he had just left in the kitchen—her face as smooth and radiant, her body perhaps a little thinner, the muscles in her upper arms not so defined. But that may have been simply in contrast to her very muscular father, a man probably in his late forties, wearing nothing but a bright red Speedo that had a noticeable bulge in it. The most disturbing thing about this picture was the way they were posed: The man held the woman cradled in his arms; she had her arms wrapped around his neck, her long, shapely tanned legs dangling down, and they gazed into each other’s eyes, smiling intimately, like lovers rather than a father and daughter.


Only one other person was depicted amid all the photographs of the two Starks: a pale blond woman whose thin lips were curved in a smile that did not reach her haunted eyes. Gretchen’s mother, almost certainly; an outsider in her own family, he thought.
Disturbed by his own imaginings, Brad turned away from the hutch and, shifting the Simic collection from one hand to the other, he strode out of the room in search of more bookcases. There were none in the large master bedroom, only a stack of books on the bedside table, which he was, inevitably, drawn to inspect: Best American Poetry 2015, The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge by Rainer Maria Rilke, Cemetery Nights by Stephen Dobyns, The White Goddess by Robert Graves.


Amazed, he hefted the last book in his hands. It was the same yellow-covered reprint edition from the seventies as the copy he had picked up at a garage sale, age nineteen. What a revelation it had been! Not that he could claim to have entirely understood, or even read every word of it, but the basic ideas—that true poetry is a form of magic, that the poet must be inspired by a muse, and that the poetic muse is a sort of avatar of an ancient goddess of love and death—well, it would not be too much to say that this book had changed his life, confirming him in his decision to dedicate his life to the pursuit of poetry, with bookselling the more lucrative second string to his bow.
But he had rarely met anyone else who had read The White Goddess. And when he had made the mistake of mentioning it in a poetry workshop he’d briefly attended, all the women there had piled on him, calling him a sexist, practically baying for his blood. Graves was an old misogynist, according to them, and his book claimed that only heterosexual males could be real poets, and women were supposed to be grateful to serve and inspire them. He had left that gathering never to return, feeling he had been lucky not to have been lynched, and wary of ever mentioning the book in mixed company.
To find it here was another proof that Gretchen and he were soul mates.
Unless, of course, she was reading it as preparation for demolishing it for a feminist book club…With a wince, he replaced it at the bottom of the pile.
There was one more bedroom—at least, he guessed it must have been Gretchen’s bedroom when she was growing up. It had since been turned into a library, with bookshelves covering three walls. The books—mostly poetry and fiction—were arranged alphabetically by author, and snugly packed, but Brad managed to wedge in the new Simic volume. As he browsed, he became aware of an oddity about her collection: how few women authors were featured. There were works by Sappho, Emily Dickinson, Christina Rossetti, and a few others, but no contemporary female poets, and none of the moderns most women seemed to revere—no Sylvia Plath, Adrienne Rich, Anne Sexton, or Sharon Olds.


Apart from the books, the room was simply furnished with a plain table and chair. On the tabletop, different colored journals were stacked beside a pot of pens and pencils. He admired the simplicity of it.
He went back to the living room and was looking at the display of photographs again when Gretchen came in from the kitchen with the bottle of wine. “Are you all right? Do you need anything? More wine?”
She had unbraided her hair; it fell to her shoulders in thick golden waves, and he was struck anew by her beauty. Beautiful.
“What?”
He was chagrined to realize he had whispered his thought aloud. “You heard me. And you are—the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met.”
“Easy, tiger,” she said, grinning. “I think you’ve had more than enough wine already.”
“Not even half a glass,” he said, holding it up. He sank onto the couch and patted the cushion. “Come and sit, talk to me, if you can take a break from cooking.”


“I’d love to,” she replied, sitting down close beside him.
“I was looking at your pictures. The sad-looking lady—was she your mother?”
“We don’t look anything alike, do we?”
He agreed.
“I am glad,” she said grimly. “Sad-looking—yes, she was sad, sad and cold. We were never close—she never let me get close—she couldn’t wait for me to grow up and get out of her life.” She took a deep breath. “She’s been dead seven years now. Car wreck. Her own fault—does that sound hard? It’s the truth. She was a reckless driver, never gave herself enough time and she was always rushing off somewhere, always running late and taking crazy risks for no good reason. Nobody cared if she was late—she was always late.” She took a gulp of wine. “The late Mrs. Stark.”
“And your father?”
“Wolf.”
“Wolf? Your father was called Wolf?”
“What’s wrong with that?”
“Nothing’s wrong,” he said, amused by her defensiveness. “You admit it’s an unusual name?”
“It’s a German name. He was German. I’m half-German. Technically it should be pronounced ‘Volf’—that’s how his grandparents said it—but we’re American, you know, so we say Wolf, which is what it means.” She took a breath, steadying herself. “A little more than a year ago, Wolf learned he had pancreatic cancer. It was terminal. The doctors said he might have three, maybe six months to live.”


“I’m sorry.” He put his hand on hers, but she did not appear to notice.
“When Wolf found out he had cancer he decided not to wait for the end. He took the canoe out on the lake late one night and shot himself.”
“Oh my God.”
“The shot woke me, and—”
“You were living here?” he asked, surprised.
“I moved back shortly after my mother died. I didn’t want Wolf to be alone.”
He thought of the photograph of Gretchen in her father’s arms and wondered if it had been taken before or after Mrs. Stark’s death.
“Anyway, I was saying—I didn’t know if I had dreamed the sound or if it was a crack of thunder. There was a storm building, like today. I got up and found I was alone in the house. But both cars were in the garage. Something made me walk down to the dock, and I saw the canoe floating, and I stripped off my clothes and swam out to it and found…” She choked and turned her head away. Even a warrior maiden is not invulnerable, he thought.
But when she turned back to him, her eyes were dry. “Now you know how I was abandoned by the man who meant everything to me—let’s not talk about it anymore, okay?”
“Sure. But I want you to know that I’m here for you,” he said gently. With his parents still alive, Brad had as yet little close experience of death. But of all the ways to lose a loved one, suicide must be the most heartbreakingly difficult.

—
Dinner was delicious: broiled chicken breasts in lemon-butter sauce, sautéed fresh asparagus, wild rice, and more wine, although Brad was careful not to drink too much. He wanted to keep a clear head.


After witnessing the grief her memories caused her, Brad made sure their dinner conversation stayed away from the past. He asked for her favorite poets, and they matched his with a spooky degree of accuracy—Yeats, Blake, MacLeish, Merwin, Harsent, and Simic, of course, and with every agreement he felt another link forged between them.
Encouraged by her show of interest, he itemized some details of his modest publishing career but was careful not to go on too long. “Enough about me,” he said at last. “Tell me about your work.”
She shrugged. “What is there to tell? I began to write poetry at the age of seven, and I’m still writing.”
“Have you been published?” When she shook her head he asked, “Where have you submitted?”
Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t submit.”
“What? That’s crazy. I’m sorry.” He held up his hands. “But you are an intelligent, educated woman who has been writing nearly all your life. I refuse to believe you could not get published.”
“A lot of crap gets published,” she said crisply. “Why should I add to the steaming heap?”
He whistled. “Wow. High standards, lady. I’m impressed, but—are you happy writing only for yourself?”
She shook her head. “I would like to be published—but only if my poems are good enough.”
“You expect me to believe that you have never written even one ‘good enough’ poem—and yet you haven’t given up? You are still trying and failing?”


A flush rose in her tanned cheeks. “It’s hard to give up writing. As hard as giving up hope—hard as giving up on love.” Abruptly she stood and stepped away from the table.
He rose, too. “Let me help you with the dishes.”
She shook her head. “That’s very sweet, but…leave them for now. Bring your glass.” She picked up her own. “I thought we’d be more comfortable on the couch.”
He admired her rear view as she walked ahead of him, and a few moments later he admired her courage. He had thought she meant to change the subject, to keep things light, but as soon as they were sitting comfortably, she plunged back in:
“The night my father died, and the day after—I didn’t sleep for two days—I wrote like I never had before. It gushed out like blood. I couldn’t have stopped it if I’d tried. And…it was good. Not all of it, no, but in the end, I knew. I had a dozen good poems, and five or six of them may even have been great. I think even my father would have agreed.”
She gave a pained laugh. “But he wasn’t there to say! And if he had been there, I could not have written them. I was only able to write them because he had died.”
He heard her through, amazed. “Where did you send them?”
“I burned them.” Her shoulders slumped and she sighed. “I was a little crazy. Mad with grief. When I was young, I used to write a letter to Santa—did you do that?”
“Yeah, sure, but what—”


“Did you burn it afterward?”
“Burn it? No, why?”
“Tradition. You write the letter and then you send it to Santa up the chimney.” She gestured at the fireplace.
“My parents’ house didn’t have a fireplace.”
She smiled wistfully. “We always had fires in December. Anyway, I think that must have been in my mind—Daddy was Santa, and now he was even farther away than the North Pole, but maybe if I sent my poems up the chimney he could read them. Wolf was the only audience I ever cared about.”
Knowing it was a risk, he said, “I’d like to read something of yours.”
She turned to him, put her hands on his face and fixed him with her astonishing blue eyes. “No. Read me,” she breathed, and kissed him.
Her mouth was open and warm and wet, her tongue darted in to meet his, and the kiss went on and on. They remained connected this way even as they slid down on the couch, stroking and caressing and pressing their bodies against each other. It was intoxicating, but also frustrating—he wanted more, wanted to be closer still, and so did she. Moved by a common desire, they struggled to undress each other until finally, giggling and breathless, she extricated herself, peeled off her top and shorts, and sprinted away.
Struggling to get out of his own clothes, Brad hurried after. In the master bedroom they grappled and rolled together on top of the deep blue silk bedspread.
Gretchen took charge immediately, flexing her finely toned muscles, and when Brad tried to assert himself, she quickly reestablished her dominance. Delicious though it felt, he could not let her get away with it, and although it required more of a struggle than he’d expected, he soon triumphed, forcing her onto her back, pinned down and at his mercy.


He saw a flash of panic in her eyes as she realized she could not escape his grip, but then she stopped resisting, and her eyes went vague and glassy as she arched her back and offered herself up to him with a long, low moan.
Their lovemaking was vigorous, almost violent, with little tenderness about it. But they were well matched. And when Gretchen once more asserted herself, he let her take the dominant position. Brad had never been with a woman who was so clearly his physical equal in strength, and if the occasional feeling of being her plaything was disturbing, it was also intensely exciting.
Gretchen was the warrior maiden, he was her stallion, clutched between her thighs, rearing and bucking, whipped and driven to obey her, because only he could carry them both beyond the bounds of earth, into the stormy sky. He was lost in a delirious dream, a passionate encounter beyond anything he had ever experienced.
Finally they fell back to earth, onto the soft pillows, exhausted, sweat-soaked, spent and satiated. Brad closed his eyes and took deep breaths, letting the chill from the air-conditioning cool him down. He was drifting on the edge of sleep when he felt Gretchen’s hand press on his ribcage. “Don’t leave me.”
His eyes snapped open. Her face, sad and beautiful, filled his gaze. “Are you kidding? Do I look like I’m going anywhere?”


“You looked like you were going to sleep.”
“That’s not allowed?”
She shook her head. “Not without me.”
He patted the bed. “Lie down; I’ll take you to dreamland.”
But she slid away, out of bed, and walked over to the vanity table where she found an elastic band and pulled her hair back in a ponytail. She looked over her naked back at him. “Don’t say I’ve worn you out already.”
Why did she have to spoil the mood? It made him angry. Determined not to show it, he managed to force a smile. “Come back to bed and we’ll see who’s worn out.”
“I want to go for a swim.”
“In the dark?”
“I love swimming at night. Have you ever tried it?”
He heard a faint, distant rumble of thunder. “In case you hadn’t noticed, there’s a storm coming.”
“It’s miles away.” She turned to face him. “What’s wrong? Can’t you swim?”
“Hell, yes, I can swim,” he said, stung. “I’ve even worked as a lifeguard, so I bet I know more than you about staying safe.”
“I’ve been swimming in the lake for years. Day and night. And right now, I need it. It’s wonderful. Come on, Brad, let me show you.” She turned and stretched out her arms to him, a beautiful, seductive siren. The sight made his heart turn over; he almost gave in to this strange whim of hers, until a flicker of lightning reminded him what a stupid idea that was.


“Come back here and I’ll show you something better,” he said, trying to match her seductiveness.
She stared at him a moment, and then, with a sigh, she walked away, disappearing into the bathroom.
He sank back but could not relax. He remembered his last night with Letty. The last time they had made love, the last time they had fought. When, finally, he could take no more of her goading, and hit her. And saw the gleam of satisfaction in her eyes, and realized that he had done just what she wanted. She wanted out of the marriage, but on her own terms—so she could claim she was an innocent victim. The realization had made him even angrier, but somehow he had managed to walk out, rather than beating her senseless as she deserved.
He didn’t have to put up with Gretchen’s nonsense. He could walk out now, get dressed, get in his car, drive away, and never see her again.
But then, unwanted, the image rose in his mind of that disturbing photograph of Gretchen in her father’s arms, and he thought of her waking, perhaps in this very bed, hearing the sound of a shot echoing across the lake.
Her father had died last summer, during a storm on the lake she was so determined to swim in now. Tonight might even be the anniversary of his death. Suddenly he thought of Sylvia Plath, the famous poet suicide—not represented in Gretchen’s library, but, like her, a tall and physically striking German American goddess with unresolved daddy issues.
Gretchen emerged, her glorious golden body concealed in a blue terrycloth robe, a towel tucked under one arm, and walked past the end of the bed without looking at him.


He sat bolt upright. “Hey.”
She stopped in the doorway. “Don’t worry, I won’t beg you to come. I don’t expect you to understand—but I really need a swim right now.”
He scooted off the edge of the bed and was beside her before she had finished speaking. “You’re right. I don’t understand. And I don’t like it. But I won’t let you go by yourself.” He put his arms around her and felt the tension in her body before she briefly surrendered to his embrace.
Then she pulled away, smiling. “I’ll fetch another towel and a flashlight. Put your pants on and meet me in the kitchen.”
He wandered back to the living room, picking up the clothes he had left strewn along the way, and put on his jeans. As he did, he heard a distant sound, muffled and familiar, a rhythmic dull tattoo on the night air: bass note of bum-bum-bum. What was it? Then he remembered: That was the noise that came from the tailpipe of Carlos the yardman’s van.
Gretchen came through and he stopped her, a finger to his lips: “Listen.”
They stood for a few moments in strained silence before she demanded, “What?”
“I thought I heard…Does Carlos ever come out this way at night?”
“What are you talking about?”
“I thought I heard his van outside.”
“Oh, God.”
“What?”
“It’s started. I should never have told you about him. You are jealous.”


He waved it off impatiently. “I’m telling you, I heard an engine noise.”
She stared at him coldly. “Somebody drives along Caldwell Bay Road—maybe a couple of teens looking for a place to park—and you think it must be my yardman—”
“Your ex-lover.”
“—coming out to murder us?”
A tense silence fell. Then Brad said stubbornly, “It sounded like his van. I noticed before that it made a particular noise. I know what a bad muffler sounds like.”
“You think it’s the only vehicle in the county with a bad muffler? Anyway, I didn’t hear anything.”
“Neither do I, now,” he admitted. “Maybe whoever it was is gone. But I did hear it.”
There was another peal of thunder, sounding closer this time.
“If you want to leave, go now,” she said quietly. “Just go. Don’t bother with excuses. I was alone before I met you and I…I should be used to being alone. I’ll feel better in the water.”
She walked away, and for a moment he was tempted. He could walk out of her house, out of her life, right now. Maybe she only wanted a swim—but what if she was determined to die? He could not take the risk. He knew he would never forgive himself if he heard in the next few days that a body had been found in the lake. So he followed her.
Outside, he paused to look up toward the fence and the still-open front gate. He could not see the van or any other vehicle.
“This way,” said Gretchen, and he turned. After the pale spill of light in the walkway, the beam of her flashlight illumined their barefoot descent down a long flight of concrete steps.


“We can take the canoe and swim off of it,” she said.
This seemed to him even more foolish than simply diving off the dock; they would be so much farther from land, it would be harder to get back quickly if the storm struck while they were in the water. As for the canoe—he saw it now, upturned on the grassy shore, not fiberglass or wood as he had expected, but aluminium—that surely would be a target for the lightning.
Yet there was no point in arguing with Gretchen, who seemed to be exhibiting compulsive behavior. Did she feel driven to reenact her father’s final journey, under the illusion that she could still save him, or to punish herself for her perceived failure? Maybe by going along with Gretchen now, Brad could help her break the cycle of guilt and regret.
When she dropped her robe on to the weathered slats of the dock, he stripped off his jeans and followed her without a word along the shore and helped her haul the canoe upright. It was an easy task, for the craft was no more than twelve feet from stem to stern and surprisingly light.
“You get in first, then I’ll push us off,” she instructed, and he settled himself on the rear seat. The muscles in her shoulders and biceps bulging like iron plates, she thrust the canoe into the water with one powerful shove, then, in a well-practiced move, leapt in at the last second.
As they paddled out, a dark horizontal blanket of clouds moved slowly across the low sky. Thunder sounded, very close.
“Here, this looks like a good spot,” she said, and, squatting amidships, she sprang out into the water. A moment later, he followed her in.


The water felt surprisingly good, warm and caressing, as he swam after her. She vanished, then reappeared, facing him, treading water, smiling. “Wonderful, isn’t it?” They swam together for several minutes in the warm and dreamy dark, and Brad relaxed and began to think that everything was going to be all right. His fears for the woman beside him must be misplaced—she looked too happy and relaxed to be a potential suicide. Maybe she just had a thing about going swimming after sex. He would have preferred a shower, himself, but there was something attractively primal about swimming in a state of nature, surrounded by the night.
Then came a hard, jolting boom of thunder and a great bolt of lightning struck down to the west, on the far side of the lake. As if by magic, the bolt hung suspended in the dark sky, like a great inverted tree of light, laterally stretching out long sizzling branches that curled into a monster’s claws.
Brad sucked in a shocked breath. “That’s too close. This is crazy. I’m going back. And if you have any sense, you’ll come, too.”
Without waiting for her reply, forgetting everything else in the imperative of self-preservation, he began to swim. When he reached the canoe he looked back, and saw Gretchen coming after him. He sighed with relief, and waited a few moments for her to catch up before grasping the portside gunwale and pulling himself up to where he had a dim but unobstructed view of both dock and shore.
Gretchen surged up behind him like a lusty sea nymph, her left hand caressing his chest, her right hand gliding over his hip and down to his groin, her large breasts pressed against his bare back as she began sucking at his left ear lobe.


A moan escaped his lips, and he closed his eyes, his resolve giving way.
When he opened his eyes a moment later he saw, in the distance, a sharp blade of movement slice through the pale spill of light in the walkway: a dark man shape. Carlos.
“Gretchen,” he said urgently, needing to warn her.
“You didn’t think I’d let you leave me, did you, Brad?”
Before he could protest, her right arm flew up and locked with the furious coiling strength of an anaconda around his neck. He fought, but she attacked even harder, bending his left arm behind his back with a sudden, painful twist that would have made him scream, but he could not, for she was crushing his throat with her powerfully muscled right arm, and as he kicked, and she kicked, too, they fell away from the side of the canoe, thrashing, bobbing up and out of the water, up and out again, turning and fighting and bucking and groaning and gasping for breath, swallowing water as she relentlessly squeezed the life from him.
He knew he was dying, and knew too that his soul would not be carried away by a brave Valkyrie on a white horse to the golden halls of Valhalla.
All his dreams died with him.

—
After she had rested for a while in the water, she began the slow, difficult maneuvers required to get the polyester cable around the corpse’s neck, then threaded through and tied to the hook on the bow so she could paddle back to the dock with the body in tow.


Thunder still rumbled and lightning flashed, but farther away now. The storm was passing through, leaving nothing but rain behind by the time she reached the dock. There, she secured the canoe to one of the wooden piles with a nylon line and detached the polyester cable from the bow hook and anchored the corpse to the opposite pile, to be dealt with later.
But not too much later; she could not risk leaving it where someone might notice. She felt tired just thinking of all there was to do; the murder had not left her as energized as she had expected. Of course, she would not expect the death of any other man to affect her quite so powerfully as her father’s, but she had known David and Alan no longer than she had known Brad, and had assumed from those experiences that the sexual connection was enough to invest the subsequent killing with meaning, to make them the poetic inspiration she needed. She almost dreaded the long, hard night ahead of her. What if, when she was done, she was too tired to write? What if the poems were no good?
At least when she’d killed Wolf there had been no need to hide the body; she had managed to make it look like an accident, and the police had believed what she told them. The only person who was at all suspicious was that little bitch who’d thought she’d be his next bride, the one he’d meant to leave her for, and Gretchen had even managed to convince her. She must have thought no one could fake that sort of grief—but, of course, she hadn’t had to fake it. She would mourn the loss of her father for the rest of her life. She hadn’t meant to kill him; she wished it hadn’t happened, but he had been going to leave her, and she could not allow that.


She had been standing, unmoving, on the dock, lost in her thoughts, while the rain poured down on her, for a good five minutes before a man’s voice saying her name snapped her out of it.
She saw Carlos, in a rain-drenched summer shirt, jeans and sandals, walking toward her.
She remembered Brad saying he had heard the van—she had thought it a jealous fantasy on his part. But here was Carlos, in the flesh, striding toward her.
She frowned, annoyed. “You didn’t wait for my call.”
He stepped on to the dock. “With the storm and all, I had a feeling you might need me,” he said. “Like before.” He reached out and cupped one bare breast in strong brown fingers, then bent and kissed her.
“Yes,” she murmured, her lips still close to his. “Like before.”
She was strong and competent, but it was good to have this man’s help, good to have him close and feel his warmth. Carlos would always obey her. He was the most devoted of worshippers.









The Trendy-Bar Side of Life
by Kristine Kathryn Rusch
I tend bar, not in one of those upscale things that serve weird drinks with funny names, where everyone comes after work for a nanosecond while the bar’s the hot spot and then move on when someplace else becomes trendy.
Nope. I tend bar in one of the old dives that still exist in neighborhoods, the kind that no sane person would enter without an invitation, and that invitation comes only from the universe. You know, you lose your job, your wife walks out, your friends tell you to stop whining, so you pass the dive bar you’d never think of entering when you’re on the trendy-bar side of life.
You walk in, see the decrepit unshaven guy sitting at the edge of the bar, a woman nursing a piss-colored beer at a table that hasn’t balanced since 1970, and one of those lighted bubbling beer signs for a brand that got discontinued when you were a kid. You doubt the bar’s been cleaned since then, either, although none of the surfaces you touch are sticky or dirty or dust-covered. The place is just so old that the dirt and the now-banned cigarette smoke are embedded into the walls.
I’ve worked in that kind of bar since the night Ronald Reagan got reelected, the night I decided to chuck it all and walk into one of those bars myself. Only I walked in, wearing a suit with a lace collar, bow-tie untied, and heels so high they looked like fuck-me shoes instead of what they really were, which was the required business attire of the day.


Yeah, I’m a woman. Yeah, you’re excused if you have no idea. Most people don’t know until I open my mouth, and some aren’t sure even then. They see the shaved head, the muscular fat, the T-shirt with ripped sleeves, and the biceps tattoos, and think “man.” They ignore the studs outlining the rim of my ears, the delicate chain around my neck that ends in a teardrop diamond, and the breasts that, granted, are a bit underwhelming, even with the extra fifty pounds I’ve gained since that horrid night.
This isn’t my bar, even though folks think it’s my bar. They never see Bancroft, the owner, who, let’s be honest, hasn’t crossed the threshold since his first AA meeting in 1991. He calls me on the landline when he’s coming by (he doesn’t have a cell), stops his Hog in the alley near the garbage cans so he can’t smell the piss and stale beer from the back door, and makes me hand him the books (on paper), the cash, and the hard-drive backup, which, in theory, he takes to the accountant, because Lord knows a man who doesn’t like cellphones doesn’t like computers, either.
Bancroft tells me I can do what I want with the place. I can redecorate. I can expand to the empty storefront next door (which he also owns). I can start making trendy drinks.
He doesn’t care, so long as the bar makes money.
I’m afraid if I alter a damn thing, the money will vanish, and if the money vanishes, then I actually have to confront a few things, like why I work in a dive bar in a redneck neighborhood, why I have the same conversations that I’ve had weekly for thirty years with the same people, and why even I’ve started to look at strangers with suspicion because, y’know, they don’t belong in this bar.


Which is how I look at the new guy when he staggers in. Maybe twenty-five, pretty in a sexually ambiguous kinda way, collar open, shirt askew, tie completely gone. He’s walking like something hurts, like a woman does when the high heels she’s worn all day hurt not just her feet, but her back as well. Only he’s not wearing high heels. His dress shoes are stained on top, but the sides shine.
He gingerly climbs onto a bar stool in the very center of the horseshoe bar, and if I weren’t paying attention to him, I’d assume he was being prissy—worrying that the seat wasn’t clean enough for the black silk pants that matched the shiny black silk suit coat.
I slap a bar napkin in front of him, and he jumps. Then he looks at my hand, resting on that bar napkin, as if he’s never seen a hand before.
I frown. And, for once, I modulate my tone so I don’t sound actively hostile.
“You want something?”
He raises his head, but his eyes don’t meet mine. “I don’t know. Jesus. A drink.”
Normally, I’d say, You are in a bar, buddy, but I don’t. Instead, I look closer at him. His hair’s spiky, and I don’t think that’s style. Either a bruise is forming along his chin or something has smudged there.
“Ah…beer,” he says, then shakes his head. “Um, no. Whiskey. Brandy. Something that burns.”


“Beer, whiskey, or brandy,” I say. “Which do you want?”
“Jack,” he says. “Just give me some Jack.”
I pour him a Jack Daniel’s, and set the glass in front of him. He’s already torn up the bar napkin. There’s dirt under his fingernails.
His manicured fingernails.
He leans over the drink like he doesn’t recognize it. I get another glass, and fill it with ice water, and set that in front of him, on a coaster this time, with a bar napkin beside it.
He doesn’t even look up. I’m not sure he notices.
My own mouth is dry. I look around the bar, to see who’s here. The same crowd is here day to day, so sometimes I don’t really notice who’s in the bar and who’s not. And I haven’t noticed until now.
Ma Kettle sits in her favorite booth, her gray wig askew, and her sweatshirt food-stained. Her real name is Cora Kattleman, but I think I’m the only one who knows that, and only because she opened her tab with a credit card fifteen years ago. Everyone calls her Ma Kettle at her insistence, and most folks don’t even know the reference, a clichéd but popular hillbilly movie character from the forties and fifties.
But then no one thinks about the nicknames. Most of us in this place have one, and we use it instead of our real names. It’s easier that way.
Ma Kettle comes in at noon, every day, and sits in her booth. I set the first vodka tonic in front of her, and maybe by the fifth, she’ll say hello. She doesn’t talk much, mostly watches the TV, which I have on mute, and stares at nothing.
She hasn’t seen the guy.
And no one else is here, although Rick Winters should come in at any moment. His shift ends at three-thirty, and he usually rolls in here by three-thirty-five.


Just me, Ma Kettle, and the new guy, who hovers over his drink like he’s about to puke.
The sleeve of his suit is split at the shoulder, and the silk in the back looks smudged, like silk does when it has encountered liquid it doesn’t like.
I’m shaking, just a little. I’ve been there. I’ve literally been there, right here, at this bar, in ripped clothes, aching all over, staring at a drink I don’t want, but not sure what else I can do.
Turning point: Last night of my professional life. Last night of my all-important career. Last night of ain’t-she-cute.
That’s how I know he wasn’t in a fight. Oh, he might’ve fought. But one of those knock-’em-down, drag-’em-out fights? Naw. Right now, everything’s scraped and raw and coming in images. He’s not thinking clear, and I don’t blame him.
I also don’t lean toward him to talk.
Bancroft leaned in that night, thirty-two years ago, and probably scared a decade off me. I still have nightmares about that moment, and I jump whenever Bancroft leans toward me. Not his fault, but he got roped into those images, those memories.
So this afternoon I slide the ice water toward the new guy and say, “Did you know him?”
The new guy’s hand shakes as he grabs the whiskey glass. His knuckles are scraped and his thumb is swollen and it hangs funny. It might be broken.


“Whatever you think you know,” he starts in a tone that puts me, a bartender, back into my lower-class place, “it’s wrong.”
His voice wobbles on the word wrong, and he swallows hard.
Naw. I’m not wrong. He wants me to be wrong. He doesn’t want me to see him at all, and I see too clearly.
Like Bancroft had with me. I’d said to Bancroft, Piss off, asshole. Let me drink in peace.
And he’d said, I don’t think you’re going to find peace tonight.
I don’t know what to say now. I know what not to say. So I go for short and succinct, flat tone, as if I don’t care. And I do care, even though I don’t want to.
“You want that thumb to keep working, you’ll need to see a doctor,” I say. I don’t say anything about his private parts, which’ve got to be just as bruised. Maybe more bruised. Maybe more than bruised.
I don’t want to scare him away.
Now his eyes meet mine. They’re brown, two shades darker than his skin. They’re also watery, and his lower lip is trembling.
“No,” he says in a tone that adds, Back off.
I shrug, grab the bar rag, and toss it over my shoulder. It smells of the vinegar solution we use to wipe down the back area. I walk away, keeping my eye on the guy in the gigantic mirror behind the expensive alcohol.
He starts to pick up the whiskey, grimaces, and keeps the glass on the bar. That thumb is the size of a dying balloon. With his other hand, he grabs the ice water. The glass shakes as he raises it to his lips. Some of the water drips onto his expensive suit.


The door bangs open. The new guy jumps and spills more water. Rick Winters stomps in and slams the door behind himself. That takes some doing, because I got the door on one of those slow swings, just so no one can slam it.
Rick looks older than he should—balding, a growing beer belly, and a whole lotta attitude. He’s staving off burnout by spending the afternoons here, but he doesn’t have much longer. Every day for the last six months, he’s come in mad.
I open a Heineken and set it at his usual spot on the bar, on the left side of the horseshoe, back to the door. He looks at the new guy.
“What’s the story?” Rick asks, with an edge.
I shrug. I don’t ask for stories. Rick should know that. It’s one reason he comes here. The relief bartender, who usually works weekend days, came in for me one afternoon, asked Rick what had him so pissed off, and got to hear the entire story about a five-car pileup on the expressway, which started with the sentence Fucking drunk drivers and ended with And of course, the asshole drunk walked away.
Rick might be a drunk himself, but the minute his fingertips touch a green longneck, he doesn’t go near a vehicle. He says ninety percent of the shit he deals with as an EMT occurs because someone who had too much to drink gets behind a wheel or punches the wife or plays with a gun. Rick says he needs to haul his ass to AA, but he’s not ready.
He’ll be ready when he quits the job. He’s not suited. It’s not the drunks he objects to. It’s all the blood.
Rick’s fingers haven’t touched the bottle. He’s still looking at the new guy. “Pretty messed up.”


“Yeah,” I say, not willing to add that I’d mentioned a doctor already.
“It’s probably none of our damn business,” Rick says.
“It usually isn’t,” I say, and wipe off an imaginary spot on the bar near that Heineken. Ma Kettle pounds her glass on the table—a sign that I haven’t been doing my job: I usually anticipate her drinking needs—and then there’s a large clatter and bang behind me.
I whirl in time to see the new guy’s head slide off the bar. He’d knocked over his water and his whiskey when he passed out. He would’ve fallen all the way to the floor, but somehow Rick levitates from his place at the end of the bar and runs to the new guy’s side, catching him before he bangs his head again on the nearby stool.
“Shit,” Rick mutters. “Shit.”
At first I think he’s commenting on working after-hours, at dealing with some drunk. We’d done it a hundred times, dragging some idiot to a chair where we throw water in his face, pick his pocket for his wallet and address, and call him a ride home.
Then I realize that Rick isn’t look at the guy or where he’s dragging the guy to. He’s looking at the bar stool.
He picks up the guy as if he weighs nothing, and swings him toward the door. Liquid drips—I’m thinking whiskey, when my brain registers the viscosity.
Blood.
The guy surfaces, looks up, sees Rick holding him, and screams. I’ve never heard a sound like that, raw and pain-filled, and completely anguished.
“Call Mercy General,” Rick says. “Tell them I’m bringing in a guy. I’ll radio.”


The guy claws at him, moaning now, kicking, trying to get free.
“You got your rig?” I ask. I’ve only seen it once, that ambulance he drives like it’s a tank.
“No, not that it matters. I got a radio in my truck.” Then Rick backs him out the door, and the guy screams again.
The sound fades as the door bangs closed.
“Jesus,” Ma Kettle says. “High drama.”
Then she holds up her glass.
I pour her another vodka tonic, just because it’s easier than fighting with her. I carry the vodka tonic around the bar and head toward her, careful to step over the blood trail.
In one move, I take the old glass and set the new one down on the wet bar napkin. It’s a sign of how distraught I am that I haven’t brought a new napkin. Automatic movements and all that.
I turn, look at my bar from the customer’s point of view. A thin line of blood drips off the new guy’s stool. How had I missed that?
I look at the door, see only a blood trail leading out. Either he hadn’t been bleeding that bad when he came in or the blood disappears in the general ambience of the place.
Here’s what I can do: I can call the cops, let them treat this place like part of a crime scene, not that it is a crime scene. It’s a crime scene aftermath. Technicalities and all that. I can leave it or I can clean up.
The cops’ll come here anyway. Mercy General will have to run a rape kit. Rick’ll insist on it, and because he’s there, he’ll file, as an EMT on the scene. Whether or not the new guy presses charges, well, that’s up to him.


Considering how he was sitting for so long in so much pain, considering how he didn’t want a doctor in the first place, considering that suit, that condescending tone, he’s not going to want cops involved. Hell, women don’t want cops involved, and it’s quote-unquote normal for a woman to get raped.
Guys, well, they’ve got even more stigma to overcome. Not just with the cops, but in their own head.
I go to the back, grab the fluids bucket, the oldest mop, and some bleach. At least three times a month, I clean blood off my floor. I’m damn good at it, after thirty years.
I can make anything disappear.
Except the memory of what came before.
That memory never leaves.

—
“He won!”
Confetti, balloons, hotel grand ballroom doing double-duty—half a party for the Reagan-Bush Reelection Campaign, the other half for Senator Dwight Corbin. Red, white, blue, the posters with their exclamation points and patriotic lettering lining the walls, including the stupid one, the one that always stopped me short—Ronald Wilson Reagan painted to look decades younger despite the wrinkles on his face, almost Norman Rockwell, an American flag behind him, an unrecognizable George H.W. Bush looking off to the side, and the slogan “Bringing America Back!” which always, always made me ask, “Bringing America back to what?”
If I’d been working national campaign instead of state campaign, I’d’ve advised against the slogan. I mean, after all, hadn’t Ronald Reagan been president for four years already? Bringing America back from the brink? Because we felt like we were on the brink: I just didn’t trust Mondale to do anything except flap his gums.


I was a great operator back then, a better operator for Reagan than Senator Corbin, although Corbin’s campaign shared me once everyone figured out just how well I could handle the press. Didn’t need a lot of press for the reelection campaign—they’d send their flunkies in when the president came to town, which ended up being all of three times. Needed lots of press for Corbin because he was young, because he was new, and because he was dumb as rocks.
I wasn’t really grooming him for a national senate seat or even governor once he finished with his state term. I was grooming me for the day when women in politics became more than a curiosity or a curious screw-up, like Mondale’s veep Ferraro, whose husband cocked everything up, the way husbands always do.
So celebrating, drinking, confetti in my hair—hell, confetti everywhere, including my hoo-ha when it was all said and done. I still don’t see confetti as anything but evil, even now.
The rest of the memory gets lost in campaign Sousa marches and cheers of “He won!” and laughter, lots of laughter. The laughter bleeds into everything, like clown laughter in a bad horror film, and then the lights get dim, and there’s a bed involved, one of those pasty hotel beds in one of those gold upscale rooms, and I’m holding champagne, and then I’m not, and I stand in the bathroom, aching everywhere, pulling confetti out of my hair and wondering if my lips look bruised.


I paste myself back together, adjust the suit coat, leave the stupid bowtie undone (who thought of bowties for women, anyway?), finger-comb my blond curls, wash off my face, and ignore my shaking hands.
Then I walk out the door, go back before it closes, grab my purse, leave again, and look at the elevator, think: maybe he’s in the elevator. Think: Maybe people’ll wonder why I’m in the elevator. Think: They’ll want me back in the ballroom. Think: Screw the ballroom, and walk to the stairs, conscious that I’m limping a little.
I blame the shoes. Even in my memory, I blame the shoes—too high, too pointed, too tottery. But really, that year, I lived in extra-high-heels, showing off my calves, my thighs, my ass, because you could go miles with the male operatives if you distracted them with some cleavage and a hint of sex.
That’s what I was thinking as I walked down the steps. My fault. Cleavage, hint of sex, only a matter of time. Reached the lobby, didn’t go out that way, went down one more flight to the parking garage, only it wasn’t a parking garage, it was the basement, a nearly empty function space that I hadn’t seen, and a door marked EXIT that I walked through to an alley that meandered like I was, until I found our street, this bar, one drink, and Bancroft saying I don’t think you’re going to find peace tonight.
But I did. Peace and oblivion, not in bottles, like Bancroft those first six years. But in the work. The mindless work. I cleaned up after him, tended bar when he couldn’t, slept in the back room because, hand to God, I didn’t want to walk outside again, and I didn’t, not that I noticed anyway, until someone (Bancroft?) told me the hotel’d gone bankrupt and the building was empty, and it was the last bastion of the Great Downtown, and it was finally, finally going away.


Thought of torching it myself. Instead, meandered up that alley, stared at the broken windows, the steel door, the now-faded glory, thought: Serves you right, you bitch, and wasn’t sure if I was talking to the hotel, or to me, or to the world in general.
Then turned around and headed back to the bar, but first, stopped in the barbershop half a block away, and when they wouldn’t shave my head, grabbed the electric razor and started it myself. Lots of screaming, lots of Don’t do it, honey, and I was wondering where the hell they were years before, when someone should’ve screamed (me, maybe?) and someone should’ve said Don’t do it, honey (me again?) and someone should’ve yanked his hand away, like they yanked the razor out of mine. But Gus, the barber, finished the shave, told me to go buy a wig, said, At least you got one of them perfect skulls, and I looked in the mirror, liked what I saw, none of that you’re-too-cute-to-work-in-politics-sweetheart, not anymore. Looked more like a Star Trek alien than the girl next door.
Took another year to get the tattoos. By then, the extra fifty I carried took away the cute as effectively as the hair. Stopped watching the news, stopped voting, stopped thinking about politics at all. Mostly listened to my drunks repeat the same stories over and over, finding comfort in their miserable little lives, happy that those lives weren’t mine, happy that I had a place and some usefulness and that sense I belonged, even if daylight had become foreign and the stench of stale beer normal.
I’da kept going, too, if the blood didn’t remind me, if the blood didn’t—

—


Ah, hell, it wasn’t the blood. It was the look on the new guy’s face, that shell-shocked, not-me look I’d seen in the mirror too many times, the dirt (blood) under the fingernails, the way he jumped when my hand got too close.
His wallet sits on the bar, drenched in whiskey, and I pick it up, wrap it in a towel, and put it in the safe. And I think about it, through the long normal night, like the wallet’s a talisman, thinking, thinking as Ma Kettle expounds drunkenly on her latest theory about tollways and city streets, as Screwy Marcus and the Donster argue about next year’s playoffs, and as five guys, fresh from their weekly basketball game, stop in on their way home.
Rick never comes back, though, and I wonder if tonight’s the night he finally gets clean. Then I wonder if the new guy died and Rick couldn’t deal. And then I wonder why I should care about either of them.
But the wallet…It calls me and calls me and calls me, and I know I can’t keep it forever. I wait until closing, when the Donster does his chivalric thing and offers (like he does every night) to walk Ma Kettle home, and she refuses, and he does it anyway, and they pretend like it’s something new.
I lock the door, open the safe, and pull out the wallet.
It’s calf leather, black, and stained now, not just from the whiskey, but probably from blood. That doesn’t gross me out. After tending bar for thirty-some years, nothing grosses me out, although behaviors often disgust me.
I take the wallet to the office, which has better lighting, and turn on the overhead, along with the gooseneck lamp that probably curved over the desk since the bar’s founding. I set the wallet on a wad of paper towels, even though I know I’m going to clean up the desk anyway. Bleach is a marvelous thing.


I flip the wallet open, see gold cards, platinum cards, and at least five hundred dollars in cash. Tucked in both sides of the cash flap are business cards, two wads of them, one white and one a light blue. I pull out the business cards first, expecting to see that he had organized a pile of them.
Instead, I see two different cards for the same man: A. D. “Andy” Santiago. One card, the blue one, with somewhat archaic type, lists his job as “consultant,” along with an email address and a phone number.
The white card has a red-white-and-blue logo on the front. The logo’s for the Jeff Davis for Senate campaign, and I damn near drop the card. I don’t like coincidence. Politics and rape and this bar. Thirty years apart, but still.
I glance at the driver’s license. Yep. A. D. Santiago is the owner of the wallet, the guy who stumbled into my bar, the man who looked like I did all those years ago.
Only we got him to the hospital. Bancroft never took me.
I make myself cling tighter to the white card, bending it slightly, and I focus on it. I focus on the now. In the lower left, the card reads “Andy Santiago, Media Relations,” along with a different phone number and a different email address from the other card.
This one’s newer, but I would have known that just from the campaign itself. Jeff Davis is in a dead heat with some other candidate whose name I can’t recall. The only reason I know Davis’s name is because of the billboards plastered on the expressway, accusing him of living up to his namesake Jefferson Davis, former president of the Confederacy.


WANT TO GO BACK TO 1861? the billboards ask. They have a Confederate flag as a backdrop. VOTE JEFF DAVIS FOR SENATE.
Every once in a while, my old calling catches me, and I have thoughts I can’t bury. Like who the hell thought that was a good campaign slogan? It doesn’t even name the candidate running opposite Jeff Davis, although, in fairness, who would want her name on a billboard like that?
I shake myself from the reverie, know I mentally walked that way because of the shock of seeing that poor A. D. “Andy” Santiago is a political operative just like I was.
And then he ended up here.
I slip both cards into my back pocket, clench my fist to stop my hand from shaking, and dig through the wallet a little more. The address on Santiago’s driver’s license is eight blocks from here, on a street that was gentrified ten years ago.
The money’s coming back to the neighborhood, as I mentioned to Bancroft a while ago. At some point, we’re going to have upscale the bar or sell it. He doesn’t want to sell it: Bancroft doesn’t like change. But that was when he gave me permission to remodel the place.
Bancroft isn’t the only one who doesn’t like change.
And I force my mind back to the wallet. I recognize the way my thoughts wander when there’s something in front of me that brings up my past. Only now, I want to face it, and I’m finding that as hard as running away from it.


I write the address down, then fold the wallet back up and carry it, wrapped in paper towels, back to the bar. I pull out a plastic sandwich bag from the stack I use for leftover garnish, and slip the wallet inside.
Then I sigh. Crunch time.
I can keep it here until someone comes for it. I can take it to the police. Or I can take it to the hospital.
I glance at the ancient clock emblazoned with the Christmas Budweiser Clydesdales in the snow. It’s quarter past eleven. We don’t stay open past midnight on weeknights: There’s no point.
It’s past visiting hours at the hospital, not that I want to look in on this guy. But it’s still early enough that someone on the staff with half a brain would be there, who would be able to trace the John Doe that Rick Winters brought in.
If Santiago registered as a John Doe. He seemed pretty out of it when Rick carried him out of here, but Santiago had been conscious. He might’ve used his name.
I slip the wallet in its baggy in the canvas tote I call a purse, grab my leather jacket, toss them both over a chair, and go through my lock-up routine. I have to follow the same routine, day in and day out, or I forget something.
When you do the same thing for decades, you zone out as you do it, and I’m no exception. Books balanced. Pour count entered. Cash in the safe in my office, receipts printed and tallied. Computers shut down. Lights dimmed. Bar gleaming.


Purse and jacket over my arm, check to see if the front door’s locked. Yep. Make sure the window bars are secure. Yep. Head to the back, set the alarm, let myself out, and lock up.
Alley smells of vomit again, with a bit of piss mixed in. Supposed to rain tonight, so the smell should be gone by morning. I step gingerly past any puddles, note that the garbage is particularly rancid as well, happy that the pickup arrives before I do tomorrow.
I slip my purse over my shoulder, my jacket over the entire thing, keys in hand, heart pounding like it always does—as if I expect some sex-crazed asshole to jump me in the twenty feet between the bar’s back door and the parking lot. Me, round and muscled. Me, who took so many self-defense courses that I can lay out a two-hundred-fifty-pound drunk with a well-placed shove to the chest. Me, who hasn’t had anyone look at her sideways in maybe fifteen years.
But every night, sure as I lock up, I also talk myself down from the panic, remind myself just how safe I am, remind myself that the asshole who changed the course of my life wasn’t some random sex-crazed idiot with a hard-on, he was one of the best-known politicians in the state, and goddamn if I shouldn’t’ve enjoyed his attentions because, after all, he spent some of his precious time with me.
That’s why I’m shaking. He’s still well known. Hell, he’s better known. And he’s not just in the legislature. He’s running it.
And he’s hoping to fill it with men like Jeff Davis, hoping to bring the world back to 1861. Just because I think the slogan’s bad politics for the opposition doesn’t mean I think the slogan’s wrong.
My vehicle’s the last one in the parking lot, just as it always is. Usually, I look at my black F-150 and smile, thinking Built Ford Tough, because damned if I don’t need a vehicle that’s tough and protective, since I’m still on my own.


But this night, I scan the perimeter, like I always do, then I unlock the truck and get inside, locking back up immediately. I don’t feel safe. I don’t feel unsafe. I feel jangly, a little outside my own body, as if I’m not in complete control.
Maybe the fact that I’m not in complete control is how I ended up at Jeff Davis’s campaign headquarters. I realized I was driving there halfway down a side street I don’t normally drive on.
Campaign headquarters are never on the beaten path. They’re not places voters go to. Campaign headquarters are places to keep voters out of.
I expected this one to have one light burning and a few die-hard true believers, all under the age of twenty-five, to be shuffling papers and manning the phones. Shows how 1980s my campaign memories are, because when I pull up, the entire place is lit up. Yellow light, not pasty fluorescents, illuminates everything behind the glass windows, initially designed for a long-dead retail establishment.
Inside, people talk, exchange papers, lots of papers, and stare at computer screens, which adds even more ambient light. And yes, everyone seems to be under twenty-five—and well dressed. No hoodies and ripped jeans, no T-shirts and old jeans, no jeans at all. Open-collar dress shirts, suit coats on the backs of chairs, matching pants that fit well—and everyone thin, or at least thinner than the average American.


Enthusiastic, well dressed, thin—Jeez, it looks more like a movie set than an actual campaign headquarters.
I can’t help myself. I pull the truck over, park behind a Prius, and feel tempted to go all Monster Truck on its ass. I ignore the thought and what it means (okay, yeah, I’m pissed, but I’m generally pissed, so what’s it matter?), grab my giant purse, and let myself out.
I can’t do innocent anymore, although I’m tempted. I almost revert to Girl Operator, the one who died, along with her blond curls and her innocence.
Instead, I square my shoulders and take a deep breath. No Girl Operator. Instead, Badass Bartender. Or, maybe, Concerned Friend.
As I walk down the sidewalk, I try on Concerned Friend for good measure. Won’t work. Everyone in the headquarters knows Andy Santiago, and I don’t. Can’t do Badass Bartender, either. Don’t have my bar, blocking me from the fighting customers. Don’t have my baseball bat for minor scuffles. Don’t have my gun for major ones.
Just me, short, squat, bald, and tattooed. Big, and muscled, and unexpectedly female.
That should surprise the little shits working to take us back to 1861.
I pull open the campaign office door and, of all things, a bell jingles above me. Conversation ceases. Everyone looks up, a sea of white surprised faces. I remember this now from my years in campaign headquarters:
Alert! Stranger in our midst! Reporter? Spy? Civilian? Volunteer?
Only it’s nearly midnight. Who the hell comes into a campaign headquarters at midnight?


I let the door bang behind me. No one approaches me, although someone should. There should be some flunky in charge, even this late at night.
Computers hum in the silence. No one moves, as if I’ve caught them selling drugs or laundering money. I’m not real fond of standing here, either.
So I meet their gazes, slowly, one at a time, acknowledging them. An I-see-you action that I learned in self-defense class. It works with drunks who’re acting up all the way across the room.
Once I’ve met everyone’s gaze, I say, “I was told I could find Andy Santiago here.”
In the back of the room, two women glance at each other. Another woman stands up. As she draws closer, I see that she’s a little older than the others.
“What do you want with Andy?” she asks.
“It’s personal,” I say.
“Uh-huh,” she says in a tone that says I don’t believe you.
“He’s not at his place,” I say, “and he’s not answering his cell. So a friend said to try here.”
Those women glance at one another again. Someone titters in the back.
“You think this is funny?” I ask in my driest voice. “I’m looking for someone. I was told you people could help. Can you?”
The woman glares in the direction of the titter. Then she looks back at me. Her makeup has faded on the right side of her face, as if she’s been resting her hand there, and the makeup came off.


“Can’t help,” she says. “He’s not part of this campaign any longer.”
“Really?” I ask. “Since when? Because he was still handing out your business cards a few days ago.”
Her too-red lips thin. “We parted ways this afternoon.”
He showed up in my bar this afternoon.
“Over what?” I ask.
“That’s personal,” she says.
“Huh,” I say. “Because he worked for you. So that should be business.”
One of the young men in front of me leans back in his chair. His mouth twists sideways. I think maybe he’s trying to smile derisively. It’s not working.
“We don’t have any room for Log Cabin Republicans,” he says.
“Jordy,” the woman cautions.
He glares at her. “It’s true. That’s what Jeff—”
“We parted ways,” the woman says. “It turns out that Andy’s agenda was different from ours.”
I smile, and I know my smile works. “Log Cabin Republicans,” I say. “Is he a card-carrying member of that particular organization, or are you rocket scientists labeling him that because you just figured out that he’s gay?”
“He’s not gay,” one of the women from the back says.
“Stop,” the woman in charge says. “This is no one’s business but ours.”
The woman in the back stands up. “Andy’s not gay—”
“Yeah, right,” says the guy in front of me.


“But he believes in equality for everyone. He’s been pushing—”
“An agenda that’s not consistent with the Davis campaign,” the woman in charge says over her. “So we told him to take his services elsewhere.”
The woman in the back is looking at me. She’s maybe twenty-one, with long blond hair, and the kind of cute that’ll get her dismissed in politics.
I should know.
“Two weeks before the election?” I ask. “That’s bit odd, isn’t it?”
“You’re a reporter, aren’t you?” the woman in charge asks.
“Actually, no,” I say. “I used to do your job, though, a long time ago in a land far away.”
She looks me up and down, making it clear without saying a word that a woman like me could never have run a position of authority in a campaign. Funny, I used to get dismissed because I was little and cute. And now that I’m neither, I get dismissed for being the kind of person who’s too militant to ever be taken seriously.
“Well,” she says, “be that as it may, Andy’s not here, he’s not going to be here, he’s not ever coming back, and we have no idea how to reach him. So you have no reason to stay here.”
“And no reason to vote for Jeff Davis, either, apparently, considering how nice and cooperative his staff is.”
“It’s midnight,” she says. “What did you expect?”
“It’s midnight,” I say, “and someone’s concerned about Andy. I would have expected some compassion, and maybe a little help.”
No one responds. I look at each of their faces again, as if I’m memorizing them. A number of the staff won’t look at me this time. The young woman in the back, the only one who spoke to me, glances at the woman in charge.


She doesn’t see anything. She’s still glaring at me.
I want to say Thanks for nothing, but that sounds childish, even in my head. So I just turn around and leave. I hear someone lock the door behind me.
I know if I turn around, I’ll see a few faces pressed against the glass, watching me go.
Strangely, that sense I had, that jittery, not-quite-in-control sense is gone. And so is the underlying panic that I usually feel in a strange neighborhood. You’d think it would be worse here, but it’s not.
I get in the truck and sigh. I glance at the clock on the dash. Maybe I can get the wallet to someone who knows Andy Santiago at the hospital desk, but I think that’s a true maybe. The other maybe is whether or not I should go home—
A knock on the driver’s-side window startles me. I swallow a scream, then curse myself. I still haven’t learned how to scream for help. Eight self-defense classes, and screaming still doesn’t come naturally to me.
I turn and see the face of that young woman, the one who spoke out of turn, looking up at me. She had to reach up to hit the window with the knuckles of her right hand.
She’s not wearing a coat. Her arms are wrapped around her torso and she’s shifting from foot to foot as if she’s cold.
I lower the window and don’t say anything.
“Why do you need to find Andy?” she asks.


“He left his wallet at my place,” I say, which is trueish, “and he’s not answering his phone,” which is probably true as well.
“Oh,” she says. “I thought maybe…”
I wait.
Her face scrunches up and she takes a deep breath. “He’s okay, then?”
“I can’t reach him,” I say, as if that’s an answer. “That’s unusual for a man like him.”
She sighs a little. Bites her upper lip, glances over her shoulder.
“They walked him out,” she says. “Jordy and three other guys. And it didn’t look friendly.”
I don’t interrupt.
“I’m worried about him,” she says and her voice breaks. She seems to be telling the truth. She looks over her shoulder again. Then she adds, “I left my stuff in there. I—they’ll—would you walk me back?”
Is she kidding me? After she just told me that four men marched Santiago out of the building and he ended up raped and beaten? Do they think I’m that dumb? Or do they think she’s so appealing that she’s going to be bait I would fall for?
I have no idea where that thought came from, but as soon as it crossed my mind, it made me angry.
“No,” I say.
Her lower lip trembles. She frowns prettily, and I resist the urge to roll my eyes. Badass Bartender doesn’t really exist outside of the bar, apparently.
“Tell you what,” I say. “I’ll back up, park in front of your headquarters, and watch as you go in. If anything goes wrong—”


“Forget it,” she says, voice plumy with tears. “I can handle it myself.”
She stomps away, then pauses just for a moment as if marshaling courage. It’s that little movement that catches me. I wheel the truck around and park across the street.
She sees me, then turns her head away.
She goes inside the headquarters. Everyone watches her, like they watched me. No one says anything.
They watch her walk to the back, grab her purse, a laptop bag, and a coat, and then the woman stops her near the door.
The girl isn’t bait. She’s genuinely scared. And I treated her badly.
I look around the neighborhood, then get out of the truck. I shove the keys in my pocket and walk to the door, keeping my eye on the girl and the woman. They’re arguing.
I pull the door open—apparently she left it unlocked—and say, “You fired her for talking to me?”
They all look at me now.
The girl’s face is pale. “I quit, actually.”
She can’t lie to save herself. That’s so different from me at that age. I was the queen of liars. That’s how I got and kept my job.
“And I’m leaving,” the girl says, pulling the laptop bag away from the other woman.
“The laptop is ours,” the woman says.
“The laptop is mine,” the girl says. “My personal laptop. I never ever used yours. I don’t like linked networks.”
“It has our work product on it,” the woman says.
I know where this conversation is going, and I don’t like it.


“So hire a lawyer,” I say to the woman. Then I extend my arm to the girl. “C’mon. Let’s get out of here.”
Her look is both startled and grateful.
The Jordy kid stands up. He’s taller than me, younger than me, dumber than me. Even though he’s not drunk, I probably have fifty IQ points and a whole lotta living on him. And I can put him down with a shove to the chest.
Only he doesn’t know that.
“She’s not leaving,” he says.
“What’re you going to do?” I ask. “Hold her hostage?”
I waggle my fingers at the girl, and she runs toward me. I hold the door open, watching everyone, Jordy, the woman, the other workers still at their seats.
The other girl in the back, the one who had exchanged glances with the one heading to my truck, she’s gone too. I hope she went out a back exit, and isn’t just in the ladies’ room.
But she’s not my problem. I’m neither cop nor superhero.
“You people are something else,” I say, then follow the girl outside.
She’s standing on the sidewalk, shivering.
“Do you have a car?” I ask, thinking maybe the Prius is hers.
She shakes her head. “I took the bus.”
Worse than a Prius, then. A True Believer, who can’t afford a vehicle. True Believers go all Ninja Avenger when they lose their cherry and discover their candidate is an ass and a cad. (They’re all asses and cads, at minimum. Often they’re crooks and egomaniacs, too.)
If she has writing skills, she’s going to blog.


If she doesn’t, she’s going to cause other troubles, and the problem is that the woman inside that campaign headquarters knows it.
“I’ll drop you,” I say to the girl.
She glances at me, then at the people inside. I can almost read her thoughts. She’s having two of them. The first: They’re going to think that I’m connected to this woman. And the other comes from a much younger, much more vulnerable place: I’m not supposed to get in a car with strangers.
The girl takes a deep breath, then nods. We cross the street to my truck, and, using the remote access, I unlock the door. I’m getting into a car with a stranger, too, something I haven’t done in more than thirty years.
Not that my problems have ever come from strangers.
“I’m D,” I say after we’re both inside the truck. I don’t explain that “D” is short for “Blondie,” which was what the patrons used to call me before I got rid of the hair. Then they called me “Baldie,” and all I could hear over the noise of the jukebox was the hard “D,” so I took on the name.
“Laney,” she says, her voice still shaking. She’s glancing out the window as if she expects Jordy and his friends to follow us.
I start the truck and put it in gear in one swift movement. “I take it you like Andy.”
“He’s a lot of fun,” she says, “and he’s really smart, and he was right.”
A girl with a crush, it sounds like.
I check the mirrors and the door to the campaign headquarters. The remaining staff is arguing. I don’t see the other girl.


I pull out and start down the road. “How do you know Andy’s not gay?”
“I just do,” she says. “I mean, he doesn’t seem like it, and he wouldn’t be, and he’s really nice.”
I suppress a sigh, wondering how anyone can be as naïve as she is and still function. I remind myself, as I often do at the bar, that it’s not my job to educate people. At the bar, it’s my job to help them forget their idiocies for a while.
Right now, I don’t really have a job, except maybe to get this girl home.
“Where do you live?” I ask.
“They’re not going to come for me, are they?” she asks.
I don’t ask who. I know who she means. “You got a roommate?”
She shakes her head.
“Deadbolts?”
She nods.
“Just don’t answer your door tonight,” I say, knowing it’s not a lot of comfort. But I’m not going to be responsible for this kid. “Call the cops if someone’s persistent.”
She makes a little involuntary sound of panic. I ignore it.
“Address?” I ask again.
She tells me. She lives all the way across town, near the university. Of course.
I wheel the truck in that direction, and wonder what I’m going to do with the information that the girl has given me. Call the cops? Tell Rick? Tell the hospital?


It’s really none of my business.
And I’m not the type who makes it my business. I tend bar, for god’s sake. Nothing is my business.
“Where were you when he left his wallet?” she asks.
I glance at her. I had said he left it at my place. Either she forgot that or she’s trying to figure out why Santiago would be with a woman like me.
We’re nowhere near the headquarters now, and something about being alone in the cab of this truck with this girl makes me decide on honesty.
“He came into my bar,” I say, my voice flat.
“Bar?” She frowns at me. “I thought—he says—he doesn’t drink.”
Maybe like Bancroft doesn’t drink. Because no nondrinker would order Jack. Although I had pushed him into it. And he hadn’t known what would hurt him.
Maybe someone he knew ordered Jack, and he parroted the order.
“He did,” I say. “And then he passed out—”
“He drank that much?” she asks.
I wheel onto the expressway. Not a lot of traffic this late at night, but the billboard is lit up from below. WANT TO GO BACK TO 1861?
“No,” I say, answering both questions. “He passed out from blood loss.”
“He got beat up in your bar?”
“He got beaten up and raped before he got to my bar.”
I let the words hang.
She’s shaking her head. “No. You can’t rape a…” And then she pauses and her breath catches. “No,” she says again, only this time, the tone is different. This no is a disbelieving no. She saw something, realized something, knew something.


“Where is he?” she asks.
“Mercy General,” I say. “We took him there.”
“If you know where he is, why did you come to campaign headquarters?” There’s anger in her voice now, as if it’s all my fault.
Why did I go to the headquarters? It was the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question. I hadn’t meant to, but I’m not sure I should say that to this girl.
“I thought maybe I’d find some of his friends there,” I lie. “I thought maybe I’d find someone who cared.”
She nods and goes silent. The expressway seems alien at this time of night, with the halogen streetlights leaving uneven pools of light across the smooth pavement. We’d gone several miles. We were due for another WANT TO GO BACK TO 1861? billboard real soon now.
“I care.” She says it so softly that I almost didn’t hear her over the hum of the tires. “Can we go see him?”
“It’s the middle of the night,” I say. “Do you know his family?”
She shakes her head. “Who do you think did this?”
“Who do you think did it?” I ask with more charge than I expect.
She turns away, thinking I can’t see her. But I can see her reflection in the passenger-side window. Her mouth has thinned, her eyes are narrow, and at first, I think she’s angry. Then I realize she’s holding back tears.
“If I go to the police,” she whispers, “I’m done.”


“You already quit,” I say, recognizing the irony as the words come out of my mouth. I’m pushing her to take action in a situation where I never would.
“No,” she says. “I’m done working in politics.”
“Maybe,” I say. But politics are different now than they were in my day. No one would believe a girl with a complaint thirty years ago, even if she had been bruised and battered and bleeding for days.
Now people would believe a girl, a sincere girl of the proper background, who saw something, knew something, accused something. And if she stood up, then maybe—
I smile at myself, mentally pat myself on the back and think, Hello, Girl Operator. I thought I’d trained her out of me, but she reappears like the undead, filled with naïveté, optimism, and hope.
“You want to keep working in politics more than you want to help a friend?” I ask.
“He’s not a friend,” she says too fast. “He’s…”
He was the hope of a friend. A boyfriend. Someone kind to her.
We’ve reached her neighborhood. I take the first exit off the expressway. Students sit outside well-lit bars, one hour before last call. My bar hasn’t been open to last call since Barack Obama got reelected, when the rednecks and the bigots were too scared and angry to go home.
I wonder what made Laney want to return to 1861. She fits into my bar—Bancroft’s bar—better than I do, and she doesn’t even know it.
I wind through a couple of side streets and find the run-down apartment complex where she lives.
She looks at me for a moment, as if she wants to say something. Then she opens the passenger-side door.


“Thanks for the lift,” she says, as if we’re old friends.
She gets out, slams the door, and half runs, half walks to the building. She doesn’t look both ways to see if anyone is lurking in the shadows. She doesn’t look back, either.
I watch her fumble with her keys, open the main door, and head inside.
I don’t know why I expect her to do the right thing, when the only person in this entire situation who has done the right thing wasn’t me. It was Rick. And he did it without hesitation.
I sigh, pull away from the curb, and drive away.
Eventually, I head home, because I can’t think of anywhere else to go.

—
Home isn’t much. It’s a condo only because I bought the entire building a few years ago, when I realized it was better to control who I had as neighbors than it was to suffer through another loud drunken party two floors below me.
I have the entire top floor, which sounds more impressive than it is. Living room with a view of the street, good-size kitchen with a view of nothing, a dining room that serves as a storehouse for mail that I forget to sort, and a large bedroom complete with TV and reading chair, and two windows, both locked and shaded. I installed air-conditioning and a good heating system, and if you came inside with me (which you never would) you’d think that the windows hadn’t been opened since the last century, and you’d be right.


Fresh air is for suckers, baby. And people who trust other people.
My kitchen table is always spotless. I hang my purse over one of the chairs, open the fridge, and take out the sub I bought that morning. I usually have something ready when I get home so I don’t have to think about food.
I unwrap the sub. The bread’s soggy from the oil and vinegar dressing I splurged on, but I don’t care. I eat a few bites, listen to the green pepper crunch, let the pepperoni bite my tongue, and start shaking again.
It’s hard to eat. My throat has closed up like it did in those first weeks after I met Bancroft. I trained myself to eat after that—too well, some would say—and I force myself to take a few more bites now.
No regression, no regrets. Just move forward.
Only that’s not really working for me right now. I know something. Laney knows something. And neither of us have taken any steps forward.
I cut the rest of the sub in half, and put the good half in the fridge for tomorrow—if I can eat tomorrow. I make myself finish the other half, chase it with some cold water, and head to the bedroom.
The queen-size bed doesn’t even look inviting. The entire room seems like a foreign place. I go to my living room, don’t turn on any lights, and sit on the couch, surveying the neighborhood.
Or so I tell myself. Part of me knows I’m reverting to the scared woman I’d been thirty years ago.
And part of me doesn’t care.

—


I wake up with my head jammed against the arm and back of the sofa, a crick in my neck so profound that I moan as I move. The light falling into the room is unfamiliar, and I have awakened much earlier than usual.
I get up, and as I make some much-needed coffee, I look at the clock on the microwave. It’s seven-thirty a.m.
Even though I don’t have to be at the bar until eleven, I know I can’t go back to sleep. My dreams were filled with confetti and laughter and cries of He won! I’m not going back there just to get a few more hours’ rest.
I shower, dress, manage to shove some Raisin Bran into my mouth, and chase the meal with coffee. Then, without really thinking about it, I let myself out of the condo.
Mercy General is fifteen minutes away on back roads in rush-hour traffic. I get there just as visiting hours open.
I’m not sure if I want to see Andy Santiago. My stomach is as twisted as my neck was this morning, the coffee mixing badly with the cereal. I ask for Santiago’s room, and receive the number with no fuss.
Apparently, he was able to tell them who he was.
Hospitals have the same smell—the sour scent of sickness overlaid by disinfectant and cafeteria gravy, with a hint of very bad coffee. I take the elevator to the fourteenth floor, wondering what, exactly, I’m about.
But I don’t turn around.
His room is halfway down the hall from the elevator. I pass rooms with moaning patients, beeping equipment, and loud televisions. The room number is displayed prominently on the blond wood.


Santiago’s door stands open. I slip inside, surprised to see that the room is private. It has a bathroom near the door and a bed in the center. Windows cover the outside wall, letting in sunlight.
Andy Santiago looks nothing like the man who came into my bar. His face is gray with pain and that bruise on his chin is five times the size it was yesterday afternoon. He’s smaller than I thought, and he wears a hospital gown instead of an expensive suit.
“Mr. Santiago?” I sit on the edge of the chair next to his bed. I don’t want to tower over him. In my experience, looming is as threatening as leaning in.
He opens one eye and slowly moves his head in my direction.
“You,” he says, his voice raspy with disuse.
I nod. I reach into my purse and remove the plastic bag with his wallet.
“I found your wallet.” I set it on the nightstand, near the TV remote. That’s when I realize the television is off.
“Thank you,” he mouths and closes his eyes again.
I wait a minute, just to see if he’ll talk to me. I start to get up, feeling very awkward.
You’d think I would know how to talk to someone in a situation like this. You’d think I would know what’s right and what’s wrong, how to pressure, how to comfort.
But I don’t. I don’t know any of it.
I don’t even say, I’m sorry for what happened to you, because even though the words aren’t empty, they sound empty.


I walk out of the room, feeling like I should have done more, but not sure what more actually is. I can’t tell him to go to the police; I never did. And I can’t offer him the comfort of some support group, because I never found them comforting.
I’m most of the way to my truck when I realize that all the things I would offer a friend, all the commonsense things people do for one another in times of crisis, all the ways our society says we should take care of crime and one another, I have done none of them for myself. Ever.
Coffee-flavored acid rises in my gorge and I swallow, hard. I lean on the truck for a moment.
Then I climb inside and drive to work, two hours early and thirty years too late.

—
I clean the front top to bottom in those two hours, and I keep cleaning through the slow arrival of the lunch drinkers. Ma Kettle finds her booth around one, and I give her the usual vodka tonic. A twenty-something couple walks in about one-thirty, looks around, and then gives me a sheepish look before leaving again.
I’m amazed they got inside at all.
I’m clock-watching, waiting for Rick. I’m not sure what I want to talk to him about; I just want to talk.
Then, at three-thirty-five, he arrives, like he always has. Only he doesn’t bang the door closed and he doesn’t seem quite as angry.
He also doesn’t sit at his usual spot at the bar.
He glances at everything, as if memorizing it. I’ve seen this from regulars before. They’re saying goodbye.


I head over, but I don’t grab the Heineken. I won’t, unless he asks.
“Hey,” I say. “I took that guy his wallet.”
Rick nods. “He’s pretty messed up.”
“Yeah,” I say.
“They used something—bottle, bat, I don’t know,” he says. “I didn’t ask. But he was hemorrhaging. If we hadn’t brought him in, he would’ve died.”
Jesus. In my bar. Right in front of me.
“If you hadn’t brought him in,” I say.
“What?” Rick asks.
“You did it, not me,” I say. “If I had been here by myself—”
“You’d’ve called nine-one-one,” Rick says. He looks longingly at the bar stool. I can feel him wavering. “Those bastards. He wouldn’t tell me who did it.”
“Guys he worked with,” I say.
“He told you?” Rick asks.
I shake my head. I don’t want to tell him about the campaign office—it’s too close, too personal, but…
Rick’s staring at me. “What, D?”
“Debra,” I say, surprising myself. “I’m Debra.”
And then I burst into tears.

—
Oh, I’d love to tell you everything’s hunky-dory now, and my life is perfect, and that big-name politician isn’t sitting like a slug at the statehouse. He is, and my life is still my life, and nothing’s hunky-dory.


But Rick knew the detective handling Santiago’s case, and Rick made me tell the detective about the campaign headquarters and the Log Cabin Republican comments and the sheer hostility.
They found Laney, and, it turns out, she was scared not just because she figured out what happened. Right after I had said Santiago was raped, just as she was going to tell me with all her naïve passion that raping a man wasn’t possible, a memory hit her, and made the sentence die in her throat.
She had seen the bloody dowel Jordy and his friends used, part of a broken towel rack someone placed near the back to take out with the recycling. She’d seen it, and, better yet, she helped the police find it.
Those four guys who used it to teach A. D. Santiago a lesson are going to learn some lessons themselves.
If this were one of those happy feel-good all’s-well-that-ends-well kinda of stories, I’d tell you that Santiago and I have become friends or that we bonded at our support group. I’d tell you this incident derailed the Jeff Davis campaign.
But none of that happened.
I’m still here, still tending bar, still wondering what to do with my afternoons.
Something’s different, though. I’m trying to figure out how to update the bar, so that we’re not the neighborhood eyesore as the gentrification continues. I’ve decided that I like what we are—that wayside, that haven, for the folks whose lives are in the crapper.
There’re plenty of trendy bars. I don’t like them much.
I prefer places where strangers wander in rarely, and when they do, they tend to stick around until they cross back over to the trendy-bar side of life.


I imagine that’s where Rick is. Or he’s in that same place Bancroft is, the one that knows about the reality of dive bars and the camaraderie of people hanging at the end of their ropes.
About a week ago, Santiago came back, he says, because he owes me. But I keep saying he owes Rick. Santiago doesn’t owe me anything.
But Santiago does know that I used to do his job, back in the day, the job he doesn’t do any more either, and he knows I once sat on the same bar stool with the same disillusionment.
I don’t know if that means anything to him. I’m not sure it means much to me.
I do know that, for the time being, he’s finding comfort here.
And who can argue with that?
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