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WE FELL SO FAST I WAS ALMOST WEIGHTLESS

We must have hit a cooler pocket of air, something that made the blimp suddenly drop for a moment; then the air caught us, pitching us about forty-five degrees and sending all of us tumbling to port, our cable spools whirring like fishing reels. Levi’s cable went taut, and the eye bolt snapped out of the wall. As he slid toward the opening, he grabbed for the edge of the hatch—and missed.

Kicking out from the bulkhead, my cable spinning behind me, I shot over the gaping hole and made a wild grab for Levi’s harness, catching the end of his cable with my right hand. But it whizzed through my fingers, cutting to the bone. Levi flailed his arms, caught the lip of the bay and hung on with his fingertips. I clawed my way to the edge, reached for his wrist and caught him.

My cable whined and I felt like a shark taking the drag to the limit. The wind roared. The blimp pitched again, we swung against the side of the bay, and I felt Levi’s grip start to slip... 
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“I think that they should put the code [to launch a nuclear attack] in the heart of a child, so Reagan would have to tear it out to use it.”

—Petra Kelly, former head of the West German Green Party 

  


CHAPTER 1

She was all punk and plasmatics when I first saw her at the St. Herman’s Club. Her Mylar tunic reflected blues and purples and pinks from the neon icon hung over the bar. She was a neon icon herself, dressed in lime green tights, a magenta turtleneck, and fluorescent-orange cowboy boots. Her face was a Maori mask, fine lines drawn on it like fingerprint whorls. Her eyes were made up like cat eyes, and her lips were a bright magenta. She wore a Mepps fishing lure in her left ear and a tiny jade labret in her right cheek.

When she smiled the jade skin plug bobbed up on her cheek and fell into a dimple. Her teeth were clean and even except for a little gap between the front incisors. She wore a fingerless black leather glove on her left hand. Her hair was dyed an azure blue, matching her eyes, and it was arranged in a complicated braid that fell down to her waist.

She held the tip of that blue braid in her left hand and waved it in front of her face, trying to be coy or something. She was coy, all right—like a shark. I gave her a quick glance as I walked by the dance floor, just like I gave the two-tone twins and the gang of albino cruisers a quick glance, but I wasn’t lusting after anyone, not just then. I had other things on my mind. I wanted a beer. The St. Herman’s was rumored to have a basement full of pre-Zap beer, none of it gut rot. Blue Braid would have to wait. We exchanged electric looks and then I went to get my brains fried.

The St. Herman’s Club whirled around me like a slow motion carrousel. It was a club within clubs. At the center was a circular bar, the neon icon of St. Herman glowing beneficent  over the crowds. On the carrousel’s rim, doors opened up into other rooms that circled slowly around the hub. Every now and then—when the band quit playing and the club got silent for a brief moment, as bars sometimes do—you could hear the crack of whips and the groans of slaves turning the floor of the carrousel down in the basement.

A large arc of the carrousel was taken up by a stage. On the stage a gang of cossacks were froghopping to the house band, Johnny and, the Oosiks. The Oosiks crooned some blues number about a woman named Cordova “who nuked ma heart in two,” which impressed me, not because of the song, but the sound; the Oosiks were singing into bone microphones, and the sound shook the walls like a gentle earthquake.

Where the Oosiks had gotten electronics from I didn’t know. Maybe Japan. Lots of weird stuff came in from Japan, though the Japs weren’t supposed to sell stuff to us in the States. I hadn’t seen real electronics since the Zap, since that big thermonuke went off miles up in the sky and fried the world’s microchips into little puddles of brown glop. The microphones looked like bones but the sound that came out of them was clear and distinct and strong.

About halfway through the song—at the end of the line, “You fry my eyes / like neutron flies”—there was a pop and a burst of flame from a box behind the singers, and the sound system went dead. The horns and guitars and drums petered out, and then one of the Oosiks went over to the box, fiddled with something on the back of it, and pulled out a smoking vacuum tube. Tubes. The Oosiks used tubes, circa 1960 or something—damn antiques. I was impressed even more. Tubes hadn’t been fried in the Zap, and if you could find a tube, any tube, why, that might make you a rich man. Johnny and the Oosiks was a high class band, indeed.

I pushed my way to the bar, holding my copy of the I Ching against my chest so that folks would get the idea that there was a reader around. I didn’t know how many readers there were in Kodiak. Some places didn’t have any readers, and if Kodiak was one of those places, it couldn’t hurt to advertise, especially in bars. People in bars always wanted things read, and sometimes they wanted to let you keep what you read for them. It was the book that impressed them, not the words within. The I Ching? What did they know of the I Ching? Still, I could hear the Oracle murmuring in my ear, even with the book shut.

“It furthers one to cross the great water,” the Oracle had said. And had I not crossed the great water? Had I not booked passage on the Orca? And had not Orca Captain left me here at Kodiak, someplace in the godforsaken People’s Republic of Alaska? Would it further me? I’d find out.

Oh yeah, I’d find out.

I slapped the Ching down on the bar and sat down next to a guy with hair cemented into two spikes that made him look like a snail. The guy glanced at the book with dead eyes, blank eyes, and drooled on the counter. The book seemed to stir something inside him; a flash of intelligence rippled across his face, then died. Spikes got up and moved to an empty bar stool two seats down. He glanced back at the book once, and shuddered.

From a pouch around my neck I took out three copper coins, then pulled a stub of a pencil from a little pocket on my vest. Doubt nagged me, doubt that had almost kept me from getting on the Orca in Sea-Tac Int’l Airport down south, and I needed to know if I was going in the right direction. Was I on the true path? I would ask the Oracle. I opened the book to the inside cover and threw the coins six times.

A code I’d written on the inside cover told me what each of the four combinations of heads and tails could mean, each combination standing for one of four lines: a broken or unbroken line, or changing broken or unbroken line. I wrote down the lines and built the hexagram from the bottom up. I got SUI, Following, an unbroken line at the bottom, two broken lines, two more unbroken lines, and a broken line at the top, none of them changing. No changing lines meant that I paid no attention to the meaning of the lines in the Oracle. Sui erased all doubts, for it said in the Judgment:

 

Following has supreme success.

Perseverance furthers. No blame.

 

The Oracle was saying that I should follow—someone, something, I didn’t have the foggiest idea. But I knew the Oracle, knew the devious ways it worked, knew that once it got its hooks on reality it didn’t let go. The I Ching was like a peephole into the future, a link to some cosmic connection, and it worked, almost all the damn time.

A big hand slammed the book shut, scattering my coins across the bar. I looked up, stared into the bloodshot eyes of the bartender, a scowl like a bad attack of gas on his face. He pushed the book toward me with his right index finger, a finger about the size of a small spruce tree, and stared at me a little harder. I noticed his other hand was under the bar and I had to assume that whatever was in the hand could do nasty damage to my body. Times like that, it’s a good idea to be polite. I decided to be polite.

“Hi,” I said. “Anything wrong?”

“Yeah,” he said. “No readin’ in St. Herman’s, unless it’s the Bible, that’s what’s wrong. That the Bible? Don’t look like the Bible to me.”

“It’s the Book of Changes,” I said. “Sort of like a tide book.” I opened the book up, showed him page 231, hexagram 60, Chieh/Limitation.

“Words,” he said. “The book has words.” He said “words” the same way someone might say “cancer” or “snakes.”

“Yeah,” I said. “So?”

“I thought it was a picture book,” the bartender said. He reached over, pushed the book away from him. “Man, no readin’ of words in here, not even the Bible.”

“Heck, I’m sorry,” I said. “Don’t you have any readers in Kodiak?”

“We had one, once,” he said, licking his upper lip, “but we ate him.”

“Oh.” I took the book off the bar, leaned over, and slipped the I Ching into the back pocket of my vest. I looked to my right and caught Blue Braid staring at me. I turned away quickly. Maybe it wasn’t so smart to advertise.

But I couldn’t understand why someone would eat readers —eat me. I guess a lot of people blamed readers for the Zap, figured that words equaled intelligence and intelligence was what made the Zap, made the big thermonuclear bomb that fired a million-watt electromagnetic pulse that warped and scrambled and rearranged the neurons of everyone’s brains. To lots of folks—certainly Spruce Finger there—readers were a curse, readers were bad news, quid pro quo, let’s eat readers.

Heck, I didn’t cause the Zap. Not me. I just read. I figured the guys who did fire the Zap didn’t have to be readers to do it. Maybe if more people had read, they might have had the wisdom to keep the world from clawing out its throat. But try telling that to people. Nope, sometimes it’s better to keep your mouth shut.

And it wasn’t like I’d come off clean from the Zap. Sure, I could read. Sure, I could look at the letters and make sense of them, but I didn’t have the memories to add to the word. I didn’t have the past that made the words mean more, didn’t have the experience to make the words my own thoughts.

Everybody was supposed to have memories, but what did I have? Vague notions of where I had been. Flashes of insight that flickered before my eyes in the dawning hours. Twitches in my body when I would try to do something I thought new, and it would turn out I already had done, like helping Orca Captain sail and navigate. Odd feelings of already seen when I knew for a fact I’d never seen.

All I could remember from before the Zap were the immediate moments before the bombs blew miles in the sky. I had been someplace warm, someplace where the air hung heavy with salty spray, outside a pink mansion surrounded by booming music, people tripping their minds out on some kind of mushroom, and me, me, wrapped up in aluminum foil—a costume, I think it was—when the Zap hit. I remembered the burning flash, the crackling like heat lightning in the sky, and then darkness, deep violet darkness, and then awakening to the pink building on fire and people burning books. Nothing else. My memories had been wasted as surely as most people’s minds had been wasted. I didn’t know why I had to be so different, though I figured being wrapped in aluminum foil might have helped, but it had happened and that was that. In some ways I was about as good as ol’ Spikes there, drooling on the counter. The Zap hadn’t left me clean, either. So what did Spruce Finger know?

The bartender stood, tapping his hands on the plastic-drenched wood of the bar. “Um, what do you do with readers now?” I asked. 

“Nothing,” the bartender said. “We don’t need no readin’ here. No namin’, either. We just make our own names up.”

“Good idea,” I said. “What’s in a name?”

“You got it,” he said. “Want a beer?”

I smiled, glad to change the subject. “Yeah, okay. Give me a beer.” The bartender started to gather up my coins. I stopped him, took the coins, handed him a .22 bullet. “Give me a good beer,” I said. “Something from, you know, before.”

The bartender smiled, took the bullet, bit it, flipped it in the air, caught it, and dropped the bullet into his barter bag, a big leather pouch around his waist. He went to a large icebox, opened it with a key hanging from a leather thong around his neck, and pulled out a brown bottle icy with frost. He handed me the bottle, and I smiled at my good fortune as I read the faded red label: Budweiser. The bartender watched me savor the fine brew.

Beer. Glorious beer. For that the trip across the Gulf of Alaska might have been worth it. Five years hadn’t aged the beer much at all. It was cool and tart with just that right kick of hops. I let the beer wiggle down my throat, caressed it with my tongue. They didn’t make beer like that any more; the crap they made these days tasted like battery acid. Down south I had once gotten two weeks lodging for a bullet, but that beer was worth it.

“Good, huh?” the bartender asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “You really have a basement full of beer?”

He nodded. “But don’t get any ideas. We’ve got a contract with the KOMs—Kodiak Militia. A KOM gets two free beers a week here. Steal beer from us, you’re stealing it from them, if you get what I mean.”

“I do,” I said.

I sipped my beer, nodded at the bartender as he went down to the bar to wait on a few customers. He came back a moment later—guy must have liked me, or maybe he was just being friendly.

“Beer okay?”

“Wonderful,” I said.

“When you get in?” he asked.

“Yesterday,” I said. “The Orca.” I rubbed my coins together, then put them back in the pouch around my neck. 

“You staying in Kodiak?”

I felt this little shiver go down my back; why did he care? “No,” I said. “I’m going to try to work my way north.”

“The Orca’s not going north?” the bartender asked.

“South. Orca Captain heard there were some nice islands down south. I’m heading north.”

“Why north?” he asked.

I shrugged. “It’s just this urge. You know how sometimes when you’re walking down a path, and the path splits, and you take one fork just because it feels right?” The bartender nodded. “Well, that’s the way north is for me. Every time I come to a fork, I take the one that goes north. It just feels right.”

The bartender pulled his hand up from under the counter, slapped a wet rag down, wiped up the drool Spikes had left on the bar. “So what do you expect to find there?”

“My memory,” I said. “Somewhere north is my memory. Zap fried my memory.”

“You’re a wipe,” he said.

“A what?”

“A wipe. That’s what we call someone who got their memory wiped by the Zap. My brother was one. Woke up after the Zap and didn’t know me from anyone.” He looked down the bar at Spikes. “Could be worse. That guy’s a total wipe— what some call an ass wipe. Hardly a brain left at all.” He slipped the rag back under the counter. “So you’re looking to move on?”

“Maybe,” I said. Out of the corner of my eye I caught a flash of Blue Braid dancing, turned to look at her. The bartender followed my stare.

“Nice,” he said. “Maybe you should talk to her. She’s a blimper. They’re going north, I hear.” The bartender turned around, went to drag one of the albino cruisers off a customer they were trying to hustle.

I stared at the mirror across the bar, watched the bar swirl in a mirror behind my back. I could see myself between mirrors and right on the infinite edge. Brown hair, combed back and flipping over the collar of a green-and-blue plaid flannel shirt. A scraggly mustache. Blue canvas pants. And this vest with like a million pockets. 

Blimper? I thought, watching Blue Braid dance in front of me. Her hair swung around her waist and the light gleamed off her tunic. Hot. She was dancing with some guy in pink tights, but it was like he was part of the crowd. Blue Braid was a kaleidoscope swirling in the middle of dullness. Every now and then she would glance my way, and once she smiled, a beckoning smile, I thought.

Over by the door I idly noticed the bartender talking to a man and a woman, both wearing red armbands and carrying nasty-looking little submachine guns. I turned around, finished my beer. I glanced over at the bartender, wished he’d quit talking to the people with the guns, and come get me a beer. The bartender pointed at me, and I gave him a little half-wave, then realized he was pointing me out to the people with the guns.

A fly crawled across my neck, and I reached up to swat it. Something cool and smooth wrapped itself around my hand. I pulled it down, felt resistance, turned, looked up at Blue Braid, her hair coiled around my hand.

“Dance?” she asked.

I blushed. “Not really . . . I’m kind of clumsy,” I said.

“Dance,” she said, and yanked me to my feet. I had to lift my chin to look at her; even with the boots, she had about three inches on me, and I’m almost six feet. I let her pull me to the dance floor. She took my hands in her hands—Johnny and the Oosiks were doing a slow number and couples were bobbing like drunk buoys in desperate embraces—and whispered in my ear.

“Those folks with the guns are KOMs, kid. They’re after your hot little buns.”

“Me?” I asked. “What did I do?”

“You read, dumbskull, is what you did. You read in public in Kodiak, which is about the fastest way to make yourself lunch. Let’s ease over to the edge here.”

Blue Braid and I worked our way from the center of the bar and up onto the carrousel, to a small arc of the dance floor before the band. Blue Braid jerked her head toward a hallway that a hole in the outer wall of the carrousel was opening up to. 

“Head for that hall,” she said, pointing with her chin at the hole.

“They really would make me lunch?” I asked.

“Or slave you,” she said. “You want to stick around and find out?”

“Not really,” I said, thinking of the crack of whips from the basement. I looked down the hall, saw what she had in mind. If we could get to the hallway before the KOMs, the inside wall of the carrousel would move around behind us and cut them off. I looked back into the crowd, saw the two KOMs pushing their way around the rim of the carrousel, knocking people aside, kicking over chairs. “Yeah, maybe we should leave.”

“Maybe,” she said.

Blue Braid started shoving her way through the crowd like she might have had to do this once or twice before; good for her, I thought. I liked that. I liked a woman who knew how to get through crowds. I stayed in her wake, trying to jostle people so they’d bunch up behind us. The hole in the inside wall passed over the hallway, opening about halfway. We jumped through it just as the carrousel creaked around one more notch.

The hall went about five feet and ended in a door with a lock and chain wrapped around the push bar, and a red flap of tape over the handle that was supposed to keep people from opening the door, I guess. There was faded lettering on the door that read EMERGENCY ONLY: ALARM WILL SOUND, which didn’t bother Blue Braid a bit. She shoved the door open and smiled as the tape snapped apart. Some alarm. No bells, no lights, just a gust of cold air blasting into the hall. I hung on her heels and we slipped through and out onto a patio. The carrousel turned another notch. I saw one of the KOMs poke an arm through the door, then yank it back as the hallway behind was cut off by the slow revolution of the rim.

Out.

There was a high fence around the patio, and the patio was covered almost to the tops of the tables in snow. That fence didn’t mean anything. It was wood slats over gridlike metal. Blue Braid kicked at a slat with those bright orange cowboy boots, got a toehold, climbed up, then reached down with that  braid and wrapped it around my wrist. I pulled, got a toehold, then looked back. There was another door leading onto the patio. I jerked my wrist away from her braid, jumped down, ran over to one of the picnic tables.

“Come on,” Blue Braid said.

“Got to block that door,” I said. I thought I heard someone pounding from the inside. I flipped the table over, snow falling onto my pants, flipped the table once more, jamming it against the door.

“Move it!” she yelled.

I ran to her, jumped up at the fence, grabbed for the braid. She jerked her head forward, I scrambled for a hold, and then we were over the fence.

The back of the St. Herman’s Club was on a road that went along Kodiak harbor and up into the mountains, I remembered from when the Orca had docked earlier. That might be good, I thought. The KOMs would have to get out the front door and swing around to get us, and if we were lucky, we’d be gone.

I stopped to catch my breath. Blue Braid looked back at me, motioned for me to keep going.

“We’re not free yet,” she said.

I leaned over, hands on my knees. “Why are you helping me?”

“Because you’re kind of cute,” she said, smiling. “And because I need a reader.”

“Why?”

She shook her head. “Maybe I like readers,” she said. I stood up, glared at her. “Okay, I need my name read.”

“Okay,” I said. Reason enough, I thought. Hadn’t the oracle said, “Joy in movement induces following?” I’d follow. I’d follow her, even if she was poison. Women often were. Lots of women had given me that line before, that they wanted something read. Oh yeah. What they had wanted was . . . well, not words exactly. Blue Braid might be different. She might want the word alone. I smiled at the thought. If she wanted a little more, well, she’d be worth giving it to. In any case, I’d follow her if it meant getting away from the KOMs. Better that than becoming lunch.

“Where to?” I asked.

“Up there,” she said. She pointed up and to the south, to a flat mountain. Orca Captain had pointed it out to me when we came into Kodiak: Pillar Mountain. A little red light blinked from the top. The road behind the club–DEAD ROAD, a charred metal street sign said—led straight to the bottom of Pillar Mountain. We took off down it, Blue Braid leading.

It was maybe a mile to the mountain, and by the time we got there I was half out of breath. Blue Braid was hardly panting. I looked down Dead Road and couldn’t see anyone coming. The KOMs might have gone to get help, might be sneaking up the road right then just waiting for us to make a move. I caught my breath, looked up Pillar Mountain.

We were at the bottom of a trailhead that switchbacked up the side of the mountain, just to the right of a big landslide scar that made the mountain look like a giant grizzly had slashed its face. A rope dangled over the scar. Some big boulders from the landslide littered the ground near the trail head.

“We go up?” I asked her. Blue Braid nodded. “How?”

She reached into her big purse, threw me a hunk of webbing. “Put this on,” she said.

I took it from her, untangled it, saw that it was a harness of some kind. I watched Blue Braid put a similar harness on, copied her. The straps of the harness wound under the crotch, around the shoulders, across the back, and connected at the chest.

“You ever use a monkey harness before?” she asked. I shook my head. “Better get used to it—we hang from them a lot on the blimp.”

“Hang? Blimp?” I asked. I thought the bartender had been joking.

“Yeah, blimp,” she said.

Blue Braid pulled out a little flashlight from her purse and clicked it on. Batteries. She had batteries. I hadn’t seen a battery smaller than a six-pack since I’d thrown away the little battery from my old watch four years ago. I was pretty damned impressed. Blue Braid flicked the flashlight on and off a few times. A light flashed back at us from the top of the mountain, and then something dark moved. Something big. Something huge.

Something rose up from the mountaintop and came toward us. A white light flicked on its nose, red light on one side, green on the other. The thing grew larger and larger and black, indigo black, three colored lights on the thing sharp and distinct against the night.

It rode down the side of Pillar Mountain away from the top until it hovered over us. It was like a whale, a floating whale, large enough that when I put my thumb up I could not blot out its shape. The thing floated toward us, humming, a searchlight now lit on its belly, the shaft of light shining down at us.

It hovered over us, a cloud, or a flying mountain, perhaps 600 feet long, with a thing like a leech stuck to its belly. I could see windows in the leech thing, and people moving behind the windows. The big part of the thing was like a sausage, taut and bursting. Four fins, like a rocket, were at the end, and two little wings were at the front. The searchlight stabbed, thrust, and found us.

Two words were painted on the side of the blimp: WONDER and some word starting with B that had faded away; the sides of the silver blimp were lit by floodlights. Little dots of blue and orange and green and red and yellow were painted on the blimp. One orange circle had three black triangles in it, a mandala, the mandala of radiation.

I heard a rumbling sound behind me and saw the light from a horse-drawn jeep coming toward us. The car braked to a halt, and the horses reared back. In the light of the jeep’s weak battery headlights I could see four figures with red armbands jump out and point up at the blimp. KOMs. Blue Braid and I hunkered down behind a boulder. I put an arm around her, pulled her tight—I don’t know why. I think I wanted the warmth. If I got my guts shredded into spaghetti, I wanted to die in someone’s embrace. Blue Braid shrugged her shoulder slightly, looked at me as if she were going to pull away, then smiled and nestled closer.

The searchlight swung from us to the KOMs. One of the KOMs held up a rifle and fired a round at the blimp. The tracers flashed up at the bottom of the bag, made thunk-thunk sounds. A machine gun flashed from a turret near the bow of the blimp; bullets kicked up snow in front of the KOMs’ jeep, and the horses reared up, whoofing steam and neighing. The KOMs ducked behind the jeep. A standoff, and we were in the middle.

Things like angels fell down from the blimp on spider web ropes. They had human faces but glowing eyes—headlamps — on the top of their heads. The headlamps threw little circles of light onto the snow. I was held by the big light from the blimp and the little lights from the blimpers. The searchlight switched to the KOMs, blinding them in brightness, and that machine gun on the blimp blasted another round over the KOMs’ heads.

The blimpers came down, walked toward us, still attached to the ropes, submachine guns slung over their shoulders. Their boots made little crunching sounds in the snow, the sound roaches make when you step on them. Crunch and crunch and crunch.

Blue Braid ran up to them, grabbed a slack rope in front of them. She motioned me to her. I slipped out from behind the boulder, ran to her, and helped with the rope. She clicked a big snap (she called it a biner) on the end of the rope to my harness, then hers, so we were hanging face to face. She put her arms around me, smiled a thin grin.

“Almost home free,” she said.

I could feel the backwash of the Wonderblimp’s propellers, blades barely turning against a slight headwind so that the great ship hovered over us, barely moving. I thought that any minute a wind would blow the blimp away, yanking me off my feet, whipping the air with loose ropes, but it didn’t happen. Blue Braid clicked her flashlight on and off, and then I felt the rope pull taut and I was yanked up.

I spun around on the end of the cable, cold wind whipping me through the night. It was like twirling at the end of a swing, a swing wound round and round tight, and then let go. Kodiak whirled slowly below me: the harbor, the mountain, the sea, the town; harbor, mountain, sea, town. The two other blimpers were being pulled up below us. The KOMs were still standing crouched behind their car, caught in the light and the gaze of the machine guns. The KOMs never fired a shot— kind of them, I thought. I was pulled up and up into the blimp toward an open hole of light. 

 


CHAPTER 2

When I came up and inside the blimp, someone stuck a gaff out to the rope and pulled me over to the deck. I was in a room about the size of a small cabin, some sort of hangar or deck. A guy who could have been a bear if he had had a bigger nose slipped the sling off of me and then put a hand on my shoulder to steady me. The way the fingers clutched my shoulders, I got the impression the hand might do more than steady me if I gave it a reason to.

“Who are you?” the guy attached to the hand said.

“He’s a reader,” Blue Braid said. “The KOMs were after him.”

“You can read?” the guy asked.

“Yeah,” I said.

“We’ll see.” He brushed shaggy bangs out of his eyes, smiled at me with teeth like glaciers. He pushed me aside, turned to the open hatchway, and helped the two blimpers who had come up behind us into the hangar. One of the blimpers walked over to a handle on a bulkhead and cranked the bay doors on the hatchway shut.

“All clear?” a man’s voice asked from a speaker on the bulkhead right of a passageway.

“We’re back, Nike,” Blue Braid said, punching a button next to the speaker. The props roared louder from outside, and I wobbled a bit as the blimp moved forward.

“Okay,” said the big guy, “let’s see if you can read.” He laid his right hand on my shoulder, and with his left hand gave me a tattered card, one of those cards made out of that hard plastic stuff. It had a picture of an animal on it and little raised  letters and a black strip of some shiny material on the back. The little raised letters said “Walter Abercrombie.”

I read the words at the top aloud: “Brontosaurus Oil Company Credit Card.”

He smiled. “That’s my name,” he said. “You can read. Call me Bron.”

I smiled to myself. He was a Bron, not like the dozens of Brons I’d met before. I didn’t have the heart to tell him his name was Walter. He didn’t look like a Walter. Bron slid his hand down from my shoulder and grabbed my hand, lightly, firm but not like a vise.

“Pleased to meet you,” I said. “My name is Holmes. Holmes Weatherby, Aye-Aye-Aye.”

“That’s an odd name,” Blue Braid said.

“It’s my name,” I said. “When I woke up after the Zap, I found a card in my wallet with my picture on it. Under the picture were the words, Holmes Weatherby, I-I-I.”

“What’s the I-I-I mean?” Blue Braid asked.

“Three I’s,” I said. “Orca Captain—this guy who gave me a ride up here on his ship—said it means the past I, the present I, and the future I.”

“Well, glad to meet you, too,” she said. She stuck out her hand, the one without the glove, and I shook with her, too. “Welcome aboard the Wonderblimp.” She turned to the other blimpers. They had taken the headlamps off, set the submachine guns down, and were removing their harnesses. “Levi, Ruby,” she said.

“Hi,” Levi said. He was young, maybe twenty, with a pasty white face and yellow-blond hair cut short around his ears like shorn wheat. A pigtail hung down his neck to just above his shoulder blades.

Ruby looked as young as Levi, but her hair and her eyes contradicted her face. From the roots to the nape of her neck her hair was almost white, but from where she had gathered it into a braid to her waist it was jet black, like she had dyed it and was letting the gray grow out. Her eyes were milky white in the center, dark brown on the rim of the iris, with fine wrinkles cracking at the corners of her eyelids, like she had been squinting into sunlight for ninety years. Young face, old  eyes, old hair the texture of corn silk . . . Ruby’s face seemed confused about its age.

She seemed to stare through me, her face going blank for a moment, then expression returning. “I had a thought,” she said. “Maybe a message, but nothing. Pleased to meet you, Holmes.” Ruby looked at Levi, took his hand with a hand gloved like Blue Braid’s. “We should go see if Nike needs our help.”

I watched her go with Levi, stared at the young-and-old hair. A thought occurred to me. “What’s your name?” I asked Blue Braid.

She looked down, the braid swishing before her face. “I told you: I don’t have a name,” she said.

“We call her Blue,” Bron said. “Why do you think she picked you up?”

“You really want me to read your name?” I asked.

Blue nodded. “Please?” she asked.

“Sure,” I said.

“Later,” Bron said. “We better go up and see the captain.” Bron turned, moved forward, and Blue and I followed him.

We walked up a short passageway to the bridge, a low room at the bow of the nacelle—the name for the structure stuck on the bottom of the blimp bag, Blue told me. Ruby sat at a console, and Levi stood before a wheel at the very bow of the room. A man in blue coveralls, with graying hair, a neatly trimmed mustache, and long slender fingers sat in a big chair just aft of the ship’s wheel. He wore a tattered blue baseball cap that had a design like a checkmark on it, with the word NIKE above the mark. He turned as we came in, looked at me, snorted.

“Blue,” he said, “What’s this?”

“A reader, Nike,” Blue said. “You told me if I ever found a reader to grab him.”

“Yeah, sure,” Nike said. “The last two ‘readers’ you picked up wanted to get into your pants, not into books.”

She blushed, the red of her skin highlighting that Maori mask. “Nike, this guy can read. I saw him.”

“He read my card,” Bron said.

“Oh yeah?” the guy asked. “Read this, kid.”

He reached into a pouch on the side of his chair, threw a  book at me. The pages fluttered, and I caught it by the binding, holding the book open. I turned the book over, looked at the title: Moby Dick, by some guy named Herman Melville. There was a picture of these men in a boat going after a big whale. I turned to the page I’d caught, page 307, stabbed my finger halfway down, and read aloud.

 

“But, to this, Bishop Jebb’s anticipative answer is ready. It is not necessary, hints the Bishop, that we consider Jonah as tombed in the whale’s belly, but as temporarily lodged in some part of his mouth. And this seems reasonable enough in the good Bishop. For truly, the Right Whale’s mouth would accommodate a couple of whist-tables, and comfortably seat all the players. Possibly, too, Jonah might have ensconced himself in a hollow tooth; but, on second thoughts, the Right Whale is toothless.”

 

“Jonah . . .” the guy said.

“What?” I asked.

“In the Bible,” he said. “Surely you know the Bible?”

“The one book,” I said, hoping I didn’t insult the Oracle. The Bible was the only book anyone after the Zap tolerated, the only book that could not be burned.

“Ruby recites it to us every night,” he said. “Jonah gets eaten by the whale.” He sighed, shook his head. “You can read, I guess. I suppose you have a real name, then?”

“Holmes,” I said, nodding. “Holmes Weatherby, Aye-Aye-Aye.”

“I’m Nike,” he said. “I run this ship. And I’m the head of our order.”

“Order?” I asked. “I don’t understand.”

“Order,” Nike said. “The Order of the Atom. Do you know what we do?”

I shrugged. “Fly around in a blimp?”

“Fly around in a blimp? Yeah, we fly around in a blimp. But we do a little more than that. Haven’t you ever heard of the Wonderblimp? Haven’t you ever heard of the goddamn Order of the Atom?” 

“The Order of the Atom?” I shook my head; the name still didn’t mean anything.

Nike snorted. “Where you from, boy? Down south?”

I nodded. “Way south, south and east, from a finger of land that sticks into a great ocean—”

“Spare me the geography,” he said. “But you traveled to Kodiak. Surely you’ve heard of the Nukers?”

“The Nukers?” I stared at him. Recognition must have dawned on my face, for Nike smiled.

“You know the Nukers, then,” he said.

Yeah, I’ve heard of them, I thought. They gave out nukes. But who had nukes? And who would want to give them out? It had never made sense to me. Nukes were madness. Nukes had put us all in the mess we were in today, nukes had caused the Zap, and the Zap had fried electronics, scrambled brains, and taken away half my memory. Who would give out nukes? I’d heard of the Nukers, sure, but I had also heard of men who had two heads, and women with four breasts, and I had never seen things like that.

“I’ve heard stories,” I said. “You give out nukes?”

“Give out nukes?” Nike laughed. “We don’t give out nukes. We find nukes. We find the nukes left over from the Zap.” He started talking faster. “We find the nukes the crazy Americans left buried all across the country. And then when we find the nukes, we take them apart and put them back together so people have to die to use ’em. We put this little code thing in the hearts of small children, and if someone wants to blow a nuke, they have to cut out the kid’s heart.”

Nike’s face got red, and his voice got deeper. He rose from the chair, began pacing the bridge. Levi looked nervously at Nike, tried to concentrate on steering the blimp to a blinking light on the top of Pillar Mountain.

“We’re nuke anarchists, Holmes!” Nike yelled, raising a gloved right fist. “We put the nukes back in the grubby little paws of the people who should have had them all along. We’re goddamn nuclear pirates!” He lowered his voice, stopped, stood inches before me, and glared into my face. “Anyway,” he said calmly, “that’s what we do.”

I nodded. “Sure,” I said, like I’d say to some nut case who  had cornered me in a bar and wanted to know if fish could really fly. “Sure,” I said. “That’s swell.”

“Swell,” Nike repeated. “Swell.” He shook his head, walked back up to his seat, sat down. “Blue, Blue, Blue, what am I going to do with you?”

Blue Braid smiled. “Let him stay.”

“Stay?” Nike looked at me, up and down, the way he might look at a horse or something. “How much you weigh?”

“Maybe 175 pounds,” I said. “Haven’t seen any scales in a while.” I smiled.

“Hmmm,” he said. “Can you read maps?”

“A little,” I said. “I helped Orca Captain navigate up to Kodiak. ’Course, we didn’t have great maps, but . . .”

“The KOMs were after you?”

“Uh-huh. Would have fried me for breakfast if not for Blue.”

“Levi here”—Nike jerked a thumb in his direction—“he can read maps, but not too well. Can’t read anything else. We could use the help. I’m not exactly sure where Kachemak is.” He clapped his hands. “Okay. Okay, you can stay.”

Blue smiled, hugged me. “Oh, Nike!”

“But,” he said, raising a finger, “but only as far as Kachemak”—Blue’s face dropped—“unless he proves to be worthwhile.” He stared at me. “You have to navigate for us, and you have to do Blue’s reading.” He shook his head. “If you can get a name for her, it would be worth it for me. Damn woman pesters me all the time.” He smiled. “So is that okay with you?”

I bit my lip, tugged at my mustache. “Um, one question: which way is Kachemak?”

“Which way?” Nike asked. “Heck, the only way. North. We’re going north. Kachemak, then we keep going until we find . . . well, until we find what we’re looking for, is all.”

“North . . .” I said.

“Something important about north?” Nike asked. “It’s only a direction.”

North, though. North . . . That direction pulled me. I thought north might be where I was from. North might be my home. And if I found my home, well, I might find out the one thing that had been bugging me since the day the Zap rearranged the neurons of my brain and took away most everything in my mind except the power to read.

I might find out who the hell Holmes Weatherby, I-I-I, was.

“North is kind of special to me,” I said. I told him what I told the bartender, how I was a wipe, and how I kept feeling drawn north, because I thought something north might tell me who I was.

“You’re a wipe, huh?” Nike asked.

“Yeah. Don’t remember much from before the Zap. Not enough to help me figure out who I am.”

“Hmmm,” he said. “Well, maybe you’ll find what you’re looking for.”

“How far north are you going?” I asked again.

“To the Mountain,” Nike said. “Until we find Denali.”

Denali: In my mind I saw a huge massif of snow and rock, a massif like a pyramid, and before that massif was a great glacier, and a muddy river. I could feel more memories flowing from the river, rising up to the mountain. Maybe the landscape would trigger my memories. Maybe my past would unfold before me as the land crawled below. Kodiak did not tug me, but Denali . . . The word itself was recognition.

“The Great One,” I whispered.

Nike whirled around. “Yes, the Great One,” he said, looking at me funny. “Well? You want to go with us?”

As if I really had a choice. Ah, heck. If going with them led me to memory . . . I smiled, nodded. “Sure,” I said. “That’s fine. If you drop me at Kachemak . . . well, I guess I’ll find some way to keep going.”

“That’s the spirit,” Nike said. “Okay, you’re our reader until Kachemak.” He reached out, and we shook hands. Nike patted me on the shoulder. “Welcome aboard.” He turned to Blue Braid. “Blue, I think we can dock at Pillar Mountain without your help. Why don’t you show Holmes to a cabin. I think the spare one next to yours . . . ?”

She smiled at that, crooked a finger at me, and wiggled it. “Follow me, babe,” she said.

Like the Ching advised, I followed, even if the path wasn’t well lit. I followed. Perseverance furthers, right?

No blame. 

 

* * *

 

The Wonderblimp had been hovering over the mountain while Nike talked to me. After we left the bridge, I felt the blimp bank slightly, heard the engines thrum down to a low rumble as the blimp redocked at Pillar Mountain.

Blue Braid took me to a cabin on the upper deck, the first cabin on the port side across from the stairway. A lounge and dining area spread across the bow of the nacelle, and in a corner of the lounge was a galley. Cabins were on either side of the passageway aft of the lounge, and at the end of the passageway I could see a railing that looked over the hangar bay I’d come up in.

Blue opened the door to my cabin, right next to the galley. Just large enough for a single bed, the cabin had a small closet on the outside bulkhead, a chest of drawers built into the aft side, and two more doors, one next to the chest, another next to the closet. Blue opened the door on the port side of the gondola. Cold air rushed into the room, and we stepped out onto a promenade deck that ran along about a fourth the side of the nacelle. Blue closed the door behind her.

“Pretty neat, huh?” she asked.

I held my breath, tried not to look down. Blue hung onto the edge of the railing, loose hairs around her face rippling in the wind. I could see some sort of landing field to starboard, but got dizzy.

“Pretty neat,” I said. “Can we go in?”

“You scared of heights?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Scared of edges.”

“Okay.” She walked aft, past a porthole and to another door. “That’s the head,” she said, pointing at the porthole. “The door inside connects your cabin to it. This is the best part.” She opened the second door, motioned me inside. “We share the bath. My cabin.”

Blue had a swell cabin, a little bigger than the double bed in it, but like mine, with a small chest of drawers and a closet. There was a shelf next to the bed and one thin book on it. I walked over to the bed, sat down, and picked up the book: Little Monster Grows Up, by someone named Mercer Mayer.

“I thought I was the only reader.”

She smiled. “I like to look at the pictures.” 

I sat on the bed, riffling the pages. Blue sat down next to me, her braid whisking around on her lap. I smiled at her. She smiled at me.

“You want something to drink?” she asked.

I gulped. “Yeah.”

She got up, went over to the bulkhead below a port next to the door, slid back a panel. “Beer?” she said, holding up two brown bottles. I nodded. She slid the door shut, handed me a nearly frozen bottle. “Our own brew,” she said, “But it’s okay.”

“Pretty neat fridge,” I said.

Blue lowered her head a little, batted her eyes, looked back up. “Built it myself. Doesn’t work a damn in the summer, unless we’re cruising high up. I like to tinker.”

“Yeah?” I said. I twisted the cap off, took a taste of the beer. It tasted pretty good for homemade, not like battery acid at all.

“Yeah.” The braid swished over to my thigh, wriggled around against my jeans.

“You saved my life, I think,” I said.

She shrugged. “I wanted a reader. And I couldn’t let the KOMs get you.”

“They really would have eaten me?”

“Nah,” she said. “Just slaved you. They only eat readers when folks are starving.”

“Swell,” I said. “Still, I owe you.”

“You do,” she said. “You want to pay me back?”

I looked at that braid, watched it as it danced over to my crotch. My mouth got a little dry. I quickly took another sip of beer. “Uh, how?”

She raised her head, stared at me with those deep blue eyes, and looked like she was going to ask me to father her children. She slipped off her tunic, pulled a tattered card from a small pocket on her turtleneck.

“Would you name me?” she asked.

I squinted at her. “You don’t like Blue?”

“It’s just a nickname,” she said. “It’s not a real name. I need to know my real name.”

“It’s been five years since the Zap,” I said. “How come you don’t have a name by now?” 

“Not a lot of readers around.” She shrugged. “Well, besides, I didn’t have any words on me after the Zap. No wallet, no names on my clothes, nothing. I’ve been looking for words, but I never found any that looked right. Until this.” She handed me a card. “A memor gave it to me at Sea-Tac Int’l Airport.”

I took the card. “A memor?”

“Like Ruby. You don’t know what a memor is?”

“It’s a little rustic down south.” I said.

“I guess. Memors are these people who seem to know everything, and remember messages until they give it to the person it’s for.” She brushed a strand of hair back from her face. “We picked Ruby up about a year ago. She’d been trying to pass for dumb, because they didn’t like memors where she came from. You can always spot memors—they look young but have gray or white hair.”

“So a memor gave you this card?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she said. “See, they remember messages, or sometimes hold packages, and if they ever run into the person the package is for, they give it to them. If they meet another memor, they dump their memories on the new memor. That’s how Ruby got the knowledge of the Bible.” Blue smiled. “Hey, maybe Ruby will have you read that Melville book to her.”

I looked at the card. “But how do you know this card is yours?”

Blue squinted at me, shook her head slightly. “It has to be. Why else would a memor give it to me? See, this memor didn’t know where the card had come from, but as soon as she saw me she knew it was mine. Read it. Please.”

At the top of the card in big letters were the words “Electrolux Vacuum Cleaners,” and below that, in smaller letters, “Your Salesman: Bill Johnson, 555-9875.” Bill didn’t sound right, I thought. I had the feeling it was a man’s name. But the Electrolux . . . I knew this wasn’t an identity card, like my card. It was something else, and I didn’t know exactly what, but it was enough for a naming. “People ever call you anything else?”

“Just Blue,” she said. “Not real names. What does the card say?” 

“This doesn’t have your picture,” I said. “So it may not be your card.”

“Yeah. But the memor gave it to me. It has to be my card. Is there . . . a name?”

I nodded. “It says . . . It says, Electrolux.”

“Electrolux,” she repeated. Her cheeks got flushed, and she began to smile. “Electrolux. It . . . it feels right. I like that.”

“You could be Lucy for short,” I said. “I’ve heard women called that. Electrolux, Lucy. Lucy—”

“Lucy,” she said. “I am Lucy.” She reached up to me, put her hand on my cheek. “I guess we’re even, huh?”

I gulped. “Yeah, even. . . Lucy.”

“Lucy,” she said. “Oh, a name is so wonderful. Lucy . . .” She laid back, her braid wiggling around on the bed. “Holmes,” she said, “I feel like I should do something nice for you. Have any ideas?”

“One or two.”

“Tell me,” she whispered. The braid flicked its way toward my crotch.

“We could . . .” I took her beer, set it down on the deck with mine; I hit a switch by the door and dimmed the lights. Lucy reached an arm up to me and pulled me down to the bed. She kicked her boots off.

The braid slid down my neck, down my chest, following her hand as it unbuttoned my shirt, slipped my vest off. She paused at my pants, undid the top button, and the braid wriggled down under my underwear. The tip of the braid tickled my penis, wrapped around it, gently squeezing me. I sighed, reached up, pulled her turtleneck over head. Lucy sat up, slipped her bra off.

“Well, we could . . .”

“Make love,” she said.

I grabbed the waistband of her tights, peeled them off her, smiling at the tuft of blue pubic hair under her pants. Lucy stretched back, letting me yank the tights over her ankles, then she sat up, reached for my jeans, and pulled them off me. I took off my shirt, and we sat there on her bed, staring at each other’s naked bodies in the dim light. She pushed me back on the bed, leaned forward, and with hands, tongue, and  braid explored my body. I smiled in increasing ecstasy and let myself be washed away by her touch.

 

* * *

 

In the morning I heard a shower going next door, and then heard it stop. I rolled over, found a little divot where Lucy had slept, found some strands of long blue hair on her pillow. The door creaked open and she walked in. All the make-up was scrubbed clean and the blue braid was a mass of wet, writhing tendrils. She looked good. Under the mask of makeup she had tanned skin that made the whites of her eyes glow. Her irises were a deep blue that made me feel all weird inside when I looked at them. A white towel was wrapped around her, just hiding the nice parts, and then she casually undid the towel and threw it on the bed.

She had the black glove off. Her left hand was pink and smooth, her right hand ridged with calluses. Her shoulders were like swimmer’s shoulders, broad and well muscled. Her pectorals had good definition and her waist and hips were lean and trim. There was a scar running down her chest, down the sternum between her breasts, breasts big enough to hang onto but small enough to cup with one hand. The scar was about as wide as the nail on my pinky, about as long as my forearm. The scar was white, an old scar, the kind of scar you get from open-heart surgery.

“It’s a good idea to share showers,” she said. “But you were dead to the world when I tried to wake you. Anyway, I left you some water.”

I squinted at the bright light streaming through the porthole. “We up on the mountain?”

She nodded. “Not for long. You want to shower, do it now. We’ll probably leave after breakfast.”

When I came back from the shower I couldn’t find my clothes. Lucy had put on a blue coverall, a turquoise turtle-neck, and a pair of canvas boots. She had combed her hair and arranged it in a simple braid, but she wasn’t wearing any make-up, no jewelry, and no cheek plugs. She had a blue coverall like hers spread out on the bed. Next to it was my vest of all things.

“Your clothes were a little stinky,” she said. “Wash day is next stop.” 

“Blimper blues look fine,” I said. I slipped the coveralls on and the vest over it.

Lucy had put that leather glove back on. I’d noticed all the other crew had leather gloves on, one glove, either hand.

“What’s with the glove?” I asked.

“Ropes,” she said. “When you slide down those ropes you can burn up your palms pretty bad.”

“I get a glove?” I asked.

“Not yet,” she said.

“Why only one glove?”

“One glove is enough.”

Bells chimed, one, two, three bells. Lucy looked up.

“Time to go,” she said. “Time to go to work.”

“Doing what?” I asked.

“What you’re here for,” she said, like she was talking to a little kid. “Time to read.”

 

* * *

 

In the hallway we passed Levi and Ruby. They had grabbed donuts and mugs of tea and were heading aft to the hangar bay. Lucy and I stopped at the galley, got some food and tea for ourselves, then went down to the bridge. Next to the stairs going down was another set of stairs going up.

“To the catwalk,” Lucy explained. “It runs the length of the blimp. There’s a ladder that goes up through the blimp bag to a crow’s nest on top. Forward there’s a small nacelle with a machine gun. The catwalk is the blimp’s spine—she’s what you would call a semi-rigid blimp.”

Just outside the bridge, opposite the captain’s cabin, we passed a chubby guy, an older fellow in his fifties, medium height but slightly stooped. He was clean-shaven, with a double chin, big puffy lips. His hair was mostly gray with a few dark brown streaks, and hung in greasy strands over his face. He had a pocket full of pens and a stethoscope around his neck. Glasses as thick as the bottom of bottles made his eyes look like two brown cat’s eye marbles.

“Doc?” Lucy said.

The guy stopped, looked up, smiled at Lucy. “Hey, Blue, good morning.”

“This is Holmes,” she said. “Holmes, Doc North.” 

He put out his hand for me to shake, a small hand, a fat, fleshy hand. We shook.

“Glad to meet you, Holmes.”

“Doc, Holmes is a reader. He gave me a name.”

“That right?” Doc said. He took off his glasses, wiped them on the sleeve of his shirt. “What is it?”

“Electrolux,” she said. “Lucy for short.”

“Lucy,” he said. He put the glasses back on, squinted at her. He chewed the word with his mind, then shrugged. “You look like a Lucy,” he said. “Glad to meet you.” He went up the stairway.

“The guy who put that little scar in your chest?” I guessed.

“Yeah.” She glared at me, then looked away. We walked onto the bridge.

In the daylight I could see the bridge a little more clearly. Spaced around the room, below the large windows wrapping across the bow, were several consoles with lots of dials and screens. Most of the screens were dead, like the dusky gray of deep oceans. Nike sat in his big chair, and Bron was at the wheel before him. Outside the windows, the blimp was docked by the bow to a large pylon. Bron stared out the window, listening to the ship, gently twitching the wheel back and forth in small arcs with those huge hands. As he turned the wheel, the blimp swiveled around the pylon.

“So,” Nike said, looking at Lucy. “This reader name you?”

She nodded. “Electrolux.”

“Electrolux,” he said, snorting. “Well. I thought maybe you’d be a Visa or something like that. Electrolux, huh?”

“Lucy,” she said, “for short.”

“Lucy, then.” He poked a finger at me. “You, Holmes. You ready to go to work?”

“Sure. Show me the maps.”

“Blue,” Nike said, “Lucy, show him.”

Lucy led me to a console, pointed to a chair. There was a compass bolted to the console and a book of maps next to the compass. I sat down, opened the book, flipped through the maps. My heart raced as I read the names: Kodiak Island, Kenai, Seldovia. A label in each corner said they were something called USGS quad maps, scale 1:250,000. A lot of the names on the maps had been erased, and someone had written  new names in. I had to squint to read some of the names that hadn’t been changed: Kenai, Soldotna, Kachemak, Kodiak.

“You can read them?” Lucy asked me.

I nodded. “We had crude maps on the Orca, just sketches of the mouths of rivers. Nothing like this.”

“That’s about all we have,” she said. “Will it be enough?”

“Maybe.” I read the names on the maps, but most of them didn’t mean anything, though a few names like Kenai stirred old memories. I’d have to put the maps together, see how they connected. Maybe they went all the way north. Maybe. “I’ve heard of some of these names,” I said. “But some of these . . .”

“They are not real names,” Nike said from the big captain’s chair. “You will not know the names of the places that are not real.”

“Well, yeah,” I said, “But they exist—”

“They exist in another world,” Nike said. “That’s why I erased them. Silly names. Names don’t mean anything. Words, is all. They’re just words.” His gloved hand rose up, and he shook it. “Words don’t matter. Words screw up everything. Words, words, words. I’m sick of them. To hell with words. Words! Damn them!”

“Nike . . .” Lucy said.

“Sorry.” Nike panted, caught his breath. “Read the map, Holmes. Plot a course, and make sure we are on course. Take readings as we go, look at the features. Okay?”

Okay, I thought. I spread a map out for Kodiak. It showed the north part of Kodiak Island, another island called Afognak, and then a bunch of little islands whose names Nike had erased. The top edge of the map said, “Seldovia quad.” I flipped through the book, found a sheet with that name on it, opened the book up, and took the map out. It matched the north edge of the Kodiak map, though the colors were slightly different. The Seldovia map showed the south end of a place called the Kenaitze Peninsula. On the southwest coast of Kenai was a bay called Kachemak, and a town on a finger of land poking out into the bay.

“It’s a silly question, I know,” I said to Nike, “But do you want to go to the Kachemak that’s a town or the Kachemak that’s a bay?” 

Nike got up from his console, stood next to me. He waved his right index finger over the map, then pointed down at the town.

“There,” he said. “Kachemak.”

“What’s at Kachemak?”

He smiled, a smile that could cool beer. “Oh, stuff,” he said.

I squinted at the map, noticed a little bomb sketched on the map next to a name: Home-something. The last letter was over a fold in the map, and the printing had been rubbed away. Stuff, huh? I took a pencil, ruler, and protractor and started plotting a course to Kachemak.

I looked out the ports, beyond the pylon before me. There were some buildings off to the north, a big tower with a windsock to the east. The Wonderblimp was pointed into the wind, but sometimes a crosswind would hit us, and the blimp would wiggle back and forth. Dark clouds were rolling in from the north.

“Weather looks pretty nasty,” I said.

“We’ll get above it,” Nike said behind me. “Maybe. You might get some storm duty, Holmes.”

I turned, looked back outside. Cables stretched down from the blimp to the bottom of the docking tower; as I watched, the cables went slack and were slowly drawn up into the blimp. The blimp began to rock, to pitch and yaw. I saw a man on the ground run away from the blimp, saw a ramp being wheeled away. The man stopped, looked up at the blimp, and waved his arms.

“Prepare to take off,” Nike said.

“Ready,” Lucy said to my left. I glanced over at her, saw that she was looking at a console with four red lights on it, four dials next to the lights.

“Start engines, half reverse,” Nike said.

“Start engines, half reverse,” Lucy repeated, pressing some buttons on her console.

From the port side I heard a prop kick, sputter, and then spin into life. Another engine, to starboard, started up, and then two more engines, aft, port and starboard, started. The deck and bulkheads of the nacelle hummed with the vibrations of the engines. I looked to my right and left and could just  barely see the props spinning, the engines out on pylons, inside little nacelles. Four lights lit up on Lucy’s console.

“Engines on,” Lucy said.

The blimp was pushing away from the tower, straining to get away. I could feel the blimp creaking, hear the skin rippling in the wash of the turbos.

“Elevation ten degrees,” Nike said. “Two notches,” he whispered to Bron.

“Ten degrees,” Bron said. He cranked two levers to the left of the wheel. The tail of the blimp dropped slightly, and a pencil started to roll on my console.

“Release drogue,” Nike said.

“Releasing drogue,” Lucy said. She pushed a lever forward on her console, and there was a click from the nose of the blimp. The Wonderblimp fell back from the tower and then rose away.

“Engines full forward,” Nike said. “Okay, up ship!”

The prop blades stopped, spun the other way, then whirled into thin disks. The Wonderblimp rose slowly, at a slight angle. The tower, the landing strip, and Pillar Mountain slid away below us. Kodiak receded to port, and we headed out over the ocean, at an altitude of maybe 1000 feet.

“Take her up to 10,000 feet,” Nike said. “Navigator, confirm course heading.”

That was me. I looked at my course readings. “Thirty-five degrees northeast,” I said.

“Confirm. Bron, taking a heading of thirty-five degrees northeast.” Nike leaned forward, slid a ring on the compass, smiled at Bron. “Keep the red arrow lined up along that point,” he said quietly to Bron.

“Okay, let’s head to Kachemak,” Nike said.

I looked out the window, watched the mountains fade away below me. “What exactly are you going to do at Kachemak?” I asked Lucy.

She looked up from her console, stared at me. “Hey, we’re nukers. What do you think? The tribe there has a dead nuke, and we know how to fix dead nukes. So: we’re going to trade nukes.” 

 


CHAPTER 3

The skin of the blimp bag flapped like an outboard motor. Snow blew through the tear in the port side of the bag, scouring the struts of the catwalk clean. I crawled up the side of the catwalk, to where the spine of the blimp was attached to the outer bag. A big hole gaped just above the edge of the spine, and air was alternately sucked and blown out the hole, as if the blimp were a lung and the hole a nostril. Wiping snow from my eyes, I reached up to a strut just under the hole.

A crosswind hit the blimp from the starboard side, tipping the blimp to port. I slid toward the hole, grabbed for a strut, heard the cable spool at my belt whir out line, then felt the reassuring tug of the safety cable yank tight on my monkey harness. Light from the revolving beacon on the belly of the blimp lit up the ocean below in stroboscopic flashes.

Flash: great waves forty or fifty feet high reached into the sky, grabbing for the blimp. Flash: snow whipped by in a roaring assault, swirling, shifting direction in a maelstrom of small tornadoes. Flash: chunks of ice spun off the blades of the props, whirling up at the bottom of the blimp, hitting with soft thunks the rubber of the bag. Flash: wind rolled down the sides of the blimp, rippling the loose sides.

I ducked back inside and looked down the great cavern that was the inside of the blimp. The light of my headlamp caught shafts of snow piercing up through the bag of the blimp. Two rows of rubber ballonets, six to a row, rose like big planets from the top of the spine. The helium inside the ballonet wasn’t in danger of leaking, but the pressure of the outer skin  was falling, and if the bag collapsed, we’d fly about as gracefully as a brick.

Clinging to a strut, I waited for the wind to shift and the blimp to level off for a moment, then dragged a four-by-eight sheet of quarter-inch-thick rubber up from behind me and laid one side along the edge of a strut on the spine. With a rivet gun hanging from a wrist strap, I popped rivets through the patch and into holes in the strut. Quickly, before the wind shifted again, I threw the patch over the hole. The wind blew across the outside of the blimp’s skin, sucking the patch tight. I scrambled across the inside of the skin, riveting the rubber to the edges of the hole, hoping I wouldn’t push the patch out and into the storm. The roaring of the wind across the patch stopped, and only wisps of air snuck around the patch. I sighed, caught my breath, and scrambled down to the catwalk, then back inside to the bridge.

My feet left reverse footprints of snow as I walked across the shabby carpet of the bridge. Lucy nodded at me from the engine console when I came in. Bron stood before Nike at the helm, big hands on the wheel, controlling the elevators, feet tapping pedals that controlled the rudder. Bron squinted into the dark, watching the snow and the wind. The deck of the blimp creaked below him. He was in some other state, like he was part of the sea and the wind and had nothing to do with the Wonderblimp or the human race.

I could still see those waves trying to suck us down into the sea and could feel the wind trying to yank us back up to the sky. With each blast of wind the skin of the bag screamed— but didn’t roar—and the deck of the Wonderblimp shuddered. A crosswind hit from behind, and the deck pitched. I grabbed for a hold and hit the back of Nike’s chair.

Nike jumped, looked up at me.

“Holmes . . .” He stared at me, eyes raw and red. He blinked. “Get the hole patched?” I nodded. “Good,” he said, his voice drifting away into exhaustion. “You’d make a good blimper.”

“Yeah,” I said. I smiled; I always knew when I was a kid that playing on jungle gyms would come in handy someday.

Nike jerked awake. “Go aft and help Ruby and Levi in the cargo hold. We may have to jettison cargo.” 

“Right.”

My face still felt numb from the cold, and flakes of snow melted on my mustache. I ran down the passageway from the bridge and through a hatchway back to the hangar bay. Ruby grabbed boxes from the cargo hold at the stern, dragged them out to a pile over the hangar bay doors. Levi cut some ropes loose from around the boxes to open them, so he could check inside and make sure we didn’t jettison anything we couldn’t do without. He looked up when I came in.

“Pile anything that looks expendable over the bay doors,” he yelled over the roar of the wind. I nodded, went to help Ruby. “And hook up to one of those eyebolts,” he added.

Levi pointed to some circular bolts painted red. Levi and Ruby had their harnesses on, and I’d never taken mine off. Just as I was hooking up, Doc North came in, hooked up his monkey harness. He came over to Ruby and me, started helping us. Levi was fussing with some tanks of helium on the far bulkhead, trying to unstrap them.

The bulkheads suddenly shuddered; there was a loud groan just forward of us. The deck pitched and Levi went flying toward the center of the hold. Ruby, Doc, and I fell against the aft bulkhead. A tank came partly undone, hung by one strap from the wall.

“Jettison the cargo!” Nike’s voice shouted over the intercom.

Levi quit fussing with the tank, crawled along the wall to a big red crank handle. He looked around at us, made sure we were all strapped in, then yanked down hard on the handle. The hangar bay doors fell away, and the cargo slid through the trap doors. Except. Except a rope tying up one box of food got caught on the edge, and the box didn’t fall all the way out, and banged against the edge of the hole in the deck.

“Damn,” Levi said. He crawled along the floor, his cable playing out behind him, and went to the open hole. The wind rushed through the opening, and snow flew into Levi’s face. He had his knife out and was cutting the box free when it hit.

It felt like the sea had dropped a million fathoms. We fell so fast I was almost weightless. We must have hit a cooler pocket of air, something that made the blimp suddenly drop for a moment; then the air caught us. The skin of the blimp  snapped, the forward bulkhead of the hold thundered. We pitched about forty-five degrees and all of us went tumbling to port. Levi rolled around the edge of the gaping hole; I saw his knife go flying across the deck.

Time went molasses. I saw Doc and Ruby go winding back on the monkey cables. The Wonderblimp shifted the other way, and we all fell back, our cable spools whirring like fishing reels. The tank that was dangling by one strap from the wall broke loose, then hit the eyebolt Levi’s cable was attached to. The blimp shifted again, Levi’s cable went taut, and the eyebolt snapped out of the wall. Levi slid toward the opening, grabbed for the edge of the hatch. He missed, fell through the hole, but grabbed the rope that he had cut halfway through, the rope that the box of food banging against the side of the hole was tangled up in.

Levi looked up out of the hole. He grabbed for the edge of the hatchway. The rope snapped. Levi’s face went white and his mouth opened and made a strangled sound, like his tongue had been taped to his teeth and someone had kicked him in the throat.

I kicked out from the bulkhead, my cable spinning behind me, shot over the gaping hole and made a wild grab for Levi’s harness. I caught the end of his cable with my right hand, but it whizzed through my fingers, cutting to the bone. Levi flailed his arms, caught the lip of the bay and hung on with his finger tips. I clawed my way to the edge, reached for his wrist, and caught him.

My cable whined and I felt like a shark taking the drag to the limit. The wind roared. I was hanging in the middle of the bay and Levi was dangling below me; his right foot was tangled in a loose rope on the box of food. The words on the box were etched in my mind like a brand: “USDA CORNED BEEF.”

“Kick your foot free!” I yelled at Levi.

My palm was bloody and my fingers were rods of fire. Levi kicked but the rope wouldn’t come loose. I reached down with my left hand and tried to get a better grip. The blimp pitched, and I went swinging against the side of the bay, slamming my cut hand against the edge. I winced, felt my right hand spasm, looked down, and saw Levi reach up with his other hand, grab my wrist. The blimp pitched again, we swung against the  side of the bay, and Levi’s grip slipped. I swung down with my left hand, reached down, grabbed Levi by the end of the long pigtail at the nape of his head, and yanked him up. He yelled something, then closed his eyes. The pigtail ripped off the back of his head, and Levi fell through the hole, tumbling down into the sea.

I stared down at the blond braid in my hand, a smooth patch of flesh-colored rubber at the base of the braid. A wig. That damn pigtail was a wig. That was what Levi had yelled at me. He had been trying to tell me it was a wig.

Somebody grabbed my ankle and yanked me into the hangar bay up and then someone else—somebody real smart—cranked the doors shut and I was safe and alive and I wanted to hug Levi and then punch his lights out for giving me such a scare. But I couldn’t; he was somewhere down in that storm-tossed sea. I let go of Levi’s braid and got up.

Doc North came over, took my arm, and led me over to the first aid kit. I looked down at my hand and then looked away. The doc put some kind of gunk on my palm that made it sting and then made it seem like it wasn’t there.

“You okay?” he asked.

I nodded.

I could feel the Wonderblimp rising. I looked out a porthole and saw more gray and more storm and more snow. Ruby sat in the corner, hunched against the wall, knees against her chest. She had picked up the wig and was stroking it like a cat. Ruby stared straight ahead with those old-young eyes, and made a low moaning sound.

“You jettison cargo?” Nike’s voice was shouting from the intercom.

Ruby got to the intercom first, tapped the on switch. “Yeah,” she said. Her voice quavered, like someone was pounding her on the back, pounding and pounding. “We jettisoned cargo, you asshole. We lost Levi out the hatch.”

“Damn,” Nike said. He was silent for a moment. “Everyone else okay?”

She looked around at us. Doc was fiddling with the first aid stuff. I was staring at my bleeding hand. Ruby’s eyes were turning very wet. Doc went up to her, put an arm around her, and spoke into the intercom. 

“Yeah, we’re okay,” he said.

“Good. Go ahead and pump all your helium in the ballonet and then dump the tanks. We’re going to have to ride this storm out and get as high above it as we can.”

“Aye,” Doc said. He put an arm around Ruby, gently pushed her toward me. “Bandage Holmes up for me, okay?”

She nodded. Doc looked at me, shook his head. I took her, watched as Doc started turning valves on the helium tanks. Ruby held me, then looked at my hand.

“You’re bleeding,” she said.

“Yeah, right,” I said.

Ruby took the first aid kit from Doc and started to bandage me up. I stared at her and hoped there were some things memors could forget. 

 


CHAPTER 4

We got up above the storm and coasted with the lighter winds until the storm broke. After we had dumped all the gear we could spare and emptied the helium reserves, Nike told us to get some sleep. I had a hard time getting to sleep. I kept seeing Levi fall through that hole and kept feeling the cable slide through my hands and kept seeing that look on Levi’s face when I lost him. Lucy came into my room, though, crept in through the door, and with fingers and hands and braid and a few other choice parts of her anatomy eased me into a semblance of slumber. We woke into cool calmness, about ten miles out of Kachemak. The Wonderblimp battered and bruised, and the crew tired, we came to do what Lucy said we were going to do: trade some nukes.

A long finger of land crooked out into the mouth of Kachemak Bay. Two knuckles out and at the finger tip was a bunch of gray wood buildings with garish painted roofs. The bright roofs against the blue and white and brown of Kachemak Bay made the buildings look like splatters of paint spilled in the dirt. I wondered if the town of Kachemak had some grudge against the bay, or if maybe bright colors kept the boredom of winter from oozing madness into the souls of its citizens.

The south edge of the bay disappeared behind us, a crinkly coast draped with glaciers. The north edge of the bay looked like a big wall, as if the Ultimate Creator had taken a chain-saw and cut the rolling green hills off at the base, gently sloping beaches probably not being fashionable 100 million years ago.

There was another cluster of colored roofs at the base of the  finger of land, and a hunk of buildings on a flat piece of land between the finger and the hills. There the hills did slope down, down into flat estuary, a lake, and some dry land. Little ponds of overflow dotted the lake, and other patches of ice were swept clean and shiny by the wind. There was an airfield with lots of dead planes on the edge of the lake; some of the planes had little pontoons on them—I guessed they had swept in too low over a canoe race or something.

The Wonderblimp flew along the finger of land and over the lake and to the airfield. From the promenade deck outside our cabin, Lucy and I watched the land slip below. Our big black shadow seemed to suck people out of their homes. The blimp would pass over a house, the thrum of our props rebounding off the hills, and as we came over a knot of people would spill out the front door, pointing up at the blimp and waving.

When we had descended and hovered fifty feet over the old airport, there were probably two hundred people running onto the field, some on skis, some on dog sleds, some on horses and a few in cars that resembled cars only in that they had four wheels. One car had a big draft horse in front. But the people didn’t look like the people I’d seen down in Kodiak, or even down south.

“Verts,” Lucy said. “Crazy Verts.”

Verts was what they called themselves, Lucy explained, “Vert” meaning “truth” in one tongue and “green” in another, sort of. Green was a good word, for it seemed to be the color they liked best. God knows they didn’t like brown or tan or gray or black.

Their hair didn’t seem to be any color that nature had intended except maybe red, and the redheads there were a red that was far from auburn and closer to orange. The Verts had hair that was blue and purple and pink and puce and silver and white and mostly green, green more than any color, green like fire trucks, green like leaves just uncurling from winter, green like life and hope and all that stuff.

They wore clothes that seemed to do only one thing in common, and that not really well at all: cover the body. Most of the Verts wore tights of some sort, and some sort of shirt or sweater, and boots of all shapes and colors, but draped over that basic arrangement were vests and blouses and capes and  shirts and pants and kilts and all manner of clothing, all colors except brown, all styles except plain.

They milled around on the field below us like dots in a kaleidoscope, but the Verts left us an open field to land on. In the center of the open field was a narrow pyramid-shaped log structure about fifty feet high. It looked something like an oil derrick, like derricks I’d seen—where had I seen oil derricks? I asked myself. Somewhere, yeah, somewhere.

Lucy and I walked down to the hangar deck and helped Bron assemble what he called the cone, which was exactly that: a four-foot-long cone on a round swiveling base about six feet in diameter, with the open end of the cone vertical to the base. The idea was that the cone would fit on top of the derrick, and a drogue on the nose of the blimp would fit into the open end of the cone and dock. Bron said the Wonderblimp had been passing messages up the memor line telling folks how to build landing towers for Wonderblimp, and the Verts had built one for us.

“But the jerks can’t follow instructions,” Bron said, staring out the port at the crude log-derrick the Verts had put up. “Still, I guess it will have to do.”

Lucy cranked the hangar bay doors open while Bron and I hooked the cone up to a cable hanging overhead. We snapped our monkey harnesses to the cable and jumped on the cone. Up on the bridge Nike steered the blimp over to the Verts’ derrick, then Lucy maneuvered the cone—and us—to the top of the derrick. Bron signaled Lucy to gently lower the cone on top of the derrick, and then the base of the cone settled on the flat top of the derrick. To Bron’s surprise, the base fit. Bron unhooked the cone from the cable, pointed at me to hook my monkey harness up to the derrick.

Bron took out a big bit-and-brace and started drilling holes through the rough-cut lumber of the derrick. He handed me a wrench and these funny-looking bolts, told me to bolt the cone on. When all the holes were drilled and all the bolts tightened, Bron turned the cone around on its base. The open end of the cone pointed out, and moved smoothly around the top of the derrick. A thick cable of wires came down from inside the cone, and Bron hooked a wire each up to little holes in the bolts. 

“What are the wires for?” I asked.

“Explosive bolts,” he said. “In case we have to blow the joint in a hurry. Don’t want to leave our cone behind, do we?” Bron jumped up and down on the derrick, nodded. “She’s solid enough,” he said. “Climb on down and we’ll bring the Wonderblimp in.”

We went down the derrick, using a ladder the Verts had thankfully built into the structure. At the bottom Bron walked around the base, made sure it was staked securely to the ground. The Verts stood around us, staring, but said nothing. Bron looked up at the blimp, held his arms straight up.

The Wonderblimp swung around, nose pointed straight for the cone on top of the tower, and then rammed into it, a perfect mate. The bottom of the nacelle was ten feet off the ground. Lucy cranked the gangplank down; the end hung short about three feet. Bron shrugged. I pointed to a group of Verts wheeling something up to the gangplank. It was a small platform, with steps in front and a rail all around. A tall man with a bright yellow wool cap stood on the platform. When the gang of Verts got the platform up to the gangplank, the platform fit perfectly. Bron smiled. The Wonderblimp was docked.

 

* * *

 

MYERS was stitched on the wool cap of the Vert on the platform. He stood, arms folded across his chest. Bron and I walked up the platform behind him, shoved our way by and up to Lucy. Lucy was at the top of the gangplank, waiting for Nike to come down.

The Myers guy was about six-foot-five, but thin, though his neck muscles had that tough-corded look that meant thin, yes, but not weak. Curly red hair poked out from the edges of his cap, and he had a big beard down to his chest that matched the hair. I squinted and realized that that was his natural color— the only Vert around with real-looking hair. His clothes were simple, too: olive drab wool trousers, faded green canvas boots like Lucy’s, what she called mukluks, and a bright orange anorak with fur trim dyed green. Strapped to his hip was a gun about the size of Bron’s hand, a Japanese gun, Mitsubishi or Nissan or Subaru, they all looked the same. Hanging from his neck was a blue plastic whistle.

The Vert walked up to us, stopped about two feet away. He took the whistle and blew it, hard. The Verts had been milling around and talking and being basically unruly, but when that guy blew the whistle they shut up and stopped right there. Dead silence.

“My name’s Myers,” he yelled. “And I have come to get my nuke. Who’s givin’ out nukes?” Myers walked up to me, stopped.

He looked right at me, brown eyes that could probably burn holes through lead. I looked back, then down at my feet, idly thinking about snow and how my sneakers were getting a little damp and stuff like that. Myers laid a hand on my shoulder and squeezed, so I looked up. I smiled.

“You a nuker?” he asked.

I held up my hands, left, right, so he could see that I didn’t have the glove. “Uh, not really,” I said, “But I—”

“No, you’re not,” he said. He looked at Lucy, and got this big grin on his face. Okay, I could understand that grin. He took her gloved hand, stroked it. She smiled back. “You’re a nuker.”

“Sure,” she said. “You want a nuke?” Her braid slid around her waist and over to Myers’s belt.

Myers turned around, looked at the Verts. “Do I want a nuke?” He pointed at himself. “Do I want a nuke?” The Verts chuckled. “Damn straight I want a nuke! You think we asked you here for a tea party? Sure, I want a nuke.”

“Then get your damn paws off me,” Lucy said. The braid whipped up to her hand and Myers looked down at what was poking his belly: his gun. He got a look on his face like a dog had just peed on his foot, then his mouth broke into a big grin. Lucy turned the pistol over, handed it back to him.

“Cute,” he said. “Real cute. Uh, you the person who gives out nukes?”

Lucy nodded. “One of ’em.”

“Okay,” he said. “What do I have to do to get a nuke?”

She smiled. “Come with me.” She turned, walked into the  blimp. Myers followed. Lucy stopped, looked back at me, and motioned with her left hand. “You too, Holmes.”

 

* * *

 

We went up to the galley, where Nike and Bron were sitting around a table. In the middle of the table was a coffee thermos crudely painted fluorescent orange. Nike had a long form with all sorts of words on it. We made our introductions, shook hands, then sat down.

“So you want a nuke, eh?” Nike said to Myers.

Myers grinned. “You betcha.”

“Okay,” said Nike. “This is how it works. You get a nuke under certain conditions. Holmes, read ’em.” He passed the piece of paper to me. I cleared my throat, read. I was kind of proud of the document—I’d written it the night before the storm, dredging up all the things I could remember about contracts and stuff like that.

“Agreement to Take Possession of One Small Nuclear Device,” I read. “Whereas the party of the first part having been determined to have definite security needs, and the party of the second part having been determined to be able to provide for those needs, it is hereby—”

“Skip that crap, Holmes,” Nike said. “Read the conditions.”

“Aw, Nike, it’s the best part,” I said. I thought so, anyway.

“Skip it,” he said.

I bit my lip, looked down. “Okay,” I said quietly. “Um . . . The aforementioned recipient agrees to take possession of said nuclear device under these conditions:

“One: Recipient will provide the Order of the Atom with one non-functional nuclear device, a so-called knapsack nuke, or ten kilograms of gold or cocaine, whichever is more available.

“Two: Recipient agrees that the use of said nuclear device will be limited to defense of life and property of the recipient’s group and that the said nuclear device will not be fired in aggression.

“Three: Recipient agrees to comply with any and all security procedures imposed by the Order to prevent the untimely or unlawful use of the nuclear device.

“Four: Recipient will release to the Order a temporary hostage—any direct blood relative of the Recipient—for a period of twenty-four hours, to ensure that adequate security measures are followed.

“Five: Recipient will also provide the Order with five hundred gallons of combustible fuel, either methanol, gasoline, or ethanol.

“That’s it,” I said. “There’s some lines here for signatures.”

“Okay. Thanks, Holmes.” Nike turned to Myers. “Do you have any questions about these conditions?”

“Yeah. What’s this about a hostage?”

“Well,” said Nike, “When we release the nuke to you, we keep one of your direct blood relatives hostage for a day, just to keep you from trying any funny stuff.”

Myers nodded. “You don’t hurt them?”

Nike shook his head. “Oh, no, of course not.” He smiled.

“Okay,” Myers said. “You sure you don’t hurt them?”

“Never.”

“All right, I guess. What about the fuel?”

“What about it?”

“Well, I mean five hundred gallons. That’s a lot. It will take us a few days to come up with it.”

“What do you have to do?” Nike asked. “Shovel a little more shit?”

Myers nodded. “You got it. We’ve got a batch of methanol cooking, but it will take some time.”

“A week?”

Myers shook his head. “Longer.”

“A month?”

Myers nodded. “Maybe sooner.”

Nike shrugged. “Okay. My crew could use a little leave. Three weeks. But sign the agreement now.”

“All right. Three weeks,” Myers said. “Where do I sign?”

“Put your chop right here,” I said, pointing to a line at the bottom.

I handed Myers a fountain pen. He scrawled a mark—a large M—and then Nike handed me the paper to witness. I wrote “Myers” under his signature, and “His Mark,” then signed my name on the line below. Nike scrawled a symbol that looked like a check mark. I wrote “His Mark, Nike, Captain, the Wonderblimp, and Most Reverend Brother, Order of  the Atom” underneath his signature, tore off one copy of the agreement, and handed it to Myers.

“Okay,” Nike said. “Three weeks. You deliver the fuel, and then we’ll set up the delivery of the nuke.”

Myers stared at the coffee thermos. “Is that the nuke?”

Nike nodded. “That’s the baby. Works like a dream.” He waved at it. “Go ahead, pick it up.”

Myers grinned, put his hand around the thermos, lifted it, then set it back down. “Nice,” he said. “Nice.” He nodded his head, and grinned harder, till it looked like his lips would creep into his earlobes. “Yeah, real nice. Okay, guys. See you in a few weeks.” He left with Bron.

I stared at the thermos. That was the knapsack nuke? I thought. A coffee thermos? Lucy noticed me staring.

“What’s the matter, Holmes?” she asked. “Haven’t you ever seen a knapsack nuke before?”

“Uh, no,” I said. “I mean, I guessed it was small . . . but a coffee thermos?”

She nodded. “Clever, eh?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Who built it?”

“I did,” she said. “My design. Oh, other people helped, but that nuke is all my work.” She smiled.

I smiled. Like hell she built that nuke. But if that was her delusion, who was I to burst balloons?

Bron came back in with Doc North. Bron was carrying a little box about the size of a paperback book.

“Lucy personally assembled every knapsack nuke ever made,” Doc said. “She knows them backwards and forwards.”

Right, I thought. “And that one works?” I asked.

“With some slight modifications,” Lucy said. “You’ll see.” She glanced at Nike; he nodded.

“It’s time, Holmes,” Nike said.

“Time?”

“Time for your induction into the Order of the Atom.”

“Induction?” I asked. “You mean I can stay? You’re not booting me off here?”

“Nope,” Nike said.

I glanced at Lucy. She smiled, reached under the table and squeezed my hand. “Great,” I said. “I think.” 

“You’ve done a good job reading,” Nike said. “Your navigation was excellent. And you certainly showed your stuff during the storm—I mean, even if you did lose Levi . . . even if you did fail to save the best damn navigator I’ve ever seen . . . even if you totally screwed up and made us lose the person most essential to the operation of the Wonderblimp!”

“Nike—” Lucy said, a hard edge to her voice.

Nike glared at her and she glared back and I tried to sink down into my chair. He shook his head, his face went from mad to placid, and he continued. “As I was saying, you’ve done a wonderful job, and you have proven your value to the Wonderblimp. I—we—would like you to join us. We would like you to join the Order of the Atom.”

“Why?” I asked. “For what?”

“Why?” Nike glared at me, shook his head, like he could not believe that someone like me, a lowly reader, could possibly refuse such an honor.

Well, I wasn’t going to refuse, but I knew there was a catch, and I wanted to know what it was.

“Yeah, why?” I asked.

“Why? Because . . .” he said. “Holmes, when you were a kid, didn’t you ever want to be a pirate?”

“Was,” I said, not really thinking. Vague memories came back to me of when I was young and had dressed up as a pirate: an eye patch, a scarf around my head, waving a wooden sword. “That is, I think so. When I was a kid . . . There was some party I went to—there were these glowing orange heads, carved pumpkins, I think—and we got candy. I played pirate.”

“But don’t you want to be a real pirate. Scurvy-ridden, slimy, awful human beings who prowl the skies searching for treasure, wreaking mayhem, seizing power, righting wrongs, destroying governments, shoving it up the bunghole of the established order. . . . Didn’t you ever want to be one of those?”

“Well, yeah, I guess so. . . . Every kid’s dream, right?” I smiled. What the hell was he asking?

“Right,” Nike said. “Every kid’s dream. And that’s what we are: nuclear pirates! Don’t you want to be a nuclear pirate?” 

“What’s the catch, Nike?”

“The catch?” he asked. “The catch? Holmes, I am shocked.”

“The catch, Nike.”

“The catch?” Nike shook his head. “Holmes, there’s really no catch. Honest.”

“Honest?” I asked.

Nike smiled. “Tell him, Lucy.”

“No catch,” she said. “Just good, clean fun.”

“See?” said Nike. “Would she lie to you?”

“I—I guess not,” I said. But I still wasn’t sure. Something didn’t seem right. I wasn’t really wild about what they did.

Hell, maybe they didn’t really trade nukes. Maybe it was some wild con they were pulling on the Verts. Maybe they were crazy like most everyone else I’d ever met after the Zap. Maybe like those silly diggers, the people who rutted around in burnt-out cities looking for old bottles. They just had to have something to search for. I looked at Lucy, and the more I looked at her, the less what the nukers did seemed to matter.

“Christ,” I said. “How the hell else am I going to get north? I’ll join.”

“Good,” Nike said. “Wonderful.” He turned to Bron, nodded. Bron handed Nike the small box. “You’re probably wondering why we wear leather gloves,” Nike said.

“The thought had crossed my mind,” I said.

“Well, it’s simple, really,” Nike said. “Hands can get cut, callused, particularly the palms. On the palms are little whorls, lines, imprints. It’s very important to keep the pattern clear, you see.”

“Uh, no, I don’t see.”

“Okay,” Nike said. “Let’s say you had, oh, some device that read palm prints. Now, you’d want that palm print to be pretty clear so the device could keep reading it. So you’d wear a glove.”

“Yeah, sure, that makes sense. But what’s this ‘device’ that reads the palm prints?”

“That,” Nike said. “The knapsack nuke.”

I rubbed the palm of my left hand. “And?”

“Well, each nuke on board is coded to a certain palm print. This nuke, for instance, belongs to me. If we wanted to fire  this nuke, I’d have to put my palm on the side of the nuke, under the handle, as if I was pouring the ‘thermos’. But that wouldn’t be enough. Do you know about the football?”

“The code thing?” I guessed.

“Right,” Nike said. “The football is the code that allows the nuke to be armed. And the football—”

“—is in someone’s heart,” I finished.

“Very good, Holmes. That’s right. Now, these sort of secret agents of the USA military—we don’t know who they were—well, they wandered around the USA before the Zap, and they put footballs in the hearts of people, like the first-born child of a country sheriff. See, these army people would give nukes to the sheriff or some official like that, but no one really knows who had the nukes or who the quarterbacks are. So the quarterbacks, the people carrying the footballs, could be dead. But now and then we find nukes, or we hear of people—like the Verts—who find nukes. We have to make new codes, new footballs, for them to work. Fortunately,”— Nike smiled at Lucy— “Lucy knows how to do this.”

“Swell,” I said. “Just what the hell are you driving at?”

“Patience, patience.” He raised his hand, nodded at Bron and Doc North. They moved up behind me. “Now, this nuke is my nuke, but there’s one teensy little problem with it.” I squirmed around, felt Bron put his hand on my shoulder. “You see, we don’t have a football for this nuke. It’s a long story, but, well, Levi had the football. And Levi . . . you know what happened to Levi.”

I rubbed the healing cut on my right hand. Oh yeah, I knew what happened to Levi. I could still hear his screams. “Levi died,” I said.

“Yes,” Nike said, “You let poor Levi die.”

“His cable broke, damn it!” I screamed. “I tried.”

“You didn’t try hard enough, Holmes,” Nike said. “And you will have to pay for your failure. You see, we need a new quarterback. Now, who are we going to get to carry the football? I couldn’t ask Lucy or Doc North to do it. The operation is a little tricky, and Doc couldn’t do it on himself. Bron and Ruby have all carried the football before. Fair is fair, Holmes. You failed. You will carry the new football.”

“Me!” I looked at Lucy. She had her head down, her braid  partially hiding her face. “You said there wasn’t a catch! Lucy, you said, ‘No catch!’ ”

“It’s not a catch, Holmes,” she whispered.

“Duty,” Nike said. “Your sacred duty. Payment, if you will, for Levi’s life.”

“In my book it’s a catch,” I said. I shook my head. “I won’t do it, Nike. You can leave me here.” I glared at Lucy. She. She had gotten me into this. Suddenly she looked a little less attractive. I stood up. “I’ll get my things.” Bron laid his hand on my shoulder, and gently but firmly pushed me back down in my chair.

“Holmes, Holmes, Holmes,” Nike said. “I really think you should take the nuke.” He pushed the thermos toward me. Bron took my left hand, shoved it toward the handle. “Please?”

“Go ahead,” Lucy said. She smiled. “Doc’s a good cutter. And I’ll nurse you back to health.” Her braid flicked around her neck.

“Do it,” Bron said through his teeth.

“Ah, crap,” I said, and grasped the nuke with my left hand. Did I have a choice? I didn’t think so. My palm stung, the way it stings if you slap it against cold steel, and then I smelled the acrid smell of burning flesh. I pulled my hand back, stared at my numb palm. Fine gray powder dusted the surface.

“Good,” said Nike. “Don’t worry, your hand will heal. That’s fried skin. Heating coils inside the nuke ‘read’ the pattern of your palm print. That’s the new palm code. All we have to do is make a new football, put it in your heart, and the nuke’s all yours.”

Bron grasped an arm around my shoulders, and pulled me to my feet. Lucy stood by my side, and helped Bron take me back to the stern, back to the operating room, back to where I would go under Doc North’s knife.

I’m not ashamed to admit it. Halfway there, I fainted. And when I came to, there was a big long bandage on my chest and a throbbing in my thigh, and I hurt like hell. 

 


CHAPTER 5

A gray-haired woman hovered by my bed. She seemed to hover; I glanced down and could see no feet sticking out from her silver robe, and the hem of the robe fell short inches from the deck of sick bay. I stared at her face, an incongruous face. Though she had dry silver-gray hair the texture of corn silk, no wrinkles ravaged her face. The shoulder-length hair framed a smooth face, a young face, a face that could be no more than thirty-three. Only fine wrinkles around her eyes matched the age of her hair.

“I have a message for you,” she said.

I looked down at the bandage on my chest, a long strip of gauze taped vertically from my navel up to almost my throat. A spot of brick-red blood had dried in the center of the bandage. My chest felt like ants had crawled inside my lungs and peed formic acid.

“How long?” I asked.

She shrugged and said, “Who knows the whence or why of messages?”

“No,” I said. “How long have I been out?”

“Days, perhaps. It is not my knowing. To me a traveler delivered a message saying, ‘This is for Holmes on the Wonderblimp.’ Are you Holmes?”

I nodded.

“Then this message is for you.”

“Who are you?” I asked.

She smiled, a smile that showed clean, unyellowed teeth and deep pink gums. “Khim some call me, and Khim I am called,” she said. 

“You’re a memor?” I asked.

She nodded. “Yes, a memor.”

“But why not Ruby?”

Khim shrugged. “It was not for Ruby to deliver this message. To me falls this role.”

“Okay,” I said. “What is the message?”

Khim squinted her eyes, her face relaxed, and in a voice void of emotion, she said,

 

From the Great Mountain

Big Mac offers you great riches

If you will seek him.

 

She opened her eyes.

“Who sends this message?” I asked. I’d never heard of someone known as Big Mac, but the Great Mountain had to be Denali.

“I cannot say because they did not say,” Khim said.

“Hmmmm,” I said. “Well, thanks for the message.”

She smiled. “To give thanks is not difficult.” Khim stood by my bed, not leaving.

I sighed. Ah, the code of the post-Zap world. Everything has its price. “You ask payment?”

“No payment is asked, but a service is,” she said. “If you be a reader, then so read this.”

She reached inside her robes and pulled out a leather-covered volume. HOLY BIBLE, words stamped in flaking gold leaf said on the cover. A word Bible . . . “One chapter thus of the book of books.”

“As you ask,” I said. “But not now.” I felt numbness creep under my lids. “I must sleep . . .”

Khim nodded, and I saw the memor float out of the room, not even sure I had seen her at all. But I had the message. And I had no idea what it meant.

 

* * *

 

My body healed. Lucy pampered me, feeding me, changing my dressings, bathing my wounds. The cut in my chest seemed deep, but it was only a shallow groove, no more than a quarter-inch. It closed from the inside out, first a great crevasse, then a valley, then only a thin ditch in my skin. In three  weeks I had a long knot of scabs down the center of my chest, and the pain inside had subsided to a small ache.

My thigh still throbbed, and when I got brave enough to look, I could see why. Someone had cut into the femoral artery, and a bruise up my leg showed where someone had stuck something up inside the artery. What they had done I did not know, but it hurt like hell.

Lucy had moved me into my room, and forced me to take walks three times a day on the promenade deck. In three weeks Doc pronounced me fit enough “to see the town.” I didn’t feel like seeing the town, but Nike had other plans.

Nike, Bron, and Doc North were waiting for me in the lounge. Lucy helped me hobble up to the table, got me seated. My knapsack nuke was on the table, next to a battered green thermos. The Verts’ new nuke?

“You’re looking lots better, Holmes,” Nike said.

I scratched my chest. “Feels like you left your scalpel in here, Doc.”

Doc smiled. “I count them. You only have the football.”

“What is the football, exactly?” I asked.

“A code,” he said. “A brand, really. The nuke writes a code on a piece of copper. We put the copper at the tip of a tube, and through a hole in an artery in your thigh, feed the tube up into your heart. In one of the main heart arteries a little balloon is pumped up, pressing the piece of copper against the artery wall. A slight electrical charge burns the design of the code into the artery wall, and then the tube and brand are removed. So you see, your heart is the football.”

“What do you do with the brand?”

“It falls apart when it’s exposed to air for more than a minute,” he said.

“So why’d you cut my chest open?”

“Had to double check,” he said, “make sure the brand worked. You can see it on the outside of the artery. And the scar is like a sign, so people know you have the football.”

“Sure,” I said. It still felt like he’d left his scalpel in there. I pointed at the green thermos next to the orange thermos. “That a nuke, too?”

Nike nodded. “Verts brought it in today. They delivered the  fuel, too. Now it’s our turn. But first”—he tapped the orange thermos—“the Verts get this nuke.”

“Okay,” I said. Something was up, though. “When are you delivering it?”

“Today,” Nike said. “You know time?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Had a watch once, but the batteries went out.”

“Well, we got you another watch.” Nike handed me a big watch with a dial around the edges that turned. I squinted at the plate. The word ROLEX was printed above the center of the dial. “It’s a diver’s watch,” Nike said. “The watch winds, so it doesn’t need batteries. You can twist the dial around so the arrow points to a particular time. When the hand hits the time, you know how long has passed.”

“Pretty neat,” I said. I slipped the watch on my wrist. It felt like a manacle, but smooth and cold.

“You’re kind of our timekeeper now,” Nike said. “Take the nuke and squeeze the handle.” He pushed the orange nuke across to me.

“Why? Didn’t I squeeze this thing before?”

“Just squeeze the damn handle, Holmes.”

I looked up at Bron, saw him smile. Lucy stood next to me, her braid twitching. I’d taken the nuke before, the orange nuke. And now I was touching it again. But if I took it again, would something similarly nasty happen? On the other hand, maybe I could give up the nuke? Bron moved closer. I reached for the nuke.

“With your left hand, Holmes,” Nike said. “Take your glove off and squeeze.”

With my right hand I peeled the leather glove off my left hand. The palms looked the same, both soft and pink. Hell, I hadn’t exactly been doing a lot of heavy labor lately. I took the nuke, squeezed.

The orange thermos burped, something went whir inside, and then I heard a faint clicking. I jerked my hand back, stared at the damn thing. “What’s it doing?” I asked.

“It’s on,” Nike said. “The nuke is armed. It should go off in two hours.”

I looked at the nuke, stared at it, contemplated it exploding.  My nuke: armed and ready to go. “But—” I said. “But, how could that be? You haven’t put a football in!”

Nike smiled. “But we did.” He turned the nuke over, pulled a thin piece of copper out of the nuke. “See?” He crumpled the copper like tin foil. “With the football removed, you can’t turn the nuke off.”

“Um, isn’t that kind of a stupid idea?” I asked.

“Not if we want Myers to take the nuke,” Lucy said. “There’s only one way to stop it. See, we programmed it to disarm with Myers’s palm print. Myers has to put his palm on the nuke. Only Myers’s palm print will stop the bomb. In the meantime, this baby is yours.”

I put my glove back on, pulled it over my left hand. Bron handed me a knapsack, and I put the orange nuke in it. Two hours. I set the watch for two hours. I had the nuke for two hours, or until Myers took the bomb. But there was just one tiny little nagging thought that bothered me.

What if Myers didn’t take the bomb?

 

* * *

 

I went back to my cabin and sat there for a while, contemplating my nuke. It’s not often a punk kid like me gets his own nuke, even if it’s only his for a few hours, and I wanted to savor the privilege. Christ, I wanted to chuck that nuke into Kachemak Bay and start walking north. Why did they do this to me? I’d be rid of the nuke soon enough, but why did I have to hang onto the damn thing for two hours?

Some things occurred to me while I sat there watching the nuke, listening to it hum, watching it tick away. (There was a little plate on the handle, and if you pushed it back you could see little numbers clicking their way down to zero-zero-zero-zero.) The first thing that occurred to me was why, if Nike could so blithely stick a coded slip into the nuke, they had stuck a football in me in the first place? The second thing, far more pressing, was how Myers was going to react when I told him—yes, I had to tell him—that he would have to cut the heart out of his kid (or whoever) in order to use his nuke. How was he going to react when I told him that in order to keep the nuke from going off he’d have to willingly hand the kid over to Doc North and let the doc put a football in the kid’s chest? These things bothered me. A lot. 

Lucy had said it would be no sweat. “They always take the nuke, Holmes. No one wants to get fried.” That made nice sense, but what if Myers got, well, perverse? What if he didn’t give a damn? What if he thought it was all a joke? It was my nuke, and I’d be there explaining it to him, and if he balked . . . I didn’t want to think about it if he balked.

I took my copy of the I Ching out and threw the coins. Once I had my hexagram built, I looked it up and read what the oracle had to say. For me the I Ching came back with— ooh, the mother—KUAN, Contemplation (View), which said this:

 

Contemplation. The ablution has been made,

But not yet the offering.

Full of trust they look up to him.

 

Well, I sure as hell hoped so. But the image the I Ching gave me was not as reassuring. It said:

 

The wind blows over the earth:

The image of contemplation.

Thus the kings of old visited the regions of the world,

Contemplated the people,

And gave them instruction.

 

I had two changing lines I had to pay attention to, a six in the third place that said:

 

Contemplation of my life

Decides the choice

Between advance and retreat.

 

And a nine in the last place that said:

 

Contemplation of my life.

The superior man is without blame.

 

Now, with those changing lines in there I had a whole new hexagram to consider, one that would give further advice. And this new one was a doozy—my old pal CHIEN, Obstruction. I’d seen that one before. It was like Number One on my all-time hit parade of Hexagrams Most Often Thrown. Every damn thing in my life was an obstruction, if I believed the I Ching.

Chien told me that, yes, there was a little obstruction in my path—Mr. Nuke there purring away on my bed—but, no, not to worry, such things were good for the “superior man,” because “an obstruction that lasts only for a time is useful for self-development.” The Ching advised one to “join forces with friends of like mind and put himself under the leadership of a man equal to the situation.” Well, okay: I had to trust that I was going to come out of this alive.

Maybe that’s what the Ching is good for: confirmation of one’s own best hopes. I closed the cover of the Ching, put the coins back in the pouch I wore around my neck, and said a brief prayer of thanks to the Oracle. It seemed like forever had passed and then Lucy knocked on the door.

“Time to go, Holmes,” she said. “We don’t want to be late, do we?”

We sure didn’t.

 

* * *

 

Myers had sent a sleigh out to get us—a Mercedes sleigh (I recognized the hood ornament): a Mercedes car body with the wheels removed and steel runners bolted to the axle. Two big horses—the driver called them Belgians—pulled the sleigh. The driver was dressed in the height of Vert liveryperson fashion, I guess: green tights and a green velvet cape, with a big floppy hat. Lucy and I got in the back seat; I gingerly set my knapsack, with the nuke, on the floor.

We clip-clopped down the streets of Kachemak, past the air field, and onto the Spit. The houses got scungier the farther down the Spit we went, until the Vert dwelling units ceased to become houses and were more accurately called hovels. Lots of hovels. Our driver explained that we were in Spit Rat territory, the Spit Rats being sort of a splinter group of the Verts, “like they take the whole back to the earth thing too seriously.” She pointed out the window at a group of Spit Rat children, their clothes in rags and their faces smeared with dirt. 

“Back to the earth does not mean groveling in it,” the driver added.

Snow on the Spit road had melted, so that the track was only hard frozen asphalt. On the beach the tide had washed the snow away, but left little icebergs in its wake. The roofs of the various shacks along the Spit were covered with snow, big long icicles melting down the edges so they almost met the ground. We went down the Spit to the end, then stopped at a small cluster of silver-gray log buildings, low to the ground, except for an octagonal lighthouse in the midst of them. The liveryperson got out, opened our door for us.

“The Spittoon,” she said.

I slung the knapsack over my shoulder, and walked in. A bartender was wiping the top of a long bar, but there wasn’t a soul in the place. I glanced at my watch: 4:45. The nuke would go off at 5:15. Myers had better get there soon. Lucy and I walked over to a big room beyond the bar. The bartender followed us in, the right side of her body twitching every now and then, and we ordered beers. I put my knapsack on a long wooden table, took out the nuke, gingerly set it down. The bartender came over a few minutes later with two steins of dark, frothy beer and, shaking, set them down on the rough table, the foam slopping over the edge.

“A shaker,” Lucy whispered when the bartender had gone. I nodded. One of the side effects of the Zap: some folks got this palsy that made them twitch all the time.

I looked at my watch again. 4:55. “Where’s Myers?” I asked.

“He’ll be here,” Lucy said, but the way she bit her lip didn’t convince me.

The ceiling of the Spittoon hung low, almost to the top of my head. Flags had been draped on the ceiling, as had hats, bras, dirty jeans, and other stuff I couldn’t quite identify in the dim light. There was a big red flag with gold stars in the pattern of a dipper tacked on the wall—the PRAK flag. “Eight stars of gold on a field of red,” I remembered Orca Captain singing when we first came into Kodiak and saw the red flag flying over the town.

The door swung open and banged against the wall of the Spittoon, and in stepped a small army of Verts, Myers at the  lead. He wore a big green sword slung from his belt. The Verts flowed in behind him, men, women, and a few children, all in . . . well, the wonderful clothes that only Verts could wear: green, pinks, rainbow outfits, like they had been covered with honey and rolled through a warehouse of costumes. Whatever stuck to them they wore.

Myers came up to our table, looked down at the thermos bottle silently humming away. He looked over my shoulder, under the table, down at the floor.

“Well, where is it?” he asked.

“Where’s what?”

“The nuke? You bring the nuke?”

I tapped the thermos.

“That’s it?” he asked. I nodded. “That was the nuke on the blimp. That’s it? That little ol’ thing?”

I shrugged. “You’ve seen nukes before. You gave us one just like this.”

“Only it don’t work,” Myers said. “I kinda thought when you got them working again you might gussy ’em up. You know, make ’em look like real bombs.”

“They’re not supposed to look like real bombs,” Lucy said. “That’s the idea.”

“Well, okay,” he said. “As long as it works.”

I smiled again. “Oh, this baby works, all right. This baby works.”

The Verts crowded into the room, pulled up chairs. The bartender brought over a couple of pitchers of beer, and they settled into a party. I didn’t feel so joyous, but I had to try to see it their way. This was a big deal. They were getting a nuke.

“Let’s get started,” I said. Lucy had coached me on the whole procedure: start quickly and cut the crap, she’d advised. Time was of the essence. No shit. I looked at my watch again. Five o’clock. Time to book.

“Before I hand over this working nuclear device,” I said, “there remains one issue we have to settle. Do you have the hostage?”

Myers put his arm around one of the kids: a small boy, cute as a button, with big blue eyes, light green hair, dressed in  paisley knickers and a big purple sweater. “My son, John Deere,” he said. “But how does this hostage deal work?”

I sighed. This was the tough part. “You know how the bomb is armed?”

“Press a button, right?” Myers looked back at his friends. “Then, KA-BOOM!”

“Sort of,” I said. “But think about it. You wouldn’t want just anyone blowing off a nuke, right? I mean, suppose someone got drunk. They might make a mistake.”

Myers nodded. “Yeah. I mean, I’m head of the Verts. I should be the only one doing any nuking, right?” The Verts nodded.

“You got it. So we have this like code thing, the football.” I pulled a piece of copper, about an inch long, half an inch wide, from a pocket in the knapsack. “And see, if you want to fire the nuke, you have to slip the football in this slot”—I slipped it in a small crack on the bottom of the nuke— “and that starts the sequence.”

“Hey,” said Myers, “did you just arm it?”

“No, no,” I said. “I just had the nuke punch a new code. See, this is your football. We can’t use our football on the nuke now. But if I wanted to arm it, I’d just slip the football back in.”

“Uh, don’t do that,” Myers said.

“Oh, I won’t. See, now you have this football. And you want to keep it safe. Like we have our footballs for the nukes we have on the Wonderblimp, and we keep ’em someplace real safe. Lucy here has the football for this nuke,” I lied. “Where do you suppose she keeps it?”

Myers grinned. “Up her pussy?” The Verts burst out laughing.

I waited for them to quiet, then said, “Not exactly.” I walked over to Lucy, started unbuttoning her jumpsuit. “Excuse me, Lucy.” Some Verts started giggling. I unbuttoned her suit until her cleavage and that nice white scar were showing. Lucy tried to look dignified. I stroked my finger down that scar. “Lucy keeps her football in here,” I said.

“But . . . but how do you get it out?” Myers said. His forehead was starting to sweat. The Verts got real quiet.

I slipped my knife from its sheath, threw it point down into  the wood. It made a nice thunk sound, then quivered for a few seconds. The Verts didn’t utter a peep.

“With that,” I said.

“You . . . you cut her open?” Myers asked. His cheeks trembled a little.

“We cut out her heart,” I said. “The football is in her heart. See, the piece of copper is snaked up through her arteries inside her heart, and the design—the code—is branded on one of the arteries. If you need to fire the nuke, you need two codes: your palm print on the handle, and the football. You cut out the heart, remove the branded artery, flatten it, and let it dry. But don’t let it dry too much; it has to be fresh, and if you don’t insert it within a day, the code’s no good. When you’ve prepared the football, you slip it in this slot here on the nuke.” I pointed to the slot at the base of the thermos. “The nuke ‘reads’ the code on the artery, and it’s armed.”

“But, . . .” Myers said, “but if you cut her heart out, that would kill her.”

“Probably. That’s the idea.”

Myers wiped a big green bandana across his forehead. “So, in order to arm the nuke, I’d have to cut out someone’s heart to get the football?”

“John Deere’s heart. We’ll put the football inside John Deere.” John Deere was holding on to his father, biting his lip. “It won’t hurt him. Doc North’s a good cutter. The doc will make a little ceremonial scar, like Lucy.” Like me, I thought.

“Christ,” he said. “So let me get this straight: in order to use that nuke, I’d have to kill my own son?” I nodded. “But . . . I could never do that.”

I nodded again. “That’s the way we figure it. You still want the nuke?”

Myers bit his lip. “I—I don’t know. We’ll have to think about it.”

I looked at my watch. “Don’t take too long. This bomb is going to blow in about five minutes.”

“What?!!” Myers jumped up, put his hands on the table in front of me. “It’s going to what?”

“Blow,” I said. “Like you said: KA-BOOM. I lied. It really is armed. It’s been armed for about two hours. I can’t stop it.  If you want the nuke, and if you don’t want it to blow, you have to put your hand on the handle. It’s coded to stop at your palm print.”

“You—” Myers stopped. I knew what he was thinking: “On the blimp, three weeks ago. I touched the nuke?”

I shrugged. I remembered Myers holding the nuke. Lucy said they always wanted to touch the nuke. “We kind of knew you would,” I said.

“Shit.” He looked around at the Verts. A lot of them were nodding their heads. “Goddamn you,” he said.

Myers put his hand around the nuke. There was that flash, and then he jerked his hand back, gray powder falling from it. The thermos quit ticking. I sighed.

“Okay, she’s all yours. There are a few other things we have to go over about its operation, but I can brief you later.” I held up the piece of copper I’d put in earlier, rubbed it between my fingers, and it fell apart into green ash. “We have to make a new football, but we’ll do that when we get John Deere on the table. The football tarnishes and falls apart a minute after it’s exposed to air.” I put the nuke inside the knapsack and handed it to Myers.

“John Deere?” Lucy said.

John Deere looked up at his father. “Dad?”

“It’s okay, son.” He gently pushed John Deere toward us.

Lucy put an arm around John Deere. “You like to play football?” she asked him.

“Yeah!” he said.

“Well, you’re going to be a quarterback. We’ll give you a jersey and everything.”

“Neat!”

We walked to the door. Myers and the Verts sat, slumped, real quiet. They had thought it was going to be a party. I could have told them otherwise. Nukes are never a party.

“Hey, Lucy,” Myers said.

We stopped, turned around. “Yeah?” Lucy asked.

“You guys are cruel bastards.”

She shook her head. “No,” she said. “Some of us are cruel bitches. You don’t like it? So nuke us.”

I opened the door and we left the Spittoon. 

 


CHAPTER 6

Damn Verts. That’s gratitude for you: give ’em a nuke, and the next thing you know they think they can push anybody around—even us. Doc North had just patched up Myers’s kid and sent him home to his momma with instructions on when to take the stitches out. It was about oh-dark hundred when Ruby, up on watch in the observation platform on top of the blimp, noticed a big cloud of snow burning its way up the Spit and toward the Wonderblimp. Later, Ruby said the only reason she saw the cloud was because it passed by a big Spit Rat bonfire. Nike and I climbed up there with Ruby to see what the fuss was all about.

“Damn jerks,” Nike said. He handed me the night binoculars—yeah, their toys were getting fancier by the moment— and I had a look-see.

“What the hell is that?” I asked.

“Net catapult,” Nike said. “Someone tried the same trick on us once down south. Crazy damn fools! Always trying to catch the blimp. Catch the blimp, catch the blimp. What do they think we are? God? God Christ! Jerks! Jerks!” Nike pounded the handrail around the edge of the crow’s nest. “Jerks.”

“Nike, calm down,” Ruby said. “Let anger become action, and words become strength.”

“Yeah,” he said. Nike shook his head, took a few breaths, then shouted into the ship’s intercom. “All right, let’s move it. Up ship, ASAP!”

I scrambled down the ladder back to the bridge with Ruby  and Nike. “How does a net catapult work?” I asked Nike on the way down.

“Blimp trap,” he said. “They shoot a net over us—one of their fishing nets, I imagine—and stake us down. No way we can lift off.”

Nike went forward to the bridge and I scrambled to my mooring post—front nacelle, port—and got ready to release. Over the wurrp-wurrp of the blimp’s Klaxon on the intercom he shouted the order for full props. Ruby had gone down to the hold; I saw the gangplank cranking in. Bron was on the bridge with Nike. Lucy, I knew, had been helping the doc, and had—

—and had helped Doc take John Deere back to his dad’s. I punched the intercom, got the bridge. “Nike, Lucy and Doc are at the Spit with the Myers kid.”

“Damn,” he said. “Set up. Okay, we’ll wait a few minutes.”

Someone on the bridge punched the searchlights on, and the bottom of the blimp bathed the ground in acres of light. Two figures were running from a sleigh and toward the blimp. The Wonderblimp was still moored. Ruby threw a rope out through the hangar bay; at the end was one of the slings we used to haul cargo up—a big net, really. Smart move. The two people running to the blimp dove into the open net, and it was gathered up around them like they were crabs.

“Blow the drogue and cut the lines!” Nike yelled.

From the nose I heard a series of pops as someone blew the explosive bolts. The landing cone ripped from the derrick, still stuck to the nose. I grabbed the little hatchet we kept by the moorings just for the purpose, swung it, and severed my rope with a resounding thwack. The line slipped out of the nacelle, and I saw other lines joining it on the ground, like shorn hair. The Wonderblimp burst free of the ground just as the catapult pulled up to the landing field. We cut the lights and rose into darkness.

 

* * *

 

By the time I got back to the hold, Ruby was pulling the two crew out of the net. It was dim in the hold, so I couldn’t see exactly who they were. I held my breath, then sighed  when I saw that blue braid come out and grab Ruby’s wrist. Lucy. The doc came right out after her.

Nike called me up to the bridge. I hugged Lucy, went to see what was up. When I got there, Nike had a crinkled map spread out on a table, a sister to the Kodiak map I’d looked at earlier. This one was for the next quad north, and ended at the top of the Kenaitze Peninsula. Like the Kodiak map, it had a lot of names either erased or altered.

“Plot a course, Holmes,” Nike said.

“Where we headed?”

“Someplace called Naptown. A memor gave me a message in Kachemak.”

Him too? I thought. I felt bad; I hadn’t had time to do Khim’s reading for her. “Khim?” I asked. He nodded. “What did she tell you?”

“Khim said we should go to Naptown,” Nike said. “ ‘The first fork of the big / river north, after the fort / where the bridge crosses.’ When we get there, some guy named Rei will have another message for us.”

“That’s it?”

Nike nodded. “Yeah. Rei could have a nuke for us. Or he could have—nah, you don’t need to know. So now, you tell me: where’s Naptown?”

I looked at the map. That one was easy. There was only one river big enough to even fork: the Kenaitze. At the mouth of the Kenaitze, FORT something had been printed. And only two rivers forked off the Kenaitze further up. At the first fork a bridge crossed the smaller river. I couldn’t read the name of the town at the first fork, but it was an “N-” something. That had to be it. I pointed at the place.

“There,” I said. “Maybe a hundred miles.”

“Okay,” said Nike. “What course?”

The Wonderblimp was cruising along the edge of the coast at a heading of about 310 degrees northwest. I took a ruler, compass, protractor, did a quick calculation. “Follow our present heading, then when we round this point”—I tapped the map—“take a heading of twenty-six degrees northeast. There’s a river at the first point. The Kenaitze is the third river north of that, and if Khim is right, we’ll see a fort. Once we hit the Kenaitze, we just follow the river.” 

Nike nodded. “A fort, huh? Active?” I shrugged. “Okay. Bron, take the helm. Just to be safe, we’ll man the battle stations when we hit the Kenaitze. Holmes, keep watch. Let Bron know when to change heading.” Nike went to the helm, put a red marker at the first heading, a blue on the second. “Stay on the red for a while,” he said quietly to Bron, “then go to blue when Holmes tells you.”

“Quarter props,” Nike told Lucy. He turned to us. “Bron, watch the bridge. I’m going to go get some shuteye.”

I sighed. That’s the breaks when you’re the only navigator, I thought. No shuteye. I watched the coast.

 

* * *

 

The Wonderblimp cruised slowly and low until first dawn. When it became lighter and I could see landmarks better, Bron gave the order for three-quarter props, cruising speed. We rounded the point just as dawn was breaking.

In February the sun rises in the southeast, low and slow. Sunrise painted the mountains orange; the range west of us, across the inlet, looked like dragon teeth, teeth breathing fire. And well they did. Redoubt, the only mountain that still had a name on the map I used, was the canine of the dragon’s jaw. A thin plume of smoke rose from the volcano and was whipped by the wind into a curling feather.

After we changed our heading—“went to blue,” as Nike told Bron—the east coast, the land we were hugging, became a continuous cliff, flanked by a broad beach. The forest hung over the edge of the cliffs like bunting, or ice cream melting down a cone. Small creeks cut canyons down the cliffs and to the sea. Long tongues of ice crept across the snow where the creeks met the beach. Time had arranged layers of sand, clay, and what looked like coal across the face of the cliffs. From the blimp’s position about a thousand yards out from the coast, and two thousand feet up, the stratigraphy made the coast look like a great slab of marble.

At the mouth of each river we passed small settlements. My map had little dots but no names; again, the names were erased. At one village I pointed out to Bron a church on a hill that had an onion-shaped steeple. The cross on the steeple wasn’t like ones I’d seen in Bible picture books; this cross had a slanted piece below where the timbers crossed. 

“What’s that?” I asked him.

“Ruskies,” he said. “Sov-yets.”

“This near?”

Bron shrugged. “Who knows?”

I’d heard of Ruskies, of course; they were the ones who had started the Zap War, some said. But that church looked old, certainly older than five years. There was a cemetery around the church, and some smaller buildings down the hill from it. I squinted at the name of the village on the map, thought I could see something -CHIK written next to the dot. People came out of the buildings when they heard us go by, and waved. I longed to go down and find out what those people were. Was that my home? I felt no stirrings of memory, no longings except the longing all travelers feel for a new, strange place. And then Something-chik passed down the coast, golden domes glinting in the morning light.

A little after one o’clock in the afternoon we came to the big river, the Kenaitze. Ice floes jammed the Kenaitze at its mouth, but it was partially clear maybe a mile up from the coast. We went to battle stations, which meant that Ruby went up to the forward nacelle, which had an ancient-looking .50 caliber machine gun. Nike had come on deck a while ago, and he took the helm and swung the Wonderblimp around into a slight wind from the east, up the river. The blimp cast a long shadow on the town below, really a big fort surrounded by tents.

“That must be the fort,” I said.

“Fort Kenaitze,” Nike murmured. “But I didn’t know there was a real fort there. I thought Fort Kenaitze was a town. They’re supposed to be the biggest damn bunch of reactionary clods this side of Kachemak.”

Well, I thought, they seemed to be the only clot of anything this side of Kachemak, not counting the Something-chik. Folks started spilling out of the tents surrounding Fort Kenaitze, waving flags, and shooting pistols in the air. We were well out of gunshot range, so not to worry. I think they were just making noise, anyhow. Lucy sat at her station fiddling with a big old single-sideband vacuum tube radio—that’s what it said on the radio; I didn’t know what that meant—and sort of cruising the dial, in case Fort Kenaitze had radio. That  was a long shot, but it never hurt to try. But they did have radio.

“Aw, hey, come on there, Gasbag. You copy?” some froglike voice croaked from the radio.

“We copy, Fort Kenaitze,” Lucy said. “This is the Wonderblimp. What is your situation?”

“Situation, Wonderblimp? Well, goddamn, first off, we ain’t no Fort Kenaitze. This heah is the Redoubt.”

Nike looked up at that. “The Redoubt? Damn, hand me that.” He took the mike from Lucy. We were still cruising up the river, the fort slipping behind us. “Redoubt?” Nike asked. “What Redoubt?”

“Why, Fort Redoubt,” the man said. “This heah is Captain Eddie Bauer, United States Army Air Corps.”

“Army?” Nike said. “There hasn’t been any damn army or United States or anything since—well, since the Zap.”

“Oh yeah?” Bauer said. “You gonna argue that? Why don’t you take a look out yo’ aft port?”

So we did. And there, flying dead even with us, was a single-prop, fixed-wing, honest to god airplane.

Army, Air Corps, it didn’t matter. It was a plane, all right. The thing was no more than thirty feet long, with a wingspan of twenty-five feet. I could see only one person inside, but there was something else, too, something nasty: kind of a cannon thing sticking out the front of the plane. The plane pulled up and buzzed in front of us, then banked around and came back behind.

Of course, our machine gun was forward, and not very good for shooting behind us. Of course.

“You all want to maybe stick around a while?” Bauer asked.

“Maybe,” Nike said. “Any particular reason why?”

“Yeah,” Bauer said. “Number one, we want a nuke. And number two, we’ll blow you out of the sky if you try to leave.”

“Crap,” Nike said. “Engines one-eighth prop,” he said into the intercom. “Keep it into the wind. Ruby, let me know when you can get a bead on him.” 

 

When in my sights he

Does appear then from the sky

He will disappear,

 

she said over the intercom.

At an eighth prop the Wonderblimp flew just under windspeed, which meant we were slipping slowly back toward the fort, until we came right over it. Nike came over and looked at my map, shook his head.

“Does it say anything about an army base here?” he asked, pointing at the map.

“Nope,” I said. “Just Fort, right there”—I pointed—“and some erased word.”

“Damn,” he said. “They must be one of those lost army units.”

“Maybe they’re the secret group who gave out nukes,” I said.

“Then what the hell would they need a nuke for?” Nike asked.

“Good question,” Lucy said.

“Crap.” Nike chewed his lip, thinking.

We were right over the fort now. I could see four machinegun nests at each corner of the fort, but that was it. Nothing else. Their airfield was just beyond the fort, on a flat stretch of the riverbank. Two planes sat idle on the runway. Some air force. At one corner of the fort I caught the glint of a telescope poking up at us. Nike caught it, too. He pointed down at it.

“Yeah,” he said. “Yeah. Bron, see that telescope on the southeast corner of the fort? Hover in front of it, so they can see our port side.” He turned to me. “Holmes? Open a port. Lucy? Come here.” She stood before him. Nike reached up, yanked her jumpsuit open to her navel. He reached into a pocket of his own jumpsuit, pulled out a coil of cord, tossed it to me. “Holmes? Tie her up and hold Lucy out the port.” He slapped his hip. “Get your knife out, Holmes.”

“Nike?”

“Do it,” Lucy said. “I think I know what’s up.”

“Good girl,” Nike said. “Doc! We still have one of those  calf’s hearts in the freezer?” Doc nodded. “Good. Go get one, and a bag of blood. And load up a bomb in the hangar bay, ready to drop.”

I tied Lucy’s hands, then tied her feet together, looping one end of the rope around the leg of one of the consoles. I pushed her through the open port, her braid dangling and squirming in the breeze.

Nike took the radio microphone again.

“Captain Bauer, this is the most reverend Major Nike, captain of the Wonderblimp.” Reverend Major? I thought. When did he become a major? “May I speak with your commanding officer, sir?” he asked.

“Ah don’t think so,” Bauer said. “He done died. I’m CO now.”

“I see,” said Nike, the smile getting larger. “Well, I guess you’ll have to do. You said you wanted a nuke?”

“Yessir,” Bauer said. “If you please, sir.”

“I think that can be arranged,” Nike said.

“Well, dang, that would be swell. Uh, sir. If you’ll just land in the parade ground of the fort.”

“I don’t think so, Captain Bauer,” Nike said. “I think we’ll just drop the nuke.”

“Drop it, sir?”

“Armed and ready to blow.”

“Sheet!” Bauer switched off, and a few seconds later the prop plane banked off, swung around, then flew low over our topside. The blimp wobbled some in the wash of the plane, but not much. Bauer came back on.

“Major Nike, I do not want to shoot you out of the sky. Please land. Sir.”

Nike smiled. I knew what he was thinking: those guys wanted the blimp whole. They were trying to bluff us down. They could have already shot us out of the sky if they had to. Nike nodded to me.

“Captain Bauer, do you see the woman hanging out the window on the port side? Good. That woman is our quarterback. Do you know about our quarterback?”

“Uh, no sir,” Bauer replied.

“Our quarterback has the code we’ll use to fire one of our nukes. It’s in her heart. We’re going to cut it out and arm our  nuke. And we’ll drop the nuke on you. If you don’t call off your plane, we’ll blow the nuke.”

I held the knife up to Lucy’s chest, leaned out the window, flashing the knife. Lucy screamed loudly—heck, they could probably hear her in Kachemak. I slapped her—lightly, for effect—then grabbed the braid and pulled her head down.

“Go ahead,” Captain Bauer said. “I don’t believe you’d kill one of your own crew.”

“Oh yeah? Holmes?”

I smiled. Oh, this would be fun. I pulled the knife back, brought it down as I shoved Lucy back inside, out of sight. Doc came into the room, rolled a warm calf’s heart and a bag of blood at me. I plunged the knife into the bag, pulled it up dripping red, held it up by the window, plunged it down again. Lucy screamed, a long, piercing screech, then gasped, fell silent. She smiled up at me, winked. I plunged the knife down into the burst bag again, then grabbed the heart.

“Show ’em,” Nike whispered.

I leaned out the window, held the heart up, waved the bloody knife at the guy watching through the telescope.

“Die, mothers!” I screamed. This was kind of fun. I ducked back inside, walked over to Doc, handed him back the calf’s heart. Doc grinned, headed aft.

“Ruby,” Nike said. “Fire when you can see that plane. Holmes, go aft with Doc.”

I scrambled back, helped Doc crank the hangar bay open. A red rocket-shaped bomb, maybe four feet long, hung suspended in the opening. Nike patched the radio into the intercom.

“Okay, Bauer,” Nike said. “We’re going to blow you to bits.”

The Wonderblimp banked, swung around over the fort. The props whined louder, and Doc and I were thrown back against the port bulkhead as we roared down low. I heard the prop plane pull up, then dive in front of us, but the pilot still didn’t fire. They must have wanted the blimp bad.

“You’re bluffing,” Captain Bauer said.

“Yeah? Then why would we kill one of our crew?” Nike asked. “Nuke ’em!” he screamed at us.

Doc laughed, hit a switch on the wall, and the bomb fell  away and down to the fort. We kept banking to port, swung away from the fort, and began climbing. Through a starboard port I saw the plane dive before us, saw red tracers fly from our nose, tracking the plane. Just as the plane swung out of sight, smoke started billowing from its engine. Then the fort exploded.

The ground trembled, and the log walls of the fort rattled. There was a bright flash after the bomb exploded, followed by a rumble, and a shock wave that sent the blimp rocking. I hit the deck, threw my hands over my neck, and waited for the great blast of heat to melt me away, waited for the radiation to come searing into me.

It didn’t come.

Well, of course not. I looked up, peeled my hands from the back of my neck, and stared out the starboard port. Fort Kenaitze, or Redoubt, had a big crater in the center where the parade ground used to be. Some of the walls leaned a little bit out, and the windows of the watch towers had been blown out. But she still stood. No nuke. No blast, just a little mushroom cloud wisping away. Near the runway the wreck of the prop plane smoldered.

Doc North leaned against a bulkhead, arms on his chest, a silly-ass grin on his face, his eyes twinkling behind those big glasses.

“It wasn’t a nuke, huh?”

He shook his head. “Of course it wasn’t. If it had really been a nuke, I would’ve had to cut your heart out. It was just a bomb. Not much of one at that. Just enough to—heh, heh —shake ’em up.”

Shake ’em up . . . Well, it had shaken me up. I still didn’t understand why that prop plane hadn’t blown us out of the sky. I guess they really did want us in one piece. Anyway, we had been lucky: the bluff had worked, and Ruby had gotten her shots in. We left Fort Kenaitze smoking and headed up the river.

 

* * *

 

Later, I asked Lucy about when Nike had been a major. We were eating fish sandwiches in the lounge, just the two of us. She took a bite out of this hard brown bread, swallowed, then smiled at my question. 

“That was back before the Zap,” she said. “Back when we both had real names. It was odd; I remembered him from before the Zap, though his name eluded me. Didn’t I tell you?”

I shook my head. “People on this damn blimp aren’t exactly loose lipped, Luce.”

“Well, I should have told you. Nike was the one who rescued me from—well, you don’t need to know where from. He rescued Doc North and me. Nike had been like this major in some sort of secret military program. I mean, we were making the knapsack nukes for him, don’t you see?”

I didn’t see, but I nodded my head.

“I remembered him from a time before the Zap when he came and visited our lab. He wanted to see how the knapsack nukes were coming along. He had this thing about the nukes. He called them ‘Akido bombs, powerful in their subtlety.’ But the next time I saw him, well . . . You should have seen Nike when he came down out of the blimp to rescue Doc North and me from that madness.”

“What madness?” I asked.

“The madness of the world after the Zap.” She looked at me kind of funny. But I knew what she was talking about. I remembered the moments right after the Zap, the Zap itself. There had been a great light, like someone striking a match on the inside of my eyeballs, and then darkness, then awakening in a strange place with people dancing around fires, burning books. So I knew the madness she spoke of, even if it wasn’t the same madness.

“What was Nike like then?” I asked her.

“Oh, he was close to the brink of insanity then,” she said. “When the blimp came to rescue Doc and me, Nike came out of the blimp dressed in a blue jumpsuit and wearing a big wooden cross around his neck. On the cross was the symbol for the atom, little loops around little balls. His head was shaved into a tonsure, bald in the middle, fringe around the edges. Down the gangplank he came, and at the bottom he raised the cross, and blessed us. ‘Blessed are the peacekeepers,’ Nike said. ‘For they will inherit the Kingdom of God.’ ”

“I’d say he was gonzo.” 

“Good guess. I recognized him, though. But Nike looked through us like we were strangers, and went on preaching. ‘I am home,’ he said. ‘I have come to deliver you from this madness and to take you to distribute the word of the Lord. The Lord sent me. The Lord has given me a mission. He has told me to go forth and give out the bomb. He has told me to spread the word of the atom. And I shall.’

“Then he looked right at me, raised his hand, and pointed. ‘Sister,’ Nike said, ‘you have the word of the atom in your heart. Come to me, sister. Come spread the word.’ ”

“And you went with him?” I asked.

Lucy looked down at her gloved hand, rubbed the skin at the edge of the leather, then gulped down the rest of her sandwich.

“Where else could we go? Doc North and I went with him,” she said quietly.

 

* * *

 

The Kenaitze River wound through glacial hills and kettle lakes like an intestine. As long as we kept the river in sight, there was no reason to fly right along it. I figured if we flew due east we would hit the first fork. Save us time. Shortest distance between two points is a straight line, right? That’s what a little learning will get you.

As I flew over that country I got this slight twitching, not much, just a little twitch. Distant, ethereal bells went tinkle, tinkle, tinkle in my subconscious. I’d been here before, I knew. Not from the air, but on the ground. The land, the country, the terrain looked familiar. Nothing else I’d seen in the PRAK had the suggestion of home, but this . . . this wasn’t home, but it was where I’d been. I knew that.

We passed over some more cabins, but nothing as big as the fort. A large road paralleled the river, but all the bridges had either been washed out or blown up; the Kenaitze cut the peninsula in two. People came out of their cabins to watch the Wonderblimp float by. We maintained battle stations; Nike said if any planes flew up we were to shoot them out of the sky.

About an hour later we came to the first fork, a river that actually had a name on my map. Moose. It was the Moose River. We vented gas and came down to about a hundred feet.  On the north bank of the Kenaitze, just west of the confluence of the Moose and the Kenaitze, was an air strip, and at the end of it was exactly what we needed to land: a crude derrick with a platform big enough to plunk our cone on. Whoever this Rei guy was, he was expecting us, and he knew how to follow directions.

We set the cone and landed.

 

* * *

 

Once the Wonderblimp got snugged into the Naptown pylon like a babe sucking her mother’s teat, Nike, Ruby, Lucy, and I went down to see Rei. We walked up to a small red log cabin with a blue and white sign over the door that said NAPTOWN POST OFFICE. Post was this paper stuff that people sent back and forth before the Zap—kind of like memor messages. Inside, the post office looked dead and ruined. Paper littered the floor and dust had settled on everything, including the body of an old man sitting in a chair.

The old man looked like all the air and water had been sucked out of him, leaving a thin shell of papery skin. He had a long neck, and his head hung down on his chest. Shaggy gray hair hung over his forehead, and a pair of wire-rim glasses rested in his lap. A book—The Man in the High Castle, by Philip K. Dick—lay open on a table next to him. Heat radiated from a small wood stove in the center of the room.

“Rei?” Nike asked. He gently shook the old guy’s shoulder. “Rei.”

The old man stirred, sat up, blinked. He put his glasses back on his hooked nose, smiled.

“The Wonderblimp arrives, and saviors from the heavens come to give us light,” he said.

“So to speak,” Nike said.

I picked up the book, kept his place, riffled the pages. “Dick,” I said. I knew this book. A great book, about this guy who throws the I Ching.

“You pause at the pages like a man who knows the word and makes sense of sign,” the old man said.

I nodded. “I’m a reader. And you?”

He shook his head.

“The words make no sense. Philip K. eludes me still. Great  sadness and pain. I stare at the words, hoping they will give me meaning. Read me words, any word.”

I shrugged, started reading the page he’d left the book open to.

“ ‘Tomorrow I will have to go out and buy that Grasshopper book, he told himself. It’ll be interesting to see how the author depicts a world run by Jews and Communists, with the Reich in ruins, Japan no doubt a province of Russia; in fact, with Russia extending from the Atlantic to the Pacific. I wonder if he—whatever his name is—depicts a war between Russia and the U.S.A.? Interesting book, he thought. Odd nobody thought of writing it before’,” I read.

“Ah, ah, words made flesh,” the old man said. “The Castle comes alive now. You can read, it’s true.”

I smiled. “Well enough.”

“A reader,” he said. “Who are you?”

“Holmes,” I said. “Holmes Weatherby, Aye-Aye-Aye. And you?”

“I’m R-E-I Coop. I have a message for you”—he smiled at me—“ears only. And you?” Rei looked at Nike. “Are you Nike, captain of the Wonderblimp, Order of the Atom?”

“I am,” he said. “Do you have a message for me?”

“A message for you, ears only too, of great import. But Holmes’s message comes first,” Coop said.

He took me into a small room off the main room of the cabin. Rei took me by the shoulders and smiled again.

“A Reader, eh? Well, hear the words of this memor:

 

That which is hidden

Will be found when feet unshod

Meet shoes of dull brown.

 

“That’s it?”

Rei nodded his head, like a woodpecker scratching for bugs. “Yup. I knew you would understand the whole message. Go. Send Nike to me.”

I went back into the main room, told Nike to talk to Rei, sat in Rei’s chair. Ruby sat in an understuffed couch, silver-black braid over her shoulder. What did Rei’s message mean? I thought. And how did Rei know I would come that way? Or  was it like Lucy said, memors just took all messages, and waited for the right person to come along? A few minutes later Nike came out.

“Let’s go to the Wonderblimp and look at your map,” Nike said. “Ruby, go talk to Rei, memor to memor. He wants to dump on you—and negotiate our memor tribute, okay?”

Back on the bridge, Nike spread the north quad map of the Kenaitze. “We have to make a delivery,” he said. “It’s a little tricky.”

“Deliver a nuke?”

He shook his head. “Nope. Something I’ve had in the hold a long time. Something I’ve been waiting to get rid of for quite some time.” He looked down at the map. “Rei said we’re to follow the Kenaitze River until we meet a railroad. There we’re to wait until the train comes, and they’ll tow us north.

“We go north until we get to a place called the Redoubt, up road near a wayside called Kaditali Station. Kaditali is: ‘On a marsh, the first / town where the road and the tracks / fork, by a long bay.’ When we get to the Redoubt, we’re to deliver this stuff to a guy named Maxwell Silverhammer Everton. In return, he’ll give us six disarmed knapsack nukes.”

“Six nukes?”

“That’s what Rei says. Anyway, where is this Redoubt?”

I looked at the map. “Up river to the railroad” was easy. The Kenaitze ran under a line with lines scratched across it: railroad. I followed the railroad north, along a narrow bay— Turnagain, it said on my map—and to an area printed with little blue symbols, symbols that looked like tufts of grass: the marsh. A red line paralleled the railroad almost the whole way from the Kenaitze River north; it split away from the railroad at the marsh.

Bingo.

There were two black squares at the fork—houses?—and a thin line going uphill from the squares to another dot. A creek flowed along the thin line; someone had pencilled in KADITALI. I took a pencil, traced this route from the river to the marsh. Nike smiled.

“Yeah, that would be about right.” He clapped me on my shoulder. “Kid, you’ve earned your pay for this trip.” 

“Not yet,” said Ruby. She’d come onto the bridge like a cat; I hadn’t noticed her.

“What?” Nike asked.

“Rei is going to keep us a while. For memor tribute, he wants Holmes to read him that book by Dick.”

“The whole thing?” I asked.

“Yup,” said Ruby. “The whole thing.”

I smiled; there were worse things to do with my time.

 

* * *

 

It took three days to get the book read. I could have done it in one day, but Rei kept interrupting me. “Read that section again,” he’d say, and I’d have to go back and repeat a paragraph. He kept up a running commentary on the book’s passage, and not wanting to be rude, I felt obligated to respond to his questions. But I liked the book, especially the parts about the I Ching, so it wasn’t that big a chore. Everyone else was twiddling their thumbs.

Nike got nervous being there so close to Fort Redoubt– Kenaitze. He worried that those crazies would mount an attack, sneak in at night and net the blimp like the Verts had tried to do in Kachemak. Everyone except me had to stand watch. But I finished in three days, and at the end of it Rei leaned back in his rocker and grinned.

“Got it all, everything,” he said, and he tapped his head. “Between that and the Bible, I may become a library.”

“Glad to help,” I said. “Can I . . .” I held up The Man in the High Castle, not daring to ask.

“Go with Philip K.,” Rei said. “I have the words forever.” He tapped his head. “Bless you, Holmes.”

So we left, one old man happier, one young punk richer. We unsuckled from the Naptown mast and floated back from the pylon, into the wind, and up the river to the railroad.

At the railroad we saw the woman in the gold lamé dress. 

 


CHAPTER 7

She was walking down the middle of the railroad tracks dressed in red long johns, fur coat, and snowshoes. She didn’t have a hat, just this mass of platinum blond curls. She was walking like someone had sliced the muscles on both calves; there were these big white boots on her feet, and the way she was walking, it looked like each boot weighed twenty pounds each.

I was up in the forward nacelle, watching for the railroad station or whatever it was where we were supposed to meet the train. Rei had said to head north up the tracks until we came to a station with a blimp mooring mast. I’d asked him why it seemed like there were mooring masts all over the PRAK, and he told me it was like a totem to the Wonderblimp. Memors had been passing the message up and down the line that if you wanted a nuke, you had to make it nice for the Wonderblimp to come.

That woman down in the snow looked like she was having trouble. The headwaters of the Kenaitze were up in mountains, and the outside temperature was about ten below zero, according to a thermometer outside the forward nacelle. None of us knew where the railroad station might be, but it wasn’t going to be soon enough, not for that lady. I reported the sight to Nike, and he told me he’d send someone down.

The Wonderblimp slowed to a crawl, then hovered over the woman. Bron and Lucy went down on ropes, hooked her up to a monkey harness—like Lucy had done with me in Kodiak—and yanked her up. I went back to the hold to see this sight.

I just got into the hold when Bron pulled the person up and  in. The first thing I noticed was that I had been mistaken about her gender: she was a he. Even with a wig, heavy make-up, and a dress, it’s hard to disguise a man six-foot-five and 250 pounds.

He stood flagpole straight, his shoulders spreading out like aircraft wings. Make-up was plastered to his face like poultices: lipstick thick as wax, mascara like mud pies, and eye liner like worms glued to his lids. He’d unzipped his coat, revealing a strapless gold lamé cocktail dress slit up both sides. Gray socks covered the red long johns up to his knees. The white boots were big clodhoppers that made his feet look like rabbit feet. VAPOR BARRIER BOOT, TYPE C, the writing said on each boot. Red toenails had been painted on the bunny boots. The guy saluted, and when he did, I saw that he was wearing matching gold lamé evening gloves.

“Permission to come aboard, sir,” he said.

“Permission granted,” Nike said, tossing him a quick wave.

“Thank you, sir.”

“Oh, cut the military crap, guy. You some kind of soldier? What’s your name? And why the hell are you wearing that getup?”

The marine grinned. “Private First Class Odey. I was kidnapped by terrorists.”

“What the hell kind of name is Odey?” Nike asked.

Odey shrugged, pointed to the collar of a green undershirt sticking out from under his dress. He tugged on a white tag, yanked it off, and handed it to Nike. Nike looked at it, handed it to me.

“Undershirt, Olive Drab,” I read aloud.

Odey smiled. “That’s me. All my shirts say that. Olive Drab. Odey.”

“Christ,” Nike said. He shook his head. “What’s this about terrorists?”

“Terrorists kidnapped me,” he said.

“Like crap,” said Nike. “Okay, soldier, let’s go get a snack and you can tell us about it.” Nike motioned to us, and we followed him up to the day room.

“Terrorists,” Odey repeated. “Honest.” We sat down at the captain’s table. Doc North came in with sandwiches and coffee, poured the soldier a cup. “Thanks,” Odey said. He took  off the wig, revealing a purple flattop haircut, then took off the coat. He wore a gold stud earring in his right ear.

“I was on a twenty-four-hour pass from Fort Kenaitze,” Odey said. “I went into this bar and met this real good-looking lady, big tits, gold Mohawk haircut. She was wearing this”—he tugged at the dress. “She came on to me real heavy, so I went home with her, and just when I’m about ready to pork her real good, someone comes up from behind me and grabs my arms and legs and trusses me up just fine.”

“Hmmph,” Lucy said. “Just goes to show you can’t be too careful about who you try to pork.”

“Damn straight,” said Odey. He took a big sip of coffee, left red lipstick stains on the cup. “Anyway, they put me in this tent in the middle of a living room and taped stereo headphones to my ears and made me listen to real old kind of music.”

“Music?” Nike asked. “From what?”

“This old stereo getup,” Odey said. “I mean, the thing had vacuum tubes and everything. Anyway, they did that for a few days, and then . . .”

“Yeah?” I asked.

“Then they dressed me up in this silly-ass outfit, took me out in a dog sled, and dumped me by the railroad tracks. I just started walking. I figured I’d hit a station or checkpoint sooner or later.”

“Huh,” said Nike. “You’re from Fort Kenaitze?”

“Yeah,” Odey said.

“How long ago were you at the fort?”

“Two days ago.”

“Things pretty calm there?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Nothing really exciting happened in a week.”

“Uh-huh,” Nike said. “Tell me about the parade ground.”

“Parade ground?”

“Yeah. Big flat area in the middle of the fort. You notice anything different about it?”

“Different? Nah. It’s flat as a pancake. Why?”

“Uh-huh,” Nike said. Bron moved a little closer to Odey, and Nike pulled a Suzuki submachine gun from under the  table, laid it before him, safety off, shell in the chamber. “What the hell’s going on? You aren’t from Fort Kenaitze.”

“I’m not?” Odey asked.

“You’re not,” Nike said. “We blew the fort up two days ago. There’s a crater big enough to hide this blimp in on the parade ground.”

“Oh,” said Odey, “I see.” He lowered his chin. “Fuck. The Hammer is going to have my ass.”

“Oh, no,” said Nike. “We already got your ass. Bron, Holmes, go take this guy into the extra cabin and strip him.”

Odey grinned. “Damn, I’ll go for that. This dress is too damn tight.” He turned to Lucy. “You want this dress, sweetheart?”

Lucy got up, patted Odey’s cheek. “Oh no, baby,” she said. “I think you look just fine in it.”

 

* * *

 

About twenty miles up the railroad we came to a station. A little dot on my map said this was Moose Pass—that name hadn’t been erased. Moose Pass was a cluster of buildings and, true to Rei’s word, a blimp pylon. We turned into the wind and docked. A steam locomotive—no life—sat on the tracks, boilers working, smoke wisping out of its stack. It was a damn antique but it looked like it would work.

Steam made sense. The PRAK didn’t seem to be rolling in oil or gas. The Wonderblimp had variable carburetors on the turbo props: we could take a mix of anything from pure ethanol to methanol to gasoline. “Whatever lifts up your skirts,” Nike always joked. Helium was what was hard to get, though. The blimp used natural gas or hydrogen in the top bags, the vent bags—the stuff we wasted to move down. Mind you, the Wonderblimp didn’t carry a lot of hydrogen, and all of that in double-thickness ballonets wrapped in something called Kevlar, that’s what the label said on it.

Steam, though . . . Steam was water, water was made by heat, and heat was made by burning things. There’s probably some coal in the PRAK, and for damn tooting a lot of wood. The whole damn People’s Republic seemed to be forest, at least what I’d seen. So a steam locomotive . . . that was a real smart idea.

We got hitched to the mooring mast and then lowered our  gangplank. An old guy greeted us at the bottom. He looked like Rei’s twin: big bird neck, hooked nose, and little granny glasses.

 

From the sky they fall

Kite to roaring engine train.

Forward into the white,

 

he said. “I heard you would be coming.”

Nike looked at him, looked at the blimp, looked at the steam locomotive. “You heard right,” he said. “I’m Nike, captain of the Wonderblimp. You a memor?”

The old guy nodded.

“Ray Coop is my name. I’m the memor of Moose Pass, waiting to pass on messages.”

“Ray Coop?” I asked. “We met a memor in Naptown named R-E-I Coop. You, uh, related?”

“We’re brothers. Twins burst from our mother’s womb, now bearing the same card.”

He smiled, handed me his card; it was the same green-and-white card that the other Rei Coop showed us. I passed the card to Nike; even though he couldn’t read the words, he could recognize it as the same.

Nike and I looked at each other. Nike shrugged his shoulders. “Uh, yeah,” I said. “Well, the Rei Coop we met at Naptown was the one who told us to come here.”

“So he did. And he was right, eh?” Coop scratched his head. He waved a hand, like he was swatting mosquitoes. “Well, never the mind. Here you are, the blimp ready to join the train. Might as well get the cable hooked up.”

Ray Coop pointed at the train, up at the blimp. Nike nodded. “Sure,” he said. “Bron, Holmes.” Nike waved us toward the locomotive, then went back up the gangplank with Coop.

Inside the Wonderblimp’s hold was a 500-yard spool of twenty-ton cable. Nike had told me before that they had gotten a tow part of the way across the Gulf of Alaska behind a steamer; they had lowered the cable and hooked onto the stern. We were going to do the same thing with the locomotive.

I’d looked at the map, figured it would be just as easy to  head up the inlet to Kaditali Station if that’s where we wanted to go. But whoever wanted us at Kaditali wanted to make sure we got there. Whoever that was had sent the locomotive down to give us a ride up through the passes. Well, that was okay— their ticket. We’d save fuel.

Nike lowered a rope down, a feeder to the cable. Bron and I caught it, dragged the rope over to a winch on the back of the locomotive. I walked up to the cab of the engine, woke up a black woman dozing on a cot in the back of the cab. Thin must have been the dominant body type in the Coop’s universe; this lady could have turned sideways and disappeared into the second dimension. Her hair looked like a puff of pink cotton candy. She wore big, baggy green wool pants, a tea-colored anorak, and mukluks made out of the hide of some spotted animal. Snapped to a nylon web belt around her waist was a big brass double snap. I’d seen some snaps like that on some people in Kachemak; Lucy had explained that that meant the person was a dog-driver, kind of a totem they wore.

“Hey, goddamn,” she said, waking up. “Who are you?”

“Holmes,” I said. “The Wonderblimp. You the engineer?”

“Yeah,” she said, stretching. “Man, I thought you guys’d never get here. My name’s Rindi. You hitching up?”

I nodded. “How’s the winch work?”

She smiled. “Let Rindi take control, babe.” She flicked a switch on the engine panel and the winch started humming. I looked back, saw the rope turn around on a big drum on the back of the locomotive. The rope pulled the cable down to the engine. She turned the winch off, and I followed her back to the cable drum. Rindi carried a big open-ended wrench.

The cable wound under two big rollers, around a small horizontal drum, then onto the big vertical drum. Rindi fed the end of the cable—a big hook—inside the drum, then turned the winch on again. She let the winch pull the cable around and across the drum until the cable had made about ten revolutions, then she turned the winch off.

“That should hold it,” she said. “But suppose you want to let go?”

“That might come in handy,” I said.

“You bet.” She nodded. “Oh yeah, a blimp like that. Now and then, you might want to let go.” She walked to where the  cable came off the small drum. Rindi placed a long half-cylinder on top of the cable, bolted it down. She attached two wires to the cylinder, stood up. We walked back up to the cab.

Rindi pointed to two switches: a toggle switch marked with a pictogram of a cable, and a red push-button switch marked with a pictogram of a cable cut in two. “If you want to blow the cable,” she said, “flip the toggle switch, then press the red button. There’s a stick of dynamite in that cylinder; it’ll blow the cable apart.”

“What about the train?”

She laughed. “Yeah, it might blow the train apart, too.”

We tightened the cable down a few more notches, then waved up to Nike on the bridge of the Wonderblimp. He flashed the landing lights.

“You coming with us?” I asked Rindi.

“Heck, yeah,” she said. “It’s my locomotive. How else am I going to get it back?”

I nodded. “Good point.”

“Besides,” she said, “I live at the Redoubt.”

I hopped out of the cab, yelled up to Nike. “I guess we’re ready.”

He leaned out an open window, yelled back. “Bron, stay down there. Holmes, come up here on watch.”

I clapped Rindi on the shoulder. “See you around.” I walked over to Coop, coming down the gangplank. “Any messages for us?”

He shook his head. “Nothing especially for you, except this:

 

Watch out for pennies

Wired to batteries that make

Dynamite go boom.

 

I winced. “Thanks. We’ll watch out for pennies.”

I walked back up the gangplank, raised it after I was on board. We cut loose from the mooring mast and tightened the slack on the cable. Rindi fired up the locomotive and we were off. 

 

* * *

 

Now that I think about it, we should have dumped Private First Class Odey, gold lamé dress and all, right there at Moose Pass. Let him find his own way home. But Nike wanted to keep Odey on board because, as he said, “Sometimes hostages come in handy in the PRAK.” So we stripped the guy, searched him, then gave him a pair of blimper blues and told him to keep his nose out of trouble.

It was that “Hammer will have my ass” comment that made Nike curious. Odey knew the Hammer. The Hammer was the guy we were going to see at Kaditali Station. I guess it made sense at the time. When you head into strange territory, sometimes it’s a good idea to take a guide with you.

And sometimes it’s a real stupid idea.

Nike wasn’t saying what this stuff was we were hauling up to Maxwell Silverhammer Everton. Whatever it was, the Wonderblimp had been hauling it for some time, long before Kodiak. I kind of stumbled across the stuff one night when I was on watch.

Nike kept the inactive nukes—they were down to one—in a lead-lined locker in the back of the blimp, aft of the hangar and far from where anyone slept. Why flirt with gamma rays? One night when I was on watch the rad counters we had ticking away back there let out a little peep. We had a leak. I put on a radiation suit—a suit of lead—grabbed a rad meter, and walked back there to see what the problem was.

The radiation leak wasn’t anything serious—someone hadn’t sealed the nuke lockers properly—and I got the problem cleared up quicker than you could say X-ray. But while I was in the vault checking the matter out I noticed a pile of dark green metal boxes. What was in the boxes? I asked myself. I set the rad meter down, clicked it off, and unsnapped the lid of one box—they had some sort of watertight lock on them—and opened it up.

Crammed end to end in the box were maybe twenty clear plastic bags of some pinkish white powder. I squinted at my eyes, shook my head. Pink powder? I didn’t know. I opened a bag up, dipped a finger in, took out a pinch of the powder, and sniffed it.

Searing light shot through my eyes. Lightning ran through  my muscles; boiling water washed like a tidal wave through my blood. My head seemed to grow ten times in size, and I became conscious of every tic of my muscles, every twitch of my bones, every beat of my heart. I was aware, aware like every sense had been dialed up to high, like every thought and sensation went straight to my brain, no stopping at the intersection of the lower brain to pause and chat. I felt completely conscious, and as I learned my new power I became aware of small sounds I hadn’t heard before: Doc North snoring down the hall, Lucy tossing in her sleep, the whir of the magnetos on the props, the slight hiss of gas leaking from an aft ballonet. And I felt and heard and sensed the slight padding of feet coming down the passageway, felt a hand gently easing the locker door open. I whipped around, residue of powder still on my finger tip.

Nike stood in the doorway, arms folded across his chest, shaking his head. He sighed, a sigh that sounded like a rushing of wind.

“I was hoping to keep it a secret,” he said, but I heard, “I WAS HOPING TO KEEP IT A SECRET.”

“What a secret?” I asked softly, my own words pain to me, both the thought of the words and the utterance.

“WHAT?” Nike yelled. “SPEAK UP.” He grinned, a grin that seemed to me like lines cut in stone. As I looked at him, Nike seemed to glow, and slight electrical discharges seemed to whirl around his body.

“KEEP WHAT A SECRET?” I asked.

“THAT,” he said. Nike walked over to me, his footsteps making great booming sounds on the deck. He pointed down at the open box, then lifted my finger up, flicked the little pink crystals off of it. “WAIT,” he said, and then, softer, “Wait.”

I waited. The sighing of the ship ceased. Doc quit snoring. My blood slowed its pounding. Nike stopped glowing. The world wound down to its normal appearance, and my senses did not sense too much.

“Wait,” Nike said again. “Okay?” he asked in a normal voice.

“Yeah,” I said. “What is that stuff?” It had been the pink powder I’d sniffed: some kind of drug. 

“Pink Snow,” Nike said, “the Little Zap, some call it— lazy, for short. It’s pure, high grade cocaine laced with a nasty little hallucinogenic drug. Fast, powerful, and not too long lasting. You felt what it does.”

“Yeah,” I said. I was still trying to shake the lightning bolts out of my head. “That’s powerful—”

“Shit,” Nike said. “Shit would be a good word to use here.”

“Yeah, powerful shit.”

“And very expensive. Very, very, very expensive. The price of this one little bag”—he held up the bag I’d broken—“could feed a tribe for a year. And there are ten boxes, each with twenty bags.”

I whistled, shook my head. Nike handed me the bag, and I kneeled down to put it back in the metal box. As I kneeled, I bumped the rad meter, and it clicked on. The rad meter started clicking like a happy cricket. I looked up at Nike, raised my eyebrows, waved it over the pink powder—the lazy. The rad meter clicked louder. I put the bag in the box, sealed it, and the clicking slowed to a slight tick every few seconds. I took the lid off, and it clicked like a cricket again. I held the wand of the meter right down next to the powder, and the clicking became a screech. I put the lid back on and turned the meter off.

“This stuff also seems to be very, very radioactive,” I said.

Nike rolled his eyes. “Yeah. So it seems.”

“This your stuff?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Not all of it. We get a cut, but most of it belongs to . . . well, this guy. It’s kind of a tribute.”

“Some tribute. Guy must not be too picky about radiation sickness.” I tried to calculate how much of a dose I’d gotten up my nose. Maybe a rad or two. Not enough to worry about, I hoped. But over time, that lazy could kill.

He smiled. “No, he isn’t.” He motioned toward the door. “Lock it up here. Let’s go talk on the poop deck.”

I followed him out, then up the ladder through the middle of the blimp and to the open deck on top of the blimp bag.

“You ever hear of the chest bomb?” Nike asked me.

I shook my head.

“Okay. Well, the chest bomb was this hair-brained scheme to put a knapsack nuke in a person’s chest. They only did it to  one guy: Maxwell Silverhammer Everton. Max the Hammer. Name ring a bell?”

“The Hammer Odey mentioned?” I said.

“Yeah. Know who he is?” I shook my head again. “Okay. Max the Hammer was—is—this nuclear physicist who got convicted of selling state secrets to the Soviets. He was caught when they picked him up on a murder rap. The old USA federal government said he bludgeoned his lab assistant to death. They executed him.”

“But you said—”

“Yeah, I said. Lethal injection—it’s an easy death to fake. The Hammer had agreed to participate in the chest bomb experiment. They put the bomb in, and then . . . and then it turned out the Feds were wrong. The Hammer was innocent.”

“But the nuke—”

Nike nodded. “Yeah, they screwed up, didn’t they? So how do you make it up to him? You’ve not only ‘killed’ him, you’ve put a nuke in his chest and probably condemned him to a slower death. So the Feds made him an offer. They gave him a square mile of land in the PRAK—it was just Alaska then—and set him up in the dope business. He dealt mostly cocaine. Then they told him they were going to send up this new stuff. See, the Feds could never stop experimenting. They wanted to see what this stuff would do.”

“And then the Zap came.”

“Yeah. The Zap came. So we’re a little late with his shipment.”

I looked down at the locomotive chugging away, pulling us through the night. Great clouds of steam rose up and enveloped the blimp, so it appeared like we were floating through a cloud. “Hang on,” I said. “How come you—the Wonderblimp—are delivering—were delivering—the shipment?”

Nike laughed, a little snort. “Crap, Holmes, don’t you understand who I am? I am the Feds.”

“The Feds?” I thought about it for a moment, and it made a lot of sense. The pre-Zap Feds, of course. Who else could have a blimp? Who else could have gotten nukes like that? “You’re the army people who gave out the nukes before?”

“Nah,” Nike said. “Not them. I don’t really know who they are.” 

We stood there on the crow’s nest, watching the train chug down the track before us, mountain sliding by. I thought about what he said. Yeah, the Wonderblimp could be a Fed airship. That made sense. A flash of memory came back to me, of gray airships floating through sunny skies. I didn’t know where that thought came from, or where I’d seen ships like that before. But it felt right that they were Fed airships. And the nukes? Sure, the nukes had to have come from the Feds, like Nike had said all along. The Feds—the USA government—had blown the Big Zap (some said) in the first place. Then I thought of the pink powder, lazy, Nike called it, radioactive, purring away like a sun-washed cat.

“So you’re going to give this Hammer guy the lazy?”

Nike smiled. “Great double-cross, huh?”

“I don’t think the Hammer is going to be too thrilled when he gets the lazy.”

“Oh, no,” said Nike. “He’s not really going to get the lazy.”

“Huh?” I asked.

Nike grinned. “One mystery at a time, Holmes. You’ll keep your mouth shut about this?”

“Yeah,” I said, “I’ll keep my damn mouth shut.” And I looked at him with the glare I refined after a lifetime of lying to sons-of-bitches. Yeah, I’d keep my damn mouth shut . . . until I had a reason to open it. The kind of stuff Nike was delivering . . . heck, I figured I’d have a reason soon enough.

 

* * *

 

We should have killed Odey. Forget dropping him off at Moose Pass. We should have killed him, cut his throat and left his bones for the bears to pick clean in the spring.

The railroad came out of the Kenaitze Peninsula at a place (the map said) called Portage. Nike, Doc North and I were up in the bridge; Bron and Ruby were back in the hold, keeping an eye on that guy Odey. The hold seemed like a good place to put Odey—keep him out of trouble.

Wrong.

Lucy was down on the locomotive with Rindi, watching the tracks. Rindi told us that Portage was a hot spot, that we should be careful going through there. Nike had the helm and I was watching my maps. 

We went through Portage with no trouble. Portage pops up out of broad flats at the end of the mountains. We came screeching down the mountains into this valley. The flats were broad expanses of silt, land tossed up by the sea over years of tidal action. On the edges of the flat were great forests of silver trees, dead trees, row upon row of bleached poles. Rindi said that there had been an earthquake here long before the Zap; the land had fallen five feet and the trees were flooded. West of the flats was a long, narrow bay, an arm of water curving northwest.

The railroad tracks followed the arm for a bit, headed into the mountains, then came out at a place called G-something-wood. G’wood looked inhabited. Off in a valley I could see a haze of wood smoke hovering over the forest. One mountain had some sort of a cable lift system set up on it. Ski lifts. I was idly watching the face of that mountain when I saw a puff of smoke kick up from a building high up on the face. A few seconds later a screaming whipped over our heads and a stand of trees exploded to port.

“Goddamn,” Nike said. “Mortars. Stations, everyone.”

The blimp thundered with the sound of feet running deck to deck. I stayed put, to spell Doc North at the helm if he needed it. The intercom crackled.

“I’m hit,” Ruby said, panting.

“How bad?” Nike yelled.

“Just a scratch: not bad, but I can’t fire the machine gun.”

“Damn,” he said. “Holmes, can you handle the machine gun?” I nodded; Ruby had shown me how at Naptown. “Okay. Get up there and bring her down, then take the guns.”

I ran aft and up to the catwalk. Ruby lay on the catwalk just forward of the main nacelle, both hands bleeding, holes ripped in the skin of the catwalk. I helped her up, started with her back down, but she shrugged me off. “Go,” she said. I nodded, ran up to the forward nacelle.

The .50 caliber machine gun was ready, 110 round belts loaded. I swiveled the barrel down, tracking. A target. I needed a target. Half a minute later, I had it.

Dog teams. Those G’wooders, whoever they were, came out of the woods on big twenty-dog teams. They had a driver  on the runners and a person standing in the basket. There were four teams, two on each side of the tracks. The people in the basket pulled tarps off something in the basket: machine guns mounted on tripods, looking a lot like ours.

Bullets started zinging past me into the blimp. The blimp bag bounced back with each shot, but the sound of metal hitting metal meant some bullets were getting in and hitting the superstructure. The thing we had to worry about was a bullet, or a mortar, hitting the hydrogen in the bags on top. But that was why the hydrogen was on top and not down below. We ain’t stupid.

I slid the bolt back, fired a spray in front of a team to starboard. It was hard to hit those dogs; they leapt up and down in an irregular cadence. I got one dog, but it didn’t slow the team down much. The dogs behind and next to him snapped at the lines holding the dog in and the dead dog fell away behind the sled.

“Stand by to blow the cable,” I heard Nike announce over the ship’s intercom. I looked down; Rindi and Lucy were still on the locomotive, pinned. No way were they going to come up.

“Nike,” I said, hitting the intercom switch. “Lucy and Rindi are down there.”

“I’m staying down here,” I heard Rindi say. “I’ll take care of the kid. You watch the blimp.”

“Nike—” I said.

“She’s right, Holmes. Bron—” Nike was calling Bron back in the hold, where the cable would be blown. “Stand by to blow.”

“I don’t think so,” Odey said.

“What?”

“I said, we won’t be blowing the cable. Tell ’em, Bron.”

“I’m sorry, Nike. He’s right. I wasn’t being careful. Odey’s got his finger on the button, and I don’t think he’ll let me near.”

“Just hold steady,” Odey said. “My friends will take us in.”

I looked down. The dog teams were pulling even with the locomotive. Good dogs, damn it. Then I noticed logs, brush, snow on the track: they were slowing the locomotive down.  Rindi was leaning out the right side of the locomotive, blowing away with a shotgun. The front end of a team went down, but the rear dogs kept pulling. The guy in the basket opened up with the machine gun, almost pointblank. Rindi took a shot, clutched the back of her head, then fell to the deck of the locomotive.

Lucy hung back, taking single shots with a Suzuki rifle on semi-automatic, trying to pick a team apart. She had one team on her left down to six dogs, but she wasn’t getting them fast enough. The other team pulled even with the locomotive, and the guy in the basket leapt onto the back, crept up to Lucy. I couldn’t yell, couldn’t scream, but I could help her out. I swung the barrel of my machine gun around and started spraying up to him, getting my range. I was about ten feet from blowing that guy to bits when the gun jammed.

“Fuck!” I yelled. I slid the bolt out, started field dressing that damn gun, trying to unjam it. I heard pops coming from behind me, saw Doc North leaning out the window of the bridge, shooting at the guy on the locomotive with a Suzuki rifle like Lucy’s. But the doc didn’t have the range or accuracy.

I had my hands on the machine gun, eyes on the locomotive. The guy snuck up into the cab, and I saw Lucy pop up, turn around. She raised her Suzuki, but the G’wooder shot first. Lucy’s gun went flying into the snow, and she grabbed her right arm. The guy went for her, like he was going to throw her down into the cab. The blue braid shot out, wrapped around the guy’s throat. Lucy was on the outside of the cab now, trying to get the guy’s gun with her good hand. The guy clutched at his throat, then he looked at her, and jumped off the side of the locomotive. The braid unwrapped itself, but it was too late; the G’wooder pulled Lucy over the edge, and they tumbled down the side of the tracks and into the snow.

I went crazy.

I climbed up into the catwalk, ran down it to a small room aft of the bridge, forward of the hangar. It was a service area for the cable housing. A monkey suit, a parka, and another Suzuki gun hung on the bulkhead. I slipped the coat on,  strapped the monkey harness over it, grabbed the gun and a skein of rope dangling from a hook. I tied the rope to an eyebolt in the floor, opened a hatch in the deck, threw the rope down. I looped the rope through the harness, swung my legs out, grabbed the edge, and dangled in the hole.

My legs kicked in open air. I looked below. The sleds had fallen back, and for the moment I was safe. I pulled myself along rungs on the bottom of the blimp and over to the cable. After the housing I snapped a carabiner to the cable, then rappelled down to the locomotive.

The cable was swaying in the wind, and if I looked up I could see the Wonderblimp bobbing back and forth. Nike was hanging out of the bridge now, blazing away. I looked up at Nike, waved. He waved down at the locomotive. Yeah, go, I thought. Nike was giving me his blessing.

“Meet you at the trade fair!” he screamed.

Yeah, I thought, whatever that was.

Bullets sang by me, but I had the advantage. I guess it’s hard to shoot someone dangling from a cable when you’re shooting from a running sled. I swung down, hit the deck of the locomotive—right at the cable housing. I rolled, hugged the deck. Now the fun part. I looked up at the Wonderblimp, saw Nike shooting away, saw the great colors of the blimp shining in the sky. I was going to miss her, but I couldn’t see a way out. I slipped the rope out of my harness, unsnapped the carabiner, and crawled forward to the locomotive.

The deck of the engine was slippery with blood. Rindi lay across it, bleeding from a head wound. I grabbed her by the feet, dragged her inside the cab, gun in one hand, ready to blast any trespassing G’wooders. Nada. No one home. The red button with the picture of the broken cable beckoned like a distant light. I set Rindi down, crawled to it, clicked the arming button on, then stabbed that red dot.

The deck exploded behind me and the sky yelled. I swung around, looked back. The cable was whipping across the tracks, swaying back and forth. It swung around, lashed across a dog team, sliced the dogs loose from the sled, then took off the head of the gunner. The Wonderblimp rose up and  up. I thought I saw the turboprops whir into life, and then she rose, I hoped, to safety.

The back of the locomotive had been shredded into slices of steel, but she held. Rindi had been right. Sometimes you blow the engine, too. I turned around, looked forward. With the blimp gone, all that power went into the engine, and the locomotive plowed through the logs and stuff the G’wooders had put on the track. The dog teams fell behind me, and I was winning the race.

I stayed low, kept the steel of the cab around me. More screams fell across the sky, more craters blew up in the snow, but I was getting out of range of the mortars, too. I’d beat the bastards, I knew. They had Lucy, but I was alive, and I would figure out how to stop this damn train, or I’d find this Redoubt. I didn’t know, I’d do something, but I would get Lucy back.

The train rumbled on and G’wood became history. I looked up, saw the Wonderblimp heading out to sea. Snow flew off the tips of mountains; the Wonderblimp would be having problems of its own. Nasty winds.

Chug, chug, chug went the locomotive. Rindi moaned, which made me feel better; folks don’t moan if their brains have been blown to shreds. I sat down next to her, felt the patch of crusty blood on the side of her head. It oozed only a little bit, which made me think she had just been winged. I shook her a bit to try to wake her, but it was lights out for her for a while. I bandaged her wound as best I could with a first-aid kit in the cab.

I stared at the controls, tried to remember how Rindi had operated the train. Slow? Brake? I got disoriented. I had my hand on the brake and took light taps, testing it out. The wheels screeched, the car lurched. Maybe. Maybe I could stop it.

A mountain of snow loomed before me. A great tongue licked its way down a mountain side, over the old road paralleling the tracks, and onto the track in front of me. Avalanche. A blast of air thundered across the tracks and rolled down into the water. I felt the blast roll across the locomotive, but we were heading into it; I stayed on the track. 

And then that mountain of snow loomed in front of me, fifty feet deep, miles long, trees and brush sticking out of the slide. I pulled back on the brake, threw my body into it. The wheels roared, the locomotive shuddered, and then I hit that snow. The front of the locomotive punched into the snow, crumpled, and the end whipped around, broadside into the slide.

I fell into white oblivion. 

 


CHAPTER 8

His face was long and sallow, like maybe someone had gone in with a tiny little knife and peeled away the fat under his skin. He had deep blue eyes that stared through you on their way to forever. He had a nose that was just a nose, except for a little bump of scar tissue at the bridge. Blond wisps of hair hung down from under a Peruvian ski hat, the kind with the llamas and silly ear flaps. He was wearing a faded orange parka, heavy leather ski boots, and coarse olive-drab wool pants. Over his heart, on a pocket, was a hand-embroidered patch: three black triangles in a yellow circle, like the symbol on the Wonderblimp.

He smiled, sidestepped over to me on skis.

I stared up at him. I was lying flat on my back in the snow, shards of the locomotive littered around me. There was this throbbing pain in my left side and some wet stuff dripping down my chin. I looked to my right and saw red blobs freezing into spiky crystals in the snow.

These funny men in white suits stood around me. They looked like angels, weird angels, with gold wool caps and little braids sticking out from under the caps. But they looked mean. They all looked like they weighed at least 225 pounds each, and they were all carrying big rifles, like my Suzuki but with a barrel twice the size. They held the gun point down, like maybe they were thinking they might want to fire them off and see what kind of noise they could make and what sort of things the little pieces of lead could do to my body.

The guy in the orange parka leaned over me, his skis spread slightly apart, and I smiled back. “You okay?” he asked. 

“Not really,” I said. “I feel like a python just squeezed the last globs of toothpaste out of me.” I looked around at what was left of the locomotive and shivered. “Guess I could be worse off,” I added.

“You’ll live.” The nice guy turned to the angels, waved his arm down. “Put those guns away,” he said. “This guy’s not going to hurt anybody. Pigbreath, bring the dogs over here.”

One of the angels shuffled through the snow. I heard whining, saw Pigbreath pulling a large dog team and a freight sled over to me. He took a heavy hook attached to the sled, stomped it into the snow. He and a few more of the angels lifted me up into the basket of the sled, laid me down on a blanket. The nice guy stood by me.

“Where’d the Wonderblimp go?” I asked.

“Took off over the inlet,” the nice guy said. He waved down the hill, toward the sun setting behind a jagged range of mountains. “That blimp was attached to the locomotive. The cable get frazzled and snap?”

I shook my head. “We took some fire over G’wood,” I said. “But the cable didn’t snap. I blew it. Those G’wooders wanted the blimp bad; I wasn’t going to let them have it.”

Pigbreath handed a first-aid kit to the nice guy. “I checked the locomotive,” he said. “No coke, but I found this.” He held up my shattered Suzuki rifle. “He’s a blimper, all right. The memors said the blimpers carried Suzukis.”

My ears perked up at the word “coke.” How had they known about the coke? The nice guy opened the kit, took out swabs, and cleaned my wounds. He gently explored my abdomen. I winced, but the pain wasn’t too bad. He pulled the blanket over me and strapped me into the sled like I was Frankenstein’s monster.

“Who are you?” I asked the nice guy, but I had an idea.

“Maxwell Silverhammer Everton,” he said.

“Just the man I wanted to see. We going to the Redoubt?”

He raised his eyebrows. “Yeah. How’d you know?”

“It’s a long story. Aah,” I winced as Pigbreath shifted the sled a little. “How’d you know about the coke?”

He smiled. “I didn’t, really—until just now.”

“Crap,” I murmured.

“It’s okay,” he said. “Memors have been sending messages  up the line for days about a blimp coming. I just put two and two together, figured the blimp had to be from the Feds, and if so, that it might be delivering the coke the bastards told me they would give me five years ago.” He grinned again. “But thanks for confirming my suspicions.”

“Sure. Rindi okay?” I asked.

Everton raised his eyebrows at her name, nodded. “Yeah, we’ll take care of her.” He nodded at a figure strapped into a sled like me. “I bet she wasn’t running the train.”

I shook my head, winced at the pain. “Ack,” I mumbled. Things were getting blurry.

“Relax,” Everton said. “We’ll take care of you.” He turned to Pigbreath. “Let’s go.”

I saw the rest of the angels head back to other dog teams. Some were on skis, like Everton. The angels strapped headlamps to their hats, flicked the lights on. Everton shuffled up to the front of the freight sled, grabbed a pole coming off the right. The dogs got up, shook off snow.

“Hike!” Pigbreath yelled. The dogs leaned forward onto their harnesses, yanked the sled forward. The sled went over the avalanche slide, and then we hurtled down a long hill that swung down to a broad trail.

We went careening down the hill, knee-deep in powder. Max the Hammer skied in front of me, guiding the sled down the hill. Lights from the headlights of the angels bobbed around me like fireflies. I got a little woozy from ripping down the hill, and looked up at the sky. Night was falling fast, piercing bright stars were pipping on, and the twilight oozed around to hug the mountains in an orange embrace. I swore I could see the crack-the-whip glow of auroras. I watched the dance of the gods and drifted off into the dance of my own dreams.

 

* * *

 

“You’ll be all right,” Everton said.

There was warmth all around me. In a corner a soapstone stove crackled and spit, casting a dull yellow light onto the rough wood floors. I was lying on a day bed, still dressed in my quilted blues. The room I was in was an octagon of bleached logs laid like spoons one on another. The ceiling was built of strips of birch arranged in diamond patterns, like staring down a long hallway. From another room I could smell bread baking, and hear low murmurs of somber discussion. I felt safe.

“You had some cuts and contusions,” he said. “A few broken ribs. You’ll live.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Where’d the folks with the funky hairdos go off to?” I asked.

“Funky hairdos?”

“The boys in the white suits.”

“Oh, those guys.” said Everton. “The Snow Angels.” He put a finger to his nose and sniffed, so I’d know what kind of snow he was talking about. “They went back to their hole. They’re a bunch of mercenaries. They live north a bit in a place called Rainbow Valley.”

Everton had his parka off, but kept the ski hat with the little llamas and the silly earflaps on. He was wearing a flannel shirt unbuttoned to the top of his sternum. There was a thick, knotty scar that started at his neck and disappeared under his shirt. He poured two cups of tea, handed me a mug steaming with the smell of spices and orange. On his hand was a tattoo: the three-triangles-in-a-circle design again.

“Welcome to the Redoubt,” he said.

I took the tea. “Thanks.”

“So,” he said. “Who are you?”

“Oh yeah.” I shook my head. “Sorry. Holmes. Holmes Weatherby, Aye-Aye-Aye. I appreciate you taking care of me, Mr. Everton.”

“Max,” Everton said. “Least I could do, seeing as how I planted that avalanche.”

“Huh?”

“Boom,” he said. He made a pistol-firing motion with his hand. “It doesn’t take much to set off an avalanche. That one was a little bigger than I liked.”

“You set it off? Why?”

“I wanted to stop your train. It seemed the easiest way. Of course, I expected that Rindi would know how to brake. Where’d you learn to run a locomotive?”

I laughed. “I never did.” I told him about the G’wooders attacking us, the blimp, cutting the cable, Rindi. “How’s Rindi?” I asked him. 

“Okay,” he said. “Except for that head wound, she’s better off than you.” He jerked his head toward the kitchen; I could hear her laugh bouncing off the walls. “But who are these G’wooders?”

“The people south of . . . well, where you picked me up. After Portage? Uh, there’s a creek there at the end of the arm?”

“Oh,” Max said. “God Weirders. That’s God Weird. Bunch of religious zealots. Bible thumpers.”

“They weren’t thumping any Bibles,” I said. “More like mortars.”

“Mortars, huh? They attacked you?”

“Yeah. Some guy named—hey, you know him? Odey? Purple flattop haircut, gold earring?”

Max shook his head.

“Said he knew you. We picked him up at Moose Pass. He said he was from Fort Kenaitze, but he wasn’t, we knew that, and when we exposed him he said, ‘The Hammer will have my ass.’ ”

“Don’t know him. Fort Kenaitze? Listen, kid, why don’t you back up a bit. Who the hell are you? And how did you get here? And why were you coming to see me?”

I smiled. “Oh. You’re no mind reader, are you? Okay. I was in Kodiak . . .”

And I told him about Kodiak, Kachemak, Fort Kenaitze, the Wonderblimp, and the coke—the lazy. Oh yeah, the funny pink powder. I figured he might want to know about his fortune.

 

* * *

 

“. . . so the lazy was spitting out rads like a sprinkler. I told Nike that the guy getting this drug must not be too picky about cancer.”

Max chortled, splashed tea around the edge of his cup. “Cancer, schmanncer,” he said. “That’s long-term stuff. Why worry about something that takes twenty years to get you when you’re already dead? You don’t think walking around with a nuke in your heart’s going to make you grow hair on your palms, do you?”

He took off the ski hat, revealed a splotchy scalp with thin strands of hair stuck onto his bald pate. “Cancer, hell. Who  needs cancer? I got rad poisoning, kid. A rad here, a rad there . . . it adds up.”

“Hell, I’m sorry.” I said.

“Don’t be,” Max said. “You weren’t the one who put the nuke in my chest. Hell, I agreed to it. Better than lying on a gurney, watching sodium pentothal drip into my veins. I’ve had a few good years. Only thing I want to do before I die is off that bitch who put this nuke in my heart.”

I felt this cold stuff wash through my veins. It wasn’t blood. It was the knowing. I knew before he said it, but I had to ask.

“Who was that?”

“Some big shot physicist at the Livermore labs. Benelux. ‘Good light.’ What a crock. If I ever see her, I’ll flay her alive.”

Benelux? Electrolux? Lucy? Oh, damn-crap-piss. Had Lucy done this to Max?

Max the Hammer. Was he innocent? I didn’t know. Was Lucy guilty? I didn’t know that, either. I figured Max had some sort of dope on the USA Feds, something they didn’t like him knowing, so they put a bomb in his chest and exiled him to the PRAK. Only the Zap came, so whatever he knew, it didn’t matter. And here he was, a real terminal case, and when I thought about it, a heck of a nice guy. And if I could talk him into it, he was going to help me find the blimp and get the damn funny pink cocaine. Hell, maybe I’d find Lucy, too.

Yeah, maybe. I was confused as hell.

“That bomb work?” I asked him, pointing at the scar on his chest.

“Don’t know,” he said. “Never tried it. You want to try it?”

I waved my hands at him, like I was pushing back a wall of Jello. “That’s okay. I’ll take your word for it.”

“Hell, don’t take my word for it. I don’t know if this thing works or not. Don’t care. It should, but you know the Feds: they could easily screw up. Who can say?”

“But how would you make it work? I mean, assuming you got bored with life and thought, gee, give it a shot?”

“I’d punch the button.” He pulled out a little box that was about the size of a pack of cigs. “First you have to tap in the  code.” He pressed a few buttons. “And then you just press the button, like this.” He punched the button.

I grabbed for the box; Max jerked it away. Then, when I realized I wasn’t melting and my heart was still beating, I sat back down. Max looked at me, giggled.

“Twice,” he said. “You punch the button twice. And if you don’t do it within fifteen seconds, the cycle goes off.” The little box hummed and then a flashing red light on the top of the box went out.

There was a loud banging at the outside door, followed by the creak of the door opening, and then loud voices arguing. I heard thuds from things hitting the floor and then slaps and cracks and groans. Max stood up; I tried to, but a stabbing pain shot up my left side, so I lay back down. Max reached into his pocket, tossed me a heavy object. I caught it, turned it over in my hand: a 9 mm pistol, semi-automatic, with a full magazine and the word NISSAN stamped on the barrel. I slipped the Nissan in my pocket.

Two Snow Angels stumbled into the room. Rindi had an arm around one angel’s neck, a leg around his leg, but the mercenary—it looked like Pigbreath—was carrying her like a mink stole. The other angel had one black eye and a bloody nose, but from the moans I heard behind him the people left in his wake seemed to be worse off. Both guys had their knit caps off, showing shaved heads except for a pigtail over each ear.

Max took the nuke trigger and punched in the code. The little red light started blinking. Max held his thumb over the firing button, held the box up so the angels could see it.

“Hang on a second, fellas,” Max said.

The guys in white stopped. “We want our coke,” Pigbreath said.

“You don’t get your coke,” Max said. “I didn’t get my coke, you don’t get your coke. We had a deal.”

“We changed our minds,” said Pigbreath. “How were we supposed to know the God Weirders would attack?”

“Hey guys,” I said. “It was a surprise to us, too.”

“Yeah?” said Pigbreath. “Well, we don’t like surprises. The coke, Max.” 

“Listen, you morons, I didn’t get the coke. Read my lips. NO COKE.”

“Okay, man, that’s cool. Give us a few of your hyper dogs,” Pigbreath said. “That’ll do.”

“No way, Pigbreath,” Max said. “You know I can’t do that. Those dogs are sacred.”

“Hey, so’s your ass, Hammer,” he said. “Of said ass I am about to pound into butter. Coke, dogs, man, I don’t care. We want our pay.”

“No coke, no dogs. Beat it. When I get the coke, I’ll pay you.”

The two angels moved forward. Rindi was still clawing away at Pigbreath, but he took her along like a fly on a moose. “We want the coke. Now.”

Max yelled to the writhing bodies on the floor in the next room. “You idiots through moaning? Won’t someone get these assholes out of here before I get mad?” Max held the little box up.

“No, Max, no,” said Rindi. “I got him, I got him.” She swung her leg up, poked two fingers into the angel’s eye. Pigbreath screamed, doubled over, stood up, shrugged the pink-haired lady off him and slammed her face first against the wall. There was a sound like wood splitting and then a slight moan from Rindi. He swung his foot back to kick her.

“Enough!” yelled Max. He jabbed the button on the little box.

The button clicked.

“Hey, man,” Pigbreath said. “That nuke don’t scare us. I know all about your little box.”

Max hit the button again.

The button clicked.

The angel stopped, smiled. He followed through with the kick. Pigbreath grinned, started moving toward Max and me.

“Oh, shit,” said Max. He dropped the little box.

I pulled the pistol out of my pocket.

“Need this?” I asked.

“Yeah,” said Max. He grabbed the Nissan from me, clicked the safety off, and pointed it at the two guys in white.

Pigbreath shook his head, laughed. “No more bluffs, Hammer.” He came at us. 

Max squeezed the trigger, pumped three shots into Pigbreath’s chest, three more in the other guy. They hit the floor like sacks of dog food and drained red stuff onto the wood floors.

“No more bluffs,” said Max. He crunched the little box under his foot. 

 


CHAPTER 9

A gaggle of bruised and beat up bush punks stumbled into the room. They looked like some of the people I’d seen in Kachemak: heavy emphasis on utilitarian clothes, less emphasis on a unified color scheme.

“We heard shots,” said a guy in a paisley rag sweater.

“I heard thuds,” said Max.

“Aren’t supposed to be guns in the Redoubt,” he said.

“Aren’t supposed to be goons in here asking rude questions, Paisley,” Max said. He tossed the Nissan pistol at Paisley. Paisley caught it, turned it over in his hand like a dead rat, tossed it at me. I caught it, clicked the safety on, held on to it; the Nissan had come in handy before, and there was one bullet left.

Rindi got to her feet, clutching her right side with her arm. Her nose was smudged with dirt, one eye was swelling up, and little trickles of blood streamed down her chin. Her head had been shaved on the right side, where the bullet had grazed her, and she had a big white bandage over it.

“Max had the trigger,” she said. “He primed the trigger and hit the button.”

Paisley looked at Max. “That’s true?”

Max turned to me, raised his left eyebrow. I nodded slightly.

“What’s the trigger?” I asked.

“That little box,” said Paisley.

“Max dropped it,” I said. “One of the white boys stepped on it.” I pointed at the shattered box, chips and transistors spilling out of its guts. “Frizz-head there was playing submarine races with the wall. She couldn’t have seen anything.” Rindi glared at me like I had just killed her grandmother.

Paisley kicked at the shattered pieces of plastic. “That true, Max?” he asked again.

Max shrugged. “Sounds good to me,” he said, grinning.

“Well, damn,” said Paisley. “Where the hell are we going to get another trigger?”

Max glared at him. “Who needs a trigger?”

Paisley cocked his head. “No trigger, no nuke.”

“Who needs a nuke?” Max asked.

Paisley ran a thin hand through his hair. “Look, Max, you know that your bomb is the only reason more of these jerks” —he kicked one of the dead bodies—“don’t run over the Redoubt.”

“And here I thought it was because they liked me,” Max said, smiling. “Look, Paisley, you’re the only damn person who seems scared of my bomb. Not even a dumb turd like Pigbreath here was afraid of it.”

Paisley looked down at his feet. “Maybe that’s because they have no imagination.”

“Maybe,” said Max. “Hell, who needs the bomb? I could give a damn. I’m terminal anyway. All I care about is my . . . my last few months of life.”

Rindi held a rag to her nose, mopped up the blood. “You’re not going to die, Max. Forget it.” She touched her nose, winced. “What’s this about the coke?” she asked.

“What’s what?” asked Max.

She spat red phlegm onto the floor, kicked one of the bodies. “This guy wanted coke. What coke? Our coke? Is that what the blimp was supposed to deliver? What the hell’s going on?”

Max got up, went to Pigbreath’s body, rolled it over. He was staring straight up, his mouth twisted into a look of pained surprise. Max closed Pigbreath’s eyes, pushed the mouth into a neutral smile. He looked at Rindi. “You ask too many questions, Rindi.” He walked over to the other body, checked his pulse, shook his head, and closed the guy’s eyes. Max turned to Paisley. “Take these guys back to the angels. Give ’em a few ounces of hyperdog jizzum. Tell them we’ll pay up later, if we get our—tell them we’ll pay later.” 

Paisley and two other bush punks lifted the bodies up, dragged them outside. Rindi waited until they were gone, walked over to Max, and stood before him, arms crossed.

“Tell me about the coke,” she said.

Max glared at her like you’d look at a cat who pooped on the carpet, then sighed.

“Okay,” he said. “The Wonderblimp was supposed to deliver my payment—the stuff the Feds were supposed to deliver five years ago.”

“That’s why you sent me down there with the train, huh?” she asked.

“Yeah. I guess I should have mentioned the coke.”

“Yeah, I guess you should have.” She rolled her eyes, shook her head. “So . . . ?”

“So the blimp has the coke now, but Holmes says the coke was hotter than a Hiroshima picnic.”

“Not only that,” I added, “but this coke was kind of special coke. Nike called it lazy. I got an accidental sniff. It’s sort of a hallucinogen, a psychoactive drug. Makes you feel like God. Feels like chili on the brain—opens the pores of the brain up, so to speak. I suspect that if you gave it to even a wipe it would make them feel like a damn genius.”

“Sheet,” Rindi said. “Lots of folks would like to be able to think again. You’re talking about something that could make a person very, very, very rich.”

“No kidding,” Max grumbled. “And it’s supposed to be mine.”

“Except it’s radioactive,” I pointed out.

“How did that happen?” Rindi asked.

“Got me,” I said. “It was stored in the nuke lockers on the Wonderblimp. Probably leakage over time. Stuff would do a number on someone if they tooted it a lot.” I felt my nostrils itch; heck, I probably hadn’t taken even a millirem, but it still made me feel funny.

“But the blimp has Max’s coke,” Rindi said. She clicked her fingers. “Nothing personal, Holmes, but we have you. We could make a trade.”

“If they’d trade me,” I said.

“No need for that,” Max said. “I mean, I don’t think the  Wonderblimp tried not to deliver the coke. I just think they got in a little trouble.”

I nodded. “Sure. They didn’t mean to dump me. Just ran into the God Weirders, that’s all. You saw them, Rindi.”

“Sure,” Rindi said. She rubbed the back of her head. “But why do you think the God Weirders were waiting? Someone set you up.”

“Odey?” I asked.

“Yeah, maybe,” she said, chewing on a fingernail.

“Well, heck, Nike wants me back,” I said. “He needs me. I’m their reader.”

Max looked at me, furrowed his brow. “You can read?” I nodded. “Damn,” he said.

Rindi gave me a look that made me think she saw readers all the time, and didn’t think all that highly of them. “Think the Wonderblimp will come back for you?” Rindi asked. “Maybe those God Weirders scared them off.”

“Blimpers don’t scare easily,” I said. I thought of Doc and Nike shooting away at the God Weirders while bullets were flying up at the blimp.

“They do if it works to their advantage.”

“I don’t get it,” I said.

“Maybe they don’t want to come back,” Rindi said. “Maybe they’ll just keep the coke.”

“They’ll come back,” I said, but I wasn’t sure I believed it. “I’m their fellow blimper.”

“Yeah?” she asked. “Don’t bet the rent, sucker. They aren’t coming back.”

“I don’t know . . .” I said. “Hey, wait a second. This memor at Naptown—Rei—said you had six inactive nukes. The Wonderblimp might want those.”

Max chuckled. “Rei told you that?” He shook his head. “Good guy. But I lied. We don’t have any nukes”—he thumped his chest—“except this little one.”

“Nike doesn’t know that,” I said. “So the blimpers are still bound to be interested in you.”

“But they might not be,” Rindi said.

“Sure,” I said. “Well, okay, maybe they won’t come back. No big deal.” Sure, I thought to myself. Stranded in the PRAK surrounded by nut cases. No big deal. Then I remembered what Nike had yelled to me as I was sliding down to blow the cable. “Wait a second . . . Nike told me to meet him at the trade fair. As I was going down to the train, he told me that.”

Max looked at me. “The trade fair?” He sighed. “Meet you at the trade fair?”

“That’s right,” I said. “Where’s that?”

“Ship Creek. Maybe twenty miles from here.” He scratched his chin. “Hate to travel this time of year, but hell, if the Wonderblimp doesn’t come for you, I guess we’ll just have to—”

“—go find them,” I said.

Max smiled. “Yeah.”

 

* * *

 

They didn’t come back.

I waited a few days and it began to dawn on me. Nike wasn’t coming back. Oh, I thought up excuses for them. They’d gone to rescue Lucy, and run into trouble. They were out of fuel. They couldn’t find Redoubt. But I was probably being too kind. Sure, I was a reader, but with that coke, Nike could buy all the readers he wanted. The Wonderblimp wasn’t going to come back and get me. I’d saved them, sure, but as far as Nike was concerned, I was bear food. Still, I knew that if Lucy had been on board, she would have talked Nike into turning around and getting me. Yeah, Lucy cared. But Lucy . . . I didn’t want to think about her. Lucy could be dead, cut to shreds by the God Weirders.

But Nike had said to meet him at the trade fair, whatever that was. So, okay, I’d go to the trade fair. If the Wonderblimp wouldn’t come for me, I’d go for the Wonderblimp.

 

* * *

 

After a week my ribs felt better; Max could bear-hug me and I didn’t feel like I was going to pass out. Once I’d healed to the point where I could hobble through the snow without periodically swimming in it, Max showed me around the Redoubt.

The Redoubt itself wasn’t much: a big huge log cabin, a bit like that church I saw in Something-chik, eight-sided, built on an upper terrace of a hill. There were outbuildings all around it—barns, sheds, stables, smaller cabins. In a hollow below  the main building a team of maybe sixty dogs was staked out. The main trail out of the Redoubt zigzagged below the terrace, and smaller trails wound around the sides of the hill and back into the mountains behind the Redoubt.

Max and I sat down on a knoll above the Redoubt. He took out a pair of binoculars, scanned his land. His property took up four mile-square sections, most of the west flank of a mountain between Kaditali Valley and Turnagain Arm. Banjo Snowshoe Mountain, a peak maybe 4,000 feet high, dominated the area. From where we sat the tip of the peak appeared to be a little cairn of rocks. Above us the land had been bulldozed flat into an airstrip; a windsock flapped at the top of a log blimp pylon—where the Wonderblimp would have finally docked, I guessed, if everything had gone according to plan.

“How’d you get the land?” I asked Max. I knew, but I wanted to hear his version.

“Gift of the federal government,” Max said. “Reparations, they said.”

“Reparations?”

He tapped his chest. “You know why they put this nuke in my chest? Did Nike tell you?” I nodded. “Right. They said I was a murderer, but you know they were wrong.” He stared out at Cook’s River, at an island I remembered my maps had called Far Island. “So to compensate me for my suffering”— he tapped his chest again—“they gave me this land. Four square miles. Four sections. Used to belong to a cocaine dealer.” He smiled. “Oh, the Feds got his ass. He was the richest man in old Alaska, but he got too greedy. The Feds took his land because he used it as part of his coke operation.” Max turned around, pointed up at the blimp pylon. “See that airstrip? That’s how the guy got his deliveries.” He smiled again. “I guess I kind of inherited his business, huh?”

“I guess,” I said. I looked down at the wide trail winding down from the Redoubt to the bottom of the hill. “Nice road. That guy build it just to make cocaine runs?”

“Hah!” Max said, chuckling. “Oh no. State built that. I mean, yeah, it was used to deliver coke, but the guy had this big development planned here. He got the state to build this million-dollar road. The old Alaska state, I mean.” He shook  his head. “State-sponsored drug dealing. Well, they got him in the end.”

“And you got the Redoubt?”

“Yeah, I got the Redoubt.” He handed me the binoculars. “Want a look?”

I looked through the binocs at a broad plain that stretched north and west from the foothills below to Cook’s River. The Redoubt trail—the million-dollar road—wound down to another trail that ran around a marsh. The trail continued north into mostly flat country interspersed with an occasional hill: what was left of a city Max called Ship Creek.

Ship Creek must have been huge in its time: the skeletons of skyscrapers rose in a cluster from a point northeast of where Cook’s River met Turnagain Arm, up from Far Island. A lot of bare spots in the forest showed where acres and acres of houses and buildings must have been, but all that I could see through the binoculars were occasional girders or burnt-out shells. Untracked roads—white bands in the ruins—criss-crossed the bowl. Most of Ship Creek looked uninhabited, except for plumes of smoke that rose from a cluster of buildings to the south, and from the part of the city where the skyscrapers were.

I pointed at the big plume of smoke. “What’s that? Some village?”

Max took the binocs from me. “Nope, not a permanent one. That’s probably the trade fair. But in those tall buildings is sort of a village—folks called Downtowners live there.”

“Trade fair . . .” I said. “That’s where Nike is, then?” I couldn’t see a blimp through the binoculars, but that didn’t mean anything; it could be hidden.

“If he said so,” Max said. “It makes sense, though. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Wonderblimp does a little business there. Lot of spare goods floating around. Lot of people who might want to make a deal, buy a nuke . . .”

“Buy some coke . . .”

“Yeah,” Max said.

“So how do we get there?”

Max pointed at the trail running down from his place. “Dog team,” he said. “We’ll teach you. Hook up the dogs, and head downhill, to Kaditali Marsh; there’s a station there we can  water our dogs at. Then we head into Ship Creek. Might be a few checkpoints we have to cross.” He looked at me funny. “Hmm, might be a problem with you.”

“How’s that?”

“Well, you know what else the trade fair is, kid?” I shook my head. “See, it’s sort of a slave market.”

I thought of the people turning the carrousel at the St. Herman’s Club. “People slaves?”

“Yeah, people slaves. People get taken hostage during the year, and then they trade them at the trade fair. This time of year, we could get nabbed.” He scratched his chin. “Now, they won’t mess with me”—he thumped his sternum—“and they won’t mess with Rindi, but if they see a blimper . . . Well, some folks might get it in their head that a blimper is worth taking. They might think they could trade a blimper for a nuke. And I’m sure just about the whole PRAK knows about the Wonderblimp. So . . .”

“So, what?”

Max stared at me. “You can’t look like a blimper.” He stood up. “Let’s go see Rindi.”

 

* * *

 

Nope, I didn’t look like a blimper, not after Rindi got through with me. I looked damned silly is what I looked like. Rindi sat me down in a chair, got out scissors and some tubes of greasy stuff, and a little later when she held up a mirror for me to look at, I looked like . . . well, yeah, a bush punk, I guess: hair short on the top and long at the back, short over the ears, scraggly beard and hair all dyed a turquoise blue.

She burned my blimper blues and gave me a pile of clothes to choose from. I dressed in magenta wool pants, mukluks, an oiled sweater, and a knee-length skin parka. I slipped my vest of all pockets under the parka: it was a nice place to keep things. Rindi smiled at my appearance and said I looked very much the hip-wa-zee bush punk, very cool. Cool, maybe, but I had to consider the aesthetic judgment somewhat suspect of a woman with frizzy pink hair.

Rindi herself looked a little odder. Her bullet wound had healed nicely, but she was left with a shaved patch on the right side of her head, so she shaved the left side to match, in sort of a modified Mohawk. 

That woman with the pink hair was a tough nut to crack. I was having trouble figuring her, but I began to get clues when she took me out to the dog yard to teach me how to run dogs. The dog yard was about fifty yards from the main cabin, down in a hollow where you couldn’t hear or smell it. We walked down a slippery beaten path, through alders and spruce into a fenced enclosure that looked like it went on for half an acre.

When we walked in the dogs crawled out of their houses, let out a yelp or two, and sniffed us with mild interest. When they saw we didn’t have any food, they crawled back into their houses, except for the puppies. The puppies were crawling all around the yard, stealing bones from the older dogs and seeing what kind of trouble they could get into.

One older bitch was playing with what looked like a rag doll, tossing the bundle up in the air, catching it, shaking it back and forth. It wasn’t a rag doll.

“Shell!” Rindi yelled. She ran to the dog, yanked the doll out of her mouth, and cradled it in her hands. “Goddamn it, Shell,” she yelled. Rindi started kicking the bitch. Max and I looked at each other, ran to Rindi.

Shell was down, yelping. Rindi was holding a black-and-white puppy; there was a small red spot on its throat. There was another puppy in the snow; it didn’t have a head.

“Damn bitch in heat,” Rindi said. “Never should have let the puppies near her.” She set the dead pup down next to its litter mate.

“It happens,” Max said.

“It happens only once,” she replied. She stuck out her hand at me. “You still have that gun?”

Well, yeah, I still had that gun. I’d had it for a week, even loaded a few more bullets in it. No one else seemed to want that Nissan. I smiled sheepishly, took it out from under my parka, gave it to her.

“Thanks,” she said. Rindi took the gun, slipped it in her pocket, unhooked Shell from her chain, and dragged her out of the dog yard. A few minutes later there was a shot, then a soft moan. The dogs started howling until Rindi came back into the yard.

“That’s enough,” she yelled at the dogs; they shut up. 

She handed me the Nissan. I took it, gave it to Max.

“I don’t want it,” I said. “Every time I give it to someone they shoot it.”

“Sorry about that,” Rindi said. She gathered up the puppies, held their warm bodies in her arms. “Okay, you want to run dogs? I’ll teach you to run dogs. Let me go get the harnesses.”

After Rindi left, Max turned to me, said, “She sleeps with them, you know.”

“What?” I asked.

“Her dogs. She takes her leaders in with her, sleeps with them.”

“So?”

“She claims to be telepathic. You watch her. Rindi doesn’t have to say commands, just think them. Those dogs know what she wants without her even asking. Of course, they are hyperdogs, you know.”

“Hyper-dogs? Like high-strung?” I asked.

“That, too,” Max said, “But hyper as in space. Those dogs can jump into hyperspace.”

“Right,” I said. Hyperspace? That I had to see. “So what do we need to hit the trail for? Why don’t we just ask the dogs to take us to the Wonderblimp?”

Max shook his head. “Not that kind of jump. Little jumps. Teensy little jumps. Jumps like, there’s a moose ahead, and you don’t want to stop and chat, so you get the dogs to jump and the next thing you know you’re by the moose and the moose never even knew you were there. Or you’re on a river and you hit a patch of overflow and the lead dog gets his front paws wet, next thing you know, you’re on dry snow. Jumps like that: hyper jumps.”

“How the hell do they do that?”

Max shrugged. “They were part of some army experiment, mutant breeding to make super dogs or something. The army was supposed to have destroyed them, but Rindi knew this guy who worked in the lab and she got a few puppies. They don’t always jump, but it’s worth a shot if you think you might want ’em to.”

I’d settle for hyper as in high-strung, but those dogs didn’t look it. When Rindi left they settled down like ice on a hot  griddle. They were strange-looking dogs, too: they had the classic husky markings—black and white mask, pointed ears, blue eyes, thick fur—but the long legs and deep chest of a hound.

Rindi came back with an armful of harnesses. When the dogs saw that, they came out of their houses and started running in circles on their chains, yelping and howling like fifty little whirling dervishes. Okay, I’d settle for hyper as in high-strung.

“You want to run dogs?” Rindi asked me. “I’m not sure you have what it takes to run dogs.”

“Ah, hell, Rindi,” Max said. “Any nut who’s got the nerve to climb down an icy cable dangling from a blimp cruising along at sixty miles an hour has the nerve to run dogs.”

I couldn’t agree with that. Being a wing monkey took skill, courage, and great physical strength, sure, but you didn’t have to be crazy to do it. I had a feeling you had to have a few screws loose to run dogs.

“We’ll see if this blimper can do it,” she said. “Harness them up.” She walked around the yard, tossing harnesses on dog houses.

“How?” I asked.

She smiled at me. “Figure it out. Might teach you something.”

I took a harness off the roof of a dog house, held it up. My fingers began untangling the loops and holes of the webbing. With the harness untangled, I pulled the hole for the neck open, and held it so that the padding for the chest was down. I held the neck opening apart, pulled the back of the harness up to it, walked over to a dog and started to slip it over its head.

“You run dogs before?” Rindi asked me.

“I don’t think so,” I said. I slipped the harness down, lifted the dog’s right paw up to pull it through a loop.

“Well, somebody taught you how to put that harness on old Alice there right,” Rindi said.

“Maybe,” I said. As I arranged the harness on Alice, I felt my fingers working almost on their own. Looking at the dogs in the yard, watching them whirl around like dervishes on their chains, I began to see the dogs not as dogs, but as sled dogs, team dogs, working dogs. I saw some as dogs that  might go up front in a team, some that might work well in back. Had I run dogs before? I thought. Maybe. Maybe it was something I knew how to do but thought I never knew how to do. If I didn’t think about it, my body figured things out on its own.

This thought came back to me, a conscious memory, something I’d read once. The brain, I’d read, is only the thickest and biggest part of the neurological system. All the little nerves, the ganglions in the spine, were part of the system. So maybe I’d just lost the memories in my brain, and maybe other memories remained, the ones in my fingers and hands and arms and legs.

Rindi grabbed a scrawny male named Oscar by the collar, holding his front legs off the ground, and ran up with him to the sleds. Oscar’s front legs kept kicking, and his hind legs pedaled faster than Rindi’s.

I grabbed Alice, the female I had harnessed, and followed Rindi up the hill. Beyond a shed, at the foot of a trail that wound into the woods, she had two sleds with long lines laid out in front of them. Rindi dragged Oscar to the front of the line of a light sled, clipped the back of his harness to a single rope at the end of the line.

“Alice go up front, too?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she said, and looked at me funny. Rindi pointed at the other sled.

I knew what Rindi was thinking: how did I know Alice was a leader? But I knew. I could feel it in the way Alice moved, the way she calmly urged me to the end of the line, the way she acted, like she was boss and I was just someone steering her. I snapped the lead line to the back of Alice’s harness, petted her. She looked back, let me stroke her neck, then settled down, holding the line out tight.

We dragged more dogs up, two teams worth. Rindi had a team of eight and I had a team of five. The dogs behind the leaders were swing dogs, she said, then team and wheel dogs. We both ran single leaders, Rindi with Oscar, me with Alice.

Rindi called the sleds utility sleds. They were about five feet long from the front bow to the driver’s bow, on runners about seven feet long. Both sleds had crosspieces back, middle, and front, connecting stanchions spaced along the runners. Slats were screwed lengthwise across the crosspieces. The front crosspiece, the nosepiece, connected the two runners, which curved up to meet the nosepiece. A long piece of wood—the brake bar—ran from the nosepiece under the slats and back to where the driver’s bow came down to the runners.

The end of the brake bar was tied to the back crosspiece, and an L-shaped piece of metal about two feet long was hinged to the brake bar. Jagged teeth were bolted to the end of the L, which stuck out about six inches from the back cross-piece—the foot brake. Step on the brake and the metal would bite into the snow, slowing the sled. A piece of elastic cord snapped the brake back up out of the way. A heavy steel hook was attached to the sled by about four feet of rope—the snow hook. The snow hook kept the dogs from dragging the sled off when you stopped. There was a pouch strapped to a bar below the top of the drivebow to put the snow hook in.

Rindi’s teaching method was trial by fire. She taught me three things: what gee and haw meant, how to set the snow hook, and how to brake. Then she got on her sled, pulled her snow hook out of the ground, tossed it into her sled bag, and yelled “Hike!” “Gee” was right and “haw” was left and I figured “hike” meant go. I got on my sled, pulled the snow hook out, and yelled “hike,” too.

The dogs surged forward, following Rindi’s team. I jerked back, but held on, stooping down slightly to lower my center of gravity. Rindi’s team whipped around a corner, and I watched her lean out into the curve, felt my body doing what she had just done, like that, not even thinking about it. The trail went straight downhill, and I saw Rindi look back, a smile on her face; I think she expected me to have been whipped loose. But I wasn’t. I hung on tight.

Rindi turned around, yelled something, and then shot ahead. I looked down at the lines, the gangline Rindi called it, noticed that the left wheel dog, a big male named Ouzel, was slacking off, his line loose.

“Get it up, Ouzel!” I yelled, and Ouzel glanced back, then tightened the line. Alice surged ahead, breaking into a run, body in a slight rocking motion, and the rest of the dogs followed her movements. We gained on Rindi. 

Jeez, it was fun. We began to catch up with Rindi, following her around hairpin corners, whooping down hills, up hills, through open fields. Something told me to start kicking, pushing my foot down, letting the sled pull forward, then kicking out, in a smooth motion. On the hills I got off and ran up, to let the team rest. Once, Ouzel jumped over his line, and started to get tangled up with the wheel dog next to him, Sam. I braked slightly, so his line would go slack, and Ouzel jumped back over.

The motion of the sled, the movements around the corners, the gait of the dogs . . . all of that became familiar, and I knew, just as I’d known before when I heard the name of Denali, that I had done this before. It wasn’t my body that was learning how to run dogs; it was my brain. My body knew. My brain just had to be reminded.

I couldn’t catch Rindi, not with five dogs to her eight, but I kept her in sight all the way to the end. When I braked the team back at the Redoubt, and set the snow hook, she had her hook in and her dogs were lying down, froth on their muzzles. She walked toward me and guided my leader to a spot a dozen feet from her team. I took the snowhook out and hooked it around a post set in the snow.

“You’ve run dogs before,” she said.

I shrugged. “I guess. I can’t really remember.”

“The way you run ’em, you have to have done this before. You’re not bad, Holmes. Pretty good. Most people I manage to lose. You kept me in sight.”

“Hard to miss that pink hair,” I said, smiling.

“Yeah.”

Max walked out to meet us. “Well?” he asked Rindi.

“He’s a natural. I think he can stand a trip. This guy’s run dogs before.”

“Really? Where’d you do that?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Honest, I don’t remember.” But Rindi was right: I had run dogs before. I could feel it in my muscles.

“Well, all right then,” Max said. “Get him in shape. We’ll leave in two days.” 

 

* * *

 

Our plan was to run some cargo up to Ship Creek, doing some trading like everyone else. Max figured it would be a good cover. We were running Redoubt freight sleds, a larger version of the utility sled, only with a toboggan bottom instead of slats. Each of us would have eighteen-dog teams. We really were hauling freight: a few vials of hyperdog jizzum, some jugs of kerosene, and a crate of picture Bibles. The picture Bibles were Max’s idea: he didn’t think any of the village militias would mess with us if we were running Bibles. And we had Max. With Max in the orange parka with the three black triangles we weren’t likely to take a lot of fire.

We left at first dawn, two weeks to the day after I’d first come to the Redoubt. I hadn’t slept well the night before. I dreamed that I heard the Wonderblimp rushing in from out over the ice, dreamed that they had come to rescue me in a blaze of gunfire. But in the morning the ice was flat and calm, and the only things flying were clouds of ravens, circling and cawing.

Max explained the trail down, and what to expect. I’d found one of the old brochures for the development the former owner had planned, and it showed that road going down from the Redoubt, what the brochure called the information center. The road down twisted and turned around the sides of hills and through valleys. About halfway down the road crossed Kaditali Creek. Max had blown up the bridge after the Zap, he said, and we’d have to use a drawbridge he’d built to get across. After the bridge was the hardest part of the trail, a long ramp that went from 800 feet to sea level in half a mile. At the end of that ramp was a nasty turn that came out right at Kaditali Station. From the Redoubt down it was 1800 feet to sea level, an ear-popping run.

We loaded up the sleds, then went down to get the dogs. Rindi let me have the leader I’d been training with, Alice. She decided that I would only take twelve dogs down instead of the eighteen they would run. “It’s not that I don’t trust you,” she said, “but the trail’s tricky if you don’t know it.” Max went out first, then me, with Rindi pulling up the rear.

The route down to the bridge was pretty gentle, and wide enough that I didn’t have to worry about skidding over the  edge. I tapped the brake occasionally, and on corners dragged my foot out like an outrigger, a trick Rindi had taught me. I stopped my team behind Max’s when we got to the drawbridge over the creek. Rindi pulled up behind me. Two high poles were set at the edge of the creek with the drawbridge hanging raised between them. Two ropes holding the bridge raised ran over pulleys on top of the poles and were connected to two large boulders—counterweights that kept the bridge raised. Max walked to the front of his team, took the leader by its collar, and pushed gently against the bridge. The ropes creaked and the boulders started swaying. Max pushed again, and the bridge started to lower. When the end of the bridge hovered over the opposite side, and the planks were nearly level, Max urged his team onto the bridge, then ran back to the sled.

“Go ahead,” Rindi told me, “I’ll be right on your tail. When we get off the bridge, the counterweights will pull that sucker shut.”

I followed Max, trying not to look over the edge. There was a low railing, just enough to keep the dogs from leaping over, but from where I was, I could look straight down into a deep gorge. I shook my head and kept my eyes ahead. It was a long way down and I didn’t want to think about it.

When Max’s team got off the bridge ahead of me, the bridge slipped back a little, so that there was a slight jump. Alice balked, but the other dogs kept coming behind her, and Berneece, the dog running lead next to her, had to pull her over. My sled wobbled a bit when I hit the ground, but I hung on and got off the bridge. Max was stopped just ahead. I pulled next to him, put my foot on the brake. Rindi came up from behind, and we turned to watch the bridge rise back up. It creaked up to the towers, hovered half-open for a moment, then slammed shut.

“How do we get back over?” I asked.

“I have this trained moose that pushes the bridge down,” Max said, winking.

Rindi smiled. “It’s kind of a secret.”

Max went ahead, then me again, and Rindi. The next, and last, obstacle was what Rindi called the Chute, that last big run to the bottom. 

I watched as Max went down the hill in a scree of ice. Rindi told me that the best advice she could give me was to “lean into the curves, keep your feet on the runners, and hit the brake bar only when you come into a corner.” Screw that; I was going to be on the brake bar the whole way down.

I waited until Max was around the corner, got a tight grip on the handlebar, hunched down low, took a deep breath, and then let up on the brake bar. I yelled, “Hike,” but Alice didn’t need any prodding; she leapt into the harness and dragged the team pell-mell down the Chute.

Alder and willow scrub had grown up over the old subdivision road, so that going down it was like going down through a tunnel of trees. Heavy snows had weighted the branches down so that they were hanging in the trail. As we went down springy branches whipped me in my face. I had to keep dodging limbs; one out of two I’d miss and get whapped in the head. It was the sort of run that probably got religious fanatics like the God Weirders off.

We whipped around corners, through tunnels of trees, under overhanging arches of bent birch. The wheel dogs did the steering, big hunks of dog meat all foot and lots of lungs. Those guys would literally yank the sled around a corner, the control between me and that bitch of a hurricane up front. The wind was whistling in my ears, the ice screeching between my feet, the claws of the brake bar scratching in the snow. The frame of the sled made clicking sounds as the wood rubbed against itself, the handlebar twisting and bucking under my hands, the runners twisting and turning with each corner, each shift of my weight.

Rindi had said there would be four corners before we hit a long ramp at the end. I had counted three and was looking forward to the fourth when I heard yelping up ahead. That didn’t sound good. I tapped the brake bar, felt the sled slide around the corner. I let up, saw the wheel dogs scramble, and then Alice started barking her head off. I came around the corner and there was Max.

His sled was on its side and one of the drums of kerosene was spilling onto the snow. Max was pinned under the sled, trying to crawl out, a blotch of gas on his parka. The brush bar on his sled was snapped in two, and one end of the  wooden front bow was sticking into his left wheel dog. The rest of the dogs were tangled in a bad mess and there was this big-ass bull moose stomping and snorting in front of the dog team. Max was yelling and screaming and waving his hands and shouting something.

Rindi had told me one other command I should use, not too often, she said, and only when it looked like I was going to go dink in the wrong sort of way. This looked like the wrong sort of way. I didn’t really believe all that stuff about hyper-dogs and a secret army experiment, but when I looked at that moose stomping and snorting and Max lying on his side, I figured it was a good time to see if Rindi was right.

I squinted my eyes like she told me and imagined a nice flat section of trail, no alders, close to the checkpoint. I took a long breath and said the magic words,

“Jump, Alice. Jump your goddamn ass!”

She jumped. And the world went all shimmery.






CHAPTER 10

I guess I got lucky. The world did this little dance with space and time and then the moose wasn’t there, Max wasn’t there, but the trail was there: clean and white and not a fearsome critter to be smelled. The dogs were running clean, lines tight, all forty-eight legs going up and down in metronomic rhythm, heads down, tails between their legs. We came to a flat hunk of land with no alders to whip me to shreds. As I came out of whatever hunk of space I’d gone into, I felt a whoosh behind me, like air getting sucked into vacuum. I turned around and looked.

She was wearing the kind of face someone might be wearing if they were swallowing a maraschino cherry and their long lost cousin came up behind them and slapped them on the back. There were eyes sunk somewhere at the top of her head and I guessed the thin things on the edge of her teeth might be lips, but I wasn’t going to hazard a guess as to what the little blob of flesh in the middle of her face was supposed to be. Maybe a nose. She was surprised, all right.

Alice had sucked us both into hyperspace.

I hadn’t realized Rindi had been on my tail. I hadn’t known she had been heading for the same trouble I’d been heading for. When I said jump, Alice jumped, and the rest of the hyperdogs—Rindi’s, mine—jumped too, taking us both into . . . well, wherever it was we went. We had both kept from getting our collective faces stomped by 1,000 pounds of alces alces, and damned if I knew exactly how or why. Who was I to debate physics and cosmology?

“Whoa,” I yelled at Alice. I put my foot down hard on the  brake, and waited for the dogs to get it into their heads that they should stop and chomp snow for a while. I put the snow hook in the trail, stomped on it, then chanced getting off the sled. Alice kept the team strung out and didn’t utter a peep. I walked back to Rindi’s team, held her leaders while she put her snow hook in. She walked up to me.

“You jumped?” she asked.

I shrugged. “It seemed like the thing to do.”

“Damn,” she said. “Alice has never done that before. Never.” She shook her head.

“You didn’t tell your team to jump?”

“Hell no, I just followed you.”

“She sucked us both in.”

Rindi nodded. “Both of us.” She looked back up the trail. “Sheet. Where’s Max?”

I sniffed for smoke and didn’t smell anything, so I figured he wasn’t burning up yet. “Back there. He hit a moose.”

“Damn,” she said. “Better go check on him. Turn your team around and follow me.”

“Right.” I walked back to Alice, took her by the neckline connecting her to the other leader, Berneece, dragged the team around, then hopped back on my sled. Rindi got going, and I told Alice to chase. She did; no problem there.

We stopped our teams about fifty feet from Max. He was still on the ground. His dogs were tangled like the web of a spider on some hallucinogen. The moose stood there, thinking, I guess, about how to get himself out of the situation nobly. Max had the Nissan pistol strapped to his waist, but he wasn’t in a position to use it. Not much a 9 mm pistol can do against a moose, anyway. By the time it got around to dying it might have put a hoof through your face. Guns: guns aren’t an answer to everything.

I stopped my team behind Rindi’s and gave Alice a look of hot fear. The dogs all wanted to lunge after that moose but some shred of intelligence told them they might be wise to stay put. I hoped they did. Max was staring down the moose and Rindi was standing there trying to do something smart but not knowing what to do. How do you handle a moose, particularly when he’s in the middle of a dog team and ten well-placed kicks could wipe ’em all out? 

Max pulled himself up, stared at the moose. The moose pawed the snow, lowered his head, fur on the back of his neck ruffled and ready to roar. Max doubled up his fist and hit the moose in the nose.

“Get the hell out of here!” he yelled at the dumb elk.

The moose drew his head back, shook it. If he’d had hands he would have rubbed his nose. If he’d had hands he would have punched Max back. As it was, he pulled back his lips and burped. I could smell it from where I was standing: the moose’s breath smelled like rotten cabbage.

Max pulled back his fist, ready to hit the moose again. “Move it, moose!” he yelled. The moose sighed—it sounded like a sigh—relaxed, and then wandered off in the brush, gingerly stepping over two dogs and crashing off into the brush, as if moose got punched in the nose all the time. They probably did.

Rindi ran to the wheel dog with the brush bow in its side and I went to Max. I stoppered up the kerosene drum and then lifted Max over to the trail. He shook me off, stood up on his own.

“You okay?” I asked.

“I’m not going to blow, if that’s what you’re thinking,” he said.

I grinned; the thought had crossed my mind. “Good. You going to die?”

“Not for a few months,” he said. “Aw, hell, I’m okay. How’s Frank?”

Rindi looked up. She had cut the wheel dog out of his harness and was holding Frank’s side. There was a small puddle of blood in the snow. The dog’s eyes were slightly glassy, and he was breathing heavily.

“He might make it,” she said. “Probably won’t. We can’t take him on, anyway. What do you want to do?”

Max rubbed his side. “Kaditali Station can take him,” he said. “If they can save Frank, they can keep him until we come back. Put him in my sled. There should be a dog bag somewhere.”

Rindi took the dog to the sled, pulled the bow out of him, bandaged his wounds, and wrapped him in a small sack. I helped Max straighten out his team. 

The broken brush bow was another problem. Max reached in his sled bag, pulled out a long piece of white plastic, the same stuff used for the sled runners, with holes at both ends. Max took some nylon cord, ran it through the holes, and tied it to the front of the sled, bending the plastic into a bow. It wasn’t as classy-looking as the wood bow, but it did the trick.

Max pulled one of the team dogs back into wheel, gave pats all around to his dogs. We turned our own teams around and set out again. I was in the lead position and let Rindi go by. I was waiting for Max to go on, but he waved me ahead.

“I don’t think I have to worry about crashing into you,” he said. “That was a fine run.”

“Good leader,” I mumbled.

I hoped he was right. I urged my dogs on and took off after Rindi. One more turn at the end of the ramp and we were into the flats. Another mile more and we were at Kaditali Station. Kaditali Station was a cluster of buildings at the head of the trail into Ship Creek. What we found there made the moose encounter look like a charming cocktail party conversation.

Someone didn’t like Kaditali Station.

There were sled tracks going in and out of the station, lots of tracks, maybe ten teams worth. A sled was on its side, busted into kindling, and still attached to the sled was half a team, about six dogs, all dead, blown to bits by some large-caliber firearms. A large raven, about the size of an infant, was picking at the eyes of one of the dogs. A guard shack by the trail was shot to pieces and on fire, all the windows punched out and the door kicked open. A man’s body slumped out of the doorway, blood from his face dripping the snow.

Across from the guard shack was a small lodge, a house really. Most of the windows were shot up, and flames licked out of the dormers on the roof. There was another body outside the lodge lying face down in the snow; someone had cut his hands off.

We staked our teams out and walked slowly towards the guard shack. Max had the Nissan pistol out and loaded a clip into the butt. Rindi went up to the guy dripping blood and felt the carotid artery on his neck; she shook her head. I ran over to the burning lodge and went inside. 

The upstairs had burned into oblivion, but the flames hadn’t crept downstairs yet. The lodge had probably been a nice place a while ago: thick logs, an oak bar that looked as if it was made from one tree, tacky beer company signs, a dart-board, a rack of pies on a gleaming chrome lazy Susan. Big, heavy spruce tables kept the floor from bouncing around in earthquakes. There were two bodies on the tables: a little kid and a woman in a cocktail dress. I went to the kid first.

He looked about ten, cute little rugrat, brown hair falling into his eyes, eyes the color of varnished wood. His eyes stared straight up and they didn’t blink. He was wearing a red-checked flannel shirt and overalls. His shirt had been ripped open and the bib of his overalls was peeled back over his stomach. His chest was a puddle of red and on his stomach was a blob of white fibrous stuff: his lungs. The bones in my legs rippled into cartilage and my face felt cold. I grabbed a chair and sat down.

His heart. Someone had ripped the kid’s lungs out and removed his heart.

A burning timber crashed down next to the woman in the black cocktail dress. I took a couple of breaths, got up, walked over to her. She had shoulder-length brown hair, heavily made-up eyes, and black-painted lips. Her lips had bled where her braces had cut into them. She was wearing fishnet stockings, spike pumps, and a red plastic rose in her hair. A little name plate over her breast said that her name was Sherry. Sherry’s underpants had been pulled down to her knees and her hands, too, had been chopped off. Dried blood caked the ends of her stumps. I put a finger on her throat, felt for a pulse: nothing. Her blank eyes stared up at the burning ceiling. I pushed her eyelids shut. The flames started licking down the walls. I dragged her body to the door, then went back and got the kid.

Rindi helped me get the bodies outside and away from the collapsing lodge. Max had found some tarps and we laid it over the stack of bodies, like they were a cord of firewood and not remnants of life. Ravens flew above us in a slow spiral, cawing and cackling and doing barrel rolls. More meat to them. 

“That all that was inside?” Rindi asked me.

I nodded.

“Somebody died,” a voice said.

Max swung around, the Nissan before him, and clicked the safety off. I tracked the voice. On the trail, where it came into Kaditali Station from the south, was a big man on skis. A dog about twice the size of our dogs pulled the man, with a toboggan sled between the man and the dog. The man had coarse black hair, a wide face, sharp cheekbones: Eskimo, I guessed. He wore heavy ski boots, olive drab wool pants, and a white anorak. The anorak had a ruff of wolverine around the hood. Around his waist was strapped a big sidearm, looked like a Subaru by the plastic holder.

“Somebody died,” the Eskimo said again. He pointed up at the ravens.

“Yeah, somebody died,” Rindi said. She pointed at the stack of bodies.

The Eskimo slipped out of his skis, undid a rope from around his waist, and walked over to the bodies. The dog lay down. The Eskimo lifted a corner of the tarp and looked at the body of the guard. He took his right glove off, wiggled a finger around in one of the wounds, rolled the body over, stuck his hand in the hole in the guard’s back.

“Large caliber bullet,” he said. “Maybe a .50 inch.” He wiped his bloody finger in the snow, walked over to the dead dogs, the overturned sleds. He righted one sled, got on it, rocked the handlebar back and forth. It was a heavy freight sled, toboggan style, plastic bottom with runners attached right to the plastic. The sled was reinforced with steel tubing.

“God Weird sled,” he said.

“Who did this?” Rindi asked. “You came from the south? Did you see anyone?”

The Eskimo nodded. “Four teams from God Weird. Devil’s Club.” He pointed at a thorny stalk of dried flowers growing at the edge of the marsh. “Like the plant.”

“Devil’s Club?” I asked. “Who are they?”

He grinned. “Not nice people.”

“Who are you?” Rindi asked.

“Me?” the Eskimo said. “I’m Nivakti.” 

 

* * *

 

Nivakti was just another trader like us, on his way to Ship Creek to make his fortune, he told us. He was from Tikeraq, a village up on the Arctic coast. He said he had gone south after the Zap happened and he had been working his way back home since. He had a backpack full of carved ivory. “When I went south it was just tusks,” he said. “Had a lot of time on my hands.”

We piled snow on the bodies and dragged the dead dogs out on the frozen marsh. Max’s wheel dog died, saving us from having to shoot it. We put his dog with the other bodies. Come spring someone could give them a proper burial. The lodge took an hour to burn to the ground; it left a big puddle in the snow as it died.

There was a small cabin behind the lodge. No one home. Of course no one was home. On a dresser inside was a picture of Sherry and a man, probably the one at the front door of the lodge with his hands cut off. We ate their food and drank their whiskey and built a fire in their stove. There was a pie cooling in the mud room and we ate that, too.

“Who is this Devil’s Club?” I asked Max.

“Nasty suckers,” he said. “They’re like the storm troopers of the God Weirders. They believe that to conquer the devil they must eat the devil. So when they find what they think is evil . . .” He raised his fork.

“They eat it?” I asked.

Max nodded. “That’s probably why they cut out the heart of the child.”

I stared down at my piece of pie, then looked up at the wall opposite me. Sherry and her husband had rifles and shotguns hung on pegs on the wall. Hanging from one peg was a green thermos.

“I don’t think that’s why they cut out the heart of the child,” I said. I got up, took the thermos down, turned it over. At the base of the thermos was a small slot. “These folks had a nuke.”

Nivakti smiled. “Ah, yes, one of those. We had one in our village.”

I looked at him, stared. “Huh? You had a knapsack nuke?”

He shrugged. “We didn’t call it that. But before the War  That Stopped Television—the Zap War, you white folks say—these army people came in and gave our village one of those nuclear weapons.”

“Wait a second,” said Rindi. “I don’t understand. That thermos is a nuke?” I nodded. “So what does that have to do with the kid? Why did they cut out the heart of the child?”

I pointed at the slot in the thermos. “There’s a code, what we call a football, that fits in here and arms the nuke. The football is a pattern burned into the heart of a child. In order to fire the nuke, you have to cut out the heart of whoever is carrying the football.” I smiled. “But the dumb Devil’s Club didn’t find the nuke.”

“It’s just as well,” Nivakti said. He grinned. “The nuke doesn’t work.”

“What do you mean it doesn’t work?” I asked him.

“The nuke doesn’t work.”

“I suppose you’ve tried to blow a nuke?” Rindi asked.

Nivakti kept smiling. “Yes. The umialik, the captain of my whaling crew, got mad at his wife. He had a nuke, and he tried to blow it.”

“It didn’t work?” Max asked.

“Sort of,” Nivakti said. “Not the way it was supposed to.”

And he told us his story.

 

* * *

 

“Six years ago,” Nivakti said, “before the war came, an army man flew up to our village and offered us a nuclear weapon. He said that we could use it to protect ourselves from the Russians. The umialik told us he was going to take the weapon for his own, because he was umialik. He said his wife would be the football.

“We didn’t want the bomb, but we liked the idea of the army cutting the umialik’s wife’s heart open and burning that code in there, so we agreed. Most of us didn’t like the umialik’s wife. She was an ugly shrew, fat, short, with all her teeth gone and her hair thin and stringy. But the umialik liked her because she was a good seamstress.

“The army people came up the next winter in this big airplane and took the umialik’s wife onto their plane and cut her open and made the football. They had a little ceremony and gave us the bomb. The bomb was bright and silver and looked  a little like a seal. We took the bomb and put it inside an old dance house.”

“That was when?” Max asked.

“Before the Zap,” Nivakti said. “After the Zap, when all you white people left our village and we went back to some of our old ways, that was the time we blew the bomb, during the whaling season.” Nivakti glared at Max for interrupting, then continued. “We were anxious, because we had only taken one whale the season before, and many of our children were hungry. It had been months since we’d had whale and we wanted badly to get another whale.

“We got lucky. The leads, the open channels in the ice, were narrow and there was a whole pod of whales almost within shouting distance of our village. We knew surely that we had pleased the whales and that they would allow us to take them.

“We went out on the ice, the umialik’s wife leading the way, carrying her bucket of water for the whale to drink. All went according to ritual and it seemed as if nothing we could do would offend the whales. Just as the umialik’s wife turned to go back to shore the umialik stopped her. There was blood on the snow where she had squatted. The umialik pulled up his wife’s parka, and it was there for all of us to see: a red spot on her breeches, over her crotch. The umialik’s wife was in her period.

“What could we do? We knew that a menstruating woman would surely offend the whales, so we didn’t even bother chasing them. We packed up our gear and started back to the village. It didn’t surprise us that a storm moved in and closed the leads.

“The umialik was in a rage. All the way back to the village he beat his wife. By the time we returned, she was bruised and bloody. But she didn’t flinch from the blows, just let the umialik keep hitting her, stumbling now and then but getting back to her feet each time.

“At the village the umialik went to his iglu, dragging his wife with him. He began to drink, and got drunker and drunker. We could hear his wife’s screams and hear his curses, but no one dared to go in and help.

“Finally, the umialik came out of his house, dragging his  wife behind him. By then she was half-dead, her hair matted with blood, her face puffed up like a mushroom, one arm broken. The umialik went to the shaman’s house and asked him what he should do.”

“I don’t understand,” Rindi said. “Do about what?”

“Should the umialik kill his wife?” Nivakti asked. “She had offended the whales, and something had to be done. So the umialik went to the shaman to ask what he should do.” Nivakti glared at her, and went on with his story.

“We all gathered around, watched the shaman go into his trance. When he came out he spoke in the voice of the seal, so we knew he had talked to the whales and received their answer.

“The shaman told the umialik that he would have to kill his wife. He should take her heart, get the football, and blow off the bomb. Only this would please the whales.

“The village was quite afraid of this, and would have stopped the umialik, but the umialik had grabbed his gun and threatened to shoot anyone who would stop him. Well, we knew we would all die if the bomb went off but then we knew one of us would die if we tried to stop the umialik, so what could we do?

“We followed the umialik to the old dance house where the bomb was kept. We crowded inside. Someone lit a lamp and by its glow we could see the silver bomb, a little seal covered with dirt and dust.

“The umialik brushed the dirt off the bomb and unscrewed the top of it. We watched as the umialik took out his knife and cut his wife’s throat. The wife was so far gone by then I don’t think she even felt her life go from her. The umialik cut open her chest and took out her heart. Then he cut her heart open and got the thing, the football you called it, Holmes.

“One brave hunter rushed the umialik then and tried to take the football from him, but the umialik was fast and shot the hunter in the arm. None of us dared stop him after that. We watched in horror as the umialik took the football, the piece of the heart, put it in the bomb like the army said to, and pushed the button. We watched in silence as the numbers counted down on the bomb. There was a hush as the bomb whirred and clicked. Suddenly a loud siren went off in the bomb,  which made us all run, all except the umialik. The umialik stayed right there, hugging the bomb, weeping, his wife’s heart in his hand.

“We ran outside the dance house, ran and ran, knowing that the bomb would go off and knowing that we could never run far enough. Then the siren stopped and we all fell to our knees. I kissed my wife good-bye and hugged my children. There was a loud explosion up on the hill. And then—” Nivakti stopped, stood up, went to the window. “I hear gunfire.”

“What?” we screamed.

“Gunfire. Listen.”

We ran to the door. From toward Ship Creek the pop-pop of small-arms fire could be heard.

“Militia, probably,” Max said. The gunfire stopped. “Practice, or someone’s drunk.”

Nivakti nodded. “As long as they don’t fire at me.” He patted the Subaru.

“So what happened?” Rindi asked.

“Oh,” Nivakti said. “Nothing.”

“Nothing?” I asked.

Nivakti just smiled.

 

* * *

 

We stayed at Kaditali about an hour, then continued on. Rindi and I watered the dogs, and she taught me how to check their paws and feet for cut pads, broken nails. We tidied up Sherry’s house, cut a new pile of kindling and put it by the stove, and shut the door. Nivakti left a little carved ivory seal on the kitchen table, and Max and Rindi left a small sack of bullets. I left a note to Sherry’s heirs saying thank you for the food and whiskey and warmth and we were sorry that they had died. I didn’t think anyone could read it, but maybe they would find a reader who could.

At Kaditali Marsh the trail met up with the railroad, then split, the railroad following Cook’s River, and the trail going straight north. If the Wonderblimp hadn’t been blown off the track after God Weird it would have taken the railroad into Ship Creek. Max said that from there the trail became known as the Strange Trail, for some reason he didn’t know.

“Maybe we should follow the railroad tracks,” I suggested.

He shook his head. “It’s out of the way. The Strange goes  right into Ship Creek. The railroad’s a little tricky. It goes below some big bluffs, and some of those bluffs have mean and nasty folks at the top who like to throw stones down on you. We go north.”

North. The land kind of flattened out there, this broad plain of glacial scrubbed till. There were little dips and hills but most of Greater Ship Creek was flat. My kind of country.

Rindi took the lead, then me, followed by Max’s team, and Nivakti and his dog Aklaq chasing. We had offered to let Nivakti use a few of our dogs, but he had smiled and said, “Aklaq is enough.” He wasn’t kidding. I expected you could put Aklaq in my team and right away replace five dogs. He was a bear, all right—that’s what Nivakti said the word Aklaq meant.

Some teams had gone down the trail ahead of us; there were recent tracks. God Weirders? Had two groups gone through? The trail was punched flat by someone; we had no trouble following it. Twice we stopped at forks to make sure we took the right trail. I kneeled down in the snow and pointed out little crystals of blood.

“You think one of them might have been hit?” I asked Nivakti, who seemed to know these things.

He shook his head. “Bleeding paws.” He pointed to a dog print, and drops of blood in each print.

Rindi got down and picked up a wad of snow, crumpled it in her hand. The snow was dry, crinkly little shards of flakes, crystals like daggers.

“Nivakti’s right,” she said. “Must have been a thaw and then a freeze. This trail would be bad on dogs. Better put booties on.”

Rindi took out a bag of what looked like marble sacks, slipped the sacks on each dog’s feet. She rummaged in her bag, came up with more booties, and told Max and me to do the same for our teams. It couldn’t hurt. The dogs looked silly, but not as silly as some poodles I’d seen, and they didn’t seem to mind a bit. Rindi offered Nivakti some booties for Aklaq, but Nivakti shook his head.

“Aklaq is tough. He won’t need those.”

The sun was sliding into Cook’s River just over Mount Iliamna, a volcano on the south end of the Alaska Range. I  glanced back at Kaditali Marsh behind us, Cook’s River spreading out where Turnagain Arm and the inlet met. Big chunks of ice twice the size of the Wonderblimp caught the rays of the setting sun, glowing like monumental jewels. Banjo Snowshoe Mountain was pink to the east; Rindi pointed out the Redoubt, a black blob at the base of the mountain. I shuddered at the height, still didn’t believe I’d come down that hill.

Thunder cracked up the trail.

Rindi brought her team to a halt, and I came up hard behind her, Alice almost running up into her wheel dogs. I jammed my brake in, set the hook, ran up to get Alice out of Rindi’s way.

More thunder cracked. Then some pops, another crack, and a boom that rattled the trees along the trail. Rindi dragged her dogs into the woods, Max was halfway there, and I couldn’t even see Nivakti. I ran back to my sled, took the snow hook out, started to lead Alice into the woods.

I had my wheel dogs off the trail and into the brush when a bee whizzed past my face, then some thunder rumbled. I glanced up, saw two sleds racing down the trail at me. One sled was a freighter, about eight dogs, followed by a lighter sled, with maybe twelve dogs. The musher with the light sled was shooting at the musher with the freighter. I ducked down, watched. The person on the light sled leaned forward, bracing herself against the handlebar, both hands on her submachine gun, and fired four quick shots, crack-crack-crack-crack, fanning the gun slightly. The person on the freighter let go of the driver’s bow, fell backwards, his team loose.

The musher on the light sled dragged her brake, stopped at the shot dog-driver. Max and Rindi ran out to the light sled. The driver was dressed in a white snowsuit, with a red armband. I glanced at the freighter as it went by me.

It was a God Weird sled, like the one back at Kaditali, only without a machine gun. Stuff was piled on the basket and on top of the stuff was someone covered up with a fur blanket. A blue braid poked out from under a rainbow-colored ski hat.

I grabbed Alice, yanked her on the trail, paused to lift a wheel dog over a line, then got on the sled and yelled,  “Hike!” Alice started yapping and took off like a greyhound after a rabbit.

“Holmes!” Max yelled at me. I didn’t look back. I was being stupid. I thought I knew that person in the sled. She glanced back at the sound of my name, and I smiled.

Alice earned herself twenty hugs and a belly rub for that run. She was pulling on her tug lines the way a fish takes the hook. The swing dogs took up the beat and the wheels were hunks of beef pounding into the snow. We had her.

I came up to the sled, yelled, “On by!” and Alice pulled up beside the sled, pace for pace with those God Weird dogs. They snarled at us but my team didn’t bat a lash. I stepped a foot over, put my right foot on the God Weird sled, grabbed the driver’s bow. Okay: I had both sleds now. How was I going to stop them?

The woman in the basket glanced back at me. She had ice blue eyes; one eyelid was swollen half-shut, black and blue. She smiled, squinted at me. My heart sank.

“Thanks,” she said.

“Don’t thank me yet, kid.”

She held up her wrists; they were bound together with nylon rope. I let go of the handlebar for a moment, grabbed my knife, flicked it open, tossed it to her. She grabbed for it, and it bounced out of the sled.

“Crap,” I said. The sleds were spreading apart as the God Weird dogs starting fighting with my team. I looked up the trail and saw a slight hill coming up—going down, as it were.

With my right foot I reached over and tapped the brake. Wrong idea. The God Weird sled fell behind me and I had to let up, grab the side of the basket, tap my own brake. Okay, that might work after a fashion. I kept my left foot on my brake, hung onto my handle, reached over with my right foot, and then hit both brakes at the same time and yelled, “Whoa!”

My wheel dogs, Sam and Ouzel, hunkered down. The brakes were screeching and clawing and ice was flying up in my face. My legs were spreading apart, and I was halfway to doing a split. Heck, I’d flunked Miz Jackson’s ballet class in second grade. It isn’t going to work, Holmes, I thought.

Alice stopped. The God Weird dogs stopped. They all fell into a writhing mass of panting dogs. I looked up. The sleds  were pointing downhill. I was leaning back, feet on the brakes, and the lady in the basket was laughing. I thought real seriously about letting her go. But I’d let people go before . . . A bunch of hands and arms and bodies came up from behind me and took the God Weird sled. I got back to my team, set the snow hook.

“Thanks,” the lady in the basket said. As I got closer I saw that not just blue braids, but red, yellow, orange, and green braids poked out from under her hat. She wore a blue jacket with a patch that had PATAGONIA and the outline of a mountain embroidered on it.

“Who are you?” she asked me.

“Just some dumb bush punk,” I said. “Who the hell are you?”

“Just some dumb bush punkette,” she said. “Why? Who did you think I was?”

“Oh, a friend of mine.”

Lucy. I’d thought she was Lucy.

 


CHAPTER 11

At the top of the hill where I had rescued the ersatz Lucy, I could see the remains of the city. Ship Creek spread across a flat plain at the base of some big mountains. The plain looked like someone had taken a cheese cutter to the edge of the mountains, sliced off a hunk, and shoved the rock into Cook’s River. At the north end of the plain I could see the remains of burned skyscrapers, black skeletons against the white river.

A layer of haze hovered around the tops of the skyscrapers, haze fed by dozens of small fires burning in an arc south of the buildings. Black was the color of the dead city, and white and brown the colors of wilderness reclaiming the land. As far as I could see were charred buildings, collapsed metal frames, frames dusted white by a recent snow. Alder bushes grew around the remains of subdivisions and apartment complexes, and into the dead streets. There must have been thousands and thousands of people in that city once. The lady in the red armband walked up to me.

“Where did they all go?” I asked her.

“Who?”

“The people.” I waved my hand at the dead city.

She shrugged. “Home,” she said. “After the Zap, there were riots, and then people got hungry. Ships didn’t come with food. Gas ran out. Some people stayed. A lot of people starved to death. Most people just started walking south in the summer. They’d come from the south, and I guess they decided to return to the south. Hunger makes you do that.” She smiled, anticipating my question. “Some of us had food, or knew how to hunt.” 

I stood there staring at Ship Creek, wondering about all the people who had been, wondering who was still there, if maybe Lucy was among the survivors, and if maybe the Wonderblimp was somewhere nearby.

The lady in the red armband clapped me on the shoulder. “You did us a favor.”

I turned, smiled, and gave her an aw-shucks grin. “How’s that?”

She walked over to the woman in the God Weird sled, helped her out. When the woman got out of the sled, I saw that she really didn’t look like Lucy. It was the blue braid, that was all. They both had blue braids. The woman in the red armband put a big arm around the woman in the sled. “You saved our refugee.”

“Refugee from what?”

“God Weirders,” the refugee said.

I looked down at the shot dog-driver—ex-dog-driver. He was dead, Red Armband’s pistol having put some holes in him in places it wasn’t a good idea to have holes. The dead dog-driver’s cap had fallen off. His head had been shaved and his scalp painted red. I kicked the body. “This guy?”

Red Armband nodded. I looked at the refugee. “You from God Weird, Patagonia?”

“Was,” she said. “Hey, how’d you know my name?”

I nodded in Red Armband’s direction. “This lady shouted it when she was chasing you.” Red Armband gave me a funny look. I closed my eyes, thought, whoops.

Max, Nivakti, and Rindi had come out of the woods, stood to the side. Red Armband looked them over, paused a moment on Nivakti’s sidearm, then glanced at me. “Friends of yours?”

“Yeah. Max, Nivakti, Rindi. Who are you?”

She slapped her head. “Where are my manners? I’m Suz, Ship Creek Militia.” She shook hands with all of us, then looked at me. “You?”

“Holmes,” I said. I looked her over. Suz had the body of a small bear, broad shouldered, firm, but a little chubby. She wore her hair cropped short, a few green strands poking out from under a red cap. The armband had a symbol, but no letters on it: an anchor and a ship. The ship for Ship Creek?  Maybe. Suz wore a white anorak, white ski pants, and white mukluks. Her submachine gun—what I’d heard called a gutter gun—was slung over her shoulder.

“What’s the Suz mean?” I asked.

“Suzuki,” she said. “Like the gun.” She patted the gutter gun on her back. I smiled. That gun must have had the only word she owned when she came out of the Zap. “You guys going into Ship Creek?”

Max nodded. “Yup. Do a little trading.”

“You looking to liberate hostages?”

“Maybe,” I said. “I’m looking for someone the God Weirders took—if they took her alive.”

“Maybe the militia can help,” Suz said. She looked up at the sky, pointed at a bank of low gray clouds moving in from the south. “Looks like some snow coming. Why don’t you follow me into Ship Creek? We can put you up at the south militia camp for the night—least I can do for you.”

Patagonia was helping Rindi get the two teams untangled. Suz started to walk to her team, looked back. “Heck,” she said. “What are we going to do about that God Weird team? Pat, you run dogs?”

“A little,” she said, “But I’m not sure I can handle this big a team.”

“I can handle it,” Nivakti said. “I’ll put Aklaq in lead.” He sidestepped over to the team, took his skis off, passed them to Pat. “Can you handle a gee pole?” He pointed at a pole lying flat in the right side of the freight sled. There was a fitting at the front of the sled the pole could be jammed in.

“Sure,” she said. She took his skis, strapped the cable bindings around her boots.

Nivakti tossed his toboggan into the God Weird sled, took Aklaq to the front of the team, moved him into single lead. He took the God Weird lead dog, put him back in an empty slot just in front of the wheel dogs. We got our teams straightened out, and followed Suz into Ship Creek.

 

* * *

 

The militia’s fort was inside a big gray two-story building that stretched for maybe five hundred yards. A sign on the front of the building said MOND CENTER. The building was surrounded by a rampart of rubble, that black road stuff you  sometimes see. Inside the rampart were maybe a hundred rusting cars, and a dog yard of maybe twice as many dogs. We mushed through a gate that guards opened as we came up and right into the building.

Mond was a huge cavern, unheated but out of the wind and snow. Buildings and stalls were built along the edge of the cavern, and other rooms went into smaller caves. More cars and trucks were inside the cavern, and men and women scuttled around the cars, working on them, painting them, tinkering with them.

“Fixers,” I said.

Suz nodded. “The only Fixer colony for about two hundred miles. Not that it does us any good. We’ve rebuilt maybe five hundred cars, but we don’t have more than ten gallons of gas to run them. Still, some day . . .”

“Yeah,” I said. I thought of the Wonderblimp, with her turbo engines and her 5,000 gallon tank, and what the fixers would give to get their hands on her.

Suz waved to some other militia people—she called them shippos—and they took the teams outside. Rindi went with them to make sure the dogs would be all right. Max, Nivakti, and I followed Suz and Pat upstairs to the kitchen and dining room of the complex. We passed a big room separated from the main complex by a big metal gate. LIBRARY, the room said. I thought I could see row upon row of books inside.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Our readers,” Suz said. “We have four of them. We keep them locked up so they won’t get hurt. They don’t seem to mind; they have all the books they could possibly read.”

Locked up? I glanced at Max, and he nodded. Locking readers up was better than eating them, I supposed, but I liked my freedom, books or no books.

We sat at a big wooden table in the dining room. Suz motioned at some more shippos, and a guy with pale yellow hair came over and set a tray of cheese, bread, and sausage on the table. The way people reacted when Suz snapped her fingers made me think she was some kind of big shot in the militia.

“How’d you get hooked up with the God Weirders?” I asked Pat.

She poured a cup of tea, passed it to Suz, then poured one  for me. “My family has a homestead on the Kenaitze,” she said. “It was kind of rough: a lot of work and not much else. One summer the God Weirders came through on one of their recruiting missions. My daddy told me not to talk to ’em, and when they came up to our place he chased them off. The God Weirders camped right down the road, and that night I snuck out and went to talk with them. They gave me this drink, and next thing you know I woke up in God Weird.”

“Why did you leave?” Max asked.

“You know what a God Weird woman does? She works all the damn time. Sure, I worked on the family homestead, but everyone worked. At God Weird the women do most of the work. The men just get drunk, and preach about God, and go on raids. And the women are like whores. You have to sleep with any God Weird man who asks, especially if he’s a minister. Anyway, about a week ago I came up with a bunch to Ship Creek to do some trading, and I snuck away. I got asylum here, but then the God Weirders raided the place and took me. They would have had me if it wasn’t for you.” Pat put a hand on my hand, squeezed.

“The dogs would have stopped,” I said.

She shook her head. “Not God Weird dogs. If the driver falls off, they just keep running back to God Weird. I could never have stopped them.” Pat took the rainbow cap off, threw it on the table. She rubbed her head. Black stubble was growing in on the top of her head where it had been shaved. The hair on the edge of the bald spot had been braided into maybe a dozen long braids, each braid dyed a different color. I’d seen a blue braid and thought she was Lucy. “No more rainbows for me,” Pat said. “I’m through with that.”

“Were you with the God Weirders when they tried to take that blimp?” I asked.

Suz gave me a hard look, squinted. “How’d you know about that?”

I ignored her. “Were you?” I asked Pat again.

She nodded.

“Did you—did they take a woman with blue hair?”

“Yeah,” she said. “A blimper. But they didn’t keep her. She didn’t have a nuke, so they’re trading her through . . . well, it doesn’t matter now. She’s as good as dead.” 

I looked at her, stared into her green eyes. “Who did they trade her to?”

“Bear Baiters,” Pat said.

“Bear Baiters?”

Suz took my arm. “Bear hunters. They live up in the mountains north of here. They take people and stake them out in the spring to catch bears. If the people live . . . well, they don’t usually live, but if they do, they become part of the tribe. This person with the blue braid a friend of yours?”

“Yeah,” I said.

Suz had laid her gutter gun on the table. She turned it toward me, set her finger on the trigger. “Unbutton your shirt,” she said. I did. The scar from my blimper initiation was still bright and pink. “You have a little recent open-heart surgery?” she asked.

“Uh-huh.” I smiled. “Too much meat when I was a kid.”

“Christ,” she said. “This makes things a little difficult.” She turned the gun around, hung it on the back of her chair. “You’re a blimper.”

I nodded. Pat moved back in her chair. “You got a code?” she asked.

“No,” I lied. “It’s only an initiation scar.”

“Damn,” said Suz. “We’ve got a little problem here.” Suz reached into a pocket of her coveralls, pulled out a crumpled cigarette. I raised my eyebrows at that. Cigs could get you about ten gallons of high-octane gasoline, or maybe even a small dog team. Suz lit the cigarette, sucked in the smoke, then exhaled in a sigh of blue mist. She passed the cig to me. I hate cigarettes, but it was an honor and I knew it. I took a small toke and let the smoke curl around my mouth and out my lips, never inhaling. I handed the cig back to Suz, and she stubbed it out on the table.

“Here’s the problem,” she said. “About a year ago the news came up the memor line that nukers were working their way up the West Coast. About the same time word went out on the memor line that this guy up in the interior, Big Mac—and I don’t know who he is or what he wants—would pay well for a living nuker.

“Now, three weeks ago we get the message that you guys are down in Kachemak. Kachemak tried to get you, but that  Myers is dumber than shit, and we hear he blew it. But the word comes up the memor line again that you’re moving north. Our militia figures, hey, maybe we’ll get a shot at you. We had a little reception worked out, but then those dumb-ass God Weirders had to go and try to nab you. Damn blimp flew right over our heads.”

I looked at Max. “You know about this?”

He shrugged. “I’d heard rumors before. But I never believe anything a memor says—bunch of damn liars. Besides, you know what the Wonderblimp has is worth far more to me than anything I’d get from selling you to some crazy in the interior.”

“What’s the blimp got that’s worth so much to you?” Suz asked.

“My secret,” Max said.

I looked at Max, back to Suz. “What’s this problem you’re talking about?”

“You’re worth a hell of a lot, Holmes,” she said. “Hell of a lot. By rights I should keep you hostage. But the problem is”—she shook her head—“the problem is that I am one ethical dumb idiot. You did me a favor, and now I am obligated to you for that favor. I cannot keep you hostage. You saved Patagonia here”—she jabbed a thumb in Pat’s direction— “and preserved our militia’s honor. So I owe you. I have to let you free.”

I looked down at the table, bit my lip. “Thanks,” I said quietly. I stared at that gutter gun hanging casually on Suz’s chair. She could take me, I knew. Kill me, even. But she chose not to. The first damn honest person I’d really met in the PRAK—well, no, Max and Rindi seemed okay. But one of the few. I wanted to kiss her. So I did. I got up, walked over to her, and put my lips to her lips, my arms around her arms, and kissed her like she’d saved my life, which she had. “Thanks,” I said again.

“Thank you,” she said. “Now get the hell out of here.”

 

* * *

 

Rindi had gotten our dogs fed and watered while we were talking; they were fresh and ready to go when we got down to the main hall of Mond Center. Since I’d nabbed the God Weird team, it was by rights mine. I didn’t want it, but asked  Nivakti if he could use it. He took the lead dog out of the team, gave it to Pat, and kept Aklaq in lead, “in case the team gets the idea that they might want to go back to God Weird.”

Our teams were harnessed and ready. The doors leading out of the big hall were cranked back and open. It was dark out there, dark and cold with a snowstorm blowing in. Suz told us that we would find a good place to camp five miles up the trail. “I’m sorry I can’t put you up for the night here. But the rest of the militia . . . I don’t think they’d be as ethical.”

“I understand,” I said.

“I put food in your sled bags. I also thought you might want this.” She handed me a small book. I held it upside down, pretending stupidity.

“What do I need this for?”

“You’ve got to learn to keep secrets better, Holmes. I mean, catching Pat’s name right off—only a reader could do that. Be careful.”

I turned the book over, read the cover. Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. Yeah. That about summed up where we were going. “Thanks.”

“About your friend,” she said. “Blue Braid?”

“Lucy,” I said.

“Yeah, Bear Baiters won’t be giving her to the bears this spring. She’ll live. She’s worth a lot alive to them. I hope you find her.”

“Me too,” I said. A thought occurred to me. “How come the God Weirders got the Bear Baiters to trade for them? Why didn’t they make the trade with this guy in the interior?”

Suz spat. “God Weirders are pariahs. The only ones who will trade with them are Bear Baiters or Snow Angels. Big Mac wouldn’t trade with the Weirders—might hurt his image.”

“Okay. Thanks for telling me. I’ll find Lucy.”

“Yeah.” Suz put her arms around me, hugged me tight, then patted me on the back. “Look me up when this is over. I’d . . . I’d like to see you again under more pleasant terms.”

I squeezed her, let go. “Sure.”

Rindi led the teams out of the center and into the night.

 


CHAPTER 12

A fog rolled in upon us while we slept, and we woke to a dawn that had dusted Ship Creek in spiky hoarfrost. Our camp was on the top of a flattened hill, just off the Strange Trail. I looked south and could see the trail humping over hills back to Kaditali Marsh. Birch and alder trees lined the Strange, and the frost had turned their leafless limbs into ice sculptures. The morning light came in low and dim and orange, pouring fire into the ruins of the city.

Fires from other camps rose straight into the sky like pillars of soot, and south of the dead skyscrapers, close to Cook’s River, a great bonfire lit the dawn, a great column of smoke climbing up to the mountains and flattening into a pancake of haze. That bonfire was a beacon and I knew it was where we had to go: the trade fair.

Before we set out, Max set me down and gave me a lecture. “No reading. Don’t even think like a reader. Ignore words. Don’t go reading people’s pockets. I’m not sure what folks will think about readers, and I don’t want to find out. You’re just a dumb bush punk helping me to trade picture Bibles, okay?”

“Okay,” I said.

He clapped me on the shoulder. “Okay. We’ll try to make a deal for your Lucy friend, and we’ll try to find the damn Wonderblimp. Maybe we’ll get out of this mess yet.”

The four of us took our teams into the center of Ship Creek, really all that was left of the town. A light snow from the storm that night had made the trail easier on the dogs’ feet, so we took off the little booties, but with the slight frost over the snow, their feet made soft little thumping sounds as the paws  crunched down on the trail. The Strange Trail was a broad swatch for about four miles, and then after it crossed a big creek, it split in two. Max said the right fork went north, to We’ll See Ya, and the left fork went into town.

At the top of a hill, the Strange hit a dead end in a pile of rubble, but there was a smaller trail that made a sharp left, and we followed that. We went through more piles of rubble, more clumps of new alder, and up a street that ended in a big, long open stretch of land that ran east-west for about a mile, and was bordered on the north by a large concentration of tall buildings.

The trade fair.

A squad of Ship Creek militia stopped us as we came into the fairgrounds. They walked up and down our teams, looking us over, glancing at our faces. One shippo put her hands on her hips, nodded to her left. We eased the teams down a small lane, and another shippo, but with a blue, not red, armband, walked up to Rindi.

“You all together?” he asked. Rindi nodded. “Okay, make camp anywhere along the strip here. When you’re done, check in with me and I’ll explain the rules here. My name’s Tex. Tex A. Co.”

On the south edge of the strip were blocks and blocks of torched houses. Most of the houses had been razed to their foundations, but I could see the frame or chimney of a house or two sticking up out of the snow. On the north side of the strip was what Max had called Down Town. He said that a group called the Rubblers was taking all the rubble it could find and dumping it on Down Town; they wanted to make a mountain or something, but had only succeeded in putting a low wall around the edge of the buildings.

We camped in an open spot next to a wall that had lots of pieces of colored glass in it. There was a cross on top of the wall, but nothing else was left of the church. We staked out the dogs and set up tents, then Max and I went back to talk to Tex.

Tex had a face that was mostly jaw and a body that was mostly shoulders. He wore a green-and-white cap that had a star on the front and the word TEXACO inside the star. Tex motioned us inside a little cabin, no more than a shack, really, and we sat on big logs before a warm wood stove.

“I’ve seen that symbol before,” Tex said, pointing at the  three-triangle patch on Max’s parka. “You that Hammer fella?”

Max nodded, stuck out his hand. “Maxwell Silverhammer Everton. This is Holmes.”

Tex smiled, shook our hands. “I guess you’ve been to a trade fair before, then. We’ve changed the rules a little, though, so I better fill you in.

“First, if you want to be liberating a hostage or trading one, you’ll want to register with one of the memors. If you’ve got a reader with you, you can write the names down.”

“We don’t have a reader,” Max said.

“Good,” said Tex. “Okay, talk to a memor. Our memors have been getting full dumps from all the memors around— you got any news, it’s worth a few points in negotiations—so if you’re expecting any messages, you can ask. Most folks come to these just for the news, you know.

“Now, if you’re just trading stuff, you still want to register with one of the memors, and they’ll set you up with whatever deal you’re looking for. Any questions?”

“Yeah,” Max said. “What if we’re trading stuff for hostages?”

“Oh yeah,” said Tex, “you might. Just go to the hostage memor and tell ’em who you want and what you got to trade. You want to do a little speculating, they can set you up, too. Now, we got us a few rules here at the fair, okay?

“First, I don’t want any liberating or seizing going on at the fair or in Ship Creek. Most hostages are stashed in safe houses in Down Town anyway, and we got our own militia watching ’em, so I don’t think you’d stand a chance of being heroic.

“Second, no killing, looting, or stealing at the fair. That’s pretty obvious, I guess. We’ll want a bond to make sure you don't back out on any deals, and if you cause trouble, we keep your bond and take you hostage. You guys seen Far Island? Take a look; we got a lot of hostages left over from last trade fair. We get a good salmon run up here in the summer, and those guys have put in a lot of work. Any questions? Good. That big blue building”—he pointed down the strip, toward Cook’s River— “is the trading shed. You can find the memors there.”

The trading shed was the focus of the fair, but I soon realized that it was only for big trades. All up and down the strip  people had set up booths and were selling all sorts of things. There was a big dog lot, with dozens of dogs staked out on small chains; next to it was a sled builder who had everything from light racing sleds to twenty-foot freight sleds. There was a Japanese woman in silver hair selling Nissan rifles, Subaru pistols, and other guns—in gross violation of the Japanese embargo on the PRAK, Max told me—but no one there was going to turn her in. At another booth someone else sold ammunition, and another person did loading of ammo.

Old crones in rags sold slabs of beef, moose scraps, dead cats, all sorts of formerly living critters. Someone else was selling clothes, boots, hats, and little tubes of make-up and hair dye. A barber was doing a bang-up business of snipping heads into Mohawks and other bush punk coiffures. Down by the trading shed, just outside, were two booths, both with big books hanging from poles. “Naming,” shouted one guy, and “Reading,” shouted a woman. Both the readers wore hoods over their heads.

“Maybe I could pick up a little trade,” I said to Max, pointing at the readers.

He glared at me. “Don’t even think about it.”

We walked down to the trading shed. Though maybe fifty people crowded into the trading shed, it was strangely quiet. Around the edge of the room were long rows of tables, with ten memors seated at each. People sat in wooden chairs before the memors, and the memors talked to them in rhythmic voices in low and hushed tones. Those waiting for a memor milled around the middle of the room in a line that snaked through a maze of ropes, nobody hardly saying a word. Max and I got in line behind a one-armed man. I smiled at him and he smiled back, scratching his stub.

“Gonna see if I can get my arm back,” he said. “You haven’t seen a loose arm lately, have you?”

I wanted to tell him, yes, I saw a loose arm or two in the snow at Kaditali, but I knew that wasn’t the answer he wanted, so I just said, “No.”

On a platform in the center of the room a reader in a mask danced around a chalkboard, scratching names and figures on the board, erasing names, putting new names up. Another masked reader walked from memor to memor, writing things  down, and every so often he would hand a sheet with words on it to the reader on the platform. Both of the readers wore shapeless garments, but I could tell by their walk that they were both women.

Each name on the board had two boxes next to it; at the top of the rows of boxes were the words “offer” and “asking price.” Max nudged me and I let my eyes wander down the list, trying to look like I was gazing off into space, while what I was really looking for was the word “Electrolux.” I spotted it in the second column of names, sixth down. Under “offer” the box was blank, and under “asking price” was the figure “KK.” “K” meant “thousand,” I remembered from when I had been down south in Silicon, but I didn’t know a thousand-thousand what.

“What’s the currency around here?” I asked Max.

“Bullets,” he said.

I did a quick calculation. The St. Herman’s Club had sold me a beer for a “dime,” that is, one bullet. So for the price of a million beers, we could liberate old Lucy. I whispered the price in Max’s ear, and he whistled slightly.

“What’s a vial of the hyperdog jizzum worth?” I asked him.

He shook his head. “Ten keys,” he said. “That’s ten thousand bullets a vial. I’ve got ten vials.”

A hundred thousand bullets. We weren’t even close. Whoever was selling Lucy wanted top dollar. Now I could understand why Suz was so eager to get me out of Mond Center. With that kind of price on my head, she must have been real tempted.

I glanced down the list again, seeing if I recognized any names. I stopped at one name: Olive Drab, our man Odey, the guy in the purple flat top who had suckered us into God Weird. Whoever had him—and I thought I knew who—was asking only ten keys. We could afford him easy.

“Bid on a guy named Odey,” I whispered to him. “Double the asking price.” I had a hunch. If we got Odey we might get Lucy, too. “Ask about Lucy, but just make it casual. And leave a memor message. No—” I said. “We’ll leave a written message.”

“What the hell are you up to, Holmes?”

“Trust me,” I said. 

Max shrugged. A chair in front of a memor opened up. Max walked to it and sat down. I stood next to him. The memor, a tall, thin woman with gray hair cropped straight at her shoulders, pointed at me.

“Are you together?” she asked. That surprised me; she didn’t speak in rhyme.

“Yeah,” said Max. “It kind of concerns both of us.”

“Very well,” the memor said. “What are you trading?”

“Hyperdog jizzum,” Max said. “I can get 10 keys a vial on the open market, so that’s what they’re worth.”

The memor nodded. “Fine. And whom do you wish to liberate?”

“Well, we’re speculating on two people. What’s the asking on that Electrolux woman?”

The memor shook her head. “Too high for you. There’s a standing offer of a million bullets, and she goes to that bidder at the end of the trade fair if no one tops it.”

“Who made that bid?” I asked.

“Everyone wants to know,” she said. “Big Mac is the only name we have.”

Big Mac, Big Mac . . . when I heard the name again I got the feeling I’d been getting lately, as if I really knew who he was but couldn’t place it. All I could think of was hamburgers, and that was absurd.

“Is this Big Mac holding Electrolux?” I asked.

“I can only give that information to certain people.”

I glanced at Max, took a risk. “This information is confidential,” I said. “You are not to reveal my identity to anyone.” The memor nodded. “Okay. I’m Holmes Weatherby, Aye-Aye-Aye, of the Wonderblimp.”

The memor smiled. “The Bear Baiters have her.” She furrowed her brow again. “But you knew that. The militia told you.”

And why had the militia told a memor about me? I didn’t want to think about that, unless . . . yeah, Suz. Suz honoring her pledge and making sure no one took me hostage.

“They could have lied,” I said. “Okay, how about a God Weirder named Olive Drab, or Odey?”

“Ah,” she said, “I expected you would ask. He’s in your  price range: ten keys. And I can tell you that he is being held by—”

“—the Wonderblimp,” I guessed.

“My,” she said, mocking, “don’t we know everything? Yes, the Wonderblimp. They’re standing by at Far Island. Do you wish to bid?”

I glared at Max. He glared back, then nodded his head. “Twenty keys for Odey,” he said.

The memor smiled. “Double bid takes the deal,” she said. “We will get a message to the Wonderblimp and make the arrangements. Check back with us in, oh, twelve hours?” She tapped her wrist, and I held up my watch so she knew I could keep time.

“Twelve hours,” Max said.

“Very good. Do you wish to leave a message for anyone?”

“Yeah,” I said. “To the God Weirders. ‘We have—’ ”

“I’m sorry,” she said “We don’t deliver messages to them.” She spat. “Perhaps a written message . . . ?” She motioned outside. The readers.

“Yeah, thanks,” I said. We left.

Outside the trading shed, Max pulled me aside. “What the devil are you up to?” he yelled. “How the hell are you going to trade this Odey for your blue-braided bitch? And how the hell is this going to get us to the Wonderblimp?”

I punched him on the shoulder. “Christ, Max, I haven’t the foggiest.”

He groaned, took his cap off, scratched his balding head. “I just hope to hell this leads to my coke.”

“Oh, it will,” I said. “It will.”

He stopped me by one of the reader’s tents. “You want to leave a message?”

I shook my head. “Changed my mind. No, I think we should go right to the source. I think we should go have a chat with the Bear Baiters.”

 

* * *

 

The Bear Baiters had their camp on the mountain end of the strip, between the strip and where the Strange Trail headed north. Rindi said they lived up a valley in the mountains, but “thank God, miles from the Redoubt.” We went back to our camp, got Rindi and Nivakti. Max thought we might need some company. We walked east along the strip, toward the  mountains, until we found the Bear Baiters’s camp. It wasn’t hard; we just walked down the strip until we came to the place with the human and bear skulls stuck on pikes.

On the strip side of their camp, near where folks might walk by, the Bear Baiters had stuck some of the cages they used to hold hostages in. The cages were made of ten-inch logs, logs thicker than a man’s thigh, and a lot of the logs had been cracked or split. Teeth marks as big as my fingers had been gnawed in the logs, and some of the logs had crusty brown stains on them. I gulped and tried not to think of Lucy cowering in one of those cages, screaming as a big bruin lumbered toward her . . .

“They must get their asking price,” Rindi said.

“Bastards,” Nivakti said. He clutched the grip of his pistol. “It is not a good way to hunt bears.”

“I don’t think they do that to hunt bears,” Max said. “They do it to scare people. Damn Bear Baiters probably hunt more people than bears.”

A crowd of about fifty people hung around one big cage in front of the camp. It was actually two cages connected by a long thin cage, like a hallway. At either end of the hallway were doors. In a small cage out front a woman sat on a stool, staring straight ahead. The woman looked about fifty-five, with hair dyed orange red and teased into an ugly mess. She had a face that looked like someone had slapped her on the back while she was sucking lemons. Her lips were all scrunched up into a garbled mew, but her cheeks were smooth, like elves were yanking on her ears. She sat on a little three-legged stool, saying nothing, looking beyond the bars of her cage, her back rigid, as if she had no idea she was going to die. But she was going to die. Any fool could see that.

The other end of the hallway connected with a larger cage, and in it was a grizzly bear, a big momma of a grizzly bear, about five feet high at the shoulders, seven feet at the hump, and at least ten feet when she stood on her rear legs. The griz’s ribs stuck through her skin, and she paced the cage nervously, poking her paw through the bars. The bars weren’t wood but steel, steel all around. The bear kept walking up to the door and yanking on it, rattling the cage, smelling the fear of the crowd before it. 

A man in a black hood stood on a platform before the cage, pacing with the bear, looking at a watch. I glanced at my own watch: 4:58. A few seconds later the man stopped, put his arms out. The crowd quieted.

“It is time,” he said. “Is there a memor here?”

A gray-haired memor—not the one I talked to—came out of the crowd, stepped up to the edge of the platform.

 

Present I exist,

To take bids and prices for this

Woman who will die.

 

“Do you have any bids for this woman?” The man in the hood pointed at the cage.

“None,” the memor said.

“Very well.” He looked out at the crowd. “Do I hear any officers of liberation?”

The crowd said nothing, except for a man in the back who yelled, “Feed the griz!”

“No offers?” the man asked. He stared at a young man, almost a boy, in the front row, who stared at the woman in the cage. “You, Malachi?” the man in the hood asked. “No offer for your father’s widow?”

“None,” the boy said. “She has taken all my father’s money and mine as well. Ask her to liberate herself.”

The woman looked up. “It was my money,” she said in a firm voice.

The boy shrugged. “As you like. I have nothing to liberate her with, even should I want to.”

“No offer, then,” said the man in the hood. He turned to the woman in the cage. “Will you liberate yourself?”

The woman glared at him. “With what? I have nothing left.”

“So be it,” the man said. He turned to the crowd. “Let this be a lesson to you: do not cross the Bear Baiters. Pay our price. We ask only a fair price.”

“Kill her!” a woman yelled.

“As you wish,” the Bear Baiter said. He stepped to the long hallway, pulled a rope, and let the grizzly into the hall. The woman stood, turned to face the door, fell to her knees. The  griz came to the door, began rattling it. The woman got up, ran, clutched the edges of the bars.

“Mal!” she yelled. “You have the gold! Use the gold!”

The boy glanced up, smiled. “You have the key to the deposit box. Give me the key!”

The woman looked over her shoulder, looked at the bear beating against the door. The Bear Baiter held onto a rope, listening, waiting for her reply.

“Will you liberate me?” she asked.

The boy nodded, and held out his hand. She reached down her shirt, pulled out a steel key looped through a leather thong, slipped it over her neck, and dropped the necklace into the boy’s hand. He closed his fist over the key, stepped back from the cage.

“Well?” asked the Bear Baiter.

“Liberate me!” the woman yelled.

The boy held the key up to the Bear Baiter. “There is a vault in one of the Down Town buildings. This key opens a box in the vault, and in the box is some gold that will pay the price. I will liberate her.”

The Bear Baiter nodded. “We hold her for an hour. If you don’t come back . . .” He tugged lightly on the rope.

“I understand,” the boy said. He walked over to the woman. She still knelt on the floor of the cage, tears running down her face.

“Bless you, Mal,” she said. “Bless you.”

Mal smiled at her, nodded, then walked to where the bruin paced in the cage. “I am sorry, bear,” he said to the sow. “But this death is not for either of us to decide.” The boy walked toward the Rubbler wall on the north side of the strip. The crowd dispersed, mumbling, disappointed that they hadn’t seen the bear feast.

We walked up to the gate of the barricade the Bear Baiters had set up around their camp. “Those guys mean business,” I said.

Max shook his head. “So does the kid. I know him. He came by the Redoubt once. That lady wasn’t your normal hostage. She crossed the kid, but she made the mistake of crossing the only advocate she had left. Man, you don’t do that in the PRAK.” 

“I don’t get it. He’s going to liberate her.”

“I don’t think so. He won’t come back, and if he doesn’t . . . That’s the way the PRAK is. Don’t turn on people. Make friends. Keep friends. If someone gets you—” Max drew a hand across his throat. I knew what he meant. I hoped we could be good pals to Lucy . . . if it wasn’t too late.

I pulled the string on a bell on the gate, rang it back and forth. In half a minute a panel in the gate slid back and a big yellowish eye stared back at us.

“What do you want?” asked a low and raspy voice.

Max nudged me. “We want to make a trade,” I said.

“Set it up with the memors,” the voice said. The panel slid shut.

I rang the bell again. The panel slid open and the same yellowish eye glared back at me. “You try my patience,” the voice said. “Leave us alone. All deals go through the memors.”

“This one is kind of special,” I said. “It’s about Electrolux.”

“Our price is too high for you,” the voice said.

“Not your price,” I said. “Not what you’re getting out of it.” I was taking a chance, but what did I have to lose? The person on the other side raised an eyebrow, slid back the panel, and then the gate creaked open.

She stood in the gateway, a tall, handsome woman. She had high cheekbones, a long chin, and large lips full of promise. Her hair was tucked behind her right ear, and fell in waves over the left side of her face. Only that yellow eye marred an otherwise striking face.

“Come in,” she said, motioning with her right hand. She closed the gate behind us, then walked ahead, leading us to a circular tent inside the compound. She walked with a slight limp, favoring her right side. She held a flap of the tent open for us, and we went in.

We sat down on pillows in front of a barrel-shaped stove in the center of the tent. The woman stood in front of us, and with her left hand swept her hair out of her face and behind her shoulders. Three great white scars ripped the left side of her face, crossing over a knot of scarring where her left eye had been, and ending at her jaw. She leaned forward and let the hair fall in front of her face again. 

“You see,” she said. “I am Bear Woman, and so I can speak for the Bear people. What it is you desire?”

I glanced at Max, who glared at me again, that hard-ass glare. I gulped, forged ahead. “We have something, or will have something, that is far more valuable to you than something you already have.”

“Make yourself clear, ” Bear Woman said.

“You have Electrolux?” I asked. She nodded. “You got Electrolux from the God Weirders, right?” She nodded again. “But you did not buy her, did you?”

She looked at me with the one yellow eye, then smiled. “You know Bear, do you? Perhaps you are one of us?” She reached forward, undid the buttons on my shirt, and spread my shirt open. She ran a long fingernail down the pink scar. “Bear marks you, too. You are one of us, like the woman. No, we did not buy the woman. She came to us.”

“And you told the God Weirders you would sell her for them?”

“That is so.”

“And what will the Bear get from this?”

She shrugged. “Our needs are small. A hundred keys.”

“A hundred keys?” Max asked. “The ransom for Lucy is a million keys, and all you get out of it is a hundred?”

Bear Woman sighed. “We did not know she was worth so much. But we made a deal with the God Weirders.”

“How would you like to get double your money, and screw the God Weirders out of their million?”

“You can do this?” she asked.

I nodded, thinking of the cages out front, the griz eager to feast. “Let us just say that the God Weirders are not likely to see one of their own meet the Bear.” I told her my plan.

She listened, and when I was done, she smiled. “I like you, Man Marked By Bear. We have a deal.”

 


CHAPTER 13

We waited at the bottom of a bluff on the west shore of Cook’s River, across from Far Island and a mountain that looked like the profile of some old hag. The sun set behind the hag, a fiery ball piercing her brow. Out on Cook’s River the ice cracked into big pancake icebergs, and the edges jammed up against the shore in small mountains. Cook’s River glowed orange, then scarlet, and began fading into indigo.

On the beach below the bluff, Nivakti got a big fire going. Max and I stared out at Far Island, the shippo prison, where the Wonderblimp was. The dogs were tied up at the top of the bluff, off in some bushes, and Rindi stood watch near them, watching for the Bear Baiters to come.

“This better work,” Max growled at me for like the ninety-fourth time. He took his Nissan out, slid a clip into the butt. “I don’t think we’ll want to be stuck between a blimp and a bear.”

I smiled, checked my own gun, a Mitsubishi automatic rifle Max had bought for me at the fair. “They each have something the other wants, and we’re both making sure they get it.”

“I’ll see it when it happens.”

“It’ll happen.”

But I wasn’t so sure. The tricky part had been the Bear Baiters. Somehow I had a hunch that they were honest to the letter, but also literal-minded. It happens. I hadn’t been sure what deal they’d made with the God Weirders, but I had guessed, and my guess had been right. Bear Woman had told me that they had promised to sell Lucy for the God Weirders, and that they would get a hundred keys for their efforts, the God Weirders getting the rest. What the Bear Baiters hadn’t  promised the God Weirders was who they would sell to, or how much. The God Weirders knew that Big Mac would pay good money for Lucy, but of course they couldn’t tell the Bear Baiters that. And if the Bear Baiters hadn’t been told about Big Mac’s bid, why, they could just feign stupidity and sell to whoever they wanted.

It reminded me of a story I’d heard once about a woman whose husband had left her for some sleazy blonde. The husband had left behind a Porsche, which was this really good assault rifle, and wrote his wife and told her to sell the Porsche and send him the money. So the woman sold the Porsche for a half-a-key, when the rifle was worth maybe twenty keys. And she sent her husband the money. What that woman had done to her husband, the Bear Baiters were going to do to the God Weirders. And we’d help.

“The blimp’s coming,” Rindi shouted from the bluff.

As the Wonderblimp rose up from Far Island she caught the light, and her starboard side gleamed silver in the sun. The tips of her props were silver crescents, her nose a half-moon. She came toward us, toward the fire and the beacon. As she came up we slipped our face masks down. They couldn’t know who I was, not yet.

The dogs howled in the bushes up on the top of the bluff where we had staked them out. Rindi ran over to hush them, but it didn’t matter, not in the roaring of the blimp’s engines as she hovered above. I looked up at her, up at the belly I’d seen from a similar angle only a month ago. A few new holes marred her skin, a few dings were in the bottom of the nacelle, but she looked as majestic as ever. I saw the barrel of a machine gun in the forward nacelle swivel around toward us, saw a hatch open in her belly and two ropes come tumbling down.

Two guys rappelled down, gutter guns slung over their shoulders, hoods of their parkas wrapped tight around their faces. They hit the ice of the beach, ropes still attached, and pulled their hoods down: Bron and Nike. Max walked up to them.

“You got the jizzum?” Nike yelled over the wash of the blimp’s props.

Max nodded, held up a small pouch. “Where’s Odey?”

Nike motioned up at the blimp. “Let’s see it.” He took the  pouch, opened it, pulled out a vial, held it up to the light. “How can I trust you?”

“You have to,” Max said. “I saw the Hammer milk his dogs himself.”

Nike put the vial back in the pouch, closed it, slipped it inside his parka. “Okay. I’ll take your word, um . . . ?”

“No names,” Max said. “That was in the deal.”

“Sure.” Nike waved up at the blimp, and another rope fell down from the hole. A figure in red long johns, curly blond hair, gold lamé dress, and white bunny boots came down the rope. Max pulled his Nissan forward, pointed it at Nike.

“That ain’t Odey,” he said. He glanced back at me. I shrugged.

“That’s how he came to us,” Nike said. The figure hit the ground, and Nike walked over and took off her wig: it was Odey. Max lowered the Nissan, nodded.

“Okay.” He motioned to Nivakti and me, and we went up, undid Odey from the monkey harness, and shoved him back to the bluff.

“Thanks, guys,” he said.

“Don’t thank us yet,” I murmured. I jammed the end of my rifle in his stomach.

“Get back on the blimp,” Max yelled at Nike. “Stand offshore. When I signal you, come back in and you can get the second part of the deal we promised you.”

Nike nodded, and he and Bron climbed back up into the blimp. The hatch slid shut, and the Wonderblimp drifted back over Cook’s River. Her lights flicked on, and she hovered about a mile out.

“The Bear Baiters are coming,” Rindi yelled down from the bluff.

Nivakti shoved Odey in front of us, and Max and I followed them up the long path to the top of the bluff. As we cleared the edge, I saw a sleigh pulled by enormous dogs coming toward us. There was a cage in the back of the sleigh, and I could see a figure squatting in the bottom of the cage. The sleigh stopped in front of us, and the dogs swayed back and forth, then sat down. I walked up to them, then stopped: they weren’t dogs.

Their hips were covered with fat, and their rumps had no  tails. Their legs were like tree stumps, stumps that ended in clawed feet. Their forequarters were massive, and muscles rippled like tidal waves through their thick fur. When they opened their muzzles, little mountain ranges of teeth gleamed in the twilight. Those suckers were bears, 350-pound black bears. Two was all they needed to pull that sleigh.

Bear Woman stood up in the sleigh. “You have our friend?” she asked.

I stepped forward, shoving Odey with my gun. “This is him.”

She smiled. “Ah, a big man. He has good meat on him. He will please the Bear.”

“What are you doing?” Odey asked. He whirled around. “Guys? Hey, I thought I was being traded back to the God Weirders?”

“Only the Bear Baiters trade with God Weird,” I said. “You should know that.” I looked at Bear Woman. “Do you have our friend?”

She nodded, gestured to a man next to her. The man went back, unlatched the cage, helped a figure wrapped in a bear skin out of the cage and down from the sleigh. He pointed toward us, and the person ran up to and behind us.

“Is that her?” Bear Woman asked.

I turned, walked up to her, pulled back the bear hide. A blue braid slithered over her shoulder, down her chest, pulled the hide back up. Her face was puffy and bruised, her eyes swollen, but it was her. Electrolux. Lucy. I smiled. Lucy.

“It’s her,” I yelled. She jerked her face toward me, stared, but I tried to ignore it. I walked up to Odey, shoved him toward the sleigh. Odey stumbled forward, dodged away from the bears, tried to break away. Nivakti stepped in front of him, cut him off. The bear man jumped down, yanked Odey up with one hand, and threw him in the open cage. He latched the cage shut behind Odey. Odey rattled the cage, screamed at us.

“You assholes! God will damn you!”

“Like he damned Kaditali?” I yelled back.

“I’ll get you!” he screamed, pointing at me. The bear man took a big staff, poked it through the bars of the cage, and jammed it into Odey’s stomach. He shut up. I turned away, thinking of that kid with his heart cut out, and trying to convince myself that people like the God Weirders deserved to have their faces ripped off. I turned back to the sleigh.

“Good hunting,” I said.

“Good hunting,” Bear Woman said. She growled a guttural command, and the bears got up, turned to their left, and dragged the sleigh away.

I took hold of Lucy and started to walk her down to the bottom of the bluff. Max stood at the head of the path, Nissan pistol in his hand pointing down to the ground.

“Let’s signal the blimp,” I said.

“I don’t think so, Holmes,” Max said. He raised the pistol.

Lucy turned around at my name. “Holmes?” she asked.

“What’s this, Max?”

“We fulfilled our bargain,” he said. “I made a fair trade for Odey, on the blimp’s terms. And we made a fair trade for Lucy, on the Bear Baiters’ terms. Deal’s done. Now we go back to the trade fair.”

I turned around, saw Nivakti and Rindi bringing the teams out of the bushes. “Max, the Wonderblimp will be back. I told them we would have Lucy.”

“And the note I sent them told them they would get her when I got my coke.”

“A note?”

“A reader wrote it for me. I slipped it in with the jizzum.”

“Holmes . . . ?” Lucy asked. I ignored her.

“But they don’t have a reader,” I said. “They won’t—”

“They’ll get a reader, ” Max said. “They’ll figure it out.”

“They’ll blow us away from the sky,” I said.

Max yanked Lucy away from me, shook his head. “They won’t. You know that.” He pushed her toward his sled. “Get in,” he said.

Lucy looked up at me. “Holmes?”

“Do as he says. It’ll work out.”

Lucy got in the basket on the sled, crawled inside the sled bag. Max laced it up, pulled it tight around her, so only her head poked out. It would keep her from leaping out.

“I don’t want to have to tie you up, Holmes,” Max said. “Will you stay with us?’”

I looked at Rindi and Nivakti holding their teams. Rindi had my team harnessed, ready to go. Max had Lucy, and Lucy  was the key back to the Wonderblimp. I had to stay with them. The Wonderblimp was my way north.

“I’ll stay with you,” I said. I moved to my sled.

“Good,” Max said. “Let’s move it.”

 

* * *

 

While I had been making my own plans for liberating Lucy, Max had been up to some scheming on his own. He got us a safe house in Down Town, back behind the wall of rubble. That was why he had suggested we make the exchange out on the bluffs: we could get to Down Town on the old railroad tracks and avoid the strip entirely.

The Rubbler militia passed us through a gate on the Cook’s River side of Down Town, up a hill that had slid down to the tracks in the last big quake—the beginning of the rubble, Max said. The Rubblers put us in the basement under a black skeleton of a building that said HUNT on front of it. Max said the building had once belonged to a group called the Hunts who used to go after game with silver bullets back before the Zap. The Hunt was a good place to hide from the Wonderblimp: we were surrounded by the steel frames of skyscrapers nearby, so it would be hard for the blimp to come in and attack, even if they knew where we were.

We staked the dogs out in a big room full of rusting automobiles. In the center of the room were a couple of houses on wheels, aluminum boxes with big W’s painted on the side; I guessed Wonderhomes was what they were. The Wonderhomes were parked side by side, and connected by short plywood hallways: our safe house.

Rindi went off to take care of the dogs and Max, Nivakti, and I took Lucy inside. Inside the house we removed our hoods. Lucy’s eyes got real big when she saw me, and her mouth opened in a little O. Then she shook her head.

“Holmes?” she asked. “You look like . . . No, it couldn’t be. Holmes, what’s happened to you?”

I scratched my new beard. “I don’t know. Things change.” I wanted to hug her, but it didn’t feel right. Screw it. I hugged her anyway, felt her warm body in my arms, felt the familiar bumps and ridges and contours of her flesh. She held her chin in my shoulder, and we hugged tight, afraid to let go again. But something still didn’t feel right. She didn’t feel like Lucy  and I didn’t feel like me. We let go, and I turned to Nivakti and Max, introduced them.

“Nivakti’s from the far north,” I said. “He’s going home, like me. Max you may have heard of.”

“The Hammer?” she said. She looked him up and down “Yeah, I’ve heard of you.”

I looked at Lucy, back at Max. He glared at Lucy, then nodded. “Benelux,” he said. “Margarite Benelux, Ph.D.”

“Excuse me?” Lucy asked.

“I know you,” Max said. “Two names I remember from before the Zap. My own, and that of Margarite Benelux. Dr. Benelux. ‘Good light.’ You’re the bitch who put this goddamn bomb in my chest.” He pulled his hat off, rubbed his bald head. “You’re the bitch who put a killing dose of radiation in my body.” He shook his head. “I should have let the Bear Baiters keep you.”

“Holmes,” she said. “I don’t know this man. What is he saying? Did I . . . ?”

“Did you put a bomb in a man’s chest?” I asked.

“Maybe,” she said. “Yeah, I think so. Long ago. Before the Zap.” She blinked her eyes, ran a hand across her forehead, looked for a chair. Lucy sat down on a long couch along one wall. “But he was a criminal, they fried him anyway, and this guy . . . he’s alive. I couldn’t have done that to him, could I?”

“Not many people walking around with bombs in their chests,” Max said.

I nodded. I remembered a name scrawled in a child’s writing inside Little Monster Grows Up, the book on Lucy’s bedside table: Maggie. “Are you Maggie?” I asked.

“I’m Lucy,” she said. “Electrolux.” She stood up, grabbed my shirt, yanked me forward. “You read my name, you read the card. You said I was Electrolux!”

I shook my head. “Names are . . . names are words. I just read the word that seemed to fit. It was your card. You chose the card.”

“I am Electrolux,” she said. Her face went kind of weird, as if someone had turned a switch off. She sat back down, crossed her arms over her chest. “I did not do this to you!” Her voice rose. “I know nothing of this other woman!”

I looked at Max, and he shook his head. “We all lost parts of  our previous selves.” He scratched his chest through his shirt. “If you did this, that part of you is dead. What will killing the shell of that person do to bring back my life?” He laid a hand on her face, stroked the bruises. “You are Electrolux, then. Just be very sure that you never become Benelux. If you ever become Benelux”— he stopped stroking, let his hand fall to her neck, and gently squeezed it—“then I will kill you.”

Nivakti smiled, opened his eyes. “Electrolux is a vacuum cleaner,” he said.

 

* * *

 

Max and I went into the trade fair the next day to post our new hostage. At the gate the Rubblers handed us passes to get back in: bronze coins with the image of an anchor and ship on one side, and the words BUS TOKEN on the back. We passed through the wall of rubble and onto the strip.

At the entrance to the trading shed a group of people milled around, waving fists and yelling. I could see flashes of red armbands through the crowds, and the glint of gun barrels. When we got close, I saw that there was a group of men in brown robes and rainbow-colored hats arguing with six shippo militia folks barring the door. The men in brown robes had colored braids sticking out from under their caps, just like Patagonia.

God Weirders.

“Those Bear Baiters gave up our hostage!” one of the Weirders was yelling. “We demand entrance!”

“The memors will not speak to you,” one of the guards said. “Go talk to the Baiters.”

The Weirder shook his fist. “We will not talk to those savages,” he said.

“Then I suggest you leave,” the militiaman said, “since those are the only people who will talk to you.”

We came up to the entrance, and two of the guards stepped aside to let us pass. The Weirder tried to follow behind us, but the guards crossed guns in front of him. “Find out who has the blimper!” the Weirder yelled after us. “I will pay you well!”

Inside, the room was as quiet as it had been a day earlier. Fewer people stood in line; the fair was winding down and most everyone had probably done all the trading they wanted. I looked up at the board again, saw that Odey’s name was still up, but with an asking bid of forty keys. I smiled. The Bear Baiters were  going to come out fine. Lucy’s name had been erased. A chair emptied before a memor, and she motioned us toward her.

She looked like the memor we’d seen the day before: same gray hair chopped at the shoulders, same wrinkled face. But when I looked closer I saw that she was slightly different: different eyes, different nose, different face.

“I want to deliver a message,” Max said. “A private hostage deal.”

“That’s slightly irregular,” the memor said, again not in rhyme. “But it can be done. Who do you have?”

“Electrolux, the blimper,” Max said.

The memor raised her eyebrows, then shook her head. “She changes hands so often. Okay. And what is your price?”

Max scratched his chin. “It’s more . . . fulfillment of a contract. The blimper is only collateral. Tell them that if they deliver Max the Hammer’s co—um, goods, to the Redoubt, we will liberate the blimper.”

The memor squinted her eyes, then nodded. “Okay. Can I inquire as to the nature of these goods?”

“Maybe,” Max said. “Why?”

“There’s a rumor going around that the Wonderblimp has in its possession a very interesting commodity:

 

A powder of white

that brings new light and destroys

the awful darkness.

 

She smiled. “Some would pay very well for such a thing. This Big Mac, for instance, or the memor’s guild. Do you see?” She raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah, I see,” said Max.

“You might want to make this trade elsewhere,” the memor said. “Big Mac, for instance, is in Sue City. There is a small colony of memors in Sue City, too. If you could get your ‘goods’ to Sue City . . . ?”

“Yeah,” Max said. “Good idea. Okay, change that deal. Can you get a message to Big Mac that we might have something for him?” The memor nodded. “Good. Tell him we’ll be coming up to Sue City. And tell the blimpers that delivery of the ‘goods’ will be at a time and place specified. Um”—he bit his lip, then  pointed a finger at her—“we should probably set this up face to face with the blimpers. Can you arrange a meeting?”

The memor nodded, and said:

 

Hammer and Blimper

Will meet for another trade

In time of twelve hours.

 

She shook hands with us, and we left the shed.

 

* * *

 

Back at the Hunt building, I went out with Rindi and helped her feed the dogs. With the God Weirder dogs we were now up to forty-five dogs, a lot of mouths to feed, and, I found out, a lot of crap to pick up. Rindi handed me a bucket of dried dog food, meat scraps, and general organic crud, and I went and slopped piles of food into dog dishes Rindi had improvised from hub caps. Then Rindi handed me a shovel and we walked around the garage, shoveling poop, tossing it into a big bucket.

“You know,” Rindi said, looking at the God Weirder dogs, “these dogs are good distance dogs. With a couple of hyperdogs in lead and these dogs taking up the slack, we could probably run forever.”

“Snow would run out,” I said.

She smiled. “Ah, I’d just keep going north.”

“North,” I said. “That’s where I’m headed.”

“Why north?” she asked.

“Well, there’s this memor message,” I said. I told her about Coop’s message at Moose Pass. “Then there’s this feeling I have that if I go north, I’ll find out who I am.”

“You know who you are,” Rindi said.

“I know my name. A name isn’t enough. I want to find out who I was.”

Rindi scooped a shovel of poop into the bucket, grimaced as she missed. “What does it matter who you were? It only matters what you are, and what you will become.”

“Do you know who you are?”

She shook her head. “Like you, I only had my name. But it doesn’t matter. I think the Zap did us all a favor. Lots of us  probably had pasts we were eager to forget. Maybe we should have a Zap every ten years, give us a new start.”

“Tabula rasa,” I said.

“What?”

“A phrase I read once. ‘Blank slate.’ Some philosophers felt we come into the world a blank slate. The Zap would erase the slates of everyone.”

“Maybe that was the idea.”

“Yeah.” I shook my head. “A goddamn crazy idea.”

 

* * *

 

I walked into the kitchen of one of the Wonderhomes. Max was lying on the table, shirt open. Lucy was drawing lines on his chest with a crayon. She kept thumping his chest, listening with some instrument—damned if I knew where she got it— that let her hear inside Max. She thumped, listened, and marked a line.

“What’s this?” I asked.

She looked up at me, smiled, and that smile called back recent memories. The bruises on her face were fading; she was starting to look normal again. “I’m trying to figure out where Max’s chest bomb is. If I can figure it out, maybe Doc North and I can remove it.”

“You put it in,” I said. “Shouldn’t be too hard to take it out.”

“Holmes,” she said. “I didn’t put it in.”

“Okay, okay,” I said. “You think you can remove the bomb?”

“Maybe . . .”

“I doubt it,” Max said. “Benelux told me that if anyone tried to take it out, the bomb would blow, or I’d die. She’s not touching me.”

Lucy looked down at him, scrunched her eyes. “I think you should let me try.”

Max shook his head. “Screw that. Just tell me how to fire the bomb.”

I sat down at the table, ran my fingers over the lines Lucy had drawn on Max’s chest. She’d drawn an oval-shaped design about six inches long running roughly along his sternum. “Why do you want to fire the bomb?”

“Just because,” Max said. “The need may arise.” 

I stared at him, wondered what was going on in his head. He wanted the coke. And yet he wanted to die, too. I couldn’t figure it out. “Okay. How are you going to do it?”

“From what I know of the chest bomb,” Lucy said, “I mean, what Doc North has told me, it’s a simple detonation. The trigger sends a radio signal to a small wad of plastic explosive in the chest nuke; the explosive goes off, and that’s all she wrote. I figure, if you put some explosive on the outside of the chest, you could get the explosive inside going.” She tapped a point right at the bottom of his sternum. “Put some plastic explosive right here, and—”

“Ka-boom,” Max said.

“Yeah, ka-boom,” I said. I got up and left the room. I didn’t like to think about Max dying, about nukes blowing. I had this horrible gut feeling about nukes. I had this feeling that long before I ever got north I’d see a nuke blow up.

I didn’t like that idea.

 

* * *

 

That night I heard the Wonderblimp fly over Down Town, then hover over the strip, but when we got to the trading shack the next morning, the blimp was gone. Nike and Bron were there, though. Max and I wore our hoods into the meeting in the back of the trading shack, but as soon as the memor left, we took our hoods down. Nike was going to figure out who I was soon enough anyway.

“Holmes,” he said, smiling. “It figures. I thought you were dead.”

“That’s the way you acted,” I said. “You could have come back to get me. You could have come back to rescue Lucy.”

“We had other things on our mind.”

“Yeah, I bet.”

“No matter, though, eh?” Nike smiled. “The Hammer took care of you, I see.”

“Yeah.” I nodded to Max. “He’s been taking care of a lot of things.”

“You been taking care of those nukes?” Nike asked Max.

“What nukes?”

“The six inactive nukes you’re supposed to have.”

Nike smiled. “I only have one nuke.”

“One?” Nike stared at him. “Rei said you had six.” 

Max shrugged. “You know memors. Sometimes they screw up the messages.”

“Well, one nuke, six, whatever you have, we’ll take it.”

“It’s not for trade.” Max unbuttoned his shirt, showed them the scar. “The only nuke I have is the one inside me.”

“Oh,” Nike said. “Well, you do have Lucy.”

“I do,” Max said. “And you have my coke.”

“You told him about the coke?” Nike asked me.

“Oh, I’ve known about the lazy.” Max put his hands on the table, leaned forward. “It’s been a long time. I should charge interest.”

“You’ll get your coke,” Nike said, “when we get Lucy.”

Max smiled. “That’s what I’m here for. How do you want to set it up?”

Nike shrugged. “Same way we had it planned before. Meet at the bluff?”

“Nope. You hear of this guy Big Mac? Lives up at Sue City?” Nike nodded. “Big Mac is looking to get a hold of that lazy. Don’t blame him—should be a good market for it if it works the way Holmes told me it works. Now, I figure the PRAK being the kind of place it is—”

“Lot of loose minds,” I said. “Screwed up minds.”

“Yeah, screwed up minds,” Max said. “This Big Mac guy should pay top price. If he doesn’t, the memors will.” He glared at Nike, and his voice took on a razor-sharp edge. “I figure, those suckers will buy the lazy even considering its other special properties.”

“What special properties?” Nike asked.

“Nike,” I said. “He knows about the radioactivity.”

Nike glared at me. “I thought I told you to keep your fucking mouth shut.”

I shrugged. “All promises went out the window when I didn’t see the Wonderblimp coming back for me.” I rubbed the leather glove on my right hand, pulled it off, slapped it in front of Nike. “I don’t think I’m a blimper anymore.”

“Once a blimper, always a blimper,” Nike said. But he reached across and took the glove. He looked at Max. “Yeah, the coke’s radioactive. So you want to pawn it off on the Big Mac guy?”

Max nodded. “Yeah. I don’t know this Big Mac from  Adam, but I figure he’s not going to know. Hell, he’ll probably dilute the damn lazy and sell it for triple what I give him. I could give a shit. Anyway, what I want you to do is take the coke—and Holmes and me—to where this Big Mac is. When you deliver the coke to him, then I’ll release Lucy.”

“How does Lucy get there?” Nike asked.

“My friends take her up by dog team. You can track them from the air, but if you try to land . . .” Max held his hand to his head like a pistol.

“Okay,” Nike said. “You guys come with us, and we meet the rest of them in Sue City?” Max nodded. “Doesn’t make sense. Why shouldn’t we take you hostage?”

“You will,” Max said. “But you need Holmes here to get to Sue City. Or did you get a reader at the trade fair?”

“Couldn’t find one smart enough to read maps,” Bron grumbled.

“Okay, then,” Max said. “I’ll come along for the ride, to protect Holmes.” He smiled. I stared at his chest; I knew what Max meant.

Nike leaned back, put his hands on his belly, laughed. “Okay, okay, Hammer. We’ll play it your way.” He grinned. “But if you only knew what you’re getting into . . .”

“I know,” Max said. He stood up, held out his hand.

Nike took his hand, shook. “It’s a deal then. We’ll deliver this coke to Big Mac.” Nike unrolled a map, laid it on the table. My eyes got real big when I saw the map. Nike shrugged. “What can I say? I keep finding maps. Now, show me where Sue City is.”

I pointed to a bend in a river marked SUE, next to a big X someone had drawn on the map.

“Right here,” I said.

 


CHAPTER 14

On the morning that Rindi and Nivakti and Lucy left for Sue City, Rindi turned Lucy into a bush punk. Max and I had gone into the trade fair to get rid of the God Weird dog team. Rindi and Nivakti were only going to need thirty-eight dogs; they kept one God Weird dog for wheel, and sold the rest. The trade fair was winding down, but it wasn’t over yet. There were fewer campfires along the strip, fewer roving bands of bush punks, fewer trades going on in the trading shack. We had to take a loss on the God Weird dogs, but that was okay, considering they had been a bonus in the first place. We got twenty-five keys in bullets for the whole lot, which made me smile: a God Weird team was worth more than a God Weirder like Odey.

Rindi had told us to pick up a few things for her, cosmetics mostly, but also “any sort of bush clothes.” Max gave me a box of bullets and left me at a booth with a naked plastic mannequin hanging on a pole in front. “Got to go get some stuff,” he said. “Meet you back at the safe house.”

A lady with a pink crew cut watched the booth. I went over Rindi’s list in my mind, asked for “hair color remover, any color dye except blue, and a stick of red ocher.” The lady nodded, opened a safe, and handed me two bottles, one that said CLAIROL and another that said CELLOPHANE PINK. She took a small red stick from a box under the booth, added it to the bottles.

“Half a key for the dyes, a bullet for the ocher,” she said.

“Half a key?” I asked.

She nodded. “Vintage cosmetics aren’t cheap. Ocher now  . . . ocher’s like coal. There’s enough of it if you look in the right places.”

I handed over the bullets, fifty-one of ’em, and asked what she had in the way of clothes. Crew Cut pointed at a box of clothes, handed me a tattered plastic bag that said PAY ’N’ SAVE on it. “End of the fair special,” she said. “Fill the bag for twenty-five bullets.” So I gave her the bullets and filled the bag with as much stuff as I could cram in: sweaters, a pair of pink wool pants, a pink anorak, socks, mukluks, gloves— all pink. The whole box was full of pink clothes. I guess I could have gotten any color I wanted, as long as it was pink.

“You like pink or something?” I asked the lady.

She scratched the nubby pink hairs on her head. “Gee, I guess so. Why do you ask?”

I shook my head and went back to the safe house.

Back at the safe house Nivakti and Rindi were packing their sled bags. Lucy was in the bathroom, using up the Wonderhome’s water, taking a shower like Rindi had told her to “because you never know when you’ll get the next one.” I handed the bag of clothes to Rindi. She took out the dye, the pink wool pants, held them up.

“Pink?” she asked.

I shrugged. “They had a sale.”

She shook her head. “Help Nivakti. I have to go get the blimper disguised.” Rindi went back into the bathroom.

Rindi and Nivakti were going to take Lucy in the sled up to Sue City. Lucy said she couldn’t handle a team, and Rindi was all for teaching her, but Max nixed that. He said they’d have to train outside of Down Town, and too many people would see her; he didn’t want to risk letting the God Weirders know who had her. Besides, Max didn’t trust her on her own. He said it would be just like her to tell us she’d never been behind a dog team in her life, and then suddenly “remember” how to run dogs somewhere north of We’ll See Ya and take off into the woods. He glared at me when he said that.

It would be tricky sneaking Lucy out of Down Town. A memor had told us a small band of God Weirders was waiting right outside Ship Creek, in open territory. Apparently they had hired some help from one of the nastier militias, the Spenard All Mighty People’s Militia. The shippos could guarantee her safety only so far as the border. After that, she was on her own. So Rindi had to disguise her enough so that they could slip by any God Weirder patrols.

About half an hour later Rindi came out, Lucy behind her. She stepped aside and Lucy wasn’t there anymore. Instead there was this person, all pink, pink anorak with pink fur trim, pink pants, pink mukluks, and a pink palm where her glove had been. Her lips matched her pants and her eyelids matched her lips and the forehead of that long face faded into a tangle of short curls that poked out from under a silver scarf wrapped around her head.

“The braid—” I said.

Lucy smiled, and the scarf bulged and wriggled and fell off. A pink braid burst out from the back of her head and wrapped around her neck.

Rindi held up a pair of scissors snapped in two. “The stuff in the front cut like butter,” she said, “but that stuff in back . . . It’s not hair.”

“Flamingo,” I said.

“What?” Nivakti asked.

“She looks like a flamingo.” I turned to him. “It’s this bird I saw down south once.”

“Flamingo, then,” Rindi said. “Lucy, you’re now Flamingo.”

Later that morning Max came back from the trade fair. He carried a small ammo box under his arm, “Danger: Explosive” stenciled on it in big red letters. Max looked at Lucy, squinted, then smiled. “Good work, Rindi,” he said. Then he motioned to the bathroom, and took Lucy’s arm. “Need your skills, Electrolux,” he said.

When Max came out later, he didn’t say what Lucy had done to him or what had been in the box, but I knew. I knew exactly what he’d picked up at the trade fair. Plastique. Max had rearmed himself. He was a walking nuke again.

That afternoon, a few hours after sunrise, two months after I’d first met Lucy at the St. Herman’s Club, we bid Nivakti and Rindi and Lucy, a.k.a. Flamingo, good-bye. They would follow the Strange Trail north, through We’ll See Ya, and up to Sue City, on the Sue River. The Wonderblimp would leave  Ship Creek in two days, and we would all meet at an airstrip in Sue City in three days’ time.

We loaded their sleds, strapping Lucy into Rindi’s sled bag. Max and I grabbed gee poles, skied out with them to just beyond the Down Town gates. We went ahead, crept into the bushes just before where we saw a bunch of God Weirders stopping sleds as they went north.

Half-a-dozen militia folks helped the God Weirders. The soldiers didn’t favor any sort of particular hair style, like the Weirders, but they all had the same crazy-eyed look about them, something like the Snow Angels had: ready to shoot just to see what bullets could do. They all wore olive drab, like Odey: dark green wool pants, parkas, the works. Even their guns were green. The only spot of color on them was their shoelaces: pink shoelaces, red shoelaces, orange shoelaces, all sorts of different colored shoelaces.

Each militia person wore a red armband, and in big red letters on the armband was the word SPAM. I chuckled. I almost remembered Spam. Spam had been like this really good cheese from France. The God Weirders inspected the sleds, and the Spenard All Mighty Militia stood in the trail, rifles raised.

I watched through the sight on my rifle as Nivakti, Rindi, and Lucy got up to the God Weirders. One of the Weirders went up to Rindi, looked her in the eyes, then looked down at Lucy—Flamingo—in the sled. He ordered Lucy out, then held a gun on her as she stood before him. I clicked the safety off my rifle, heard Max next to me slide a round into the chamber of his gun.

The God Weirder walked around Lucy. He motioned at her with the gun, said something. Lucy lifted the anorak over her head. The Weirder stepped forward, started unbuttoning her shirt. Lucy moved toward him, slipped an arm around him, put her hand down his pants. The God Weirder stopped, yanked his hand back, stepped back, said something, and motioned with his gun back at the sled. Lucy smiled, put her anorak back on, and climbed in. The dogs got up, and the SPAM got out of the trail and let them by.

“Close,” I said. 

“Close only counts in shaves,” Max said. We went back to Down Town.

 

* * *

 

At one o’clock two days later we piled all our gear on top of the remaining sled and dragged it out onto the strip, past the trading shack, into the middle of an open field that had been trampled flat by various camps. Most of the booths of the fair were gone, and only a few campfires burned along the edge of the strip. Some Rubblers moved along the strip, picking up trash, hauling it toward their growing mountain.

The Wonderblimp came in from the west, over a broad forest. I stood up, waved. The blimp floated gently toward us, nose into an eastern wind, props barely turning. She slowed, hovered, then descended near enough that I could see someone moving around in the nose bubble. A hatch opened and three ropes, one attached to a cargo net, fell out. Inside the cargo net were two monkey harnesses.

Max helped me get the sled in the cargo net, and then I showed him how to put the monkey harness on. We stood back as someone winched the sled up. Max’s rope went taut, and then he was yanked up into the blimp; I followed.

Bron met us in the hold. He handed me my old black glove. “Nike said to wear this,” he said.

“I’m not a blimper.”

“Wear it, Holmes.” Bron shoved the glove into my hand. I slipped it on while he stood there, glaring. Then he turned, took us up to the bridge.

One of the ports was cracked, but she looked the same. Lucy wasn’t there, of course, but Ruby nodded at me and smiled when I came in. Doc North came onto the bridge right after us. Nike stood up from his captain’s chair as we entered.

“Holmes, Hammer,” he said. “Welcome aboard. Your friends get off okay?”

“Yeah,” I said. “The God Weirders had a checkpoint set up outside Down Town, but they slipped by.”

“They know where to meet us?”

I nodded. “They’ll follow the Strange Trail to where it crosses the Sue River.”

“Show me,” he said. He walked over to a table, jabbed a finger at a map. 

“Right there.” I traced a black line up along the edge of the river, stopped where the black line crossed a blue line. It was the same map Nike had showed me before: I recognized the mark with the X. SUE CITY, someone had penciled in.

“Chart a course,” he said.

I looked at the map, shook my head. “I’m not sure I’m working for you anymore.”

“You want to get north?” he asked.

“On my terms. No telling if you’ll abandon me again.”

“Christ, the only damn blimp in the PRAK, and you think you can just waltz in here like some kind of damn—”

“Reader. Like a damn reader.”

“Hoo-ooh. Like a reader, eh?”

“You got it, Nike.”

“Okay, Mr. Reader, since you’re so damn important, I won’t dump you off the blimp. I won’t abandon you. I’ll take you as far north as we’re going. You can have the run of the ship. And now I’ll ask you very kindly: would you pretty please chart a damn course?”

I smiled. “With pleasure.”

 

* * *

 

“Head due north,” I had told Nike. “Keep the old hag— Mountain Sue, my map said—to port.” Cook’s River fell behind us, and we flew over a smaller river and a sea of spruce and bog to another, larger river: the Sue. The late morning blazed clear and bright, a sky like the blue of an iceberg crushed into color by the heavy pounding of time. The Sue River made its crooked way almost due north, and it stabbed up the country at a mountain that made all other mountains anthills. The Mountain.

“The Great One,” I said. “The Ruskies called it Bolshoya Gora, Big Mountain.” Max looked at me funny. “Read that in a book somewhere.”

Denali pulled a range of mountains up with it into the clouds. She was the canine on a row of teeth, the cutting edge of a string of mountains that arced down to the old Hag, Mountain Sue. The Sue River split Denali’s range from a smaller range of mountains to the east. We were headed up a river valley between not hills but mountains, a river valley that spread in a chaotic braid up the lower elevations of  mountains into glaciers. The Sue was fed by glaciers, great sheets of white wrapped on the sides of hills, hanging in amphitheaters, blocking passes in great walls. Glaciers fell down from the sides of Denali’s range like tongues thirsting for the sea, and dying in hills of till and rubble.

We came to the Sue River and followed her north. Nike took the Wonderblimp up to 5,000 feet, above the trees and even with the top of Mountain Sue. The river made a thousand channels through the glacial silt, a thousand streams and creeks that would be nearly impossible to follow on the river surface. Bron stood at the wheel, great hands guiding the blimp’s rudder. I told him to keep the river to port, and to watch for a road and railroad tracks to starboard.

“There she is,” Ruby said a few hours later over the intercom from the forward nacelle. “The road just off the starboard bow.”

I walked to the right side of the bridge, looked through a greasy window and around the engine nacelle. Below, two parallel strips of white cut through the woods north. I reached for the map at my station, compared the map with reality.

“The railroad is on the right,” I told Bron. “That’s the line that goes to Sue City. Watch for where the road forks; the railroad follows the right fork. Keep on that.”

“How soon until we get to Sue City?” Nike asked.

I looked at the map, guessed our distance from Sue City, glanced at the air speed indicator. At quarter props, with a good tail wind . . . “Three hours,” I told Nike.

 

* * *

 

The Wonderblimp flew in low over Sue City and tried the usual sucking-people-out-of-buildings trick. No one popped out of any buildings, as if we were a passing cloud and not a roaring, spitting, awe-inspiring blimp. Smoke rose from the chimneys of the buildings in Sue City and shapes moved behind the windows, but no one seemed curious at our arrival. Only the dogs welcomed us, howling into the afternoon long moans that reminded me of the good old days of police sirens and civil defense screams.

Sue City hugged the south bank of the fork of the Sue and the Talk River, a stretch of faded old buildings along a quiet, snow-covered street. Smoke rose from most of the buildings,  and behind each building was a small dog yard with teams of dogs staked out. I thought I recognized my old team, but we flew by too fast and too high for me to be sure.

The road from the main fork and the railroad tracks ended at a burnt-out bridge that had once crossed the Talk River. A small spur road looped off the main road into Sue City, and another trail went east to an airstrip cut into the woods. We made one more pass over the town, but no one came out, no doors opened, no heads poked out of windows. Sue City was either dead, asleep, or completely bored by the idea of blimps cruising over their town. Probably happened all the time in a place like that. I mean, it was after all on a railroad and a highway, even if the tracks were wrecked, even if a car hadn’t come up the highway in five years.

Bron swung the Wonderblimp around to the strip, and there wasn’t anyone to greet us there either. No pylon. No gangs ready to tug lines. We had to set her down alone, and a bunch of us had to rappel down ropes and pound stakes into the hard, frozen gravel ourselves.

Yeah, Sue City probably had blimps drop in on them all the time, because it took a while for anyone to come out to the airstrip and welcome us to the environs. Maybe they hadn’t heard of the Wonderblimp and maybe they didn’t know about the wonderful stuff the Wonderblimp would be passing out. Maybe they didn’t know about the coke. Maybe, I figured, these folks had long ago figured that machines and objects that made loud noise were bad news, and what they were doing wasn’t so much being less than eager to greet us, but marshaling their forces.

Nike decided that we’d wait for someone in the town to come greet us, or wait for Nivakti and Rindi. He had Bron up on the crow’s nest, and Ruby was forward in the gun nacelle. About two hours after we got there, Bron called down from the top.

“Company,” he said over the ship’s intercom.

Max and I were drinking tea in the day room off the galley. I saw Nike get up and go to the window; I followed. Outside, a lone person glided up to the blimp on skis. Nike left the room. I glanced at Max, he shrugged, and we grabbed parkas and followed him down the gangplank and outside. 

The person on skis pulled a hood back, and I saw that she was gray-haired, deep lines etched in her ebony face.

“I am K-2, the memory of Sue City,” she said. “I do not welcome you because we have no welcome for those we do not invite. Nonetheless, I am curious about who and what you are.” She stared at Nike, her brown eyes boring into him like laser marbles. It was a question, though she said it like a statement.

“I am Nike, and this is the Wonderblimp,” he said.

K-2 raised her eyebrows at the name. “You name yourself after a shoe?” She shook her head.

I heard a port slide open in the gun nacelle above. The machine gun’s barrel whirled around, pointed forward. Ruby slid another port open and yelled out to us.

“Trouble!” she said.

On the edge of the field, coming out of the woods, were forty, maybe fifty figures. Some of them were on dog teams, and, like the God Weirders, some of the sleds had machine guns mounted in the baskets. The Sue City militia spread out in a large arc, cutting off our flank and rear. We were being circled like herring in a purse seine. Nike let his hand slide down behind his back, and then I saw his hand stop. I looked up and saw that K-2 had a Suzuki cradled against her armpit, the barrel pointing right at Nike’s crotch.

“A tennis shoe,” she continued, as if militias kind of sashayed into her conversations all the time.

The militia stopped about ten yards out from us, completely surrounding the blimp. Nike didn’t even seem to notice they were there. He chatted with the woman, two old friends who had just bumped into each other on an airstrip in the middle of nowhere.

“You know names?” I asked her. “You’re a reader?”

K-2 tugged at her gray hair, glanced over at me, then back at Nike, keeping her eyes on him. “Would that I were,” she said. “I might not have this knowledge that makes me old before my time. I am a memor,” she said. “And you? Often only a reader asks if another is a reader. You are a reader?”

“I am a reader,” I said.

“Good,” she said. She turned to me. “We welcome you.” She waved at the militia surrounding us, and they turned,  oozed back into the woods from where they’d come. “Can you speak for your friends?”

“They aren’t all my friends,” I said.

She smiled. “All the better for you. Still, can you speak for this . . . this machine?”

I caught Nike’s eye; he nodded. “Yes,” I said.

“Good. Then what is your business here?” she asked.

“We are here to meet some friends. Three people coming up by dog team. An eskimo and two women. Have you seen them?”

K-2 put a hand to her forehead, pinched her temples. “It is possible . . . We have so many people through here.”

I nodded my head in Max’s direction. “My friend here is also looking for a man named Big Mac. Do you know of this person?”

“Big Mac?” she asked. “That is a bastard name.”

“I don’t understand,” Nike asked.

“It is the bastard’s name for the mountain. Years ago these children would come to our town. They would say to us, ‘We want to climb Big Mac,’ and they would point to the mountain. We’d laugh at them, and refuse to take them. Anyone who would call the Great One such a trivial name had no respect for the mountain.” She laughed. “Big Mac was the name of a hamburger. Do you come looking for ‘Big Mac?’ ”

I lowered my head, spoke softly. “I meant no disrespect for Denali.” She smiled at the name. “I only meant a person who uses that name. Perhaps that person took the name because he was a bastard. Or perhaps he did not know better.”

Nike stared hard at K-2, his eyes boring into her eyes. “Big Mac is here,” he said.

“Big Mac is here,” she said.

“Okay, then. Can you take me to him? Or to our friends?”

K-2 looked over at the edge of the airstrip, jerked her head in a quick nod as if she were signaling someone, then turned to me. “Your friends are here,” she said. “I will take you to them.” She looked at Nike, Max, Bron, and pointed at Max. “Bring him.”

I shrugged, looked at Nike. He nodded. “Go ahead. We’ll wait on the Wonderblimp.”

“We’ll be back,” I said. And we followed her. 

 

* * *

 

West of the airstrip, between the road and the river, was BEAUTIFUL DOWNTOWN something or other, a sign said; Sue City proper, I imagined. K-2 took us into the heart of beautiful downtown Sue City, down the street to a two-story building painted pink. A sign on the front said it was the TALK ROADHOUSE, and I imagined from the warmth radiating out from the house, talk was not cheap, talk was very dear. We hung our coats by the door; I idly noted a pink anorak hanging from a hook.

“This way,” the memor said. She led us through a big front room with ultrastuffed couches circling a fireplace, around a corner, and to a small dining room. Seated at an octagonal rough-hewn table, sipping tea from earthenware mugs, sat a woman dressed in a white body suit. Her head had been completely shaved, except for a long pink braid that twitched around from the crown of her head. I moved toward her, a smile on my face. Two large men in white jumpsuits stood next to her, tiny braids over their ears; they stood in my way. The woman pushed between them, gently shoved them aside. She laid a pale pink hand on the table. I looked down, moved back when I saw the thing she pointed at me: a Nissan, with the safety clicked off.

“Lucy?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Not anymore.”

“Big Mac?” The words croaked out of my mouth through dry-fear lips.

“Bingo,” she answered as she cocked the hammer on the pistol.

 


CHAPTER 15

I stared down the barrel of her Nissan pistol—it had been painted pink—and imagined the bullet spiraling up to meet me. I imagined the hammer striking home on the cartridge, imagined the brass denting, imagined the powder exploding and kicking that hunk of lead out the barrel like a devil mother giving birth. I imagined the tip of the bullet rising to my heart, seeking the expiration of its energy in the flesh of my flesh. I imagined the shock, the great kick, and then the quick fading of life. All this I imagined, and then I opened my eyes and saw Lucy, a.k.a. Big Mac, a.k.a. Electrolux, a.k.a. Flamingo, saw the woman who had been my lover ease the hammer down and click on the safety.

“Nah,” she said. “Not yet. Your life is still useful to me.”

I let a slow breath ease from my lungs, the breath I had thought would be my last, and then I inhaled the first in what I hoped would be a long series of new breaths. “My life has always been useful to me,” I said trying to be cool, but not looking very cool, I was sure.

She smiled, put the Nissan back into her belt. The braid slid over her shoulder and wiggled down to her waist. Lucy looked at Max, pointed with her chin at the Snow Angels.

“You may know these people,” she said to him. “I think you killed Dungbreath’s brother, um—”

“Pigbreath,” Max said. “Guy had it coming.”

“He was my brother,” Dungbreath said.

“Yeah?” Max said. “Maybe you got it coming, too.” I jerked around, glared at him. Max caught my eye, smiled. I couldn’t figure out why he was smiling; the coke was radioactive, and the one person who he could pawn it off on had turned out to be Lucy. He’d just kissed his fortune good-bye.

“We got some coke coming,” Dungbreath said.

“Stand in line,” Max said. He glared at Lucy. “Deal’s a deal, though. I don’t care who you are. I told Nike that when we got here I’d turn you over to him if he gave me the coke. Uh, I guess you’ve made your own arrangements . . . Where are Rindi and Nivakti?”

“They’re fine,” Lucy said. “They saw the writing on the wall and decided to let the Snow Angels ‘liberate’ me.”

K-2 coughed behind me. “They’re outside feeding the dogs,” she said.

Max scratched his head. “Nike know about your new, um, persona?”

Lucy smiled, scratched her bald head. “Nike probably thinks he’s Big Mac. But I created Big Mac; I set it up with the Snow Angels.”

“Wait a second,” I said. “I don’t get it. The God Weirders had you.”

“Yeah, and they handed me over to the Snow Angels, who were supposed to take me to the Bear Baiters.”

“Which they did,” I said.

“Which they did,” she acknowledged. “But along the way I made a deal. I created this Big Mac character who would be looking to buy blimpers. I figured Nike would eat it up, catch on.”

“How’s that?” I asked. Something nagged me.

“Big Mac is also a code name we have for a little project.”

“A little project?” I asked. “What do you mean?” Now where had I heard of Big Mac before Ship Creek? I asked myself. And it hit me: Khim’s message in Kachemak. “From the Great Mountain / Big Mac offers you great riches / If you will seek him,” she had said. Had Lucy planted that message as well?

Lucy reached out, patted my cheek. “Don’t you worry your little head. Anyway, it was my way of making sure I found you again, and got you back to the Wonderblimp up here. It worked, didn’t it?”

“Yeah,” I had to admit. “But why?”

“Figure it out, dumb cluck.” 

I thought about it a moment. Okay, so Lucy used this person Big Mac to get us to liberate her, find the Wonderblimp, and come up to Sue City. Why? The scam had more holes in it than a mosquito screen, but I had to admit that it had worked. We were here. But I still didn’t understand why she needed me at Sue City. I didn’t want to find out, either, but I had this creepy feeling all would be revealed shortly.

“Got me,” I said. “I haven’t the foggiest. But I think you had better play this the way we planned: Nike exchanges the coke for you.”

Dungbreath shook his head. “Uh-uh,” he said. “That coke is ours.”

“Excuse me,” K-2 said. She looked at Max and me. “Perhaps I can help. Who does this ‘coke’ belong to?”

“Me,” said Max.

“Us,” said Dungbreath.

“They get a share,” Max conceded. “I hired Dungbreath’s brother to help make sure I got the coke when the Wonderblimp came. But the blimp never came.”

“Deal’s a deal, though,” Dungbreath said.

“Yeah,” Max said. “Deal’s a deal. Snow Angels get a ten-share.”

“Fifty,” said Dungbreath.

“Twenty-five,” said Max.

“Wait,” said K-2. “What’s so special about this cocaine?” She smiled. She knew. The memor line worked pretty fast. What we had told those memors in Ship Creek had to have made it up to Sue City already.

“It’s not really cocaine,” I said. “It’s like cocaine, though.”

“I see,” said K-2. “It’s like cocaine but it’s not cocaine.”

“No, no, I mean—okay, it’s this white powder you snort up your nose. But it does more than cocaine. Nike calls it lazy. It’s a pre-Zap drug. But it works well for the Zapped.”

“How’s that?” K-2 asked.

“The brain works better.” I let her chew on that.

K-2 nodded. “People might remember a few things?”

“Yeah,” Max said. “They might remember how to read.”

K-2 bit her lower lip, then smiled. “It makes sense,” she said. “The message: 

 

Up the nose like snow

All thought returns, then it goes

Memory in a vial.

 

“You pay Dungbreath a thirty-share,” she said, “and Dungbreath gives me half of that.” She looked at Max. “The memors would be most interested in obtaining the rest of the coke—the lazy.”

Max grinned. I knew what he was thinking. The coke was worthless anyway—worthless, at least to people who had an aversion to sucking gamma rays up their noses. But if K-2 didn’t know that, then he might be able to pawn it off on her. And at least he’d get the Snow Angels off his back. “Thirty, then,” he said.

“Okay,” said K-2. “Then I suggest you go through with the original trade, as planned.”

Max put his hands flat on the table, leaned forward. “How am I supposed to make the coke trade with Big Mac?” he asked Lucy.

“Like we planned. Nike doesn’t know who Big Mac is, but he knows that it’s part of this project we have in mind. So we make the trade, he gives you the coke”—she pointed at Max—“and then you give a thirty-share to Dungbreath. Everyone is happy.”

“Well enough?” K-2 asked.

Max looked at me. I shrugged; hell, it was his coke. I was just along for the ride. “Sounds fair,” Max said.

“Good,” said K-2. “We’ll make the exchange at dawn tomorrow. Tell Nike that we have Lucy here in protective custody.”

Lucy smiled. “Piece of cake,” she said. “I’ll go back to the Wonderblimp tomorrow. And you’ll go back to the blimp now, Holmes.” The braid slid under the table to my lap. “When I return, I can explain everything.” She grinned, and I felt my spine melt.

“Everything,” she said.

 

* * *

 

Morning broke over the mountains east of Sue City, a dawn that lit the town and Denali beyond in hellfire. With the sunrise Rindi came driving a sled out from town and across  the airstrip to the Wonderblimp. Max and I were having breakfast in the galley lounge when Bron—he had the first watch—sounded the alarm over the intercom. We gulped our coffee down and went outside.

Rindi came across the field driving ten dogs and the big freight sled. Lucy was in the basket, and two Snow Angels skied alongside her. Nike and Ruby joined us on the packed snow; Bron was up in the forward nacelle. I’d told Nike about the exchange the night before, so he wasn’t surprised to see Lucy. Rindi stopped the sled before the gangplank, set the snow hook in. The dogs laid down and Lucy got out.

“Welcome back,” Nike said.

“Yeah,” Lucy said. She had on the pink clothes we’d given her at Down Town. She’d cut a hole in the wool hat, and the pink braid twitched around in the cold. Lucy waved at Dungbreath and the other Snow Angel. “These guys are here from Big Mac. They want the coke.”

“Holmes told me the deal,” Nike said. “Just a thirty-share now?”

“Yeah,” Dungbreath said. “That’s for us. And Big Mac wants to check it out. If it’s okay, we’ll come for the rest.”

Nike looked at Max. “That okay with you?”

Max nodded. “I’ll sell the coke to Big Mac if he wants it.”

They were all lying through their teeth. Max didn’t give a flying hoot where the coke wound up, as long as the Snow Angels were happy. No one seemed to want to mention K-2 and the memors.

“I’ll go with them,” Max said.

“Sure,” said Nike. “This satisfy our deal?”

“Pretty much. I’ll be back for the rest of the coke—or Big Mac will come. Either way, I’ll trust you.” Max stared into Nike’s eyes. Nike blinked, looked away.

“Sure,” he said. “Lucy, get inside. The Wonderblimp leaves as soon as Max picks up the rest of his coke.” He glared at me. “Holmes, you too.”

“Wait a second,” I said.

“I’m not going to keep going through this every time we make a potty stop or something. You want to go north? Or should I just dump you here? Make up your mind.”

I glanced at Max. He smiled. “I’ll be back. To get my  stuff,” he explained to Nike. We knew what he meant. But I also knew Max. He wasn’t going to leave me alone—not just then.

“I’ll stay with the blimp,” I said.

Max nodded, got in the sled and went off with his coke. I followed the crew inside.

 

* * *

 

Up in the galley, Lucy sat at a table. Nike stood next to her, Bron at one of the passageways, Ruby at the other. Nike held a cup of warm tea, started to hand it to Lucy, then threw it in her face. She leapt back, wiped the hot liquid off her, but didn’t utter one word.

“What is this crap?” he yelled. He grabbed her wool hat, yanked it from her head, pulling the braid with it. The braid slipped out of the hole, slid back down Lucy’s back. Nike put his right hand on her scalp, squeezed his fingers shut, then ripped her scalp off. I jerked forward, then stopped; Lucy had had a bald wig on around that braid. Nike ripped the plastic off her head, and long pink hair fell out from under the fake skin.

“Just a disguise, Nike,” she said.

“No, what is this crap?” he asked. “Snow Angels. Bear Baiters. God Weirders. What’s all this crap you’re trying to pull?”

Lucy combed the tangled pink hairs, ran her pale right hand across her head. “I don’t understand, Nike. I was just playing it the way you said. You know, so we’d get Holmes there . . .” She smiled at me. I didn’t smile back.

“No, Lucy.” He shook his head. “You don’t get it, do you?” He nodded at Bron, Bron nodded back, stepped up to Lucy, stood beside her. Lucy stopped with the hair combing, let her hands fall down to the table. “What’s all this Big Mac stuff?” Nike asked.

Lucy looked around at Bron, Ruby, me. “Just a game,” she said. “You know that. I had to scare Holmes here. And Max.”

“The Snow Angels, Luce,” he said. “The Snow Angels.”

“Well, I couldn’t be sure Nivakti and Rindi would bring me up here. While I was with the Bear Baiters, I got a message to the Angels.” She smiled at me. “You saved them some trouble, Holmes. All they had to do was nab us outside of Ship Creek.”

“Swell,” I said.

“Crazy bitch,” Nike said. “Well, you’re back, but I don’t like what you’ve been up to. Here—” He threw her hat. “Stay in your quarters. Get cleaned up.” Lucy took the hat, walked to the hallway out of the lounge. “And Lucy,” Nike yelled after her. She paused. “Don’t use up all the frigging hot water.”

 

* * *

 

I went back to my quarters, too—not Lucy’s cabin, but my original cabin next door. I opened the chest of drawers, pulled out the I Ching. The Oracle and I needed to have a little talk. Things were not as they seemed and there was great mystery in the world. So I asked the Oracle what the hell was going on here, and the Oracle told me.

I got a changing line at the bottom—a changing yin, unbroken line changing to broken line—then a young yang, and yins all the way to the top, giving me a mighty powerful hexagram, T’UNG JÊN, Fellowship with Men, heaven over the flame. That didn’t bode well, but I knew what it meant. That flame had to be the nukes, and heaven could be the mountain, or it could be the Wonderblimp.

T’ung Jên told me that “clarity is within, and strength without.” It said that a “peaceful union of men . . . needs one yielding nature among many firm persons.” That idea came from the broken line surrounded by unbroken lines. I had a hunch I was the broken line right in the middle, the one who’d have to yield to a whole bunch of righteous, unyielding jerks. T’ung Jên said that the “private interests of the individual” must submit to the “goals of humanity.” The hexagram was telling me to hang out with other folks, in the words of the Judgment:

 

FELLOWSHIP WITH MEN in the open.

Success.

It furthers one to cross the great water.

The perseverance of the superior man furthers. 

 

That “great water” business didn’t mean a great water literally, but it’s nice when there’s an actual physical thing to pin the symbol on. I did; the Sue River looked like a great water to me. Crossing, crossing, crossing . . . the hexagram was hinting very strongly that I stay with people. I could see that, but who? The image gave me some ideas. It said that “the superior man organizes the clans” and “makes distinctions between things.” Was that what I was going to do? I didn’t know.

The changing yang meant the first line had a special message for me, to wit: “Fellowship with men at the gate. / No blame.” I’d go with the mountain being some kind of gate, but a gate to where and with whom I hadn’t the foggiest. The new hexagram might have a clue to that. I turned to it, and about dropped my socks.

TUN, Retreat. Yes sir, that one wasn’t too sneaky. Heaven on the top still, but that changing line gave me Kên, Keeping Still, Mountain. Okay, okay. Denali loomed ahead and the portents were sucking me to it. But there was more to this mountain than rock, for the Image said:

 

Mountain under heaven: the image of RETREAT.

Thus the superior man keeps the inferior man at a

          distance,

Not angrily but with reserve.

 

The Oracle told me not to fight, but to save my strength for the fight to come. I didn’t know what that meant or where I was going or even who I was to fight, but I knew all would be revealed. All would be revealed. And soon enough, it was.

 

* * *

 

“Holmes!” Nike’s voice screeched over the blimp’s intercom. “Get your ass back to sick bay.”

I rose from a light nap, rolled out of my bunk, and walked over to the intercom on a post along the catwalk. “Yo?” I asked. “Come again?”

“Get to sick bay. Pronto.”

“Right.”

I slipped on my sneakers, walked aft, then down to the lab, aft of the storage bay where we’d lost Levi. I’d been in the  Wonderblimp sick bay only once, back when Doc North had put me under and etched that scar in my chest. Sick bay had that sickly sweet smell that all hospitals have, like the breath of death’s end diabetics. The walls were painted a pale green “to cancel the red of the blood,” Doc North had explained to me that time before. The room had been sliced in half by a plywood wall, not a steel bulkhead as in the rest of the blimp. The port room was the operating room, the starboard room for recovery.

In the corner of the recovery room was a small desk and a lab table. Nike had pulled three chairs up to the lab table. He was sitting in one, Max in another. Nike motioned to me to sit.

“You’re back,” I said to Max.

“No kidding,” he said. “I wouldn’t leave you to deal with these jerks alone.” I raised an eyebrow at that, but Max just smiled. “Had to come back for my coke, anyway.” Something was up; as the Ching had hinted, I could feel danger in the air, electricity crawling along the tiny hairs of my neck.

“Is Big Mac going to take it?” I asked Max.

“Big Mac has it,” Nike said.

“What do you mean?” I asked him. “What’s going on?”

“It occurred to me that you might want to leave at Sue City,” he said.

“I told you I was staying with the blimp.” I stared at Max; he shrugged. “Why should I change my mind?”

“No reason,” Nike said. “But I can’t risk you leaving.”

“I don’t think I’m leaving,” I said. “Unless you have a reason I should.”

“Ah, I do,” Nike said. “But it’s also the reason you’ll stay.”

“Back up,” I said. “Assume I’m an ignorant cluck. Explain.”

Nike reached into a pocket of his jumpsuit, pulled out two slim boxes, boxes like Max’s old trigger. Max’s eyes lit up when he saw it. “Ah,” he said. “You remember this? Lucy is very talented. The Zap didn’t fry all the electronics. We had some spare parts. Lucy made me a few triggers back in Kachemak, before the God Weirders got her.”

“The trigger,” I said. 

“Your trigger,” Nike said, pushing one box to me. “The trigger to the little nuke purring away behind your heart.”

I clutched my chest, felt my face go white, felt the blood drain down to my toes. “My nuke?”

Nike nodded. “Your nuke. We slipped a few things in when we planted the football. It’s only a little nuke, not even a gram of plutonium. We’ve refined things a little since the Hammer here got his.” He smiled at Max. “Ah, science. Maggie Benelux is such a clever little lady, isn’t she?”

“Benelux,” Max said. “She said she wasn’t Benelux.”

“She doesn’t even know,” Nike said. “Ah, there’s the beauty of it. This little trigger”—he tapped the box—“can blow your nuke, Holmes. It’s a pretty strong signal. I figure you’d have to get three, maybe four thousand miles away before I couldn’t blow you. I blow you, I blow your friends. You can run, kid, but you can’t hide. You run, and you die.”

I looked at the other box. “Who does the other trigger belong to?” I asked.

Max reached over, took it. “Me. I had this hunch that they might have a spare.”

“You wanted both of us,” I said. Nike nodded. “Why? What do you need us for? If you need us now, why didn’t you come back to the Redoubt? You must have known Max would find me? Why did you let me go?”

“You’re our reader,” he said. “And I never let you go. I knew exactly where you were.” He shrugged. “Well, within a few miles. And besides, you came back, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, I came back.”

“And you brought us both Max and Lucy.” Nike shook his head. “Oh, you are such a gullible jerk.”

“Gullible?” I said. “Ah, maybe not.” I remembered Lucy from the day before, Lucy with the shaved head, Lucy with the pink braid and the Nissan pointing at my gut. She had said it had been a game, but I didn’t think it was a game. “Big Mac,” I said. “Lucy says she’s Big Mac. I think she’s right.”

“Oh, she’s right, Holmes.” Nike said. He started laughing, a guttural laugh, a laugh that rose from his diaphragm and rose and rose until he was pounding the desk with hysteria. Max and I waited for him to calm down. Nike coughed, shook his head. “She’s absolutely right. Lucy thinks she’s Big Mac,  and she is Big Mac. But she thinks Big Mac is a person. Oh, what a dumb, dumb, dumb little fool. Big Mac isn’t a person. Oh, it is certainly not a person.”

“So what is it?” I asked.

“The reason I need you to stay on the blimp. The reason Lucy put a nuke in your heart.” Nike smiled, the kind of smile a snake might make after it had eaten a rat, a contented, satisfied, bloodthirsty smile. “But what Big Mac is . . . Well, I’m not telling. Yet.”

 

* * *

 

Nike let me go back into Sue City one last time. He had a sentimental streak in him. Nike told me that if I wanted to say good-bye to my buddies, it was fine with him. “Just get back here before three o’clock,” he said. Damn, I felt like a teenager on Friday night. I walked across the airstrip and down the street to the Talk Roadhouse.

I wanted to stay at the Talk Roadhouse, let myself be wrapped in yet another lodge of good friends and good food. I wanted to stay there and plan strategy with Rindi and Nivakti, think about as they were thinking about climbing that mountain, but I could not. That nuke itched at my insides and I knew that Nike had some use for me, some use for the nuke, and I knew where he went I must go, too.

Or I must die.

Max had to come with me. Nike had made that clear. Nike wasn’t going to let Max stay in Sue City, either, and he damn well wasn’t going to let Max have his coke and trade it to the memors. Nike wanted the rest of that coke for his own. I’m not sure it mattered. The coke had been a ruse all along to lure people to Big Mac, whatever or whoever that was. I wasn’t even sure if all the white powder I had seen was really coke after all. All I had seen were bags of powder in a wooden chest in the vault of the blimp, and that was that. It didn’t matter. The Snow Angels had some of the coke, and the rest was sitting in the nuke vault. In the end Max really had no choice. He had to come with us, too.

Well, maybe not. Max didn’t have to follow me; I mean, maybe Nike could blow his nuke, sure, but Max was ready to die. He knew that the radiation from his own nuke was slowly killing him. That gave him an inner peace, he said—an edge,  I thought. Anyway, Max said he’d stick with me. I thanked him for that.

Max and I sat around the big table in the Talk Roadhouse with K-2, Nivakti, and Rindi, sipping tea. I told them about my nuke. I told them I’d have to go with the Wonderblimp, that I couldn’t risk staying with them. I finished my tea, refused a second cup, and rose to leave. Rindi put a hand on my shoulder, pushed me back down.

“Maybe if we got up on Denali, on the other side,” she said, “maybe Nike couldn’t fire your nuke.”

I shook my head. “It won’t work. He’d bounce a signal off the clouds or something. He’d fly around until he could see me, and then where would you be? Dead with me.”

“Climb the mountain with us,” Nivakti said. “K-2 has given us permission to join a party. We’re going to make an assault from the west, take dogs as high as we can go.”

“It’s never been done from Sue City,” Rindi said. “Never, not from this low down. Dogs, Holmes. Dogs up Denali.”

I bit my lip, thought about it. Maybe I could run. Max settled it, though. “Our place is on the Wonderblimp now,” he said. “We both have nukes. Holmes must stay so they never use his. And I must go in case I have to use mine.”

“Max . . .” I said. “You would fire your nuke?”

He tapped his chest. “They can fire my nuke. But I can fire my own as well. I would fire it, yes. This madness must stop now, here and forever. I would fire the nuke.” He stood up, and Rindi and Nivakti rose, too.

“Let’s go,” I said.

“Isn’t there something that we can do?” Rindi asked.

“Yeah,” Max said. “Take care of the dogs.”

They followed us to the doorway, helped us struggle into coats. Rindi dashed outside, ran to the dogs yapping outside the lodge.

“Wait,” she said.

We went outside. Rindi came back a moment later with Alice on a leash. “Take Alice. She’s a little old to climb the mountain. You might be able to use her.” Rindi winked. I smiled. Old Alice had gotten me out of a jam before.

I took Alice, then hugged Rindi. Nivakti put his arms on  my shoulders, and smiled. “Fear not, tannak,” he said. “We will meet you on the mountain.”

As I walked out the door and into the cold, I smiled at that. For some reason I knew he was right. We would all meet on the mountain, the mountain that would take our breath away.

That afternoon the Wonderblimp left Sue City and headed east, toward the Great One.

 


CHAPTER 16

Red tracers flew into the night and shattered the glass of the gun nacelle. Pocketa, pocketa, pocketa, the bullets jumped along the arc of the bubble, sending spider webs out from moon craters in the glass. I’d been about to slide down into the nacelle when I heard the bullets whiz by; sense had told me to perhaps wait a minute and contemplate the inner serenity of the armored catwalk.

I ran back to the intercom and slapped the button. “They’re shooting at us!” I yelled, but I think Nike figured that out.

“Shoot back!” he said.

I looked out a port in the catwalk, figured out how those tracers had found the nacelle: the spotlight was just aft of the bubble, making it glow like a cat’s eye.

“Kill the spot!” I yelled back. Someone complied, and the lake below disappeared into a pool of dark. I ran forward, slid down into the nacelle, wiping shards of plastic out of the seat. The muzzle flash might give them a target, but then, their muzzle flash would give me a target—whoever they were.

The Wonderblimp had been coming down on a lake Nike’s map called Che Lake. Che had been like this big war hero before the Zap, but I couldn’t figure out why he had a lake named after him out here. Nike had wanted to land somewhere south of the Denali massif “to do some repairs,” he’d said. I’d found the lake—it was a big lake, ten miles long— and I figured it might be a nice, safe, easy place to land.

Two out of three wasn’t bad, but the third one—safe— could be crucial. I didn’t know who or what was shooting at us—forget why—but when we turned the spot on and came  in low over the lake for a landing, some jerk down in the woods started firing up at us.

Nike flicked the running lights off, too, and swung the blimp around, ready to make another pass over the woods. The tracers had come from a clearing on the edge of the woods, among a group of buildings. The moon wasn’t up, but the white of the snow reflected the stars, and we could see well enough to strike. I hoped they couldn’t see the dark of the blimp well enough to strike back. If they were smart, I thought, they would look for a shape that blotted the stars, and shoot back at it. Maybe.

I slipped a belt of bullets through the machine gun—a damn fortune in bullets—and hoped the sucker wouldn’t jam like it had jammed on me back at God Weird. Christ, I hoped these weren’t God Weirders, either.

“Holmes,” Nike’s voice said over the intercom, “we’re going to pivot on our nose. You just keep wailing away until you’ve liquidated that nest, okay?”

“Right.” I knew what Nike had in mind; I’d seen him do the maneuver coming into Ship Creek. Bron would whip the elevators and rudder so that the Wonderblimp would be doing a slow bank around its nose. What I had to figure out was the point to pivot around. “Take it in fast,” I told Nike, “and on my signal, pivot.”

“Got it, Holmes.”

I had to think why I was risking my ass to save the Wonderblimp. Nike had told me he’d put a nuke in my chest, and if I tried to run, he’d blow it. Wouldn’t it be kind of smart, I thought, to let those guys down there get the Wonderblimp? I had to wonder, too, why Nike let me risk my life. Lucy had hinted that they had some arcane plan for me, and the thought occurred to me that said plan might work best if I wasn’t ground up into hamburger.

Whoosh, whiz, wham, these thoughts went through my mind, but they were only fleeting thoughts. Someone was firing on me; therefore, I had to fire back. Maybe if the bullets hadn’t been firing so fast I would have come to my senses. Yeah, maybe. And maybe I would have gotten shot anyway. Screw it. I shot back.

The blimp swung around over the lake, about two hundred  yards out. I heard the props kick on full throttle, then felt the forward elevators creak and the nose drop down. We descended to about two hundred feet, then held steady. The shore rushed toward me, then the clearing. I fired a few rounds, watched the tracers slide down, dancing across the snow. I saw tracers fly back out of a small building just to the left of a large central building. I fired a few more rounds at the building, saw the bullets flick into the log walls. A round answered me, and I heard the dull thwack of bullets striking the heavy plastic armor of the bottom of the blimp.

“Pivot over the small building to the left of the main one,” I told Nike. The blimp moved slightly to the left, came in low over the building, then the nose shot down and I was thrown hard to the left, like I was in the bottom of a tornado. I smiled, pulled back on the machine gun, and squeezed back the trigger.

Fire flew down from the blimp, tracers and incendiary bullets every sixth shell screaming down into the bunker. The machine-gun fire was a drill boring into the house, a drill with a bit of fire. The machine gun on the ground fired back, then fell silent. A figure ran out of the bunker as it burst into flames; the body fell still in the snow.

“Pull out,” I said over the intercom. “We got him.”

The nose straightened out, then we leveled off. Nike lit the searchlight, swung it over the snow until he found the body. The gunner shouldn’t have made it as far as he had. A splotch of red spread on his back, and a puddle of blood pooled out under his torso. I felt my stomach rise to my tongue, then watched in morbid fascination as my dinner flew out of my mouth and into the bottom of the nacelle. The puke drained out the star-burst holes and into the night.

 

* * *

 

I’d wasted a good dinner for nothing—oh, maybe for remorse, but not complete remorse. The gunner wasn’t dead and she wasn’t a he, either. Bron swung down in a rope and monkey harness and picked the body up; she screamed when he lifted her, so we lowered a stretcher and yanked her up to Doc North, pronto. Turned out a bullet had only winged her—and, okay, with a .50 caliber bullet, “winged” isn’t so pleasant—but hadn’t done anything permanent, like kill her.  We set the blimp down on the lake, and, while Doc North did his cutting and stitching, bedded the Wonderblimp down for the night. What was good for the blimp was good for me; I slept, too.

Morning broke like a fire alarm slicing through a bad dream. I swung my feet over the edge of the double bunk, almost hit Max on the head as he kneeled over, tying his tennis shoes. I plonked to the floor, did a few toe touches, then slipped into my own shoes. Maybe an adrenalin hangover does that to you, or maybe it’s getting shot at and not dying. Anyway, life felt a little better. But I felt like a rat for being in such good shape while that woman was lying back in sick bay with a few inches of flesh sliced through her.

I tapped softly on the sick bay door, and Doc waved me in. The gunner snored loudly, big chest rising and falling like a mountain range in an earthquake. She had cropped hair, a few long strands lying across the pillow. I walked over to her, stared down at her face, and then smiled.

Suz. It was like old home week. Suz from the Ship Creek Militia. I reached down, brushed a strand of hair out of her face. She squirmed around on the bed, rolled over, and opened her eyes. Suz squinted at me, then smiled.

“Holmes,” she said. “Good to see you again.”

“Don’t speak so soon,” I said. “I was shooting the machine gun last night.”

“You?” She grimaced, and I could see the pain shoot through her. Doc North stirred, came over, and stood next to us.

“Cut it short, Holmes,” he said.

“Sure.” I put a hand on her forehead. “I’m sorry, Suz, but you were shooting at us.”

“’S okay,” she said. “All’s fair, you know.”

“Right. Why, Suz?”

“Big Mac. We’ve been tracking the Wonderblimp since it left Ship Creek. We were going to take you at Sue City, but K-2 wouldn’t let us. I was manning the bunker out here in case you came over.” She smiled. “We were spread a little thin. You did some good shooting.” 

“You too,” I said, thinking of how she almost peppered my butt. “It wasn’t worth it.”

Her brow furrowed. “Huh?”

“Enough,” Doc North said.

But I wasn’t going to let it stop there. “Big Mac’s a ruse. That stuff about paying for blimpers was a bunch of crap.”

“Now,” the doc said.

“I better go,” I told Suz. “When you’re better . . . ?”

“Uh-huh.” She drifted back into unconsciousness.

 

* * *

 

Lucy sat next to me at breakfast. Max watched over Suz in sick bay; we’d agreed to take shifts, least we could do for her. Both of us remembered the break she had given us at the center. Ruby had shot a moose that morning; we were eating fresh moose steaks for breakfast, welcome after weeks of dried jerky stuff we’d had to make do with. No eggs, alas. I’d have killed for eggs.

Lucy looked like her old self: femme fatale in blue hair. She had the fishing lure earrings on and her old leather glove. Back in action. Her braid swished over and tickled my chin.

“Need some reading done today, Holmes.”

“Uh-huh,” I said around a mouth full of moose steak.

“Serious reading.”

“Sure. Bring it to sick bay. I’m helping the doc watch Suz.”

“The gunner? Why do you feel for her? She tried to shoot you.”

I shrugged. “We go back. It’s a long story. Least she tried to kill me fairly.”

“Holmes . . .” she said. She ran a finger down my chin. “I had to put the nuke in. You know that.”

I stared at her, looked away. “Screw it, Luce. Just get me the reading.”

“Holmes . . .”

I finished my steak, washed it down with coffee. “Bring it to sick bay.” I got up and walked aft.

 

* * *

 

Suz was sipping a milk shake through a straw when Lucy came into sick bay. She raised an eyebrow at Lucy, glanced at me. I nodded. 

“That’s the one,” I said. “Suz, Lucy. Lucy’s the blimper you wanted to get your paws on.”

“Huh,” she said.

“Read it,” Lucy said, tossing me a thick gray book. “When you’re done, page me. I want a report.”

“Sure.” I looked at Suz, and shrugged. “Eat your dinner,” I said, and opened the book.

The book had no title on the cover, but it did have a word that could make it a best seller in certain circles, if there had been enough people left in the world to make such a thing as a best seller possible. “Secret,” the book said on the cover, and the word was repeated on a piece of tape stuck over the leaves of the book. I snapped the tape and opened it.

“Operating Manual for a Five Kiloton EMP Bomb,” the title page read. My breath got a little short when I read that, and I could feel my heart beat a tad faster. The Zap bomb, and here was an owner’s manual. I flipped through the pages, scanned headings, looked at charts and drawings. It wasn’t hard to get the gist of it: in nice little squiggles that made words that made thought that made concepts become real was the how, what, where, and why of running a doomsday machine.

I fell into the science and power and mystery of the Zap bomb, learned how the bomb worked (“The EMP bomb is essentially a standard many-megaton thermonuclear device designed to be exploded at high altitude.”), what it did (“At altitudes as low as 20,000 feet, the EMP bomb can produce an electromagnetic pulse capable of crippling unshielded electronic equipment within a 500-mile radius.”), and what it could do (“Some research indicates that an EMP bomb may have an adverse effect on the neurological systems of certain mammalian species, including man.”). The 457-page report told all, told more than I really wanted to know. After sections subtitled “Theory” and “Function” and “Test Results” was a small chapter titled “Operating the EMP Bomb.” The meat of the matter.

“Garçon,” Suz said.

I emerged from the world of the word. “What?” 

“Garçon,” she said again, waving the glass. “More soup, please.”

I smiled, took the glass, got up and poured her another milkshake. The EMP, I thought. But that was history. Why could Lucy possibly need to know how to fire the Zap bomb? I took the glass back to Suz, sat down again, and read the final chapter.

The Zap bomb, I read, was a hydrogen bomb with a fusion core that had a piggyback fission bomb strapped to it. Just like the nukes the Wonderblimp gave out needed a football to be fired, the Zap bomb needed a nuke to fire it—three nukes, actually. The fission nukes ignited the deuterium-tritium core, and the resulting fusion implosion gave off neutrons that whammed into uranium 238, which caused another fission explosion. For convenience in handling, and to prevent accidental explosions, the Zap bomb came in two parts: the core and the nuke igniters (it used three nukes for redundancy). Whoever had designed the Zap bomb had built it so that a knapsack nuke could be used as the igniter. Three nukes—that meant three people died to fire the Zap bomb.

My hands sweated as I read the book, and I could feel my heart itch. I wondered if the original Zap had been fired in this manner, and then I thought, hell no, if it had, the war might never have come. This Zap bomb wasn’t standard issue. This Zap bomb was a special device, a very special device. I set the book down and stared at the bulkhead in front of me.

“Heavy reading?” asked Suz.

“Yeah,” I said. I didn’t want to talk about it. “How are you feeling?”

“Like a nap,” she said. She handed me the empty glass, and I let her fall into slumber. Lucky lady. I had to go talk to Lucy.

 

* * *

 

I paged Lucy over the blimp’s intercom, and she told me to meet her in her cabin. I banged on the bulkhead next to the door, and she told me to come in.

Her hair fell loose in writhing waves to her waist. She sat on the edge of her bunk nearly naked, wearing thin panties and a sleeveless undershirt. She had her glove off and was  combing the tangles out of her wet hair with her hand. Lucy smiled as I came in, lifted her head up, and tossed that blue mane over her shoulder. She patted the bed next to her.

“Sit,” she said.

I walked to a chair opposite her, shoved her blimper blues onto the floor, and sat down. I laid the big gray book on my lap, knocked on it with my knuckles.

“Quite a tome there,” I said.

“I hope it wasn’t real deep reading.”

I shrugged. “I only read the dirty parts.” She smiled at my joke and I smiled back, then thought about what she’d done to me and Max, and let the smile grow into a grimace. “It’s pretty mean reading.”

“Mean is as mean does. What does the book say?”

“It’s an operating manual for an EMP bomb. Tells you how to arm the sucker, what it will do, the whole thing. It probably would be pretty practical if you had an EMP bomb.”

“Yeah,” she said, grinning. “It would.” Lucy let her hair fall forward in front of her face, finished combing it. She swept her hair back over her shoulder, smiled at me.

“Your bunk comfortable?” she asked.

“Max snores,” I said. “Yeah, it’s all right.”

“You liked my bed before,” she said, patting the mattress.

“That was before,” I said. “Lucy, I—”

“Why, Holmes?”

“Things changed.”

“They can change again.”

“Not now, Lucy,” I said. “Maybe—” But I kept thinking of the nuke in my heart. “I don’t know.”

“Okay,” she said. “Just thought I’d ask.” Lucy picked up her jumpsuit, slipped into it, put her shoes on, stood. “Let’s go talk to Nike. He might want to hear about what you read.”

We walked down the gangway and up to Nike’s cabin, next to the bridge. It was funny, I thought. All the time I’d been on the blimp, I’d never been in his cabin. We knocked; he told us to come in. His cabin was basic captain chic, gray bulkheads, one more port than Lucy’s cabin, a small desk, a chair, a sink, a bunk, and a framed picture of an airship—not the Wonderblimp, but bigger, with swastikas on the tail—on the wall. Nike grinned when he saw me carrying the gray book.

“You read it?” he asked. I nodded. “The whole thing?”

“The good parts,” I said. “There’s a lot of technical stuff I skipped over.”

“Good,” he said. “And?”

“It’s the manual,” Lucy said.

He smiled. “Nice. Tell me about it, Holmes.”

“Not a lot to tell,” I said. “It’s a manual for the Zap bomb. The last chapter is the crucial one. It tells how to arm the EMP bomb, how to set the timing, stuff like that.”

“Spare me the details,” he said. “If you had an EMP bomb, do you think you could use that manual to fire it?”

“Sure,” I said. “It’s written for a damn twelve-year-old.” I stopped, thinking. “Well, I mean, for twelve-year-olds before the Zap.”

“Sure, sure,” said Nike. “But you could teach someone how to fire a Zap bomb?”

“No problem. You just take the igniters—that’s the hard part—and put them around the fusion core, then you arm them, of course, and—”

“Not now, Professor,” he said. “Save it.” He walked over to me, wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “You’ve done well, Holmes, you’ve done well. Why don’t you go with Lucy and discuss philosophy or something?” He winked.

“Nike . . .” I looked over at Lucy, the light from a porthole catching her hair in a blue corona. “Um, why do you need to know all this? You don’t have a Zap bomb on board, do you?”

“Us?” He looked shocked. “Horrors, no.” Nike turned, walked to the window, stared across the frozen lake at Denali, the great mountain glowing blazing white in the early morning sun. “No, there’s not a Zap bomb anywhere on this Wonderblimp.”

I followed his gaze. “The mountain?” I remembered that line in the operating manual: an EMP bomb could be fired from as low as 20,000 feet and wipe out an area for a radius of 500 miles. Twenty-thousand three-hundred and twenty feet. Denali was just over 20,000 feet high. “There’s an EMP bomb on Denali?” 

Nike smiled. “I had an English teacher in high school, this real hard-ass Jesuit priest. If you asked him a particularly tough question like, ‘We going to have a quiz tomorrow?’ his favorite response was, ‘I ain’t a sayin’ yes and I ain’t a sayin’ no, I just ain’t a sayin’.’ So: I ain’t a sayin’.” He grinned. “But you’ll find out sooner or later.”

“Better later.” But I knew the answer. I’d known someone like that, too. Whenever they said they “weren’t a sayin’,” they meant “yes.”

 


CHAPTER 17

Two days later the dawn broke bright and clear over Che Lake, and Denali beckoned to us like a platinum blond goddess. Her peaks and flanks had a new dusting of snow, and her ridges had been sculpted into clean lines of bare rock. She was fresh and new and clean, and not a cloud hovered around her.

“We climb Denali today,” Nike announced at breakfast, and a great whoop went up from the crew.

Even I was psyched for the assault, I who knew that evil things perhaps waited for me up on the mountain, even I who knew that what the mountain had in store for me could not be pleasant. But I was ready. If this was death, I’d take it now, on a day like that day.

We had spent the last two days preparing for the assault. Bron had crawled over every inch of the Wonderblimp, inspected every acre of the bag, patched holes that didn’t even look like holes, repaired wear that probably didn’t need repair for years. Nike had pumped hydrogen into all the upper bags, put helium into the lower bags, with natural gas saved to vent when we went down. The hydrogen mixture had been increased a bit, too much for normal flying but exactly right for the high altitude we would attempt that day.

Anything we would need on the catwalk had to be moved down into the nacelle, because the catwalk wouldn’t be pressurized. Everyone on board was issued Arctic gear, heavy parkas and expedition boots that Nike had scrounged from somewhere. If any of us had to go out of the nacelle, there were oxygen bottles and masks hanging by the air locks. 

An hour before noon, just as the sun began to hit its peak, we all stood by our stations. I was by the map table, staring at the compass and a map titled, “McKinley (Denali) Massif.” Lucy was by the engine controls, Bron at the wheel, Ruby aft with Doc North in the hangar bay, and Nike in his great captain’s chair.

“Haul in cables,” Nike said into the intercom.

“Hauling in cables,” Ruby said from the hangar bay.

“Prepare to start props.”

“Props ready,” Lucy said.

“Cables in,” Ruby reported. “Closing hangar doors. Hangar doors shut.”

“Pressurize nacelle.”

“Pressurizing nacelle,” Ruby said over the intercom. I could hear a faint hiss coming from the ports, then I felt my ears pop. “Nacelle pressurized,” Ruby said.

“Props on, quarter speed, reverse.”

“Props on, quarter speed, reverse,” Lucy said. She moved four levers, and the engines started: a ka-wheer, ka-wheer sound as the pistons fired, and then a gentle thrumming as the motors roared on.

“Release nose drogue.”

“Releasing nose drogue,” Bron said. He pulled a lever, and there was a loud clicking sound from the bow as the nose came free from the pylon we’d rigged up. “Nose released and running free.”

“Okay,” said Nike, a broad smile on his face. “Lucy, full props, forward.”

“Full props forward.”

“Now,” Nike said, turning to Bron. “Up ship!”

“Aye,” he replied. “Up ship.”

Bron pressed the elevator foot pedals, and the nose of the Wonderblimp rose about ten degrees. After about ten minutes of climbing, we leveled off at 5,000 feet, our cruising altitude for then. I looked out the porthole and could see the great massif of Denali dead ahead of us. I took compass and protractor, took a reading, charted a course on the map.

“Holmes, what’s our heading?” Nike asked.

“Twenty-two degrees north-northeast,” I said. 

“Keep on this heading,” Nike said. “How soon until we hit the glacier?”

Nike meant the Kahiltna Glacier, no erasure of names on that one, a broad, long glacier that went up almost to the peak of Denali. “Ten minutes to the base of it,” I said. “Then we just follow that sucker up until it forks.”

“Okay,” said Nike. “Bron, stay on course until we get to the base. Holmes, come with me. Bring the map.” He looked at Max. “You too, Hammer. Might need your help.”

I grabbed the map, and followed Nike aft and into the lab. Nike closed the port shut behind us, then motioned to a chair before a bank of dials and screens. Nike tapped the steel top of a big gunmetal-gray box.

“This thing is EMP-hardened,” he said. “It’s about the only solid-state electronics that survived the Zap.”

“What’s it do?” I asked.

“You read that section on the Zap bomb about locating it?”

“Yeah,” I said. “The fusion bomb puts out a low-frequency ping detectable within fifty miles.”

“Look up the frequency.” He tapped the big gray book. I flipped through the pages, found the frequency: 1341 megahertz.

“Okay,” I said.

“Okay?” Nike said. “Find the nuke.”

“Find it?”

“Turn the machine on, Holmes,” Max said.

I shrugged, examined the board. On/off switches aren’t hard to find; usually, they’re in the lower right hand corner of the board, and this one was. I flicked it on, and a videoscreen—hadn’t seen one of those in years—glowed to life. Red numbers lit up above the screen. I twirled a knob, and the numbers changed. With a little adjustment I got the numbers to 1341.

“Put the headphones on,” Max said. I looked at him, squinted. He smiled. “I used to run radios when I was a little younger.”

I put the headphones on, got a loud hiss. I tore them off, then looked until I found a knob marked volume, turned the volume down. I put the headphones back on. On the screen were thin grid lines radiating to a bull’s-eye target in the  center. The bull’s-eye was the blimp, I figured. I twirled a big black dial next to the screen, and a line started radiating out from the center. Numbers flickered at the end of the line; when I stopped turning the dial, the line stopped, and the numbers stopped changing.

“A compass,” I said. “I mean, this gives readings like a compass.”

“Very good, Holmes,” Nike said. “That’s why it’s called a locator. Spin the dial, kid. Here’s a hint: what we’re looking for is supposed to be on Denali.”

I nodded, turned the dial to our heading, twenty-two degrees north-northeast. Hiss. Silence. I turned the dial to twenty-one, twenty-three, back and forth. Nothing. A thought occurred to me. I paged back through the Zap bomb book to the chapter on locating the bomb. A note said that “to save energy, the transmitter emits a signal every fifteen minutes.” I wondered how long the transmitter wanted to save energy; another note said the transmitter was powered by a small nuclear battery, which meant the transmitter could save energy for a long, long time.

“We’re at the glacier,” Bron said over the intercom.

Nike tapped the intercom switch. “Okay, hover there for a moment.” He looked at me. “Well?”

“Nothing. But we have to wait. If the Zap’s transmitting, it does it every fifteen minutes.” I looked at my watch. “We could be between cycles. In which case”—I heard a faint ping and smiled—“we won’t have long to wait at all.” The headphones went ping again, and the line pointing twenty-two degrees north-northeast glowed red. I pointed at the screen.

“Hoo-hah!” Nike yelled. “It’s there.”

“Something’s there,” I said. “Maybe.”

“What else could it be?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “We’ll have to triangulate.”

“How’s that?” Nike asked.

“Move to another location.” I spread map, compass, and protractor before me. “Head, um, fifty-two degrees northeast to here—” I pointed at another glacier, its name intact, too. “The Ruth. That’s about twenty-five miles away. We can take another reading then.”

“Okay. Can you get up the mountain from the Ruth?” 

I looked at the map. “No problem, I guess. All the glaciers feed off the mountain.”

“How do you triangulate?” Nike asked.

“We know we’re here”—I pointed to our position east of Che Lake, at the base of the Kahiltna Glacier—“and we got a signal twenty-two degrees north-northeast.” I drew a line from that point. “We take another reading at the Ruth Glacier, figure our position, see if we can pick up another signal, then draw that line and see where it intersects with the previous reading. Bingo: the source.”

Nike grinned. “The Zap bomb.”

I shrugged. “Or something.”

 

* * *

 

At full props we arrived at the Ruth Glacier in forty minutes. Nike gave the order to hover over a point where the glacier melted into a river. The Ruth stopped in a great mass of rubble at the frozen river. Though both were ice, the glacier was a tumbled mass of rubble, rows of peaks like a moose’s molar, and the river was smooth and flat.

I went to the porthole, looked out, got my bearings. I should have taken a compass reading off a few more points— Denali would have been perfect—but I wasn’t being fancy. I sat down at the console, turned the machine back on, began turning the dials. Denali was more or less north of us, so I stuck to the north end of the dial. I glanced at my watch. It was time for another signal. The line on the screen fanned out from zero degrees north over to 340 degrees northwest. Back and forth. Back. Forth. At 331 degrees northwest the headphones went ping again.

“Got it,” I said. I pointed at the line, copied the coordinates, traced it on the map from the head of the Ruth Glacier. The line met my other line right at—

“Denali,” Nike said.

“Yup, Denali. There’s something there all right.”

“Okay,” said Nike. “What’s that reading?”

“Three-hundred thirty-one degrees northwest.”

“Come up and show Bron,” he said. “New course: up the Ruth Glacier.”

“Up the glacier?” I asked. “All the way up?”

“Yeah,” Nike said. “That will take us to the top, won’t it?” 

“Sort of,” I said. I pointed at the map. “The glacier goes almost due north for about twenty miles. Then it stops here— I tapped a left fork off the main glacier. “You’d have to go up that.”

Nike and Max squinted at the map. “So?” Nike asked.

I shook my head. “Look at the contour lines? Doesn’t mean anything to you?” They shook their heads. “That sucker’s a canyon,” I said, “A canyon maybe a thousand feet high above the glacier.”

“Damn,” Nike said.

“Ought to be fun, though,” I said. “We can go up it.” I could barely read the name; someone had started to erase the ink away. “Up the Great Gorge.”

“And then?”

“And then you just take the blimp up to the top, that’s what then.”

 

* * *

 

The Great Gorge curved northeast-north parallel to a ridge on the west. Due north of us a jagged mountain poked above the glacier like a rotten tooth over dead gum. A mile wide, the gorge ran five times its width. Back on the bridge, Nike told Lucy to cut props to quarter power; he wanted to take this slowly, not so much for safety, I think, as for the beauty of it.

A wind blew down the gorge, blowing the snow off the black granite sides of the mountains, polishing the faces to scratched gray. Nike pushed our speed up to half props, and raised our altitude another thousand feet, to get out of the worst of the winds. We flew parallel to unnamed peaks to the west and northwest; the map said these peaks were 12,000 and 14,000 feet high.

The walls of the nacelle and the portholes were chilled, almost cold enough that skin would stick to them. We all had our parkas on, unzipped; it was probably forty-five degrees inside. The exhaust from the props was vented well away from the blades, but still Nike worried about moisture from the exhaust condensing and freezing on the bottom of the blimp bag—something that had happened to a guy named Nobile years ago when he’d taken a blimp over the pole. Nike worried, too, about ice freezing on the blades, then being thrown off and rupturing the bag. 

I kept looking out the port for some sign of life down there, perhaps Nivakti and Rindi climbing up the Ruth to the top, running dogs. But we’d only been out of Sue City a week; they couldn’t be that high by now. And they may have taken a different route. Nothing moved down on the glacier but dust devils of snow whipping across the great frozen river.

Bron stood straight before the wheel, parka off, muscles bulging through his wool sweater. The wind kept trying to whip the blimp around, and Bron had to fight to keep her into the wind and going through the gorge. The Wonderblimp swung due north, to the end of the gorge. Tongues of mountain slid down from the jagged mountain on our right, and a wall like a great gate stood to our left. We swung around that wall and the gorge opened up into a great bowl of ice and snow.

“My God,” said Max.

If Denali had been a goddess and she had reached down a hand to hold a small child, that hand would have been the bowl spread out before us. If Denali had been a singer and she had wanted the world, or at least what was left of the world, to sit and tremble at the power of her voice, that bowl would have been her theater. The bowl spread out for maybe a mile long, a half-a-mile wide, and an arc of peaks circled the bowl, pillars to hold a roof long crumbled into ice.

“Now,” Nike said. “Now we go up.” He pointed, and all of us followed his finger as Bron spun the blimp around almost due west. Denali. The mountain rose above the bowl, a beacon, a tower. “Blow all gas into the bags,” Nike said into the intercom.

“Blowing gas,” Ruby said from the hangar bay, and I imagined those tanks being sucked dry.

“Twenty degree rise, full props.”

“Rising twenty degrees,” Bron said.

“Full props,” Lucy said.

The Wonderblimp rose, rose not like a hawk, but like dust motes on an updraft, lazily, slowly, the turboprops roaring like crazed wolverines, the land falling below us. I looked at the altimeter, watched the needle climb and climb, air pressure lessening, blimp rising.

“Jettison tanks,” Nike said on the intercom back to Ruby. I  looked up at him, puzzled. “We’re not coming down until this is over,” he said.

And they couldn’t. To come down, the blimp would have to vent gas, and unless they pumped the gas back into the tanks, the gas was gone; they couldn’t rise again unless they jettisoned more ballast.

“Holmes,” he said. “Go aft and start tracking.”

I waved a thumb at Max, and he followed me aft.

The mountain loomed larger as I watched through the port. I turned the locator on, waited for the video screen to glow into life, waited for the signal to come on. I’d set my watch by the last signal, and it was five minutes to another quarter hour. While I waited, I read through the big gray book again.

In the back of the book, buried in the section on using the locator, was a paragraph about recognition signals. The long-range transmission was designed only to find the EMP bomb within a few hundred miles. Once the locator got close, some fine tuning was needed. A minute after the quarter hour I could send a recognition signal back, and the bomb would start transmitting constantly. And then it would do something that I was tempted not to try: the bomb would start glowing, the transmitter’s nuclear batteries would heat the skin of the bomb, and the heat would burn, or melt, anything around it. A minute later, I got the ping.

“Send the recognition signal, Holmes,” Nike said behind me.

I jerked around, glared at him. Nike’s nostrils looked red; his eyes were dilated, bloodshot. He sniffed, wiped his nose with the sleeve of his jumpsuit. “You knew,” I said.

“Some things you remember. I’ve seen it done once. But I don’t know the signal. Read it. Send it.”

“If I send the wrong signal, the bomb will destruct.”

“I know that, too,” he said. He ducked his head out the doorway, said something. Doc North came back in, pushing Suz in front of him.

Suz’s hospital gown had been torn open, and her bandages ripped off. The long wound where the bullet had cut through her chest was raw and red. The wound gaped open, blood oozing in small drips, stitches like railroad ties across the center of the gap. Doc North had a scalpel in his hand. 

“The wound’s still fresh,” Doc North said. “I cut the stitches, and she’ll bleed pretty badly.” He smiled. “Heck, she might even die.”

“Send the right signal,” Nike said.

I stared at a paragraph on the page. “There’s nothing in here about recognition signals,” I said.

“There has to be,” Nike said. “Give me that book.”

Ping, ping, ping, the bomb transmitted. I was counting pings; ten pings, and we’d have to wait another fifteen minutes.

“Damnit, here.” Nike stabbed a finger at a page, at a chart that said “Recognition Signals.” “The EMP bomb’s a model five-six-seven-three-oh-niner,” he said. “Send it.” He thrust the book back at me. “Send it!”

“You can read,” Max said.

Nike looked up. “What?”

“You can read,” he repeated.

“Yeah,” Nike said. “That lazy’s mighty fine stuff.”

Nike shoved me out of the chair. Ping went the headphones before he ripped them off my head. Eight pings. Nike punched in a number on a numeric pad, flicked a switch to transmit, then stabbed a button that said “send.” I could hear the headphones lying on top of the console screech. Nike stood up with a satisfied smile on his face, turned, yelled at Doc North.

“Take her back to sick bay,” he said, and went up to the bridge. Max and I followed.

The twin peaks of Denali were before us, the north peak to the left, the south peak to the right, a ridge with a notch in it between them. The Wonderblimp hovered dead even between the two of them, level with the south peak, the higher of the two. I could hold my right thumb and forefinger out, and the thumb would blot out the north peak, the finger the south peak, and the web the ridge.

“Which peak!” Nike yelled. “Which one is it?”

Bron swung the blimp around to port, so the starboard side faced the peaks. A south wind blew us toward the pass between the peaks, so Bron swung us around nose first into the wind.

“Cut props,” Nike said. 

We drifted backward over the pass until our prop speed matched the wind speed and we hovered directly between the peaks. Nike got out of his captain’s chair, grabbed a pair of binoculars from a pouch on his chair, watched through the big ports, scanning port to starboard, starboard to port, between the peaks. Then he pointed.

“There she is,” he said, stabbing at the south peak. “There she is.”

Bron steered us so that we drifted to starboard, to the south peak. I could see it now without binoculars. Like a volcano, a crater bubbled on the peak of the Denali, water oozing away from a ruby-red object glowing in the center. Bron swung us around to a pivot over the crater, and we circled and circled that unnatural caldera.

“Denali’s not a volcano, is it?” Max asked. I shook my head.

Nike leaned against the glass, hands spread out, staring at the growing crater. “The bomb,” he said. “The everlasting all-consuming liberating Zap bomb.” He turned to me, and like a mad whaler, pointed. “There she is, Holmes,” he said. “That is your destiny. You wanted to go north, boy? You wanted to go home. There it is.” He held his hand out, God’s arm reaching down to his creation. “That’s your home.”

I followed his finger, stared at the bomb bubbling out of the mountain, and I knew, I knew. The Oracle had given me the sign, and it had been right: heaven over the flame, and there she was, the flame, the great, burning flame. My flame, my creation. The memories flooded back into me, synapses seeming to click right and left, thought after thought flooding my mind until, dizzy, I sat down. My nuke. My EMP. My Zap bomb.

As I watched the crater grow, I knew then what Nike had in store for me. I knew. I knew what I would have to do.

 


CHAPTER 18

The Wonderblimp circled around Denali’s south peak until the nuke stopped glowing. Almost as fast as the ice on the summit had melted, it began to freeze. Ruby took the wheel, hovered the blimp over the caldera, and Bron, Nike, Max, and I rappelled down to the peak. It wasn’t like I wanted to help out, but I knew what they would do if I even balked: snip, snip, Suz’s stitches would fall away and they’d let her bleed into the snow.

At 20,320 feet the air was thin, but not unbreathable. I had to move slow, save my energy, but I didn’t need the oxygen. Still, if I was out there awhile, if I didn’t have time to adjust, I could get altitude sickness.

A crust of ice formed around the rim of the small crater; the crater itself was maybe twenty feet across, a pockmark on a small flat spot on the south peak. To the northeast another great glacier ran down the flank of the massif, a glacier that moved across lowlands and a river valley. The north peak jutted up on the other side of the pass to the left, granite strata seared into definition by wind and snow.

Still attached to ropes, Nike and Bron were pounding steel stakes about ten feet long into the ice crust and through to the freezing slush. When the slush froze completely—maybe an hour, I figured—the stakes would be cemented solid and the blimp could tie up to them. I pounded smaller stakes into the ridge and set up snow fences, then rigged up climbing ropes to the stakes. Max and I hooked up to the safety rope and let the ropes to the blimp dangle away.

I walked over to Nike and Bron, playing out rope as I went.  Once again my movements seemed automatic; I felt as if this might not have been the first time I had climbed a mountain. Even though I had never climbed a mountain before, I knew I was doing the right thing: the sheer drop to either side, and the unstable rock and snow that might be underneath, convinced me that it would be a good idea to stay roped up all the time.

The Zap bomb had quit glowing and was no warmer than dying embers from a campfire. Small clouds of steam rose from the bomb, and it sat on bare granite at the bottom of a cone-shaped crater. As the snow around and beneath the bomb had melted, the bomb had settled, until the legs of the nuke rested on rock ten feet beneath the top of the snow pack. Nike and Bron climbed down into the crater; Bron had another rope and the end of a cargo net slung over his shoulder.

Out in the open I could feel the wind now, but it wasn’t strong, maybe only ten miles an hour. Still, it must have been thirty to forty below. My feet were snug in the big bunny boots, and just a wisp of wind snuck through my heavy parka. I had a wool balaclava pulled over my head and a cap over that. Nike had acquired a whole box of glacier glasses from somewhere; they’d never seemed useful before, but came in handy then. Max wore a pair of cleats of some sort on the soles of his boots, and I wished I had a pair, too. The snow was so wind-packed, except in the crater, that I had to stomp down hard to get a firm footing.

“You taking that onto the blimp?” I yelled down at Nike.

“Oh, yeah,” he yelled back. “Just you see.”

Nike yelled up to the blimp to throw down two shovels, and someone, probably Ruby, lowered short, square shovels down on a rope. Nike and Bron shoveled snow onto the bomb to cool it off. As the snow hit the cylinder, it melted, then hissed.

The Zap bomb didn’t look deadly; it looked a lot like a big drum, five feet high and five feet wide. A sphere about two feet wide rested in the middle. If I understood the way the EMP bomb worked, two of the knapsack nukes would blow, blasting the sphere more than ten miles high. When the sphere got high enough, a timer would blow the third knapsack nuke, and the fission bomb would start the fusion reaction. At that  altitude the conditions would be right for the explosion of the thermonuke—the sphere—to cause an electromagnetic pulse.

Four big handles jutted out on the side, and there were two cylindrical depressions on either side of the sphere for the igniters, the knapsack nukes. The Zap bomb rested on four collapsible legs. Intense heat that had melted the snow had charred the casing of the bomb flat black. Bron threw more snow on the nuke, and after a few more minutes the snow quit hissing and started sticking.

Bron waved up at the blimp, shouted something, and then Ruby lowered a cable with two hooks attached. Bron snapped the two hooks onto the handles of the nuke. He and Nike got on either side of the bomb, jiggled it free, then motioned to the blimp to pull it up. The nuke jerked free of the ice, then swung out, toward me. I jumped to my right, ducked as it swung over and out and up. Nike walked up to me, a hopping type walk: stomp, put foot down, stomp again.

“Get back up to the blimp,” he said.

“What for? You got your nuke now. What do you need me for?”

He smiled. “I need you. You’re my reader.”

“Hah,” I said. “You can read.”

Nike looked down, shook his head. “Not now. You think I want to keep snorting that lazy? You think I want to kill myself?”

I shook my head.

Nike made a snipping motion with his hands. “Up,” he said.

Up in the hangar bay Nike and the rest of them stood around the nuke. To them it was like some holy icon, the grandfather of nukes, the One Big One, the absolute bomb to end all bombs. Ruby had a brush out and was dusting snow and ash off the bomb’s smooth skin. Nike moved around the blimp, smiling at it, stopping, stooping to squint at something on its side. Lucy stood back from the circle, a big smile on her face, her braid whisking back and forth like a horse’s tail. Proud mama? Maybe.

To me that nuke was the thing that should never have been built, a death too big to comprehend. Bombs like that had come screaming across the sky and blown my mind, and the  minds of millions of good people, into madness and chaos. Hell, the Zap bomb had scrambled the minds of Nike, of Lucy, of Bron and Ruby and Doc North, had made them illiterate. That bomb had robbed me of my past, of my memory, of my very being.

I had to wonder how the Zap had done that—how it had changed minds so. A vague memory of a college friend of mine came back to me, a bizarre kid who’d tried to kill himself once. He’d gone to a hospital, and when he came back, he had trouble remembering a lot of his friends. It was like someone had reached inside his skull and massaged his brain so that he forgot, so that he had turned from an animated, alive human being into a dull, unemotional hunk of putty.

And something had. I remembered that friend—his name was Yon? Juan? Jon? something like that—telling me what had happened to him in that hospital. He said the doctors had strapped him to a table, given him some drug to relax his muscles, stuck a rubber stick in his mouth to keep him from biting his tongue, and put electrodes to his head. They had shocked him, sent jolts of electricity through his brain. He said it didn’t hurt, that it actually felt pretty damn good, like sex.

Maybe that was what the Zap had done, I thought. Maybe the Zap worked like the shocks those doctors had given my crazy friend; maybe the Zap, the EMP bomb, jumbled things around a little, loosened up the electrical system of the mind. Maybe. If so, the Zap bomb wasn’t a holy icon—it was evil incarnate, death in a can. As I thought about it, it came back to me what had happened to my friend Jon or Yon or Juan: they’d zapped his mind one more time, and he had oozed into the slime pits of the streets, to become one of those people, like ol’ Spikes in the St. Herman’s Club, who drooled on bars.

But Nike and Bron and Doc North and Lucy didn’t see the Zap bomb that way. To see the looks of awe on their faces, to watch how Lucy stared at that nuke like it was a long lost lover . . . how could they do that? I wondered. I thought of where they had come from and who they were. They were Nukers, maybe the people who had built the bombs. It was their creation, their toy. So engrossed in the technical mystery  of the machine had they become that they had lost all comprehension of the Zap as a murderous device. To me it was a physical horror, but to them, even though it had rendered them ignorant, the Zap bomb was a wonderful machine. Their minds had been turned to mush by that thing. As I watched them caress it, worship it, fondle it, I realized that it had turned their minds to mush long before the Zap. All the Zap had done was improve upon the ignorance their minds had descended to long ago.

Fuck them. Fuck them all.

Lucy looked over at me and must have seen the look of disgust on my face. “What’s your problem?”

I shook my head. “Nothing. I don’t see how you can get so worked up over that.” I pointed at the Zap bomb.

“You don’t, huh?” She smiled. “Very odd, considering—”

“Considering what?” Nike asked.

“Never mind,” she said. “Later.”

Nike turned to me and grinned, a nasty grin; he crooked his finger and said, “Come. Come, boy. Come read to us.”

We went to the lab and I took the big gray book and prepared to read. But before I could read, I had to know something.

“Who are you going to trade this one to?” I asked.

“No one,” Nike said. “This one is ours to keep and to have and to hold.” He looked out the open door, down the gangway to where the Zap bomb stood. “And to use.”

“Use?” I asked. “Use on who? The Ruskies?”

“No, no,” Nike said. “The PRAK.”

I drummed my fingers on the cardboard of the blank, innocuous gray cover of the EMP bomb operating manual. “The People’s Republic of Alaska?” I asked. “Why?”

“Why?” he asked. “Why? Because the silly people of this goddamn People’s Republic of Alaska live in a state of anarchy, with no law, no central authority, no one to protect them from enemies within and without, that’s why. Because crazies like the God Weirders run around stealing children, that’s why. Because with all this land, people starve, that’s why.” Nike banged his fist on the table, glared at me. “Because there is no civilization, no intelligence, no sanity in the  PRAK, that’s why. This place is nuts. This world is nuts.” He lowered his voice, crossed his arms across his chest.

“And I promise it salvation,” he said. “I promise it sanity. I will wipe clean the minds of the crazies, the idiots, the insane. And when they have been redeemed, we, we the nukers will come down from the mountain and show them the light. We will teach them how to be good people. I bring the PRAK hope, salvation. I bring them the cleansing.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a little vial of coke, the lazy. “I’ll bring them knowledge.”

I stared at him, turned from those hard, ice-blue eyes. “It’s not so bad, Nike,” I said. “There are good people here. They’re rebuilding the land. Things may not be perfect, and force may rule, but through force people are gaining their freedom, and through freedom they are gaining their dignity. Let them keep their dignity.”

“They have no dignity,” Nike said.

“So you say.” I let the book drop to the floor. It hit with a resounding thud. I slid the book over to Nike with my toe. “I suppose you want me to help arm the bomb?”

“You don’t know the half of it,” Nike said. “But, yeah, I counted on you helping out.”

“Find another reader to do your dirty work,” I said. I turned to the door. “I’m sick of this shit. You can kill me. I don’t care.” I had to think of what the Ching said: retreat. Through small acts of resistance one will persevere.

“Think, Holmes,” Nike said. “Go ahead and run. Where will you run to? You know I’ll blow your heart. You know I’ll destroy you.”

“I don’t care.”

“I’ll kill whoever is around you.”

“I’m far enough away now.” I put my hand on the door.

“I’ll catch you and tie you up and drop you on Ship Creek.”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“I’ll nuke Sue City, I’ll nuke Kachemak.”

I turned the knob.

“I’ll kill Suz.”

I stopped. “She’s done nothing.”

“She’s from Ship Creek. I’ll kill her now.” He reached for  the intercom switch. “One word to Doc North, and she’s dead. I’ll make it painful—open her stitches.”

“You wouldn’t.”

He thumbed the switch. “Doc—” He held the switch down, glared at me. “Play ball, Holmes.”

The door handle turned. I stepped back, and Max walked into the lab. “Do it, Holmes.”

“Max?”

“I was listening through the door. Do it. Let him blow the nuke. It’ll be the last one. For a while, we’ll live under the nukers. But they’re only a few of them. Minds wiped or not, we’ll endure. We’ll triumph. And there will be no more nukes. Do it. Get it over with.”

“A good point, Hammer,” Nike said. “But we’ll grow. We’ll find more nukes and build more nukes. But a good point. Doc—” he said again.

“Bastard.” I sighed. “Okay. I’ll read for you.”

“Yeah?” the doc replied.

“How’s the patient?” Nike asked.

“Fine,” the doc said. “She’s trying soft food now.”

“Good,” said Nike. He flicked the intercom off.

“You’ll wipe my mind in the end,” I said.

“Maybe,” Nike replied. “We intend to get far enough out of the way where that won’t happen. If you’re good, I’ll take you with us.”

“I’d rather not. I’d rather run.”

“We’ll see. But for now, read.” He picked up the gray book, held it out to me. “Read.”

And I read.

I took the gray book down to the hangar bay, and read before the Zap bomb. With the nuke at hand, I could understand the diagrams, figure out where to place the knapsack nukes, the igniters, figure out how to arm the Zap bomb. As I read, and as I looked at the bomb, I had the same feeling I had had before when I was sliding down the cable from the blimp at God Weird, or running dogs at the Redoubt. I knew this. I had done this before. I shook my head at the thought. Never. I had never done this. How could I? I must have had one of those minds that can figure things out. I figured out how the Zap bomb worked. 

It was simple, maddingly simple. The two cylindrical depressions on either side were where two of the knapsack nukes went, bases angled down into the heart of the Zap bomb. Both igniters had to be armed, both had to have the football inserted. The timer on the first nuke could be attached to a cable that plugged into a little slot on the second nuke. When the first nuke fired, it would immediately fire the second nuke, so they would fire almost simultaneously. When they blew, they would kick the thick steel sphere high into the atmosphere, miles up.

The third nuke went inside the sphere. There was a hatch on the side and a hole for the knapsack thermos inside. Slide the nuke in and set it to fire minutes later. No modifications needed to be made to the fusion, the Zap, bomb. It was more like a booster to the knapsacks, just a little added something to make their kick stronger, like ether added to gasoline in a car. When the sphere got high enough, the thermonuke would blow, and it would create an electromagnetic pulse. That was the game: not to blow things up, but to make that big Zap, the EMP.

I closed the big gray book, walked back to Nike’s cabin. I knocked, and he told me to come in. He was lying in bed, staring at a copy of Moby Dick.

“Enjoying it?” I asked.

“No,” he said. “I thought if I stared at the words it might trigger something. Maybe the lazy has a residual effect? I thought I’d try.”

“Do some lazy,” I said.

“Nah,” Nike said. “You figure out the Zap?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Piece of cake. You can fire the Zap bomb. All you need are three working nukes. You have three working nukes?”

“Maybe,” he said, smiling. “Come with me.”

We walked into sick bay, past Suz sleeping, into the operating chamber. Nike stood by a small closet. I could hear some machine going ka-wheez, THUMP, ka-wheez, THUMP behind the door.

“When you gave the Kachemakers a nuke, what did we get in return?” he asked me.

“A broken nuke.” 

“Ah,” he said, raising a finger. “Not quite. We gave them, well, the shell of a nuke. And what we got back were the innards of a nuke, a nuke that probably would have worked if there had been a football to go with it.”

“But there wasn’t.”

“No,” Nike said. “Those Kachemakers didn’t know what they had. The quarterback for that nuke had probably died long ago. But you know, Lucy designed and built the knapsack nuke.”

“She’s really Benelux?” I asked.

“Really,” Nike said. “The knapsack nuke was her baby alone, no one else ever touched it. She could take one apart just as well as she put it together. We had an old nuke before—that’s what we put inside you.”

“So you, uh, have the Kachemak nuke, right?”

“Wrong,” he said. “That one was no good. We had to get another. We had to get a nuke that worked, that had a football, and whose quarterback was still alive.”

Relays began to fire in my brain. I could imagine them, switch upon switch clicking and clicking, a memory coming back to me, some thought down in the deep well of the unconscious, bubbling to the surface like slow magma. Another nuke . . . ? Where had I seen another nuke?

Nike pulled the closet door back. It was one of those accordion-type doors, plastic panels that folded to the frame. Behind the door was a ticking and whirring machine, a big vat holding a hunk of meat in some sort of solution. Pumps clicked and thumped on top of the machine, and fluids flowed down tubes into the hunk of meat. The meat beat out and in, constricting, moving.

A heart. A human heart.

“Kaditali,” I said.

Nike nodded. “Was that the name of it? I wondered. It was convenient having the God Weirders there. We could pin the blame on them.” He opened a small freezer next to the heart– lung machine, pulled out a tray with four frozen hands in it.

“Sherry,” I said. The image of her bleeding into the snow, not hands but stumps, came back to me. I could feel the blood draining from my face, feel my knees wobble. I leaned against the operating table. “You cut out the heart of that kid.” 

Nike shrugged. “We needed the nuke.”

I remembered the nuke hanging on the wall of their cabin, the battered green thermos. “But you left the nuke there.”

“Nah,” he said. “That was the Kachemak nuke. We switched it. Clever, huh?”

“You murdered them.”

Nike nodded. “Yeah, we did. Actually, Doc North did the cutting, but that’s true: we murdered them.”

I stared at the floor, thinking. More relays were going off in my head, but I didn’t want to think, didn’t want to figure it out for myself.

“That’s the first nuke,” I said. “Where’s the second? Where’s the third?”

Nike walked up to me, cupped a hand under my chin, and raised my head up. He stared in my eyes, then jabbed my chest with his other hand.

“In there,” he said. “In your heart. You’re the second nuke.” And he smiled. “And the Hammer, of course—the Hammer is the third.”

 


CHAPTER 19

The door to my right creaked open and Bron and Ruby walked in, Suzuki submachine guns slung over their shoulders. Bron had a roll of tape bulging out of his pocket. I casually noted that the red light on the intercom was on, meaning the mike had been open. Uh-oh, I thought.

Nike came up to me, cupped a hand under my chin, and raised my head up. He stared in my eyes, then jabbed my chest with his other hand.

“In there,” he said again. “In your heart. You’re the second nuke.”

“Yeah?” I said. I felt my scrotum tighten and my sphincter contract. Bubbles of sweat popped out on my upper lip, dripping down my beard. I was trying to be cool and tough. I was tough, all right, like a wet rag. “So? Why my nuke? Can’t you just scare up another one?”

“It’s not so simple,” he said. “We don’t have that many nukes. Besides, there are the codes . . . We can only punch so many.”

“So many?” I yelled. “So many! You can punch all the damn codes you want! You make the damn codes!”

“Oh no,” Nike said. “We’re sworn to our duty. We can only make footballs when we give out nukes. Only a very few tribes can qualify for a nuke. It’s the way of the Order of the Atom.”

I blinked my eyes. This was crazy. “You can cut a kid’s heart out to get a new football, but you can’t make a new football?”

“That’s right,” Nike said calmly. 

“But . . .”

“Can you imagine the chaos that would ensue if just anyone could make a code?” Nike said. “It would destroy the whole concept. The code is sacred. Its integrity cannot be maligned.”

“But what about your word?” I was grasping for straws. “You said you’d take me north. You said you’d take me to Denali.”

“That’s right,” Nike said. “I did. And here you are.”

“Damn,” I said. He’d kept his word. Damn, damn, damn.

“And here you’ll stay.”

“Oh, shit,” I said.

“Oh, yeah.”

Bron and Ruby moved to either side of me, and dragged me out of the room.

 

* * *

 

Doc North must have armed the Kaditali nuke while Lucy was taping me to the Zap bomb. Thanks for small favors. I don’t think I could have watched them take the football from the kid’s heart and plug it into the knapsack nuke. I don’t think I could have watched them thaw out the hands and place them on the thermos handle of the nuke. I don’t think I could have watched the little numbers whir into place, ready for their countdown.

Lucy and I were alone in the hangar bay. The Zap bomb rested on the bay doors in the middle of the floor, two cables hanging loose from the winch above. Lucy whistled as she placed my sternum over the end of one of the igniter holes in the bomb. I had a parka on, heavy boots, and my vest of all pockets—with the I Ching, The Man in the High Castle, and Heart of Darkness in the back pocket—under my coat. Lucy pulled my arms forward around the bomb, so I was hugging the big drum. She taped my hands and feet together with this silver tape, then wrapped row on row of tape around me and the nuke. Next to my skin, over my heart, she taped a small electrode; a wire ran from the electrode, up my collar, and into the Zap bomb.

“The cable fires the second nuke—Max’s nuke—when Nike fires your nuke,” Lucy said. “I’ll hook Max up to you,  double redundancy. If for some reason your nuke doesn’t go, we’ll blow Max.”

“Swell,” I said.

“The third nuke—the knapsack nuke—goes in the sphere on top. That will go off by a timer. Ah, here it comes.”

Doc North came in, holding the Kaditali nuke. I couldn’t tell if it was armed or not. Like a wine steward displaying a fancy bottle of Chablis, the doc held the knapsack nuke before me and flipped up the little plate on the handle. I could see the number primed and ready to count down: 10:00:00. Doc clicked the plate shut, turned the cup on the thermos slightly to the right, and slid it into the depression on the sphere. He closed the hatch shut, then nodded to Lucy.

“Ready to go,” she said. “Give me a few minutes and then send the others in.”

“Yeah,” the doc said. He went out the hangar bay door.

Lucy watched, made sure the door clicked shut behind him, then pulled her wool cap off. The hair on the crown of her head had been pulled into the blue braid, and the rest of her hair hung loose around her face and down her back. She reached up, yanked hard at her braid. There was a slight ripping sound, and then the braid came up, still twitching, her scalp red and raw from where it had been. She pulled two wires hanging from the braid loose from beneath her hair, and the braid stopped jerking.

She took my own cap off, whipped out a sharp razor from her sleeve, and shaved a circular patch of hair from the crown of my head. Smearing some sort of glue on the bottom of the braid, she stuck it on my head, then glued two little dots at the end of the wires to my temples.

“Furrow your brow,” she said. “The braid is like a prosthesis.”

I furrowed my brow, felt the braid whip around my neck.

“Good,” she said. “Now, squint your eyes tight. Tighter.”

I looked down, saw the end of the braid curl up, then relax when I relaxed.

“Okay. That’ll do.” She coiled the braid up on top of my head, put the cap over it, then put her own cap on. She slipped the razor into the right pocket of my parka.

“My own little invention,” she said. “Neat, huh?” 

“I guess. What’s it for?” I thought I knew, but I couldn’t hope.

“For you,” she said. “To cut yourself loose and disarm the Zap bomb.”

“Me? Disarm it? I can’t.”

“You don’t know, do you?”

“Know what?” I felt something odd in my brain, as if something had grabbed my skull and was ready to crack it open like an egg.

“Who you are,” Lucy said. “What you are.”

“I’m Holmes. Holmes Weatherby, Aye-Aye-Aye.”

“Holmes Weatherby, III. Three,” she repeated. “The third. I had forgotten your name—except for the ‘third’ part—which is why I didn’t remember you when we first met. And I didn’t recognize you until you grew a beard—even then I wasn’t sure. But when you worked on the Zap bomb . . . I knew.”

“Knew? Knew what?”

“Think,” she said. “Listen to yourself. Listen to your memory.”

“No memory,” I said. I felt this dam in me ready to break. I pushed the tide back. “I can’t remember.”

“You don’t want to remember,” she said. “But you have to.” Lucy took out a vial, scooped a little of the white powder out with a small spoon and held the spoon to my nose. She cupped a hand over my mouth and I had to—I tried not to—I had to sniff in the lazy.

The dam burst. Great yellow light flooded my eyes. Heat lightning crackled up my spine; tidal waves of purple light washed over my body. Words danced before me, words and words and words, diagrams, charts, figures, the stuff and substance and being of . . . of the Zap bomb. I saw the manuscript, saw the title clearly: “A Hypothetical Proposal for the Construction of a Knapsack Nuke-Fired Electromagnetic Pulse Bomb,” and under it the name, my name, “Holmes Weatherby, III, Ph.D.”

Me. I’d designed the Zap bomb. I was its creator. I came to, the light rolled away, and Lucy stood there, staring at me, little spoon held over the vial of lazy.

“I’d never met you before,” she said. “Not formally. I saw  you speak at several conferences, though. I wish we had been introduced. You did great work.”

“I built it?”

“No,” she said. “Not you. It was just your idea. But, yes, you designed it. We built it, but you designed it.”

“I . . . I put it here?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. But that was your idea, too. Put it on a mountain. Put the Zap bombs on several mountains.”

“You are Maggie Benelux?”

“Was,” she said. “Just like you were Holmes Weatherby, the Third. But those people are gone, and all we have left are ourselves.”

“I should die with the Zap,” I said.

“You did die with the Zap,” she said. “We all did.”

“No, me, now, this Zap. I should just let the bomb go.”

“Should you?” she asked. “Would you, Holmes? You let the bomb go before. If you let it go now, more will die, more minds will be wasted. Do you want that?”

“No,” I said. “But I don’t want the living. Not with what I did. Not with who I was.” It still didn’t feel like me.

“It was just an idea,” Lucy said. “You didn’t fire the big Zap bomb. It was just an idea. Let it be.”

“Yeah, maybe,” I said. But I wasn’t sure I could let it be. I shuddered, tried to forget. “How do I disarm it?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “You’ll have to figure that out. But if you and Max can just cut yourself loose, that might do it. There may be some system in the sphere, with the third nuke, that will still make it go off. You’ll have to check that.”

“How long will I have?”

“Ten hours,” she said. “When you disarm the bomb, get away. Remember that. Get away—a thousand vertical feet should do it.”

“Yeah.” I said. “Wait . . . What about the knapsack nuke? Won’t that still go?”

“Don’t worry about that,” she said. “If you can keep the Zap bomb from blowing, that will take care of the knapsack nuke.”

“Okay.” I didn’t know what she meant, but I’d take her word for it. 

We stared at each other for a moment, and while I looked at her, I remembered, remembered the feel of her body, the feel of her touch.

She smiled. “I’m sorry, Holmes. I wish it could have worked out better. It was good.”

“Yeah,” I said. “In the beginning it was good.”

I felt the bomb between my arms, felt its embrace on my embrace. “Yeah,” I said again. “It was good.”

The hangar bay opened, and Bron and Ruby came in, shoving Max and Suz before them. Bron dragged Max to the side of the bomb opposite me and helped Lucy tape Max to the Zap bomb. Nike dragged Max’s sled with Alice stuffed inside the sled bag into the hangar.

“You don’t have to do this,” I said. “Bron, you seem like a nice guy. Don’t help them.”

Bron grinned. “It’s for the greater glory of God. This will cure the PRAK.”

“Idiot!” I screamed. “You’re not even a Bron! Your name is Walter Abercrombie! Walter! Walter!”

“Shut up,” Bron said, and he slapped me across the mouth.

“Lower the Zap bomb down, then drop Suz and the sled after them,” Nike said. He looked at me, smiled. “Got to save weight, you know.” He chuckled. “Nice little torture, huh? You’ll see the sled and the dog and maybe think, hey, I can get away.”

The winch whirred above me and the cables jerked taut. Below the doors flipped open and a blast of cold air shot up at me. At the winch controls Ruby gently lowered Max and me down, straight down into the mouth of the Zap bomb’s crater below. I looked up, saw Nike staring down at me.

“Have a blast!” he yelled.

“Eat shit and die!” I yelled back, but I don’t think he heard me over the noise of the wind and the winch. I saw Lucy lean over, toss something down at me: a book. It fluttered in the wind, pages open, then fell down into the crater. The cable wound out, the blimp hovered over the crater, and Max and I came to rest on the very center of the hole. The hooks came undone from the bomb, and wound their way back up. I looked up, saw Suz and the sled lowered down on the cables. She landed a few yards from me. 

“You okay?” I yelled at her.

“I think so,” said Suz. I could see her face contort slightly, then she smiled. “I’ll be fine. They’ll be done with us soon enough.”

“Ten hours,” I said. “The Wonderblimp will have to get out of range. How about you, Max?”

“I’m fine,” he said from the other side of the bomb. He started whistling. “We’ll be okay in just a bit.” He peered around the edge at me and grinned. The jerk actually grinned.

The hangar doors on the Wonderblimp closed shut. Her props came on, whirling in ever swifter circles, and the blimp slowly turned into the southern wind. Pointed down the mountain, toward the coast, the blimp strained at the two cables holding her to Denali. I heard a loud click, then the cables sang as they whipped away from the ridge and were slowly drawn up to the blimp. The Wonderblimp banked to starboard, came around, circled us. I strained my neck up, thought I saw Lucy waving from one of the portholes on the bridge. The Wonderblimp completed her circle, then headed south and moved away. She flew into the setting sun, blotting it out. Someone moved around on the port catwalk of the upper deck.

“Keep watching,” Max yelled. “Watch her.”

Something leapt from the catwalk outside Lucy’s old cabin. It fell, and then a parachute blossomed above just as it drifted behind a peak to the west. The Wonderblimp became a small cloud, then a large eagle, then a hawk, then nothing but a speck against the great blue of the sky. She faded into the sky, moving fast against dark gray storm clouds coming our way. Then, a star broke into twilight, flared into a nova, and became a bright orange cloud.

“Yahoo!” Max yelled. “Yip-yip-yahoo!”

It strained my neck to stare so long and so high. A thick black cloud spread among the sky, and flaming shards tumbled to the earth. I thought of Lucy and I thought of Ruby and Bron and Doc North and even of Nike, as what had been left of the Wonderblimp fell to the earth. I scrunched my eyes together, felt an itching on my scalp, and tried to cry. But no tears came. The parachuting speck. The speck had to have been Lucy. 

“Damn, that hydrogen makes a good fire!” Max yelled. “Did you see it burn. Sheeet!”

I closed my eyes shut, felt the twitching on my scalp again. I furrowed my brow hard, then not so hard, and felt the blue braid pop out of my hat.

“Benelux!” Max said. “She gave you her hair!”

“I think she’s on our side,” I said.

“Was!” He screamed, even though the wind was quiet in the bottom of the crater.

“She jumped,” I said. “I saw someone jump out and parachute down.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Max said. “Damn, did you see that thing blow?”

“Yeah. What happened?”

“My chest bomb,” Max said. “You know that little plastique I got at the trade fair, had rigged up for my chest bomb?”

“Right,” I said. Lucy had positioned it in Max. She would have known about it.

“I pulled it off, smeared it on the side of one of the topside hydrogen bags. Made a crude time bomb with an old watch I had.”

“You can’t tell time, Max.”

“Oh yeah?” he asked. “Big hand goes faster than the little hand, right? So when the little hand hit the big hand . . . Kaboom!”

“We still have the nuke to worry about,” I said.

“True,” Max said. “But I think this storm is going to get us before the nuke does,” he said. “Lucy give you anything else?”

I smiled, concentrated on the braid. I got it to twitch down in jerks and spasms to my parka pocket. It kind of snaked down inside the pocket. I kept my eyes open, twitched around, shut my eyes, then drew the braid up. Nothing.

“There’s a razor in my pocket, but I can’t see.”

Max stretched around the Zap bomb. “Lean forward,” he said. I squirmed around. “I can see the bulge,” he said. “Okay, move the braid to your left. Over, over, to your right, yeah, you’re right next to it. Open it up. Okay, over a hair— ahem—okay. You’re right on it. Close.” 

I squinted, imagined the tip of the braid wrapping around the razor, then slowly eased it up.

“Christ, you’ve got it by the blade!” Max yelled.

I opened my eyes, and the razor fell out of my pocket. I heard it clink against the side of the bomb, then skitter across a rock.

“Damn,” I said. “You see it?”

“Yeah,” said Max. “It’s leaning against your toe. Let the braid fall.”

I relaxed my forehead, felt the braid whisk down my side and to my waist.

“Too short,” Max said. “Shit. Let’s see.” He looked up at the bomb. “Okay, I know. Let’s rock the bomb on its side.”

“Max . . .”

“It’s not going to blow,” he said. “Not yet.”

I turned to my left, and Max and I started rocking back and forth, trying to move the bomb onto its side. Max leaned against the bomb, pushed. I strained against the tape, hugged the bomb, tried to help him shove it. We got it rocking, back Max’s way, then to my right, left, right, and then the bomb tipped over, pinning my right arm against the bare rock. One of the big eyebolts on the side of the nuke kept it from crushing my arm.

“My arm’s pinned,” I said.

“Screw that,” Max said. “Where’s the razor?”

I looked, saw the razor pointing edge up, half an inch from my right eye. “I see it,” I said. “Noooo problem.”

“Good. Get the blade.”

I stared at the blade, relaxed, furrowed my brow until the braid danced—more like frog-hopped—over to the razor. I eased the tip over the handle, gently, gently, then squinted. “Got it,” I said. “But I can’t see around the bomb. You’re going to have to guide me again. Can you see it?”

“Perfect,” Max said, hanging from the top of the nuke now. “Work the razor up. Get my bonds first. Up. Can you feel the braid on your arm?”

“Nope,” I said.

“Never mind. A few more inches. Good. The edge is right on the tape by my hand. Can you saw it back and forth?” 

“Let me think.” I strained my forehead, heard the razor make a thwick sound across the tape.

“Good,” Max said. “Again.”

I relaxed, concentrated. The blade sliced across the tape. Thwick.

“Again,” he said. Relax, concentrate. Thwick. “Again. Again. Ah.” Max grunted, then I heard the beautiful sound of the tape ripping. “Ah. Ah-hah.”

I opened my eyes all the way, turned my head. I saw Max on top of the drum, razor in his hand, cutting himself free. “Woo-hoo,” I said. “Take care of Suz.”

“Right.”

Max sawed the tape on his legs, stomped off, then stomped back. My right arm felt numb from being pinned, but also numb from the cold. Night was coming, and with it the faint warmth of the day faded. The wind whined louder, and thick dark clouds, like a squadron of blimps, moved overhead. Max came back and worked on the tape binding my hands. I felt my arms part, and my right arm fell away. I still hugged the bomb, trying to keep it from rolling on top of my arm again.

“How’s Suz?” I asked.

“She passed out, but she’ll be okay,” he said. “A few more cuts . . . There.” Max stood up, gently eased the Zap bomb off of me. I crawled out from under the nuke, stood up. My right arm throbbed, but with the weight of the nuke off it, felt better. The cable still poked out from under my parka. I held onto it, walked around to the other side of the nuke, where Max had been.

“What’ll happen if I yank this cable out?” I asked Max.

He shrugged. “I already yanked mine loose. Nothing happened. Do it. Can’t hurt.”

I pulled the cable loose and nothing did happen. I reached down to the sphere, slid the plate back over the knapsack nuke, read the readout on the handle: 09:43:34. Plenty of time.

“Let’s get Suz on the sled and get the hell out of here,” Max said.

“I’ve got to disarm it,” I said.

“Holmes,” Max said, “Think. We’re not attached. The Wonderblimp blew up. It is disarmed.” 

“No,” I said. “Not yet.” I looked at the base of the Zap bomb, found a large panel, slid it back. Inside was a maze of wiring, some funny spheres about the size of baseballs, and a battered canvas pack. I pulled the pack out, threw it onto the snow, then looked at the maze of wires. A picture of the wires formed in my mind and merged with the wiring I stared at. They looked the same, except for one little wire attached to a terminal in the back. I reached to connect it, then remembered, and smiled.

No need. Max was right. She was disarmed. I slid the large panel closed and picked up the canvas pack.

I went over to Suz, lying on her back, quiet, unconscious in the snow. Max’s sled was next to her, and Max had Alice out of the sled and attached in harness to the front. Max pulled out two sleeping bags, a tent, a shovel, a cheap plastic Nissan survival rifle, a bag of food, two long chains, and other stuff, set them down in the snow. He opened one of the sleeping bags, and I helped him get Suz inside it. She groaned when we touched her back. We lifted her gently on the sled, then put the gear back in around her, and tied the sled bag around her. Max kept the chains and rifle out.

“What’s in the bag?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. I opened it and looked. There was a heavy parka, a box of some weird sort of food, a pair of brown boots, and a tattered journal. On the inside page someone had written, “Denali Climbing Log, Holmes Weatherby, III.” I picked up the boots, remembering Rei’s message:

 

That which is hidden

Will be found when feet unshod

Meet shoes of dull brown.

 

Turning the first page of the journal, I began to read, then stopped. I knew enough. Enough. I knew who I had been; the details didn’t matter. I put the boots and the journal back in the green canvas bag, threw the bag off into the snow, and handed the box of food and the parka to Max.

“Just some food,” I said. “Maybe Suz could use the parka.”

He picked up the book Lucy had tossed out after me. “What’s this?” 

“I don’t know. Put it in the sled bag.”

I walked up the edge of the crater, looked down the north face of the peak. The side of Denali fell away in a steep cliff. About 6,000 feet below was a broad basin. Lucy had said we should get about 1,000 feet away from the nuke. I had an idea. I slid back down the crater. Max was wrapping chains around the runners of the sled and Alice laid calmly in front, licking her paws.

“Do you think the two of us could roll the nuke up the crater wall?” I asked Max.

He kicked a leg of the nuke; it bent back, so he kicked all four of them until they were collapsed on the side. “Yeah,” he said. “But if those safety ropes are still up on the ridge, we could pull it up more easily.”

I looked to my right, saw some of the stakes I’d pounded the day before. Carefully working my way to the nearest stake, I probed in the snow with my gloved hand, felt a rope, pulled it loose. “Got it!” I yelled back to Max, throwing the end of the rope down to him.

Max took the rope, wrapped it twice around the barrel, then dragged the loose end back up to the top of the crater. We heaved on the rope, taking up slack, and each time we pulled, the nuke rolled, wrapping another stretch of rope around it. We used the barrel shape of the nuke as a pulley, and even though the two big eyebolts and the collapsed legs kept it from rolling completely, we were able to get it to the top. I felt clammy under my longjohns, and I was getting short of breath.

“Okay,” I said, panting. “Untie the sucker.” We pulled the rope off of the nuke, held it on the crater lip. “All right. Roll it that away—” I pointed to the south.

Max nodded, stepped around. The Zap Bomb rested on one of the hooks. We leaned into the bomb, rocked it, back and forth, getting momentum up.

“On three,” I said. “One. Two. Three. Now!”

We shoved, and the nuke rolled, ka-thunk, ka-thunk, hitting the eyebolts and the legs, but it had the momentum. Max and I stood up, watched the Zap bomb, the EMP bomb, whirl over and over, picking up speed, ka-thunking down the north  face of the mountain. Steel glinted in the fading light, and then it disappeared in the darkness of a flat bowl far below.

“Far enough?” Max asked.

“Lucy said a thousand feet,” I said. “Look’s right. But if it blows . . . I don’t think it will be far enough.”

“Let’s try to get down the south side,” Max said. “Put some mountain between us and the nuke.”

I coughed a little. “You feeling faint?” Max nodded. “Got to lose some altitude. Mountain sickness.” I pointed at a pass between the two peaks of Denali. “Let’s try to make it there.” A bank of dark clouds moved fast toward the mountain. “Looks like a storm, too. We can hole up for the night.”

 

* * *

 

Max stood on the runners of the sled, and I trailed behind, the cleats on my boots—I remembered they were called crampons—and a rope holding me to the sled. Max stood on the brake, and I dug my feet in if he got going too fast, sometimes getting dragged behind him when I lost my balance. Alice pulled ahead, guiding us around crevasses, finding a good trail. Fortunately, the deep snow slowed us down, so we didn’t descend too fast.

When we were well down the mountain we stopped. I’d set my watch to do a countdown, and we still had four hours left before the bomb blew. We stopped at a broad plateau and dug in for the night. If the nuke came, at least we’d be warm.

Max dug a small cave in the side of a drift, big enough to crawl in out of the wind and set up a tent inside. We had to work by the light of a candle lantern that kept flickering out, but we got the tent set up, some of our gear hauled inside, and Suz into the tent. Max turned the sled on its side, and we used it as sort of a door to block the tunnel. Alice curled up inside the tunnel, out of the wind. A small air tunnel whistled overhead as the wind sucked our bad air out and pumped good air in. We got a stove going and melted some snow, fed Alice some broth, and made tea for us. Max and I shared the second sleeping bag, left Suz in her bag.

Suz woke up briefly, pretty groggy. I’d checked her dressings, couldn’t tell how they were holding up, but didn’t feel any blood; they would have to do until later. Suz smiled when  she saw me kneeling over her, when she saw her hands were unbound.

“You got away from the nuke.”

I nodded, held up Lucy’s razor. “Lucy left me this. And this.” I whipped the braid out from under my cap; I was getting pretty good at controlling it. “I cut Max loose. We’re safe for a while.”

“Where’s the nuke?”

“We rolled it down the north face of the mountain,” Max said.

“Is Nike going to blow Holmes up?”

Max shook his head. “The blimp blew up. It’s a long story.”

“How long until the other nuke goes?”

I glanced at my watch. “Two hours.”

“Bye, guys.” Suz drifted back into sleep.

“Good idea, Holmes,” Max said.

“Yeah.”

Somewhere in the middle of the night I felt the ground shake, then quit. I woke up, nudged Max. “Hear that?”

“Yeah,” he said, groaning. “Avalanche.”

“Yeah,” I said, and rolled over. I fell asleep and dreamed that a wave of fire washed over my body and turned me into a puddle of gold.

 


CHAPTER 20

A cylinder of light about the diameter of a penny stabbed down into the snow cave. I exhaled, watched the mist of my breath whirl around in the column of sunlight. The light fell on Suz’s face. She breathed calmly, deeply, a slight smile on her lips. I liked that smile.

I wriggled out of the sleeping bag, quickly slipped my feet into my bunny boots. Max stirred next to me, rolled over. My bladder throbbed slightly. I crawled down into the tunnel, shoving Alice aside, then had to dig up to an opaque blot of light at the end of the tunnel. I came to the sled, moved it over, and emerged into the world.

The storm had dumped what seemed like 300 feet of fresh powder on Denali. Our tracks from the day before had been covered and blown away. Bright sun made the mountains blaze. The clear blue sky reminded me of Lucy’s eyes, deep blue that seemed to go on to eternity. To the north was a slight wisp of cloud, but the rest of the sky was entirely devoid of storm.

I stomped a few yards away from the entrance to our cave, unzipped my fly, and pissed into the snow. My urine was dark yellow, and as it bored down into the snow pack, the air steamed. I must have peed until I hit bottom. I zipped my fly back up, wincing as the cold hit my penis. I sighed, glanced at my watch. A wonderful thought hit me.

I was alive. The nuke hadn’t gone off.

“Max!” I yelled. “Max!”

I scrambled back into the snow cave, down the tunnel, poked my head into the tent, yanked on Max’s feet. 

“Max!” I screamed again. “We’re alive!”

“What?” he groaned. “Yeah, so what?”

“Max, we’re alive.”

His eyes flickered open, like a moose had just kicked him in the back. “Son of a bitch, it didn’t go off.”

Suz rolled over, awareness dawning on her face. “Hi, guys, what’s all the noise?”

“We’re alive!” we yelled.

“Huh?” She squinted at us, chewed on that for a moment. “No nuke?”

“No nuke,” I said.

“Hallelujah,” she said, and rolled back to sleep.

 

* * *

 

“Something blew in the night,” I told Max. “That quaking.”

“Avalanche,” he said.

“I don’t think so. Maybe the nuke?”

“Maybe.”

We were sitting around a small charcoal stove, boiling snow for soup. There were a few old pre-Zap War packets of powered soup mix—said so right on the packet—in Max’s pack on the sled. Suz kept sleeping inside the snow cave; we didn’t want to move her until we had to.

“Maybe we should take a look,” Max said.

I licked a finger, held it to the wind. “Wind’s blowing north. If the nuke blew, and the mountain kept us from the blast, the fallout would be downwind.

“Check it out?”

“Yeah,” I said.

The south peak of Denali rose maybe 3,000 feet above us. We had camped just below the notch of the ridge between the north and south peaks. The massif of the mountain spread before us for thousands of acres. On foot the mountain looked a lot bigger. It would be a long hike down. Max and I had collected the safety rope and stakes from the day before. We staked one end of the rope by the snow cave, then Max tied the other end to me. He’d stay with Suz, and if I didn’t come back in two hours—I left him the watch and showed him how to tell when two hours had passed—he would go down alone with Suz. 

I decided to walk an even route, staying at the same altitude until I came over the south ridge and could see down into the basin where we had pushed the Zap bomb. Max lent me his crampons, and I used a spare tent pole as a staff and probe. It was less than a mile to the ridge from our camp.

Snow had drifted over the north lip of the ridge to form a cornice. K-2 had said that cornices could be unsteady, so I kept my distance from the edge. But I was near enough to see down into the basin. Nothing. There was no black crater, no blast, no fused rock, nothing but drifted snow. I squinted, stared, tried to remember where the Zap bomb had tumbled to a stop.

About five thousand feet down, barely visible, a small circle of black rock stood out from the surrounding snow. The crater around it was no more than a dimple, but something had gone off there. The hole was too small for a nuke, certainly too small for a five-megaton nuke, and even too small for the knapsack nuke. Something had blown in the nuke. I remembered that the fission bomb fired by explosives firing chunks of uranium into a sphere of uranium. Could the explosive have fired, but not started a fission reaction? Maybe, I thought. But I knew. The thought nagged at me: I knew.

I stared at that small crater for a few more minutes, then turned and walked back to our camp, winding rope around my shoulder as I went back. When I got there, Max was sitting outside the tent, looking at the pictures in the book Lucy had dropped for me, sipping soup.

“Well?” he asked.

“No nuke,” I said. “There was a small blast crater though, like the crater a bunch of dynamite would leave. But that’s that.”

“Huh.” He held the book out to me. “There was a slip of paper taped in this book.”

I looked at the cover: Little Monster Grows Up, the book Lucy had had by her bed. When I opened the book up, a piece of paper fell out and fluttered to the snow. I picked it up. Someone—Lucy—had scrawled something in a childish hand on the paper. “NUK DONT WERK,” it said, “BUT IT DO GO BOOM. GET WAY.” I smiled. She’d warned me, twice. She had to have tooted some lazy to write the message. 

“I don’t get it,” Max said. “But we’re alive.”

I smiled. “Yup, we’re alive.”

 

* * *

 

Below us a dog howled. Alice howled back, another dog joined in from below, and soon the mountain air was filled with the chorus of a good dog howl. It sounded like a breakfast howl to me, but Max’s ears were more discriminating.

“Sam!” he yelled. “That’s old Sam!”

I cupped a hand to my ear, listened. “And Ouzel!” I said. “Max, Nivakti and Rindi! They’re down there!”

“Hot damn!” he said. “Let’s get the sled loaded.”

We had Suz out of the tent and strapped in, the tent and bags folded, and ready to go in less than ten minutes. I stood on the runner, Max ran behind, and Alice yanked us down the mountain.

They first appeared as a little dark blob in the snow, but as we got closer I saw that there were at least thirty dogs there, with three tents and four sleds. Max and I were whooping our lungs off, and that got the dogs howling even more. Three people in bright orange parkas walked toward us, waving their arms and screaming.

The sled hit a patch of pale-blue ice, and went skittering, me right behind. Two of the orange figures stopped waving, and they split apart, stringing out rope between them. I tried to dig my heels into the ice, but every time I’d get a grip, the sled would jerk forward again and yank me off my feet. The ice looked like it was going to quit soon—it gleamed and then faded into powder below us—but we were still moving awfully fast.

I heard it before I saw it. The snow rumbled, and then a crack about five feet wide appeared before us, perpendicular to our path. Alice dug in, tried to yank the sled around the crevass, but she couldn’t stop, couldn’t pull us around. I saw her dip over the edge and plunge down. I glanced back, saw Max whipping out his ice ax, digging in, trying to keep us from falling into the chasm. I squinted my eyes and screamed. It had worked once before. “Alice, jump!”

It worked again. She jumped, the air got a little shimmery, and when I opened my eyes again Alice and I were on the  other side of the crevasse, pulling Max out. I hit the brake and Alice collapsed, panting, foam on her chest.

One of the orange figures ran up to us, patted Alice on the head, and stepped up to the sled. She reached up and pulled her parka hood back. “Hi, guys,” she said.

“Rindi!” Max yelled. She ran to him and they hugged.

“You almost bought it,” the other person in orange said.

I turned, nodded. “Nivakti.”

He smiled. “Yeah. How you doing?”

I looked down at the camp, the dogs, K-2, and some other people I didn’t recognize walking up to us. “Pretty damn good,” I said. “Pretty damn good.”

 

* * *

 

They took us inside their main tent. A big charcoal stove had the tent toasty, almost ten degrees above zero. We laid Suz out on a foam pad, wrapped her in a sleeping bag. They had a pot of moose stew going, a pot of tea, their own little Talk Roadhouse on the south flank of Denali.

“We were going to set up our summit camp today, try to take the top,” K-2 told us. “But the weather will hold. We can wait a day.”

“It’s still there,” I said.

“Where’s the Wonderblimp?” Rindi asked.

“Blown up.” I told her about the Zap bomb, about Nike dropping us on the peak, about getting loose, about tossing the bomb over the north face, about the explosion . . .

“See?” I said, flicking the braid out from under my hat. “Saved our lives.”

“We heard an explosion,” K-2 said. “Thought it might have been an avalanche. And we saw the blimp two days ago, but they were on the other side of us.”

“Yeah,” I said. “We came up the Ruth Glacier.”

“Ah,” she said.

“I think Lucy jumped from the blimp before it blew,” I said. “Someone parachuted. You see anyone?”

K-2 shook her head. “If she did, she could be anywhere.” She waved her arm at the dozens of peaks south of us.

“Yeah,” I said. I had to think she made it. Lucy. She had done right at the end.

“Why didn’t the nuke go off?” Rindi asked. 

“The nuke doesn’t work,” Nivakti said.

“Yeah,” I said. “The knapsack nuke, the Big Zap . . . They don’t work.” It came back to me. I knew that. Lucy had known that. I had designed it that way. And Nivakti knew it, too. I remembered his story at Kaditali. “The bomb doesn’t work,” he said.

“You never finished your story,” I said to him.

He nodded. “That’s right. The bomb didn’t work.”

“What happened?”

“Well, the umialik pushed the button. The numbers started counting down. A loud siren went off, and we all ran outside the dance house where the bomb was kept, only the umialik staying. We ran and ran, trying to get away, but we knew we couldn’t get away. Then the siren stopped. The bomb exploded, but not like it was supposed to, more like a big firecracker. Boom!” Nivakti waved his arms. “And then nothing.” Nivakti smiled, then continued.

“Where the umialik and the dance house and the bomb had been there was a small crater, but nothing else. The world had not ended and our village was still alive. Then the shaman looked at the crater and nodded his head. ‘Just like the seal told me,’ he said. ‘There will be a little bomb but not a big one.’ And we all laughed and laughed and laughed, because we had pleased the whale after all and gotten rid of the umialik and his ugly wife. Later, the leads opened again and a second pod of whales came through and we took many, many whales.”

“So the bomb didn’t work, then?” I asked.

Nivakti finished his tea and smiled. “It worked, but not the way the army said it was supposed to.”

I smiled and thought about what Nivakti had said. Lucy had designed the knapsack nuke, Nike had said. It was her baby. She was the one who pulled the thing off. I don’t know how she did it, but through all the testing, all the designs, all the production, she had conned the generals into building and handing out a knapsack nuke that didn’t work.

And me? I had used that nuke in my design for the Zap bombs. I couldn’t remember if I had known if the knapsack nuke had worked. But I had designed my own bomb not to fire, either. The wiring: I remembered the wiring. One little wire could easily be disconnected, and this I remembered: I  had written specific instructions that that wire not be connected. I began to chuckle at that. The chuckle grew into a slight titter and then I laughed and laughed and laughed. My chest heaved with guffaws, and I gripped my sides in slight pain.

“What’s so goddamn funny, Holmes?” Max asked.

“The knapsack nuke doesn’t work,” I said. “It never, ever worked. Benelux designed it that way.” I didn’t want to tell them about my own bomb.

“But the Zap War,” Rindi said.

“Yeah.” That sobered me. “Those suckers worked.” How? I thought. Well, it must have been some other bomb, a real bomb. That made me feel better; it wasn’t my nuke. They hadn’t figured my secret out. “But the one we found on the mountain. It never would have blown.”

“Never?” K-2 asked.

“Never,” I said.

Max chuckled. “So Nike’s plan was screwed from the start.”

“Not totally,” I said. “Our chest bombs might have worked, I think . . . Oh,” I said.

“Lucy put the chest bomb in us,” Max said.

“If she even put a bomb in me.” I looked at Max, Max with his balding pate, his chest bomb leaking radiation. “Or you.” I stared at Max’s head. “Max?” I asked. “How long have you been going bald?”

“I don’t know,” he shrugged. “The last few years.”

“Has your hair been coming out in clumps?”

“Nah,” he said. “Just a few strands at a time.”

“Max, you’re not dying.”

“What?”

“Radiation sickness causes the hair to fall out almost at once,” I said.

“How do you know that?”

“I just know. Did you ever know your mother’s father?” I asked him.

“Yeah,” he said. “He died when I was fourteen.”

“Was he bald?”

Max thought about that. “Bald as a cue ball. Mom said he turned completely bald by the time he was fifty.” 

“How old are you, Max?”

Max held up his hands, ticked off his fingers. “I can’t remember. I don’t know, maybe forty, forty-five?”

“Max, Benelux—Lucy—did you a big favor.”

“What?”

“There’s no chest bomb in you,” I said. “Not one that works.”

“No nuke?” he asked.

“No nukes,” I said.

“So why am I going bald?” he asked. He chewed his lip. “You mean, it’s natural?”

“I’m afraid so,” I said.

“I’m not going to die?”

“Not unless you do something stupid,” I said.

“Goddamn,” Max said. “And I’d worked up such a good hate for that bitch.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Me too.”

K-2 rummaged around in a pack. She pulled out a small steel flask, came up with some cups. “I was saving this for when we got to the top,” she said. “But I think we can break into it now.” She poured a finger full of brown liquid into glasses for Max, for Nivakti, for Rindi, for Suz, for me. “To the end of the end of the world,” she said.

We clinked glasses. “To the end of the end of the world,” I said, and drained the cool, fiery liquid down my throat.

“One more,” I said, and K-2 refilled our drinks. “To Benelux, Electrolux, Lucy,” I said. “Who gave us life.”

We clinked again. To Lucy, I thought. And to life.

To life. Things would go on. Life wasn’t so bad there in the damn People’s Republic of Alaska. I mean, even if I didn’t know who the hell I really was. I knew who I had been, but I really didn’t know who I was.

It didn’t matter. I’d figure it out one of these days. And if I didn’t, why, I’d just make my life up as I went along.
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