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  Elizabeth Bear was born on the same day as Frodo and Bilbo Baggins, but in a different year (she can only hope that this presages that she, too, will live to be eleventy-one) — but because her parents were hippies, she was nearly named after Peregrin Took. With the exception of seven years in Faerie, or perhaps Las Vegas (they are not so different, really) she has been a New Englander all her life — Connecticut, Vermont, and now Massachusetts. She serves as an alloparent to two amazing (very) young men, Sunil and Naveen, from whom she is constantly learning new and amazing things.


  She shares her living quarters in a drafty Victorian (which, as of this writing, has just celebrated its eleventy-first) with a giant, ridiculous dog (he happens to be a Briard).


  She is a terrible but enthusiastic guitarist, a reasonably good and even more enthusiastic cook, and a hobby outdoorswoman. Some of her sports are hiking, running, yoga, archery, kayaking, and rock climbing.


  Elizabeth is the author of a number of novels and short stories in the science fiction and fantasy genre, and has been fortunate to receive a good deal of recognition for that work including two Hugo Awards, the John W. Campbell Award for Best New Writer (2005), a Sturgeon Award, a Locus Award, an Asimov’s Reader’s Choice award, a Spectrum Award, and an honorable mention for the Philip K. Dick Award. She has also been nominated for the World Fantasy Award, the British Science Fiction Award, the Lambda Award, the Romantic Times Reader’s Choice Award, and several others.


  Elizabeth Bear’s works have been translated into Japanese, Italian, Spanish, Czech, Russian, Polish, and Portuguese, among other languages.


  When not writing, she enjoys teaching workshops, and has done instructor stints at Clarion, Clarion West, the WisCon Writer’s Respite, and Odyssey. She is also a regular instructor at Viable Paradise.


  Elizabeth’s partner is fantasy novelist Scott Lynch who lives in Wisconsin…she spends a lot of time on planes.


  


  The Company
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  Many are the days and the nights. Many are the things that must be, that have been, that never should be. Much is the time that passes. Much is the time that remains. Few are the memories which are more than a handful of dust, to be let run through the fingers. Such are the dangers: “Am I not powerful? Am I not fair? Do you not love me, Niamh, Daman, Daithi?” Such are the words, of a black spell cast.


  This is the Company of Four, as they ride through the shadows betweenhereandthere.This is the Company of Four, and the barred light moves across them as they ride beneath the branches of strange trees.


  Here is a dark-magicker, mage of little power, or, perhaps, who is denied his power. Here is a jester decked in bells and black and silver motley, a jester sad as snow. Here is a bard with a curse hung on his shoulders like the mantle of his trade. And here is the fourth…


  What Faerie touches cannot be trusted, and yet. And yet, the very air about the tall, fey man whispers, “Believe me.” There is a look of honor in his carriage and on his curl-crowned brow, and below that beautiful brow gleam eyes as blue as shadowed snow. His charger and his mail are as white as any good king’s, and the sword at his knee is straight and swift. He is as fair as his companions are dark.


  The magicker is slight and sleek as the rapier he bears, and his supple grace reveals a cool, feline charm. His dark hair is simply parted, and falls to his collar, as straight and smooth as a young boy’s. With the bard, he shares a fierce love, a brotherhood that might only be ended by steel through both hearts—steel like the steel in his ten bright rings.


  That bard’s heart beats in a chest massive as a bull’s, and his face is lined by weather where the magicker’s is strangely smooth. He is almost silent, usually somber, except for when he weaves his tales out of music and firelight and wine. His matted hair is a dark cloak on his shoulders, his full beard hides the lips that rarely smile.


  The jester—she is different. There is something inhuman in her night-colored skin and her star-tinted eyes. Her costume is quartered silver and black, and on the seams of the silver side bright bells are hung, thousands and thousands of infinitesimal, sweetly chiming spheres. They are woven on chains into the moon river of her braid, and each one sings a different note.


  She rides close to the magicker and the bard, as if drawn to their bond even as she is not quite included in it. She loves them well, in her secret way, and they know and return this, but she is cautious. Friendship can snap like ice, just as you trust it with your weight.


  The jester and the magicker tease and fence with words, and she juggles her steel and copper balls and rings in fanciful bridges and arches. The bard watches, and sometimes a faint smile might curve his moustache, and sometimes he slides a word or a phrase into the dialogue as tight as a carpenter planking a ship. He is humming softly to himself the while, and the music is sad and deep. The white lord rides ahead and slightly to the side, and seems lost in his own thoughts, his own travel.


  The magicker pays little attention to the reins, rather playing with his rings. They are of faceted steel, and there is one on every finger, and each thumb as well. They are lovely things, each one different and cunning and graceful. They have left on his skin, beneath, a rash of long wear like the scar of an ancient blister or burn.


  The jester catches her balls and rings and slips them into a pouch that hangs from her saddle. She lifts up her reins, which she had hung about the neck of her grey mare, in her black left glove, and she urges her mount up beside the lord. “Where are we bound now, Master?” she asks him, and he is jerked up from the depths of his thoughts like a startled fish upon a hook.


  “To the castle of Fearghall,” he replies. He glances over at her, and there is a questioning expression on his face. She hears his voice over the pleasing jangle of her bells. “Lately of Niamh.”


  But though he watches her eyes closely, he sees no recognition of the name. His gaze is disconcerting, however, and her mare shies a pace away from the pale stallion before the jester can bring her under control. Her eyes, guileless, return to his. “You say that name as if I should know it, Master.” She glances down at the path below her horse’s feet, then up again, perhaps more bold than wise. “Yet I do not.”


  “I have heard nothing of this king, Fearghall,” the bard interjects, his thoughtful baritone puzzled. “Is he a new King?”


  The lord smiles, and white teeth flash between rose-petal lips. For a second, the sun tangles her fingers in his golden hair, like a lover, and he is crowned in light. “A new King.” His eyes crinkle in amusement. “Aye.” And he turns away, and lifts up the reins of his milk-white steed, and breaks into a canter and away, ahead of the rest. The bard blinks slowly after him, but says no more.


  And so they ride, until their eyes strain against the edges of the strangling dusk. And then the four dismount, and the magicker sees to the horses, and the jester builds the fire. The white lord watches, until they bring him his dinner, and the bard paces and grumbles and refuses to eat. It is the night of the full moon, and food, for him, has no savor.


  As the white lord rolls himself in his blankets on the other side of the fire, the magicker and the jester build it higher. The bard continues his pacing, restless, irritation and rage in every line of his body, every movement of his flesh. When he tugs ineffectually at his clothing, the magicker stops him, and begins to unfasten his laces, undressing him as one might a child. As he removes each item of clothing, he gives it to the jester, who folds it piece by piece as it is handed her. When the bard at last stands naked except for the impressive pelt that nature gave him, the jester turns away, and places his clothing in his pack, and his boots beside his saddle.


  The bard sits down on the ground, and, lost under some tremendous pressure, buries his face in his hands. The magicker pats his shoulders ineffectually. Full night has fallen. The moon parts the branches of the trees with long fingers and smiles down at them, beside their pathetic campfire. It is a cruel and a terrible smile.


  The bard begins to scream.


  He rises to his feet, his neck corded in agony, his chest seeming to swell with the power of each indrawn breath. The magicker croons affectionate nonsense, but he does not touch the bard. The scream continues forever and then longer, wailing out into the pitiless night as the bard jerks convulsively, his body wracked by brutal seizures. His flesh melts—he expands—he wrenches apart and seamlessly knits together as bones crack and muscles twist and the bottomless scream deepens and deepens into a final, shattering roar, and in his place there stands a giant bear, a bear so black that only its eyes and teeth and its red, red maw are visible in the firelight.


  The bear snarls, and soft, heavy paws begin to pad toward the blanket-wrapped figure beyond the fire. The magicker runs to meet him, steps into his path, spreads his beringed fingers on hands held wide. “No,” he says, softly, his own eyes finding the small, piggy eyes of the bear.


  The bear rears up, menacing, showing fangs and claws that could destroy him with one casual blow. The magicker holds his ground. “No,” he whispers again, his voice calm and serene. He is trusting of the bard’s love. The jester, standing behind him, hearing the tinkle of her bells, is less so. The jester does not believe in love.


  In the bear’s dim mind lives hatred, lives passionate fury and rage. It wants to rend the soft, pale thing wrapped in the blankets. It wants to smash it to earth until there is nothing left. But the ones who guard it—they are to be protected. They are adored.


  It is too much for such simple understanding. It tries to shoulder them aside, and they will not move, and it will not push hard enough to risk harming them. The bear presses its broad chest against the magicker, and the jester, with her heart between her teeth, runs up and throws her arms about its hairy neck. She clings to it like a burr, lost in the dark fur, hearing the low rumble of its growl over the frantic clamor of her bells. She does not know why it needs to destroy their guardian, but she knows it must be stopped, even should it cost her life.


  With a final snarl, the bear tears free of the encircling arms, and shuffles into the night. Magicker and jester sit side by side by the fire, awaiting its return.


  The bear pads into the camp before sunrise, and lays its heavy head down on its paws, and when he raises his head he is a naked man once more. “If I had known, if I had known, Tam Lin,” the bard murmurs, and then the magicker brings him a steaming cup and the sun glances around the corner to be sure that it’s safe to come out and the night, at last, is done.


  Midday brings them to a castle under a hill with thorn trees growing at the crown, where they are made welcome and given to eat, and to bathe. It is the seventh anniversary of Fearghall’s ascension to the throne, and nothing will do but for there to be a masque. And at that masque will mage and bard and jester all perform.


  The jester lingers in a curtained doorway, gazing into the mirrored hall, and she listens to the strains that the bard pulls forth from his harp strung with golden wire. She watches him upon the stage, and thinks,That is not his harp,and does not know why, because it is the harp that he has strummed by the fire, every night when he is not a bear. He has no other. She watches the bright skirts of the ladies and the gay coats of the lords, and does not venture forth into the hall. There is an ache across the bridge of her nose, like unshed tears, and she feels, all at once, both forlorn and at home.


  “Finnegan,” says the King, as his and the white lord’s footsteps carry them past the curtained doorway, “Hiding them in this way is clever enough by half. But are you quite sure that it was safe to bring them back here, on this night of all nights?”


  “It is seven years since the spell was cast, Fearghall,” the white lord replies. “Tonight is the night that is must be renewed, and this is the place where the spell may be cast.” He sighs.


  The King, tall and fair and golden and costumed as the rising sun, tugs at the lobe of one pointed ear, raises a pointed eyebrow. “Would that we could simply slay them.”


  But the white lord’s answer is lost to the jester’s ears as they sweep by, and are gone into the crowd. The implications of the speech, however, are not.


  Under a spell, she thinks. We are under a spell. The bard’s curse—is that my Master’s doing? She leans back against the arch of the door, feels the cold roughness of the stone snag at her motley, and listens to the rustle of her bells, in time with the rhythm of her heart. If only I could think, she muses, mind already drifting onto something else. Just for a moment, clearly think…


  The hand at her elbow all but startles her into a scream. She jumps and stiffens, and her bells clash, and whatever erring thought she chased is gone. She whirls, and the magicker stands behind her. In his hand that does not rest on her sleeve is a cage of doves, with which he will later conjure. “Jester,” he says, softly, insistently, raising his hand to her cheek. “Jester. This is important.”


  “Mage?”


  He turns away, sets his doves down by the wall, where they coo and rustle within their cage. He straightens again, and takes her by the shoulders. Behind her, in the mirrored hall, she can hear the patter of dancing feet, the strains of the harp, the bard’s sweet baritone voice raised in song.Iron’s hard, and gold is cold. Steel is bright, and silver bold. Emeralds for a lady, and diamonds for a queen, and jeweled masks for thy features, never to be seen…


  “What is your name?”


  It is all drowned out in the chiming of the bells. “I…” Her expression shifts to shock and terror. “I do not know. I do not…” She stands, braced as though expecting a blow, and looks up at him with her wild eyes wide in her child’s soft face. “I must have aname!”


  But the bard’s song is ending, and the magicker is picking up his doves. It is his turn to perform.


  Still he pauses, one hand on the curtain, drawn back to permit him to pass, and he turns back to the jester, who stands, still stunned. The light glitters in the facets of the steel rings on that hand. “Yes,” he says, and his voice is level and conversational, as if enquiring after the butter. “I suppose we all must, after all.” And then he walks into the mirrored ballroom, and the curtains fall shut behind him, and the jester is alone.


  The masque would persist till sunrise, as is the nature of such revels, but the King retires when the clock strikes three, and the white lord some few moments before him. The jester and the magicker have already made their way up the servant’s stair to their own small room, and there, warmed by a brazier, they wait for the bard. The jester sits perfectly, awesomely still, willing her breath to stop, willing her heart to beat more softly. At last, at last, there is silence: her bells swing, perhaps, but they do not jangle or rustle or tinkle. She sits with her head cocked slightly, as if listening for something. Earlier, she had told the magicker what she had overheard.


  And then the chamber door opens, and the bard comes in, and sets his cloth-wrapped harp against the wall. The jester turns her head, and a dozen bells chime sweetly. “Jester,” the bard says, “Is something wrong?”


  She shakes her head to an astounding, silvery dissonance. “For a moment,” she says, “just for a moment, I thought I heard someone calling my name.” She sighs and tugs her braid. “I felt that I knew something that I ought to know. But the feeling has passed, now.”


  “There is a harp,” the bard says, “Hanging in the throne room.” He settles back, against the wall. “And a sword hanging beside it, among all the trophies and banners.”


  The magicker looks up for the first time. “And?”


  “And I feel I ought to know them, from somewhere.”


  The jester starts, eyes wide as if shocked. “What does it look like?”


  “Which? The harp or the sword?”


  “The harp!”


  The bard sighs, takes a piece of bread with cheese from off a tray. “It is red wood, strung with silver wire.” He shrugs. “It is silver. I cannot touch it, after all.”


  She leaps to her feet. “I must see it! I must!”


  The bard chews and swallows, but is not slow in getting to his feet. The jester reaches her hand out to the magicker, who declines it and stands on his own, brushing crumbs from his lap as he does. He slides his sword in its scabbard into his belt, and the three exit the door in a single, silent file. The mage watches the back of the jester’s head as she follows the bard down the stairs, and something nags at him, stirred by the sight of her braids. Beneath his skin he feels the shift of power, of magic being cast, but dimly, muffled and distant. Better born with no talent at all, he thinks, than with such a small one. Like the minor poet who knows the meanness of his gift, I am doomed to a lifetime of frustration: to be able to comprehend beauty, but not create it. His fingers itch at the thought, feeling swollen and engorged.


  The throne room is still torchlit, although there are no revelers here. Strains of music still drift across the courtyard from the great hall, though, and the bard’s feet shuffle a bit in an ursine dance as he crosses the hall. “There.”


  He gestures up at the harp, which is hung just at eye level, just across from the throne. It is a lovely thing, the wood red as holly berries, the wire of true silver. The jester looks at it in delight. “Oh, it is yours, it is yours!” she cries, not knowing how she knows this, knowing it is true.


  “How can it be?” the magicker asks. “It is silver.


  The jester shakes her head, and the bells clash, and she looks crestfallen. “I do not know. And I do not know my name.”


  “You have only to name a thing,” says the bard, “To comprehend it.”


  The magicker smiles. “Of course. That is the nature of…” His voice trails off, and he stares away, as if after his beloved. “.. .the nature of magic…”


  His head snaps around, and he grasps the jester hard by the arm. “Sit there, on the steps of the dais,” he commands her. “No, better, on the throne.”


  She steps back from him, tugging against his grip. “I cannot sit on the throne.”


  “Do it,” he orders, and she follows his pull to perch, reluctantly, on the edge of the giant chair. The magicker reaches into his pocket, and draws forth a knife, small and sharp. It is the one he shaves with.


  Carefully, quickly, he cuts the bells from her costume, and breaks them one by one under his heel. And then, from the same pocket, he brings forth a comb of bright silver, and he touches it to the end of her plait.


  She starts up. “Do not!”


  He shows her the comb. “I have never seen you with your hair unbound, lady,” he tells her. “Humor me.”


  Trembling, she takes the seat again. Something almost soul-deep in her rebels at the thought. Something deeper, however, welcomes it. “Do,” she whispers, and clenches her fingers on the gilded wood.


  It is a tedious task, freeing the intricate plaits from the strands of chains and bells. Somehow, they have not matted in, but they are tightly and complexly woven. He is surprised by the color, the texture of the unleashed mass of her hair.


  It is like water as it rolls down her shoulders and over her thighs to pool on the floor. It is soft and thick, wavy from being bound, of a thousand shades of grey and white and argent and alabaster. It is a river, a thunderstorm, a sea, running, quick and silver, in rivulets and brooks and breakers over everything.


  For the jester, it is as if each chain he slides from her tresses is a chain off her heart and her mind. “I feel,” she declares, “as if I am just about to remember something terribly important.”


  As the magicker slips the last chain out of her moon-colored hair, his rings become caught in the strands. He tugs them loose, but not before the jester catches and holds his hands. “Why do you always wear those?”


  He frowns. “I must.”


  She is insistent. “Why? Who told you?”


  He steps back, drops the chain to the floor with a rattle of metal. “I do not know,” he confesses. He pulls his hands from hers, leaving the silver comb in her grasp. “Someone.”


  “Some strange taste of magics on this.” It is the bard’s voice. He has turned, at last, from the harp on the wall.


  “Aye,” says the magicker. “A compulsion. But to help or to harm?”


  She nods, and bites her lip to taste the blood. “If you do not know, can it be for good? All the more reason, I think, to be rid of them.”


  He wants to explain that magic does not always work that way, that sometimes the recipient of a spell must know nothing of it for the spell to be truly effective. “There is a great sorcery being wrought within these walls tonight,” he offers. The bard looks over at him and nods.


  “I feel it, aye.”


  The magicker looks back at the jester, and silently holds out his hands, fingers spread wide. He looks away. “Take them,” he tells her.


  One by one, she wrestles them free. They are tight, and have worn grooves in the flesh of his fingers. One by one, she drops them to the cold stone floor.


  The magicker feels a sudden easing, as though the rings had bound his chest, and not his fingers. He looks into the jester’s eyes, and feels something there, some flicker of recognition. “Name?” she asks him, and he shakes his head.


  “You?”


  “Not yet,” she answers. As one, they look to the bard. “If we were bound.


  The magicker presses his lips together. “He must be too. And the white lord?”


  She shakes her head, and no bells ring. “Remember what he said to the King?” She looks down at the backs of her hands, the shine of the silver comb in the right one. “Is there a way to tell what binds him?”


  “Not without his name,” the magicker answers. The jester casts about the throne room, as if looking for a solution. Then she looks up, startled, into the eyes of the mage. “Daithi,” she tells him, and the bard turns suddenly toward her.


  “What did your say?”


  “Daithi,” she says again, this time looking at the bard. “Can’t you both hear it?‘Am I not powerful? Am I not fair? Do you not love me, Niamh, Daman, Daithi?’It’s perfectly clear. It’s the white lord’s voice—Finnegan’s voice.


  The magicker shakes his head slowly. “That’s the binding. They are repeating it… you first, lady, that’s why you hear it now.”


  Her head is bowed, suddenly. “Aye. I feel it. The pressure…” But the magicker has turned away, murmuring under his voice, “I am Daman…”


  A flush of power colors his skin, and he raises his eyes to those of the bard. “And you are Daithi, and I will know how you are bound.


  Daman the magicker holds out his hands, and lets the power run into them, unfettered by intricate steel. And then he lays those hands upon the brow of the bard Daithi, and then, unhesitating, plunges them into his matted hair. “There!” he cries out, as Daithi winces in sudden pain. “This!” And in his hand is a tuft of hair that is coarser and blacker even than that of the bard, and reeking of sharp animal musk.


  “Bear fur?”


  “It’s all matted in with his own.” Daman turns back to Daithi, who glances from one to the other. The jester holds out the silver comb, and Daithi blanches.


  “Silver…”


  “Will work all the better. Come, bard, sit on the throne and let me comb out your hair.”


  Daithi crosses the room, sits as the jester sat before him, and looks down at the litter of chains and bells upon the floor.


  Daman comes up before him, and holds out both hands. “Hold tight to me,” he instructs, and Daithi reaches out with his long musician’s fingers and wraps those of his friend within them. He closes his eyes, then, and grits his teeth, and groans between them as the silver comb brushes his hair.


  Slowly, meticulously, the jester combs out the mats. Bit by bit, the scatter of hair upon the floor grows into a pile, and then a heap. Daithi bites through his lip and weeps silently as the blood flows into his beard, but he does not cry out and he does not flinch away, and at last, the jester is done.


  He looks up at her with new eyes, then, and releases Daman’s hand to wipe the blood from off his face. “Your Majesty,” he calls her, and kneels at her feet, and she gestures him rise, the bard of her court. And Daman fetches his sword and Daithi’s harp from off the wall, and the two brothers, so alike and yet so different, smile at one another and then turn to their queen.


  “The spell,” she whispers, sagging back against the throne. “Daman, attend me…


  And then guardsmen are running into the torchlit room, and behind them two tall, golden-haired figures in white, and Daithi blows the dust from the Red Harp of Coinleach and strikes, once, hard, the lowest string. There is a trembling, and a shattering, and a note that rolls on and on and on as the drawn swords in the guardsmen’s hands shiver into splinters, and the guardsmen themselves raise hands to ears and cry out in pain.


  Finnegan pushes them aside, and comes forward, reeking of foul herbs and with his hands spread wide. He takes another step toward Niamh, and Daman’s drawn blade gathers the light as it flashes toward him. He dives aside, and then Fearghall has a blade in his hand as well, and the battle is joined.


  Niamh levers herself to her feet, her hair falling about her like a rich garment and one hand clenched on each arm of her throne, and raises her burning eyes in a black face to Finnegan’s blue ones. “Am I not powerful?” he whispers, as her eyes meet his. “Am I not fair? Do you not love me, Niamh….?” He says her name as a caress, and there is no question in his voice—only acceptance of allegiance duly offered.


  “Aye, you are powerful,” she whispers. “And aye, you are fair.” Her hand extended, she steps toward him, and smiles a sweet, sad smile. And slaps him once across the cheek, hard enough to leave an ivory handprint that flushes slowly scarlet on the fairness of his skin. He rocks backward, and she strikes him again, and he falls before her fury, to lie amid the broken chains and bells.


  He tries to stand, and Daithi is on him, one powerful hand pressing down until he kneels, head bowed, before the fury of the queen. “And I do not love thee, Finnegan Fey, for I know thee, and thy soul is black as thy face is fair. Be silent, or we will have thy tongue cut out, slaver, usurper, sorcerer.” There is a clatter across the hall, and Niamh looks up to see that Daman has disarmed Fearghall. Daman gestures Fearghall, as well, to his knees.


  Niamh leaves the throne, strides across the room to stand before him. “Who?” she asks him. “Fearghall, you fooled us once. Tell us, Fearghall, who are we?”


  “You are Niamh,” he answers, eyes downcast. There is a bleeding cut across his cheek. It is already healing. “You are Faerie.” His tongue seems to choke him. “And they are Daman and Daithi, your mage-champion and your bard.”


  “And what are we, Fearghall?” She touches his head. “Tell us, and we may be merciful.”


  “You are the queen of the Seelie Fey,” he answers, and she smiles and turns away. “Daman,” she says, and her mage looks up from his prisoner’s form.


  “Majesty?”


  “They are immortal. We cannot have them executed, any more than they could us. And I have promised this one, at least, some mercy. What shall we do with them, Daman?”


  He appears thoughtful, and Daithi’s voice speaks from across the chamber’s width. “Majesty?”


  “Daithi?”


  “I have—an idea…”


  


  


  In the court of the Queen of the Seelie Fey, there stands a red rowan and an ash tree. The limbs of the one are hung with chains and bells that tinkle and chime in the wind, except for those that are strangely crushed and broken. The branches of the other are decked with ten steel rings of strange and lovely design, forced onto the twigs as if onto the fingers of a hand.


  


  Schrödinger’s Cat


  Chases the Super String


  


  


  


  


  In the sharp formulation of the law of causality—“if we know the present exactly, we can calculate the future”—it is not the conclusion that is wrong but the premise.


  —Werner Karl Heisenberg, 1927


  


  


  Posit a Cat. Not any cat, but a black cat. Male, aged about four years, left ear tattered with the battles of a tom in his prime. Rangy and ragged: a street cat. A subtle cat. A cat with an extra claw on each forepaw, one of those paws white along the edge of the toes as if he had carelessly splashed through a puddle of milk.


  Completing the hypothesis, array the tom with a fine unconcern beneath the chair of a drunken physicist, where the patch of light falls through a railing to a flagstone patio. He washes his paw—the white-rimmed one—and smoothes his whiskers gracefully. This morning, perhaps there had been a little war with a lesser cat or six, followed by kittens gotten on a screaming queen. Or perhaps whitefish minced by a friendly costermonger. Or a glorious chase with a yapping beagle, that even now waits beyond the railing, while the tom—beginning now on his ears—taunts her with a pleased green squint.


  


  


  Posit Niels Bohr, swirling cloudy white absinthe in a glass and regarding it with grave consideration, in a cafe on a street corner in Brussels. 1927. Jewel of cities, not as the jewel in the center of a crown but rather as the gorgeously engraved cameo in a grandmother’s rose-gold ring.


  It may not have happened quite as here described—may not, butmight have.


  And, so, posit: Unaware of the cat, Bohr hunches forward over the table, resting his elbows on its pale marble surface. Schrodinger has pushed himself back, leaning in his chair with his hands behind his neck, the picture of exhausted attention. An alcohol lamp flutters between them, flame bent over in the wind.


  “Heisenberg was in tears,” Bohr says. The flat of his hand on cool marble—it might be October—emphasizes his point.


  Schrodinger nods and runs both hands through curling locks. His moustache quivers. “Heisenberg is twenty-five. And you two have come to a concord now.”


  Bohr dismisses the statement with a wave of one broad-knuckled hand, corners of a wide mouth turning down across a long face. “His initial experiments were sloppy.”


  Schrodinger does not disagree. “You say there is no doubt remaining. How does that statement—no doubt—not abrogate the very theory you profess?”


  Bohr’s mouth tightens. He raises his glass and makes a face over the actinic aftertaste of the cloudy fluid. “Surely you’re not going to argue free will with me, Erwin.”


  Schrodinger shakes his head and smiles, straightening in his chair to retrieve his own glass. His eye falls on the tom, which has emerged from the sunlit patch beneath Bohr’s chair. “I don’t remember Heisenberg in tears,” he says mildly. The tom twines the table legs, brushes against Schrodinger’s pants leg, leaving a streak of grey fur. The physicist breaks a crumb of pastry from the leavings on his plate and offers it to the cat.


  With a gracious purr and a rub of his whiskers, the tom refuses. He seats himself in the shifted sunbeam and again begins to wash.


  “In tears,” Bohr answers. Both men glance up at approaching footsteps. Three pairs: the shuffle of two men and the crisp click of a woman’s boots. Bohr, no less drunk than a moment before, rises to offer Marie Curie his chair. He sways unsteadily, and Marie’s husband Pierre—it could have happened so, the possibility exists—catches Bohr’s elbow and steadies him while Einstein brings chairs from the neighboring table and sees him reseated.


  Marie sits, in a rustle of silk, green as the absinthe in the bottle before them, and steeples her fingers. Pierre sits beside her, and Schrodinger drags his chair sideways with a harsh scrape that sets the terrier to yapping once more.


  Einstein sighs. “How long has that dog been there, Niels? I had to nudge him away from the gate to get in.”


  “All afternoon,” Bohr answers, fussing with glass and sugar and a slotted silver spoon. “Are you drinking, Albert?”


  “Pity observinghimwon’t change his location. Please. I want to talk to you about quantum tunneling.”


  “I’m too drunk,” Bohr replies, waving to a waiter for three more glasses, for cold water and sugar and another bottle of absinthe. “You know what Wilde said of absinthe?”


  “It makes you see the world as it truly is,” says Marie Curie. She toys with a spoon, turning it over and over in her hand. “And that is where the true horror begins.”


  “Drink more, then, Albert,” quips Heisenberg, and Bohr and Pierre Curie explode in laughter. Curie laughs well, eyes mirthful above a well-groomed beard, ice-white with advancing years. He seems strangely distinguished next to his wife, who wears her time-frosted hair in a girlish braid. Her eyes sparkle when she turns to regard him.


  Einstein strokes the tom, which has achieved his lap. He blows ginger fur from his fingertips: the breeze catches it and ruffles it back into his own white mane. More fur streaks his pantsleg—an interference pattern laid against black worsted wool. The waitress bends over his shoulder, placing two fresh glasses on the table: one before him, and one before Marie. “Mademoiselle,” Bohr corrects gently. “You have forgotten my friend Pierre.”


  “Pardon,” she says, and sets the water carafe down before she turns.


  “No hurry,” Pierre Curie calls after her, stroking his beard. “You and I can share, can we not, Marie?”


  Marie snaps the sugar tongs and smiles in answer.


  Posit this as well, although perhaps it does not happen in quite this way. “My faith cannot abide the thought,” Einstein says, reaching across the purring cat for a spoon, frowning at the barking of the dog beyond the railing, “that the Old One would give us the semblance of free will, and make a mockery of it. Or that he would create a universe so totally without direction. God does not play dice, Heisenberg.”


  Bohr lays a hand on Einstein’s wrist as Einstein selects a lump of the sugar. “Stop telling God what to do, Albert.”


  Einstein laughs out loud, stroking the tom as it luxuriates in the sunlit warmth of his lap, both white-gloved paws kneading his leg. “Niels, you are a pleasure. Truly a pleasure.”


  Niels Bohr smiles and tips an imaginary hat. Which Heisenberg then leans forward and seems to tug down over his eyes, to Marie Curie’s delighted laughter. Still, there is an edge of grief in it, and Schrodinger lays one hand on her black-clad arm. The continued yapping of the stray dachshund beyond the railing draws a raised eyebrow from Bohr, who pushes his glass away with a frown.


  “Albert,” Heisenberg says, “that’s only the simplest interpretation. On another level, my idea reinforces free will. And if some of the implications of the wave/ particle dichotomy hold true… then every action may take place in infinite variations, then the wave is truly a particle and the particle is truly a wave—” Curie, dipping a taper into the flame of a candle in a jewel-red jar, startled at the sound of his voice. “The absinthe isn’t helping me see anything straight.” She set a second sugar cube alight over her glass. Since the loss of her husband, new lines adorned her forehead. “Werner, you were so quiet I forgot you were here. You startled me when you spoke.”


  “—Indeed, Marie. But if the probabilities that a unit of light will travel in a given direction are evenly divided, and we see that the results of both possibilities manifest, doesn’t that indicate that both possibilities are realized?”


  “And the cat is both alive and dead,” Schrodinger adds, gesturing to the tabby calmly washing behind its leg, shedding hairs on Einstein’s brown tweed suit. The cat looks up, as if it knows itself addressed, and smiles a Cheshire smile. “Until you open the box.”


  “Even after you open the box,” Heisenberg replies. “Somewhere. Perhaps. Perhaps not.” He shrugs, eyes hazed with alcohol. “Because the cat knows, after all.”


  “Does a cat count as an observer?” Einstein lets a smile play the corners of his mouth. “I find I know where Niels is most of the time, but I rarely understand what he’s doing. Perhaps there’s something to this after all.”


  A storm of laughter rises above the table, and Curie turns her head to one side as if looking for someone in whose eyes to share the joke. She frowns, then, glances down and sips her wine. She licks the berry-red stain from her lips. “I’m simply a chemist, gentlemen. I’m afraid this is beyond me. But it seems to me that you’re describing a braid.” Wild strands of wiry, snow-pale hair escape her bun as she shakes her head. “Or a rope that splices and unsplices, comes together and apart.”


  “Nothing is beyond you, my dear Marie.” Bohr refills her glass. “Do your memories never contradict those of your friends? Or that which you see written in the histories? Isn’t it possible that each of us lives an infinite number of lives, the threads parting and joining like a flow of wax down a candlestick—many threads, but a common direction? Many truths, one Truth?” None of the others speak, and Bohr looks from face to face for a moment.


  He nods once, as if coming to a decision. “I have a paper to give in an hour. I’m afraid I must cut our discussion short.” He pushes his chair back with a decisive scrape and stands, steady on his feet as if he has not been drinking all afternoon. He lets one hand trail across the wrought-iron tabletop.


  The others stand alongside him: Marie Curie, Erwin Schrodinger, Werner Heisenberg. Three men and a woman, all dressed in black, bearing the shape of the future in their minds. Heisenberg sets his hat on his head at a jaunty angle and tucks money under the flickering pillar candle to cover the bill.


  “I’ll deny to my dying day that you ever made me cry over quantum uncertainty, Niels,” the young man says with a grin, looking up again.


  Bohr stops and turns to him, shocked. “When would I ever say such a thing as that?”


  And a black cat with one white paw leaps from an empty chair, unaccountably turned to face the table that the four scientists have vacated. It slips between the wrought-iron railings and proceeds down the Champs-Elysees at an unconcerned canter, skittering through traffic as if guided by some destining hand, pursued rather more energetically by a wildly yodeling beagle.


  


  Tideline


  


  


  


  


  Chalcedony wasn’t built for crying. She didn’t have it in her, not unless her tears were cold tapered glass droplets annealed by the inferno heat that had crippled her.


  Such tears as that might slide down her skin over melted sensors to plink unfeeling on the sand. And if they had, she would have scooped them up, with all the other battered pretties, and added them to the wealth of trash jewels that swung from the nets reinforcing her battered carapace.


  They would have called her salvage, if there were anyone left to salvage her. But she was the last of the war machines, a three-legged oblate teardrop as big as a main battle tank, two big grabs and one fine manipulator folded like a spider’s palps beneath the turreted head that finished her pointed end, her polyceramic armor spiderwebbed like shatterproof glass. Unhelmed by her remote masters, she limped along the beach, dragging one fused limb. She was nearly derelict.


  The beach was where she met Belvedere.


  Butterfly coquinas unearthed by retreating breakers squirmed into wet grit under Chalcedony’s trailing limb. One of the rear pair, it was less of a nuisance on packed sand. It worked all right as a pivot, and as long as she stayed off rocks, there were no obstacles to drag it over.


  As she struggled along the tideline, she became aware of someone watching. She didn’t raise her head. Her chassis was equipped with targeting sensors which locked automatically on the ragged figure crouched by a weathered rock. Her optical input was needed to scan the tangle of seaweed and driftwood, Styrofoam and sea glass that marked high tide.


  He watched her all down the beach, but he was unarmed, and her algorithms didn’t deem him a threat.


  Just as well. She liked the weird flat-topped sandstone boulder he crouched beside.


  The next day, he watched again. It was a good day; she found a moonstone, some rock crystal, a bit of red-orange pottery and some sea glass worn opalescent by the tide.


  “Whatcha picken up?”


  “Shipwreck beads,” Chalcedony answered. For days, he’d been creeping closer, until he’d begun following behind her like the seagulls, scrabbling the coquinas harrowed up by her dragging foot into a patched mesh bag.


  Sustenance, she guessed, and indeed he pulled one of the tiny mollusks from the bag and produced a broken-bladed folding knife from somewhere to prize it open with. Her sensors painted the knife pale colors. A weapon, but not a threat to her.


  Deft enough—he flicked, sucked, and tossed the shell away in under three seconds—but that couldn’t be much more than a morsel of meat. A lot of work for very small return.


  He was bony as well as ragged, and small for a human. Perhaps young. She thought he’d ask what shipwreck, and she would gesture vaguely over the bay, where the city had been, and say there were many. But he surprised her.


  “Whatcha gonna do with them?” He wiped his mouth on a sandy paw, the broken knife projecting carelessly from the bottom of his fist. “When I get enough, I’m going to make necklaces.” She spotted something under a tangle of the algae called dead man’s fingers, a glint of light, and began the laborious process of lowering herself to reach it, compensating by math for her malfunctioning gyroscopes.


  The presumed-child watched avidly. “Nuh uh,” he said. “You can’t make a necklace outta that.”


  “Why not?” She levered herself another decimeter down, balancing against the weight of her fused limb. She did not care to fall. “I seed what you pick up. They’s all different.”


  “So?” she asked, and managed another few centimeters. Her hydraulics whined. Someday, those hydraulics or her fuel cells would fail and she’d be stuck this way, a statue corroded by salt air and the sea, and the tide would roll in and roll over her. Her carapace was cracked, no longer water-tight.


  “They’s not all beads.”


  Her manipulator brushed aside the dead man’s fingers. She uncovered the treasure, a bit of blue-gray stone carved in the shape of a fat, merry man. It had no holes. Chalcedony balanced herself back upright and turned the figurine in the light. The stone was structurally sound. She extruded a hair-fine diamond-tipped drill from the opposite manipulator and drilled a hole through the figurine, top to bottom. Then she threaded him on a twist of wire, looped the ends, work-hardened the loops, and added him to the garland of beads swinging against her disfigured chassis.


  “So?”


  The presumed-child brushed the little Buddha with his fingertip, setting it swinging against shattered ceramic plate. She levered herself up again, out of his reach. “I’s Belvedere,” he said.


  “Hello,” Chalcedony said. “I’m Chalcedony.”


  By sunset when the tide was lowest he scampered chattering in her wake, darting between flocking gulls to scoop up coquinas-by-the-fistful, which he rinsed in the surf before devouring raw. Chalcedony more or less ignored him as she activated her floods, concentrating their radiance along the tideline.


  A few dragging steps later, another treasure caught her eye. It was a twist of chain with a few bright beads caught on it—glass, with scraps of gold and silver foil imbedded in their twists. Chalcedony initiated the laborious process of retrieval—


  Only to halt as Belvedere jumped in front of her, grabbed the chain in a grubby broken-nailed hand, and snatched it up. Chalcedony locked in position, nearly overbalancing. She was about to reach out to snatch the treasure away from the child and knock him into the sea when he rose up on tiptoe and held it out to her, straining over his head. The flood lights cast his shadow black on the sand, illumined each thread of his hair and eyebrows in stark relief.


  “It’s easier if I get that for you,” he said, as her fine manipulator closed tenderly on the tip of the chain.


  She lifted the treasure to examine it in the floods. A good long segment, seven centimeters, four jewel-toned shiny beads. Her head creaked when she raised it, corrosion showering from the joints.


  She hooked the chain onto the netting wrapped around her carapace. “Give me your bag,” she said.


  Belvedere’s hand went to the soggy net full of raw bivalves dripping down his naked leg. “My bag?”


  “Give it to me.” Chalcedony drew herself up, a-kilter because of the ruined limb but still two and a half meters taller than the child. She extended a manipulator, and from some disused file dredged up a protocol for dealing with civilian humans. “Please.”


  He fumbled at the knot with rubbery fingers, tugged it loose from his rope belt, and held it out to her. She snagged it on a manipulator and brought it up. A sample revealed that the weave was cotton rather than nylon, so she folded it in her two larger manipulators and gave the contents a low-wattage microwave pulse.


  She shouldn’t. It was a drain on her power cells, which she had no means to recharge, and she had a task to complete.


  She shouldn’t—but she did.


  Steam rose from her claws and the coquinas popped open, roasting in their own juices and the moisture of the seaweed with which he’d lined the net. Carefully, she swung the bag back to him, trying to preserve the fluids.


  “Caution,” she urged. “It’s hot.”


  He took the bag gingerly and flopped down to sit crosslegged at her feet. When he tugged back the seaweed, the coquinas lay like tiny jewels—pale orange, rose, yellow, green and blue—in their nest of glass-green Ulva, sea lettuce. He tasted one cautiously, and then began to slurp with great abandon, discarding shells in every direction.


  “Eat the algae, too,” Chalcedony told him. “It is rich in important nutrients.”


  When the tide came in, Chalcedony retreated up the beach like a great hunched crab with five legs amputated. She was beetle-backed under the moonlight, her treasures swinging and rustling on her netting, clicking one another like stones shivered in a palm.


  The child followed.


  “You should sleep,” Chalcedony said, as Belvedere settled beside her on the high, dry crescent of beach under towering mud cliffs, where the waves wouldn’t lap.


  He didn’t answer, and her voice fuzzed and furred before clearing when she spoke again. “You should climb up off the beach. The cliffs are unstable. It is not safe beneath them.”


  Belvedere hunkered closer, lower lip protruding. “You stay down here.”


  “I have armor. And I cannot climb.” She thumped her fused leg on the sand, rocking her body forward and back on the two good legs to manage it. “But your armor’s broke.”


  “That doesn’t matter. You must climb.” She picked Belvedere up with both grabs and raised him over her head. He shrieked; at first she feared she’d damaged him, but the cries resolved into laughter before she set him down on a slanted ledge that would bring him to the top of the cliff.


  She lit it with her floods. “Climb,” she said, and he climbed.


  And returned in the morning.


  Belvedere stayed ragged, but with Chalcedony’s help he waxed plumper. She snared and roasted seabirds for him, taught him how to construct and maintain fires, and ransacked her extensive databases for hints on how to keep him healthy as he grew—sometimes almost visibly, fractions of a millimeter a day. She researched and analyzed sea vegetables and hectored him into eating them, and he helped her reclaim treasures her manipulators could not otherwise grasp. Some shipwreck beads were hot, and made Chalcedony’s radiation detectors tick over. They were no threat to her, but for the first time she discarded them. She had a human ally; her program demanded she sustain him in health.


  She told him stories. Her library was vast—and full of war stories and stories about sailing ships and starships, which he liked best for some inexplicable reason. Catharsis, she thought, and told him again of Roland, and King Arthur, and Honor Harrington, and Napoleon Bonaparte, and Horatio Hornblower, and Captain Jack Aubrey. She projected the words on a monitor as she recited them, and—faster than she would have imagined—he began to mouth them along with her.


  So the summer ended.


  By the equinox, she had collected enough memorabilia. Shipwreck jewels still washed up and Belvedere still brought her the best of them, but Chalcedony settled beside that twisted flat-topped sandstone rock and arranged her treasures atop it. She spun salvaged brass through a die to make wire, threaded beads on it, and forged links which she strung into garland.


  It was a learning experience. Her aesthetic sense was at first undeveloped, requiring her to make and unmake many dozens of bead combinations to find a pleasing one. Not only must form and color be balanced, but there were structural difficulties. First the weights were unequal, so the chains hung crooked. Then links kinked and snagged and had to be redone.


  She worked for weeks. Memorials had been important to the human allies, though she had never understood the logic of it. She could not build a tomb for her colleagues, but the same archives that gave her the stories Belvedere lapped up as a cat laps milk gave her the concept of mourning jewelry. She had no physical remains of her allies, no scraps of hair or cloth, but surely the shipwreck jewels would suffice for a treasure?


  The only quandary was who would wear the jewelry. It should go to an heir, someone who held fond memories of the deceased. And Chalcedony had records of the next of kin, of course. But she had no way to know if any survived, and if they did no way to reach them.


  At first, Belvedere stayed close, trying to tempt her into excursions and explorations. Chalcedony remained resolute, however. Not only were her power cells dangerously low, but with the coming of winter her ability to utilize solar power would be even more limited. And with winter the storms would come, and she would no longer be able to evade the ocean.


  She was determined to complete this last task before she failed.


  Belvedere began to range without her, to snare his own birds and bring them back to the driftwood fire for roasting. This was positive; he needed to be able to maintain himself. At night, however, he returned to sit beside her, to clamber onto the flat-topped rock to sort beads and hear her stories.


  The same thread she worked over and over with her grabs and fine manipulators—the duty of the living to remember the fallen with honor— was played out in the war stories she still told him, though now she’d finished with fiction and history and related him her own experiences. She told him about Emma Percy rescuing that kid up near Savannah, and how Private Michaels was shot drawing fire for Sergeant Kay Patterson when the battle robots were decoyed out of position in a skirmish near Seattle.


  Belvedere listened, and surprised her by proving he could repeat the gist, if not the exact words. His memory was good, if not as good as a machine’s.


  One day when he had gone far out of sight down the beach, Chalcedony heard Belvedere screaming.


  She had not moved in days. She hunkered on the sand at an awkward angle, her frozen limb angled down the beach, her necklaces in progress on the rock that served as her impromptu work bench.


  Bits of stone and glass and wire scattered from the rock top as she heaved herself onto her unfused limbs. She thrashed upright on her first attempt, surprising herself, and tottered for a moment unsteadily, lacking the stabilization of long-failed gyroscopes.


  When Belvedere shouted again, she almost overset.


  Climbing was out of the question, but Chalcedony could still run. Her fused limb plowed a furrow in the sand behind her and the tide was coming in, forcing her to splash through corroding sea water.


  She barreled around the rocky prominence that Belvedere had disappeared behind in time to see him knocked to the ground by two larger humans, one of whom had a club raised over its head and the other of which was holding Belvedere’s shabby net bag. Belvedere yelped as the club connected with his thigh.


  Chalcedony did not dare use her microwave projectors.


  But she had other weapons, including a pinpoint laser and a chemicalpropellant firearm suitable for sniping operations. Enemy humans were soft targets. These did not even have body armor.


  She buried the bodies on the beach, for it was her program to treat enemy dead with respect, following the protocols of war. Belvedere was in no immediate danger of death once she had splinted his leg and treated his bruises, but she judged him too badly injured to help. The sand was soft and amenable to scooping, anyway, though there was no way to keep the bodies above water. It was the best she could manage.


  After she had finished, she transported Belvedere back to their rock and began collecting her scattered treasures.


  The leg was sprained and bruised, not broken, and some perversity connected to the injury made him even more restlessly inclined to push his boundaries once he partially recovered. He was on his feet within a week, leaning on crutches and dragging a leg as stiff as Chalcedony’s. As soon as the splint came off, he started ranging even further afield. His new limp barely slowed him, and he stayed out nights. He was still growing, shooting up, almost as tall as a Marine now, and ever more capable of taking care of himself. The incident with the raiders had taught him caution.


  Meanwhile, Chalcedony elaborated her funeral necklaces. She must make each one worthy of a fallen comrade, and she was slowed now by her inability to work through the nights. Rescuing Belvedere had cost her more carefully hoarded energy, and she could not power her floods if she meant to finish before her cells ran dry. She could see by moonlight, with deadly clarity, but her low-light and thermal eyes were of no use when it came to balancing color against color.


  There would be forty-one necklaces, one for each member of her platoon-that-was, and she would not excuse shoddy craftsmanship.


  No matter how fast she worked, it was a race against sun and tide.


  The fortieth necklace was finished in October while the days grew short. She began the forty-first—the one for her chief operator Platoon Sergeant Patterson, the one with the gray-blue Buddha at the bottom—before sunset. She had not seen Belvedere in several days, but that was acceptable. She would not finish the necklace tonight.


  His voice woke her from the quiescence in which she waited the sun. “Chalcedony?”


  Something cried as she came awake. Infant, she identified, but the warm shape in his arms was not an infant. It was a dog, a young dog, a German shepherd like the ones teamed with the handlers that had sometimes worked with Company L. The dogs had never minded her, but some of the handlers had been frightened, though they would not admit it. Sergeant Patterson had said to one of them, Oh, Chase is just pretty much a big attack dog herself, and had made a big show of rubbing Chalcedony behind her telescopic sights, to the sound of much laughter.


  The young dog was wounded. Its injuries bled warmth across its hind leg.


  “Hello, Belvedere,” Chalcedony said.


  “Found a puppy.” He kicked his ragged blanket flat so he could lay the dog down.


  “Are you going to eat it?”


  “Chalcedony!” he snapped, and covered the animal protectively with his arms. “S’hurt.”


  She contemplated. “You wish me to tend to it?”


  He nodded, and she considered. She would need her lights, energy, irreplaceable stores. Antibiotics and coagulants and surgical supplies, and the animal might die anyway. But dogs were valuable; she knew the handlers held them in great esteem, even greater than Sergeant Patterson’s esteem for Chalcedony. And in her library, she had files on veterinary medicine.


  She flipped on her floods and accessed the files.


  She finished before morning, and before her cells ran dry. Just barely.


  When the sun was up and young dog was breathing comfortably, the gash along its haunch sewn closed and its bloodstream saturated with antibiotics, she turned back to the last necklace. She would have to work quickly, and Sergeant Patterson’s necklace contained the most fragile and beautiful beads, the ones Chalcedony had been most concerned with breaking and so had saved for last, when she would be most experienced.


  Her motions grew slower as the day wore on, more laborious. The sun could not feed her enough to replace the expenditures of the night before. But bead linked into bead, and the necklace grew—bits of pewter, of pottery, of glass and mother of pearl. And the chalcedony Buddha, because Sergeant Patterson had been Chalcedony’s operator.


  When the sun approached its zenith, Chalcedony worked faster, benefiting from a burst of energy. The young dog slept on in her shade, having wolfed the scraps of bird Belvedere gave it, but Belvedere climbed the rock and crouched beside her pile of finished necklaces.


  “Who’s this for?” he asked, touching the slack length draped across her manipulator.


  “Kay Patterson,” Chalcedony answered, adding a greenish-brown pottery bead mottled like a combat uniform.


  “Sir Kay,” Belvedere said. His voice was changing, and sometimes it abandoned him completely in the middle of words, but he got that phrase out entire. “She was King Arthur’s horse-master, and his adopted brother, and she kept his combat robots in the stable,” he said, proud of his recall.


  “They were different Kays,” she reminded. “You will have to leave soon.” She looped another bead onto the chain, closed the link, and workhardened the metal with her fine manipulator.


  “You can’t leave the beach. You can’t climb.”


  Idly, he picked up a necklace, Rodale’s, and stretched it between his hands so the beads caught the light. The links clinked softly.


  Belvedere sat with her as the sun descended and her motions slowed. She worked almost entirely on solar power now. With night, she would become quiescent again. When the storms came, the waves would roll over her, and then even the sun would not awaken her again. “You must go,” she said, as her grabs stilled on the almost-finished chain. And then she lied and said, “I do not want you here.”


  “Who’s this’n for?” he asked. Down on the beach, the young dog lifted its head and whined. “Garner,” she answered, and then she told him about Garner, and Antony, and Javez, and Rodriguez, and Patterson, and White, and Wosczyna, until it was dark enough that her voice and her vision failed.


  In the morning, he put Patterson’s completed chain into Chalcedony’s grabs. He must have worked on it by firelight through the darkness. “Couldn’t harden the links,” he said, as he smoothed them over her claws.


  Silently, she did that, one by one. The young dog was on its feet, limping, nosing around the base of the rock and barking at the waves, the birds, a scuttling crab. When Chalcedony had finished, she reached out and draped the necklace around Belvedere’s shoulders while he held very still. Soft fur downed his cheeks. The male Marines had always scraped theirs smooth, and the women didn’t grow facial hair.


  “You said that was for Sir Kay.” He lifted the chain in his hands and studied the way the glass and stones caught the light.


  “It’s for somebody to remember her,” Chalcedony said. She didn’t correct him this time. She picked up the other forty necklaces. They were heavy, all together. She wondered if Belvedere could carry them all. “So remember her. Can you remember which one is whose?”


  One at a time, he named them, and one at a time she handed them to him. Rogers, and Rodale, and van Metier, and Percy. He spread a second blanket out—and where had he gotten a second blanket? Maybe the same place he’d gotten the dog—and laid them side by side on the navy blue wool.


  They sparkled.


  “Tell me the story about Rodale,” she said, brushing her grab across the necklace. He did, sort of, with half of Roland-and-Oliver mixed in. It was a pretty good story anyway, the way he told it. Inasmuch as she was a fit judge.


  “Take the necklaces,” she said. “Take them. They’re mourning jewelry. Give them to people and tell them the stories. They should go to people who will remember and honor the dead.”


  “Where’d I find alla these people?” he asked, sullenly, crossing his arms. “Ain’t on the beach.”


  “No,” she said, “they are not. You’ll have to go look for them.”


  But he wouldn’t leave her. He and the dog ranged up and down the beach as the weather chilled. Her sleeps grew longer, deeper, the low angle of the sun not enough to awaken her except at noon. The storms came, and because the table rock broke the spray, the salt water stiffened her joints but did not—yet—corrode her processor. She no longer moved and rarely spoke even in daylight, and Belvedere and the young dog used her carapace and the rock for shelter, the smoke of his fires blackening her belly.


  She was hoarding energy.


  By mid-November, she had enough, and she waited and spoke to Belvedere when he returned with the young dog from his rambling. “You must go,” she said, and when he opened his mouth to protest, she added “It is time you went on errantry.”


  His hand went to Patterson’s necklace, which he wore looped twice around his neck, under his ragged coat. He had given her back the others, but that one she had made a gift of. “Errantry?”


  Creaking, powdered corrosion grating from her joints, she lifted the necklaces off her head. “You must find the people to whom these belong.”


  He deflected her words with a jerk of his hand. “They’s all dead.”


  “The warriors are dead,” she said. “But the stories aren’t. Why did you save the young dog?”


  He licked his lips, and touched Patterson’s necklace again. “ ’Cause you saved me. And you told me the stories. About good fighters and bad fighters. And so, see, Percy woulda saved the dog, right? And so would Hazel-rah.”


  Emma Percy, Chalcedony was reasonably sure, would have saved the dog if she could have. And Kevin Michaels would have saved the kid. She held the remaining necklaces out. “Who’s going to protect the other children?”


  He stared, hands twisting before him. “You can’t climb.”


  “I can’t. You must do this for me. Find people to remember the stories. Find people to tell about my platoon. I won’t survive the winter.” Inspiration struck. “So I give you this quest, Sir Belvedere.”


  The chains hung flashing in the wintry light, the sea combed gray and tired behind them. “What kinda people?”


  “People who would help a child,” she said. “Or a wounded dog. People like a platoon should be.”


  He paused. He reached out, stroked the chains, let the beads rattle. He crooked both hands, and slid them into the necklaces up to the elbows, taking up her burden.


  


  Los Empujadores Furiosos


  


  


  


  


  Where does it go?


  That’s what you ask of doors, isn’t it, assuming they go somewhere; they’re there for a purpose—the purpose of getting you from this place to that place and possibly back again. If you’re very lucky, or very careful, that is. Over the course of my life, I find I’ve never had much luck with them.


  


  


  This particular door was outlined in arches that made me think of triangles, even though they weren’t triangular. A long proportional curve in nut-brown, mottled stucco rose into an airy frame, inviting thoughts of peace and meditation. Of progress. The air smelled of mission summer—eucalyptus and bougainvillea. Of sunheated sand. And blood.


  And beyond the door, I could hear the rustle of a crowd that had come to watch a man fight for his honor, and the honor of a woman as well. La Tauromaquia. The battle of the bull.


  There was no handle on this side, just a bar of brass running across the equator of the not-quite-pointed not-quite-gothic shape, just below two windows too bright with sunlight to see out. It looked heavy.


  You look at doors, and you wonder every time. Where does it go? Where can it take me? And always, of course, when you’re lost—is this the right one? Finally, the right one? And if not, where does it lead this time?


  The metal was cool to the touch; the wood was warm. How do I get myself into these things. A thought that stopped having a question mark on the end of it fifteen years ago.


  At least.


  I laid my hand flat against the wood and shoved with all my strength, and came into the Plaza de Toros at Puertofuego blinking against the glare, the heat ruffling the fine hairs at my nape. My cloak was in my hand. My ancestral sword was left behind, along with my ancestral name, but I smiled at a cheer that rose to meet me: the first such I had heard in many years. At least my cause was better loved that day than I, myself.


  On an expanse of dazzling sand, my bull waited for me.


  How do I get myself into these things.


  


  


  Quartz crystals glittered white as salt underfoot. Where my boot pressed them down, sometimes I could see red stains they had been raked to cover. I kept my eyes on my opponent as I advanced, and on the portly black-clad master of ceremonies who stood beside him. The roar of the crowd, glare-hidden in the towering seats, the heat of the sun oppressing my head—and still I had eyes for nothing but the bull.


  The bull that was a legend: roaned like a cliff of red granite, thirty-nine gilded notches in his steel-shod horns, and I could see by the gleam in his eye that he expected me to be the fortieth and the price of his freedom. The insipidly wealthy Don Antonio wouldn’t buy anything but the best.


  El Zorro Rojo. The reddest red fox of them all.


  “Toro,” I said, bowing low.


  “Señor Benedicto,” el Zorro said. The master of ceremonies stepped away to permit us speech. “I’ll kill you if I can.”


  “You’re but Antonio’s champion. You know I’ve been in many wars, el Zorro. There’s no shame in it if you yield.”


  “There are rumors,” he answered, “that you have not always acquitted yourself so well.” His cleft hoof harrowed the sand, turning over grains mottled red and white, roan as the massive wall of his side. I raised my head like a galled horse and fixed my gaze on Antonio over the bull’s impassive shoulder. Antonio—sitting in the lowest tier, where hot blood might even splash him—turned his head and spat upon the sand. “If you do not wish to die, you may still apologize to my master. If I win today, or if you yield—” he turned his head, those horns gleaming like halberds on a level with my breast “—I am released.”


  It didn’t happen often. Only a dozen gladiators in any generation might survive to retire and father the next generation of warrior bulls. Even when the bull usually wins, forty wins are a great many to collect when one loss ends a career. There were no seconds here, in the Plaza de Toros. Just a man and a bull and the skull-throbbing roar of ten thousand voices, and a decision.


  Another insult, I might have let slip past. But not what Don Antonio had called me—not for a thousand reasons. Not the least of which was the loss of the glory that was my home when I was young and bore a name. I might have failed a brother on the battlefield. I might have shown weakness that should have been beneath my blood, and been called a coward for it.


  All that, yes. I might. And had Antonio called me a coward I would have swallowed it. But I have never lied, and I have never broken my word.


  So I had chosen to stand on my honor and fight. Perhaps to recollect this day the name that used to be mine. I drew a thick breath redolent of clotted gore and the sweat of the bull. “Your master called me a liar and his sister a whore. I’m here to win his apology.”


  “I’m here to take yours,” the enormous gladiator, my enemy’s champion, said. Stately and magnificent. “Shall we begin?”


  I allowed the cloak to unfurl in my right hand, the edge brushing the sand like a waterfall of blood. The master of ceremonies handed me a lance and ran to the wall.


  The shaft dripped bright with ribbons. The roan bull tossed his head in salute. I bowed, concealing my body behind the cloak.


  The thunder of the host around us, so like the thunder of the sea, crested and faded to a whisper. Over the back of the bull, Antonio smiled, and the glossiness of his black hair in the sunlight made my lip curl in disgust.


  The dance began.


  The bull moved first, head slung low under an Alp of shoulder, feinting on ridiculously dainty forehooves. He lunged, the head-bob sharp as a striking snake followed by an avalanche of flesh. The cape was an illusionist’s toy: it hid the matador’s body, gave dancing feet a chance to elude the warrior beast beyond. There are bulls, and there are bulls.


  The slave showed courage, a beast’s nobility: I did not want to kill him in the place of the man whose bidding he did.


  I whirled aside as he came by me, my lance a sad little stick in my hand. Ideally, the point should go deep into the muscle of the neck: barbs hold it there, and the matador comes back with another. And another. Until the bull, exhausted, permits a coup de grace with a blade.


  Ideally. But in Puertofuego, the matador often does not win. The black bulls are canny; the red cannier still.


  El Zorro Rojo’s shoulder brushed me aside like a toppling wall. The earth broke away from my boots and slammed my shoulder and the side of my head. I tasted blood and sand. The dirt trembled under my palms. I rolled, scrambled on all fours, no time to rise. Sand flew and stung as quartz-hard hooves plowed through the earth where I’d lain, and a razor-tipped horn drew a line in fiery ink across my thigh.


  I yelped and dodged, somehow finding the cape as I rolled to my feet. El Zorro hauled himself to a stop, grit spraying, whirled like a cattle pony and eyed me, snorting, across thirty feet of sand. He could turn like a snake, within the length of his own stride.


  The bull wasn’t interested in showmanship, either.


  “First blood,” el Zorro said. Antonio sat perhaps twenty feet away over my left shoulder, cheering as I minced one testing step. The leg would bear my weight.


  “Lance,” I said, and another lance was pressed into my hand. I concealed it behind the cloak, and we began again.


  


  


  Pass and pass again—parry and stroke, push and retreat. Twice I wounded him—low on the neck and in the meat of the shoulder—and one more time he let my blood. We drew crimson spirals on the ground as the afternoon grew weary and the spectators panted in the heat, my hair as dark with sweat as the red bull’s hide. Slow red trickles crusted us. I swayed on my feet on the blood-rich sand, and el Zorro Rojo circled—clever, wary, never quite ready to come within range of the lance.


  We were evenly matched after all.


  I heard Antonio cough into his hand—growing bored as the sun encroached on the shaded side of the Plaza, no doubt. A ha. And then I smiled, letting the cape drag behind me like a bloodied wing, my lance held loosely in my right hand, and I turned my back on the bull.


  Casually, dismissively. As if I thought el Zorro too tired and bloodied to fight further. I raised my eyes to Don Antonio, straining for the sound of hoofbeats. “Apologize for the words with which you dirtied your sister,” I called up to him, “and your servant can leave the Plaza alive.”


  Antonio wouldn’t so much as meet my eyes, but I saw him fight a smile and knew the bull must almost be upon me, although I hadn’t heard him move. No time to breathe—no time to think—I spun on the ball of my foot, threw the cape aside, and braced the lance with both hands, couching it like a pike. Standing within—between—the span of his horns.


  The shock of the bull striking the tip plowed me down and to the side. It savaged his hide, rent muscle, skipped along bone. A blow to my belly like a roundhouse kick; a knifeblade piercing my shoulder. I lost the lance and landed hard, covered in the bull’s blood, my own blood, wiping gore from my eyes.


  The earth rattled as the red bull went to his knees astride me, but I don’t remember a sound from the crowd.


  I pushed myself up, dragged myself back, ribs creaking agony, left arm dangling. I looked down at a torn shoulder, thought it might be dislocated, and looked away. “Sword.”


  A torero put it in my right hand; I walked to the bull.


  Dark blood rippled slowly down the shattered lance, drenching the ground under his knees. He swayed but did not topple, got one foot under him and then went to his knees again. His blood stung my eyes. I laid the tip of the sword against his massive throat, under the angle of the jaw where ran the pulse of his splendid heart.


  “Well-fought,” he whispered.


  His blood filled my boots while I stood there, listening to the cheers and the silence of the crowd. By the smell and the color I could tell the lance had missed his aorta. He could live: it wasn’t a mercy stroke I offered him, but a deathblow. “And you, el Zorro.” The sword—not my father’s sword, but a sword of cheap modern steel—pricked his hide. He shuddered as if stung by a fly. I looked up into the booming crowd and found my libeler’s regard. “Antonio, apologize.”


  He met my gaze for a moment while the sunlight glittered in his jade-black eyes, and for that moment I thought he would stand and buy mercy for the gladiator at my feet. But then he did—stand, I mean—and he turned his head once, slowly, and spat onto the bloody sand. Again.


  “Buy it,” he ordered, and turned to climb the stair.


  My hand clenched on the blood-slick hilt. I could feel my left arm again, and regretted it. I looked down at the bull, and the bull did not close his eyes. “No blame,” he whispered.


  I closed mine. “Antonio!” He didn’t look back. “Antonio!” Still climbing. Being booed, and climbing, while I waited for a chance not to kill.


  Ah, Benedicto. My father’s voice. When will you learn to kill when you should?


  Not today, Papa. A defiant gesture completed, the hilt slid from my numb hand. I threw back my head and shouted as the sword tumbled end over end. “Antonio! I am sorry! Antonio!”


  He did not turn. I did.


  I turned and walked away in the sudden, comprehending silence from the stands. The hurled sword rang against the stone wall long before my hand found the waiting door, the plain looped handle on the outside. I heard running footsteps: the chirurgeons coming for me, for the bull.


  The bull, whose honor was as stainless as Cecelia’s. The bull, who would live to father another generation of gladiators to bleed in the corrida.


  The bull who would live.


  Another failure I cannot regret as deeply as I should.


  


  


  I stop in the cobbled street, my arm aching in a sling, and look up. At first, all I see is a white wall. And then I see the wall isn’t white, not really. Not white like an eggshell, or white like a dove. It was whitewashed once over yellow glaze, but the rain and the sun have baked the limestone paint off, peeled the mustard-colored ochre beneath, exposing the browns and auburns of stucco. There’s a window on the second floor, the shutter hanging open on a crippled hinge, a bluebird’s wing broken and healed askew. Geraniums red as fairy-tale heart’s-blood—and as sharply scented—pulse in the window box. Below, just as crooked, a poorly-hung wooden door.


  I hear voices within. Cecelia. Who was my friend—only a friend, nothing more, and I had few enough of them. Who was Antonio’s sister, in whose defense I spoke. She lives here now. She is no longer welcome in her brother’s home.


  I should go inside. I should make amends, if she’ll permit, for my failure at the corrida. I close my eyes against the sunlight and place my hand on the warm wood of the door. It’s bright outside, but I can smell the cramped poverty within.


  If I were adequate to the nobility of my name, I would go inside and I would bite down on my pride and I would apologize to her, as well. I would beg her to plead with her brother and see if he would take her back.


  But if I were adequate to the nobility of my name, I would not have been a man too weak to kill a fallen enemy, and I would not be here to think this: How do I get myself into these things.


  Which is not a question. Because I know.


  It’s bright outside, but it’s a small, dark window. Too small for looking out. Too dark for looking in.


  The wood is splintery, peeling paint, warm with sun. My pride won’t wedge through the doorway. I’d have to scrape it off to get inside. I cannot ask Cecelia to plead with her brother; her stainless honor could not support it.


  But perhaps her honor can support forgiveness for a friend.


  I lower my head and I push hard against the door.


  


  Botticelli


  


  


  


  


  1.


  “Your name begins with the letter K.”


  “I knew that.”


  “Deranged Soviet.” The American lowered the binoculars, knowing without having to look that his partner’s expression would be perfectly deadpan. “Do you want to play or not?”


  A slight sigh, the sound of cold coffee slurped from a Styrofoam cup. “Am I a communist?”


  “No,” the American said cheerfully, keeping his eyes on the one lit window remaining several floors up. Fatal error. He’ll never get it now. “You’re not Nikita Khrushchev. That’s one.”


  


  


  2.


  Maybe there’s a war, and maybe you’re a boy, and maybe you’re a soldier. In any case, you see things—you are things—that no human being should ever have to see, should ever have to become. Maybe you’re seven, eight years old and you watch from hiding as the SS binds Ukrainian captives face to face in pairs, embracing, blood running from the thin wire twisted around their wrists. The Germans line them up along the railing of a bridge and shoot one of each pair. Momentum carries living and dead over the low railing, into the river below, where the difference ceases to matter.


  It does save on bullets.


  Or maybe you’re seventeen years old and carrying a U.S. Army rifle through the minefields of Southeast Asia, and scattered gunfire from a cluster of refugees penned under the span of a railway arch wounds two of your comrades. And the order comes down via a bleak-eyed sergeant, the lieutenant says shoot them all. “Sarge.” You squint through your scope, watching mothers cover their children, husbands cover their wives as if human flesh could protect human flesh from spinning lead. “There’s women and babies in that crowd.”


  “I know it,” he says. A heavy pause. “Follow orders, son.”


  You can’t be too careful.


  Whichever, it isn’t something you talk about afterwards. Even to your buddies. Even to the people who were there. Five years, ten years, twenty years—and the old hurts become the foundation for the battlements that keep the world at bay.

  Maybe you adopt a suave and charming frictionless surface, a ready smile and a self-deprecating turn of phrase—and a black belt in judo for the days when those don’t suffice. Maybe you turn inward, settling into a glass-hard, glass-sharp facade, warded by the barbed wire of cutting wit and disdainful glances, and learn to kill as efficiently as you’d solve differentials.


  You don’t tell anyone about the nightmares of falling, and bridges, and a corpse leaking brains clutched tight in your arms.


  


  


  3.


  “This is not vodka.” The Russian held the heavy crystal glass to the light and sighed at its clarity.


  “The tax stamp was intact until I opened it. It’s been in my freezer since Saturday.” The American stretched his long legs, propping his heels on the ottoman. He inspected his own cocktail—gin, vermouth, two onions—carefully. “Unless a spy entered my apartment while we were on assignment and poisoned the liquor supply, that’s eighty-proof Stolichnaya. It says ‘Vodka, product of Russia’ on the label.”


  The Russian glanced the length of the curved couch and favored his partner with a rare sardonic smile. “Wodka,” he said precisely, “comes in bottles with a tear-off foil tab, because one never opens the bottle unless one intends to finish it. It is not sipped, because allowing it contact with the palate or tongue is the direst sort of foolishness. And on an occasion such as this, one shatters the glass in the nearest fireplace, so that it may never be disgraced by being put to a lesser purpose.”


  “That’s Baccarat,” the American answered reasonably, as the Russian lowered the glass to his lips, measuring his partner over the rim. “And it’s a gas fire. And what’s the occasion worth breaking my glasses over, in any case?”


  


  


  1.


  “Am I a defector?”


  “No, you’re not Kim Philby. That’s two.”


  “I can count.” A considering pause. “Do you want coffee? There is still a bit in the thermos.”


  “Yes. I’m not counting that question, out of the goodness of my heart.”


  “You are exceedingly kind. Am I dead?”


  “No,” the American said, and this time he couldn’t resist a sideways glance. The Russian had looked over at the same moment, of course: their eyes met in the darkness and then they turned back to their respective tasks. The American watched the window. The Russian watched the door. “You’re not John F. Kennedy.”


  “Three. What is that quaint expression about tiny mercies?”


  “Small mercies,” the American corrected, and held out his hand for the coffee without glancing down.


  


  


  2.


  You marry young, looking for—something. Anything. But she dies. Badly. Maybe you leave the Army. Maybe you join the Navy. Maybe you have nowhere else to go, and some smart talent scout notices the strength of your body, the agility of your mind, the charm in your demeanor. That might not mean anything, but coupled with that dead look at the back of your eyes—the one that says I am in this alone, forever—maybe you find yourself recruited. It’s the CIA, or is it the GRU?


  One thing leads to another. Detached duty first, then a transfer. Maybe you keep wearing her ring, and maybe you don’t. If you do, it turns out to be a mistake. You learn what you should have known, to keep things that mean something to you in a safe deposit box, not in your apartment and not on your person. You learn quickly not to get attached. Not to make friends. Not to bring lovers home. Not to get into the car and simply flip the ignition, as any normal person would. Not to turn your back.


  Not to trust.


  You’re a physicist and an athlete, or an engineer and a soldier. A second-story man and a martial artist—with another profession as well. The oldest profession, but there are a thousand ways to sell yourself. When you’re with a woman—for business or pleasure—or, in the line of duty, sometimes a man, you don’t sleep. If duty demands you stay the night, rather than rising and making apologies, you lie awake listening to soft breaths in the darkness. You never, ever doze. Even if it were safe, you couldn’t bear to explain the nightmares.


  Until, unexpectedly, you meet someone who doesn’t need an explanation.


  


  


  3.


  “We are not dead,” the Russian answered, and deigned to clink glasses with his partner when the American leaned forward on the deep leather sofa to make the reach. He knocked two fingers of vodka back in a gulp, feeling the insufficient burn of the Stolichnaya, and rose and passed through the door into the kitchen to pour himself another from the bottle in the American’s Kelvinator. He pushed back against the refrigerator’s door, leaning his abused neck on the cold curve of the metal. “You are going to have a shiner, my friend.”


  The American laughed. “I’m going to have more than a shiner. The bastard loosened a couple of teeth.”


  “Do not poke them and they will resettle,” the Russian advised, sipping his vodka. Decadent novelty: vodka that could be sipped. America had its advantages.


  “The expert on loosened teeth, are we?”


  “Somewhat. Is the initial K in my first name?”


  “No. You’re not Katharine Hepburn.”


  “Five. Am I male?”


  “Yes. Six.” The American had not risen from his seat deep in the green leather.


  The Russian dropped his glass on the table beside the sofa and came toward him, flicking the crystal with a fingernail to make it ring. “Have another.”


  “The onions are in the refrigerator. As is the vermouth—”


  “If you would drink vodka like a civilized person—” He fetched the necessary items and handed his partner the gin bottle. Standing over the American, the Russian observed what he poured and tilted the bottle marginally higher. He skewered onions on a toothpick, and dropped them into a Gibson that was probably much too warm. “It is good for you to relax.”


  The American watched in amusement, and killed half the glass in a swallow. “It was a close call, wasn’t it?”


  “It was closer than I like,” the Russian answered, and shoved his partner against the couch, a palm flat on either shoulder, straddling the other man’s knees. He raised his right hand and tilted the American’s chin up, turning his eye into the light. “You have a hematoma.”


  “You,” the American answered, “have whip cuts from here—” idle fingers marked a place just below the collar of the black turtleneck “—to here.” The crease at the top of his buttocks, and by chance the American’s fingers pressed hard on the worst of the welts.


  The Russian hissed.


  “And you’re worried about a spot of blood in my eye?”


  “Closer than I like,” he said again. The vodka made him feel distanced, thoughtful. “Are you drunk yet?”


  “Pleasantly—” a slight hesitation, and a smile “—loose.”


  “Good,” the Russian growled, and plucked the pricey glass from his partner’s fingers, setting it beside his own. He grabbed two wings of a linen collar in fists that were surprisingly large for his height and pulled, tendons ridging, buttons scattering, baring the American’s untanned chest. “Because I almost lost you tonight, and I am not in a mood to play games.”


  “I save the games—” the American leaned forward, raised a bruised hand, knotted it in the Russian’s perpetually untidy hair and yanked “—for people upon whom my life does not depend.”


  The pain was good, startling, sharp and alive as the tinkle of shattering crystal. Pain was always better than the alternative. “That is as it should be,” the Russian said, and bit his partner perhaps harder than he should have.


  Silence, broken by little grunts of effort and the wetness of mouth on mouth, mouth on skin, affirmations of survival. The American’s lip was puffy, the flesh inside his cheek welted and split from his teeth. The Russian tasted blood. He did not mind.


  Tasting his partner’s blood was also preferable to not.


  “We have a plane to catch again, in the morning,” he said, leaning back and raising his arms to make it easier for his partner to peel cashmere knit from damaged skin. “You would think our employer would give us a week off at least.”


  “Tovarisch?” The American laid one callused hand flat on the gymnast’s muscle of the Russian’s belly.


  “Yes?”


  “Shut up.”


  


  


  1.


  “Am I famous?”


  Hm. How to answer that? The American smiled, long square fingers tapping idly at the hard plastic of the steering wheel. “Four. In certain circles—”


  “That is not a yes or no answer. I should claim forfeit—”


  The American cleared his throat. “Hmm. Bathroom light just went off. He’s at the window. He’s drawing the shades—”


  “What is he wearing?” The Russian was suddenly a flurry of motion, turning over the seat back, digging in a black plastic trash bag on the back seat of the babyshit-brown 1962 Dodge Polara with the three small dents in the driver’s side door.

  “Slumming,” the American said, leaning forward with the binoculars pressed to his eyes. “Dark slacks. Your jeans should be fine in the dark. And—slouchy white pullover. No, ivory. Sweater or a sweatshirt.”


  “We brought a white sweatshirt,” his partner said, and slithered back into the front seat with his prize. He ducked his head, back of his hand brushing his partner’s arm in the confined space as he writhed into the shirt. “This should do in the dark. Where do you wish to take him, my friend?”


  “If he follows his usual route, ah—” the American looked at his partner, just as the Russian looked at him. The Russian offered a wary flash of smile at the inevitability of that glance. “—I’ll take him out behind the tailor shop and hand him off to the boys in the van. Complete the route. I’ll be there after you make the pickup.”


  A stocky blond man emerged from the front door of the brownstone, shuffling along purposefully, his hands stuffed into the side pockets of his slacks, his ivory sweater lumpy and unkempt. “Be careful,” the Russian said, and slipped out of the car as if he had never been there, the hood of his inside-out sweatshirt pulled up to cover the brightness of his hair.


  Be careful? the American thought. I’m not the one going into harm’s way tonight, you crazy Soviet.


  


  


  2.


  On the surface, he’s wind to your stone, ice to your fire. The accent is an enemy’s, the demeanor suave where yours is stiff, or perhaps brittle where yours is calm.


  He’s a depraved and godless communist, or maybe he’s a decadent capitalist swine. The Cold War takes place in the break room, and your coworkers place their bets on which of you will kill the other one first. You overhear comments about the immovable object and the irresistible force. Matter and antimatter. White and black. Night and day. Us and Them.


  Your coworkers are fools.


  The détente that matters takes place in greasy midnight alleyways over icy, oily coffee. Peel off the pretenses and the same history lies beneath. Night and day aren’t opposites.


  They are two halves of a whole.


  


  


  3.


  “Ow.”


  “Pansy. It’s only alcohol.”


  “Pansy?” The Russian wondered if his partner could hear the raised eyebrow in his voice. He couldn’t be troubled to lift his head from the sofa and look over his shoulder to catch his partner’s eye. “Consider the source. In any case, the welts hurt enough without your assistance.”


  “This one’s going to scar, I think. You should have had stitches; we seem to have split the scab.”


  “I do not need stitches—ow. If you insist on tormenting me, at least permit me to apply more alcohol on the inside, also.”


  “By all means. It’s gotten warm, I’m afraid.” The vodka glass nestled into the carpet beside the Russian’s left hand. “At least one new scar,” his partner said regretfully. “Possibly two or three.”


  “Who would notice another?” The Russian lifted himself on his elbow to sip pungent liquor, leather briefly adhering to his chest. Cool fingers traced the old and new marks on his back, buttocks, thighs. The touch felt strange—interrupted—prickles and pins and needles that were the legacy of damaged nerves, damaged skin.


  The American sighed. “How can you just, ah, shrug it off like that?”


  “I’m not a wounded pigeon.”


  “Wounded dove,” the American corrected, cool stroke of an alcohol-soaked cloth following his hand.


  “Whatever. My actions will not be dictated by my injuries—” They both knew it was a patent lie. Knew it, and lived it. “Permit me some measure of dignity, my friend.” He lay prone and set down his glass, reaching back to run broad fingers up his partner’s forearm and shoulder. Fingers traced skin like satin to a knot as hard and slick as leather. “What is this?”


  “You know what it is.”


  The Russian let his silence handle the reprimand, and his partner sighed and gave in.


  “It’s a scar.”


  “A bullet wound.”


  “Yes.”


  “Did you know that scar tissue is the strongest tissue in the body?”


  His partner set the antiseptic cloth aside and caressed one of the uglier marks on the Russian’s back, fingers trailing to outline hard muscle. The Russian flinched more than he had from the alcohol. “It’s tough,” the American admitted. “But it doesn’t stretch. And it can interrupt sensation, make pleasure feel like pain. Make you afraid to take chances, get injured again—”


  “There is that,” the Russian agreed, drowsy now as his partner finger-combed his hair, floating on the scent of warm leather and warmer booze. “But it is preferable to the alternative.”


  


  


  1.


  The alley was deserted, and the American gave a faint, satisfied huff. The courier would have had to run full-out to make it here before him, but it was still good not to be wrong. He stepped into the shadows and waited, breathing deeply with exertion. A week’s painstaking observation said that this was the place where it must happen. This was the place where it would be.


  It all went bad, of course.


  He tuned his ears for approaching footsteps—fast, short steps, not his partner’s fluid stride and oh-so-insignificant limp. What he heard instead was a scuffle, a rattle of shoes on metal, an angry shout. He ran to the cross street, muffling his steps as best he could, and looked down, both ways, and up—


  Two struggling figures on a fifth-story fire escape, interchangeable in the near-darkness. Blond hair a little too long for respectability, pale lumpy pullovers concealing the outlines of the bodies within. The courier had taken to the rooftops—driven by the seventh sense everyone in their line of work shared if they lasted long—and rather than miss the chance to replace him before the pickup, the Russian had followed him there. The American raised his sidearm, wishing it were loaded with darts, and leaned back into a two-handed police stance.


  A pistol.


  He might as well have been aiming a peashooter, at this distance and angle of fire. He’d have been better off with a peashooter, he realized as he thumbed the safety off. Because his chances of hitting his partner were just as good as his chances of hitting the courier. Even if his aim was true, a bullet could pass through the intended target, tumbling, rending flesh, shredding arteries, and kill what lay beyond. “Fucking hell,” he swore, blowing his forelock out of his eyes, the scent of garbage and cool city night rising all around him as he waited for his opening, breath smooth and calm in his chest.


  He waited too long.


  A grunt, a left cross he thought he recognized all too well, and someone ducked, and someone grabbed, and someone hit the railing hard at waist-level and toppled forward. For a dizzying moment, the American imagined he fell too—flailing, fifty feet down onto asphalt and broken glass with a crunch that promised no survivors.


  He couldn’t comprehend how it was that his partner fell, and didn’t take him over the railing too.


  He didn’t run. He didn’t look down. Everything except his hands trembling with fury, the American switched the custom-made firearm to full auto and aimed with meticulous precision, as if he were on the target range.


  And then, five stories above him, the Russian turned around and raked both hands through his hair and leaned hard on the railing, gasping, shaking his head a little when he saw the American leveling the gun. “You had better not be another evil duplicate,” he called, when he had his breath under control. “I haven’t the energy to chase you if you are.”


  “Thank God.” A sigh, and the gun went down. “I thought—”


  The Russian was descending the fire escape. Was swinging down and dropping the last ten feet, not bothering with the ladder. “I used a body double,” he said dryly, nudging the pulpy courier with his toe. The American chuckled; he knew as well as the Russian did that the humor was a gaudy veil over the face of the dark goddess Necessity. The world trembled on the edge of a precipice, two great enemies chained mouth to mouth, nearly kissing, vast muscles writhing under fear-sweated skin. It would only take a single well-placed bullet to topple the whole world flailing over the edge. “We will need a cleanup squad. I am afraid he is past interrogation.”


  “Go on ahead,” the American answered, holstering his gun. “I’ll call it in. I should have known I’d find you lollygagging. You’re likely to miss your timetable for the meet.”


  “Lollygagging,” the Russian said. He looked up and his eyes met his partner’s, and without another word he went.


  And of course the evening only deteriorated from there, because their contact hadn’t bothered to inform control that the recognition codes for the pickup had been changed.


  


  


  2.


  There will always be another mission. There will always be another risk. And maybe you’ll be captured, and maybe you’ll be hurt. Maybe you’ll be tortured, drugged, beaten. Used as bait. But there’s no maybe about this: that you’ll come back for your partner even when control tells you in no uncertain terms that it’s death and worse than death to try. You’ll kick and you’ll claw and you’ll scream and you’ll work miracles.


  Left hand and right, perfectly coordinated. How can you feed yourself in pitch darkness without stabbing your lip with the fork? Because you can. Because you’re built that way, halves of a whole, kinetic sense that’s not so much trust as—right hand and left, right brain and left, one creature split down the middle. One animal, two bodies, one luck.


  And one day you’ll run out of that luck. Because that’s the job. There aren’t any maybes there, either.


  You hope when it happens, all the luck runs out at once.


  


  


  3.


  “What are you drinking?”


  “Juice,“the Russian answered, pushing the glass around on the Formica tabletop, leaving pearls of icy sweat behind it.


  “It’s—“The blend of nausea and fascination in his partner’s voice made him smile. “—mauve.”


  “It is guava juice.”


  “Guava juice?“He reached for the glass, and the Russian let the corner of his mouth curl, just a little, without looking up from the crossword puzzle he was working.


  “You will not like it.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes.”


  The American put the glass down untasted and drew the second chair around into the puddle of morning sunlight. He sighed and leaned back, and the Russian saw the way his long smooth fingers flexed against the tabletop.


  The Russian looked up over the rims of his reading glasses. “Am I an American?”


  “No, you’re not Martin Luther King, Jr.,“his partner said. “Seven. You’ll never get this one.”


  “Hmph.“The Russian set the pen down, considering his partner carefully. Considering the gloating smile. He frowned, feeling his eyebrows pull together. “Am I Caucasian?”


  “Yes. Eight.”


  “Am I—” Hesitation, fingers through hair, a sunny smile as he played his victim onto the hook. “Am I a fictional character?”


  “Yes. Damn you.” That exasperated twist of the American’s mouth told the Russian he had the answer. One more question, to be sure.


  “Ten. Am I a spy?”


  “No. You’re an agent, you slick son of a bitch. A spy works for the other side. Put me out of my misery already.”


  “The other side? Whatever happened to ‘godless Soviet?’” No answer except a shrug and a sideways roll of the eyes. The Russian grinned, triumphant. “Clever American. You very nearly had me stumped this time. Except you lied on one answer: not a communist?”


  “I thought once I lured you down that backtrail I’d have you chasing red herrings until dinnertime. And how many communists dress in cashmere and drink guava juice for breakfast?”


  “My friend, I never claimed to be a good communist. Détente is the art of compromise.”


  “Ah. I thought it was the art of letting the other fellow have your way.”


  The Russian answered with a shrug. “Ten games to four. My turn. Your name begins with the letter B.”


  


  Formidable


  Terrain


  


  


  


  


  The stench of rot strikes you like a train: it drives you to your knees and you blink, eyes watering, burning as you try to reconcile the realization that this thing is flesh with its sheer, absolute enormity.


  I’m a biologist. This is—geology. What am I doing here?


  Shattered buildings lie under its bulk. It oppresses, a fleshy tsunami, canyons and rifts red deep inside, oozing pestilence, maggots writhing in streams. Pseudopods. Trying to classify, mind refusing. Rubbery … skin? Is that a mouth? It looks like a crater.


  Pulling the hood of your NBC suit over your face, you switch to internal oxygen. And then you stand and move forward (your tools spade and mattock rather than scalpel and forceps) to analyze the thing that fell from the sky.


  Later, stripped of the red-daubed Tyvek, you lean forward in the passenger seat of a circling helicopter, finger numb on the shutter button of a camera, listening to the autozoom, autofocus whir. “Bring it lower.” The pilot obeys, although you’re sure the fetor of the thing rotting thickens the air enough to trap the flimsy helicopter like a dragonfly in amber. Lower doesn’t help: the scale of the thing’s grey-blistered integument is too vast. You might as well try taxonomy on a watermelon held up to your eye. You think of the blind men and the elephant and you laugh underneath, because you know if you let the sound out it would bubble up like hysteria. It would be hysteria.


  Ecological disaster, you think. This thing will foul Lake Michigan like a rotting buffalo in a water hole. You wonder about alien bacteria, viral propagation, impact on endangered species. And then you realize that the decaying latex plain you spiral was once Detroit Wayne County Metro Airport and with the realization comes comprehension: any impact you can imagine is just too fucking small.


  “Take us up some.” The pilot does, and the scale starts making sense. Five red furrows like canyons run eerily parallel, and then another five, and then the vast ragged wound, the massively torn section that can only look chewed, and—because you are a biologist, were a biologist before you were the President’s science advisor, because you are a biologist—you think of shrikes and thorns, leopards and gazelles draped high in the overarching branches of convenient trees.


  “Holy shit,” you whisper, and the helicopter shudders with the pilot’s reaction to your outburst.


  You raise your eyes to the azure sky. Because it must have been a meal too big even for whatever goes with the claws, the teeth that rove those craters, those canyons.


  And predators don’t cache kills unless they plan to return…


  


  Gone to Flowers


  


  


  


  


  I close my eyes and try to feel my left hand.


  I’d swear to God it still dangles on the end of my arm just as it did for the first twenty-four years of my life: taut sensation like a strand of razor-wire looped from elbow to fingertip tells me so, cutting the numb absence of flesh. I want to slap my right hand over the pain, expecting the hot trickle of blood between my fingers. Instead, they curl on the cold metal examining table I’m sitting on, my skinny body stripped to the waist and shrouded in a paper sheet for decency’s sake—not that I have all that much to cover up.


  “It itches.”


  “I’m almost finished with the bandages,” the doctor, Captain Valens, answers. “Not much to do for the itch, I’m afraid.”


  “I’ve lived with worse.” My scowl tugs at scar tissue when I glance down. Captain Valens has laid his warm human hand on the gleaming steel of the prosthesis. He might as well touch the hand of a statue. From a point seven centimeters below the proximal end of my humerus, I will never feel anything but phantom pain again.


  It must be antiseptic fumes making my eyes sting. The doctor grins at me. “So, what do you think of my masterpiece, Corporal? Not exactly sexy, but it works…”


  He’s wrong. Dull gleams ricochet off the curved surface as I rotate the wrist, close precise fingers into a fist. It has a sensual air, despite—or because of—its look of pure, seamless evil. The months I’ve spent with the prototypes and simulations, the days in surgery and the weeks of recovery, the puckered red scars ridging my spine: this is the payoff.


  It’s sexy. Far sexier than the rest of my fire-scarred body, and I hate it with the sort of ideological loathing that used to be reserved for nuclear weapons and enemy politicians. Which is hypocritical, given the money and metallurgy the Army has spent into my scrawny carcass: after nine years in service and that last bad one, I’m less meat than metal.


  I examine a stained pulmonary chart on the wall, but Valens picks up my distress. “The prostheses will get better over the years,” he says like a mom who desperately wants her kid to like a dubious present. “That’s the next step from a prototype. We’ll get a polymer skin on it to match the other one. Hell, someday you’ll have sensitivity, heat, cold, you name it.”


  I force a scorched jack-o’-lantern grin and give him the finger. “Well, whad-daya know? It works.”


  And then the door to the treatment room bangs open and I grab for my shirt as Gabe Castaign barges in, a young Yankee nurse caught up in his wake. He’s still in uniform, still wearing his baby-blue beret. “Sir!” she tries again, reaching for his sleeve without quite daring to grab him. “You simplycannotjust walk in here…”


  “Maker!” The nurse falls back a pace. Gabe has that effect on people. “You got the bandages off already? How does it feel?”


  A shirt button cracks in thirds between machine fingers: the one between my breasts. Of course. I curse in French and try to be more careful. “It feels like a goddamn train wreck strapped to my shoulder. But I’ll get used to it.” Then I realize what his presence in Toronto must mean. My face goes slack in hope and the fear that that hope is in vain. “Gabe—it’s over? Tell me it’s over.” I’m pleading, even knowing it doesn’t have to mean ceasefire. He could have been recalled for security detail. They don’t let tourists up the CN tower since the last round of bombings. Bloody shame. Bloody isolationists.


  He glances at his boots, shrugs broad shoulders. Castaign looks the role his great-great-grandfather lived, brawny bear of a fur-trapping northerner with eyes like bay water and hair that would be tousled if it weren’t clipped high and tight. Even kept short for a helmet, it curls some. “Papers signed within the week. Nothing official yet, but peace has broken out.”


  I hit him at chest level and he wraps his arms around me. A moment later he gasps. “Ease off, Jenny!” He rubs his ribs as I back away. “Remind me not to arm-wrestle you.”


  I can’t meet his eyes. “Sorry.”


  I’m sure they’re looking at one another, Valens and Castaign, and I almost feel them reach the decision to go easy on me. Gabe drops a hand on my good shoulder, drawing my eye. “Hey, it’s just a bruise, eh? No sweat.”


  I grin to show I’m trying, turning the damaged side of my face away, exquisitely aware of his touch. Stepping back is damn hard. I manage. “No sweat, Gabe.” His eyes are very blue. I look down to button another button, glad of the excuse. “Let me get some clothes on, will ya?” To Valens: “Can I go?”


  “Off-campus? Sure, why not? Sign out.” Valens wads gauze into the biohazard bag and peels off his gloves.


  “I’ll meet you outside in ten minutes.” Gabe reverses his headlong charge with a flourish, bootsteps ringing on the speckled tile floor, still trailing that flustered nurse. Andthatis Captain Gabriel Castaign, CA.


  I take a deep breath and finish buttoning my shirt.


  


  


  It’s more like seven minutes, but Gabe is already surrounded by his usual court: two second lieutenants and another noncom today, standing under bare trees and streetlights. A smaller population has been a mixed blessing: Canada’s stayed more civilized than most of the world, but my generation went almost entirely to the military to keep it that way. Especially since the troubles down south closed the border: even the less-radical isolationists admit Detroit and Boston are uncomfortably close to home.


  I’d lay odds that Gabe and I are the only ones here who’ve seen combat yet. Old joke: the difference between a second lieutenant and a private is the private has been promoted.


  They’ll learn.


  Gabriel’s friends regard me with blended awe and diffidence as I limp over, feeling the cold in every bone I’ve ever broken. Just after Christmas, the weather is already bitter.


  Gabe hails me as if I hadn’t seen him first. “Hey, Casey! This is Bruce and Kate and Peter, but you can call him Horse.”


  I clasp the hand Peter extends so tentatively. “A man called Horse?” I ask him. He smiles in confusion, but Gabe laughs out loud. He’s a fan of old movies too.


  “Ladies, this is Jen Casey, but you can callherMaker.”


  “Maker?” the female lieutenant asks. Gabe has been trying to hang a nickname on me, and it seems to be taking.


  “A very bad joke,” I reply. She raises an eyebrow and nods, familiar with Gabe’s brand of bilingual puns. She’s military intelligence, petite and shapely, with a pert nose and neatly cropped hair, on the right side of the yawning gulf between officer and noncom. I want to hate her for all of those things, but she doesn’t flinch when—crisp, smiling—she takes my hand.


  “Casey,” she says. “You must be here for the research project. Did you have much spinal damage?”


  Damn. I shake my head. “It’s less interesting than it sounds.” Damn. I stuff the prosthesis into my pocket to get the weight of their sidelong glances off it.


  I haven’t been off the National Defence Medical Center—the old Toronto General Hospital—campus in two months: I don’t drive anymore and I’ve been too self-conscious to walk through Toronto’s narrow, grey, neon-painted streets. I make them stop by my room on the way out so I can change into a better shirt and a warmer jacket. The boys turn their backs like gentlemen while I do it, even though I duck into the private bathroom—my room’s only real luxury. Kate calls through the crack in the door when she lights on something that interests her.


  “Is that an eagle feather, Maker?”


  Nosey bitch. I pause a moment to ungrit my teeth. “A gift from my sister when I enlisted,” I say, unwilling to give her so much but even more unwilling to look ungracious in front of Gabe. “Nell did the beading herself.” I come out of the bathroom to see Kate’s hand hovering over the shelf beside my bed where the terracotta-colored feather lies in a nest of chamois, bright beads winding the shaft. Warrior colors, violet and red.


  “You have a sister?” Gabe asks, surprised. Kate drops her hand, but can’t resist brushing her fingertips along the gorgeously mottled vane.


  I flinch. “She died.” And drag a leather coat out of the cabinet and zip it. “Let’s go.”


  Gabe knows where to find every seedy dive and piece of rough trade in three provinces. The place he chooses features modern music and retro decor, with a striped carpet that makes my eyes ache. Kate leans forward, listening intently while Gabriel tells war stories, and then my arm aches too. Fortunately, the story where he pulls me out of the burning APC at the risk of his own life and the price of my left arm is not featured tonight.


  The other three are off on a restroom errand when he reaches across the table and pushes raggedly fringed hair out of my eyes, tracing burn scars with one thick, nibbled finger. “When’s this getting fixed?”


  “Sweet virgin, no!”


  He frowns and leans back, finishing his drink. “You’re not a victim, Jen. Why you wanna wear your wounds like a badge?”


  Chewing on my lip, I search for the answer that will make sense. “Over a hundred hours of surgery. I can’t do anymore.” And then I hate myself for the look of pity that crosses his face, so I laugh and shrug it off. “Besides, why bother? The service owns my ass for another eleven years, Gabe. Or until the state of emergency is rescinded and the Mil-Powers Act revoked. You holding your breath for that?” Besides, it’s not like my good looks ever got me anything but grief. And Chretien.


  Gabe dials two more beers and doesn’t answer until they’re on the table. “They’re not going to send you back out, Maker.”


  I know. I’m an ideal test subject: healthy enough to survive the ordeal and make a good adaptation to the tech, desperate enough to sign the waivers—and too badly traumatized to ever safely put in a fight again. You’d have to be crazy to allow your spine sliced open and electroconductive cones implanted in your brain to operate a pile of used-car parts. The long flexible box cuddling my spinal column might continue to work for years yet—unless it triggers a total failure. You’d have to be crazy to let somebody do that. Crazy. Or crippled.


  The others return before I can answer, and after Kate leans over and kisses Gabe on the side of the neck I plead invalidity and exhaustion and creep away. I don’t want to be around to watch… but I don’t want to go back to NDMC, either. Kate’s eyes follow me as I head for the door.


  


  


  I wander in and out of the PATH when it gets too cold on the street, and I spend a long time just standing on a corner of Yonge, watching the traffic go by, stippled by the lights of a garlic-noodle shop and a fetish store. That cold chews through my leather jacket until I find another dive in self-defense. I get my drink and sit with my back to the bar, trying to ignore the anchor on the monitor telling me the eighteen-hour-old ceasefire in South Africa has been broken with shots fired near Port Elizabeth. I learn about an engineering lab bombing at the University of Guelph, and receive the reassuring news that a group of extremists are rumored to have stolen a shipment of high-level nuclear waste somewhere in the U.S. Midwest. I concentrate on the crowd to distract myself from the closed-captioning crawl. Inevitably, someone catches my eye.


  He might be nineteen. Then again, he might not. Anyway, he’s staring at me. Hair half-cropped and half-ragged in Christmas shades of red and green, a studded leather jacket, rings and studs through his soft golden skin: probably the child of one of the families that immigrated from Hong Kong in the ’90’s. He’s got guts, coming here alone. Plenty of people can’t tell Beijing from Kyoto, and the Japanese are not… popular since our little altercation over the Malaysian trade issue.


  My plastic cup cracks in the metal hand. I set the remains on the bar, shaking amber droplets of beer onto the floor before I swagger over to him, three-quarters drunk. I have to yell to be heard. “You got a problem?”


  “You look pretty fucking razor, you know that? Where did you fight?” Disarmed, I half-step away. “South Africa. New England, before.” He gestures me to sit. I hook a stool over with my boot. “What’s your name?”


  “Xu. Everybody calls me Peacock.” He gestures to his hair by way of explanation. He looks more like a parrot to me.


  “I’m Casey. You can call me Maker.”


  He nods, stands. “So, Maker. You wanna dance?”


  I’ve never been beautiful, but even crippled I’ve kept some grace. If you can fight and you can screw, you can dance. I think I shock him. He moves with a wiry finality I like, and he doesn’t flinch from my scars or from the grip of the machine. He pays for my next drink and we both know what he’s buying. We bang our glasses together dizzily; the room spins in hellish Technicolor, a whirl of noise and clientele. He shouts in my ear. “You said you were in Africa!”


  I nod hard. He leans closer. “You know a Benson Xu?”


  I shake my head and shout back. “Your brother? What is he?”


  He puts his mouth against my ear, which makes sense—except he’s come to stand between my knees and his hands brush my thighs. “Armor,” he shouts.


  “He died near Cape Town.”


  I gulp my whisky and set the glass on the bar. “When?”


  “Six months.”


  I wave my good hand at the prosthesis. “I was out of it by then. I was heavy infantry. A driver.” I wonder why he’s not in service. Exemption, or something else? I push the thought away: if I don’t ask, I can say I didn’t know about it, later.


  He grins, reaches up, touches a bit of metal at my collar. I’d forgotten I was wearing a unit pin. “I noticed.” He shrugs. The moment is… intimate.


  Over the reek of the crowd I smell leather, liquor, sweat, and the harsh chemical scent of dye as he moves in for the kill. That’s okay, because he’s not even pretending to want me. Nobody wants a tall, hook-nosed girl with a war-torn body. He wants a symbol. He wants to honor his dead.


  I can be a symbol. Hell. I could use a symbol of my own.


  I close my eyes as his hands clench on my thighs, thumbs pressing into muscle as his mouth comes down on mine like a blow struck in anger. I reach up and make a fist in his hair, but I have to open my eyes to do it because I have no sense of where the damned hand is. He groans into my mouth, catching my lip between his teeth, pressing me hard against the railing. The pain is welcome, a counterpoint. It’s been a long, long time, but it all feels even better than I remembered.


  Our teeth grate together until I taste blood. The crowd jostles us; my stool tilts dangerously under me as I close my eyes again and cling to him for support. I barely have the wit to open the steel hand when I feel him spin away.


  There’s three of them, but only two move well. The other one is a clumsy giant and all three seem oddly off-balance and slow. Someone shouts something: I can only guess at the words. The big one reaches for me, slut kissing a yellow-skinned boy in public. The other two square off with Peacock.


  I put my hand into the big guy’s chest, feeling no resistance. His flesh jumps away from my touch: it’s the familiar time dilation of combat, seeming even more exaggerated tonight. Green twigs snapping; he rocks backward, mouth open in a perfect, silent “O” as he tries and fails to breathe. He sags to his knees with a certain stately grandeur.


  I move toward the next one, bringing my knee up into his crotch as he turns away from my new boyfriend.Yeah, the girl can fight.The son of a bitch is wearing some sort of protection and he grins as he swipes at me. Slow, clumsy, slow… a hand moves toward me at three-quarters speed. I step around him and elbow his face into the bar. Bone crushes. He falls.


  Peacock bleeds from the inside of his right arm, but has a knife in his other hand. Another customer rises behind the last thug, raising a chair, and someone else beanshimwith a bottle, knocking him into the bad guy. Well, that’s a riot, then….


  I grab Peacock’s arm. Eyes wild, he’s ready to strike until he sees it’s me. He catches my sleeve; we break for the door and scamper into the alley, a couple of kids with stolen apples in our pockets and the market in an uproar behind. The air burns cold. I fall against the wall, sick with adrenaline and alcohol. Peacock slumps beside me, breathing labored. “Shit, my jacket!”


  “Shit, your arm!” Remembering blood, I yank his coat off. “You should have stitches.” His blood clots my fingers, flesh and steel alike, in sticky strings.


  “No hospitals. No cops.”


  I meet his eyes for a breathless second before I nod.I’m glad I didn’t ask.It’s a nasty slice, but the bleeding is slowing, so I improvise a sort of field dressing with a bandanna and make plans to do more about it later.


  He bounces on the balls of his feet. “You were fucking fantastic! I’ve never seen anybody move that fast!”


  “I’ve always been quick.”Seem a little quicker this time, Jenny?Another thought I don’t have time to deal with. Now. Ever. Tailored drugs have become de rigueur on the combat lines. There are rumors of other things. Permanent things.


  Smoke. Military legendry, like the recruit who lines his sleeping bag with plastic wrap for a winter hike and freezes to death in his own sweat.


  I knot the bandanna and drop his arm. His coat falls aside unnoticed as he thrusts me back against the grimy stones, our breath tattering in clouds strobe-lit by the city. He doesn’t seem to care that he’s shivering as he reaches under my jacket and grabs my shirt collar, bruising my mouth with his, ripping the shirt open with a brutal efficiency that rends cloth and pops buttons. His hands clutch my breasts; his knee presses hard between my legs. Teeth rake my throat, his breath hot in my ear; my wet skin stings with cold.


  It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve gone down on a stranger in an alley, and I’m tempted to see if I can make him forget just how cold it is. But my pants are too tight for anything else, and I hear sirens. “Peacock, where can we go?”


  He groans. Urgent, insistent: “Right here. Right now.”


  I start to push him away but he catches my hands. I panic and freeze, convinced if I struggle I’ll hurt him bad… until he bends quickly and slurps my nipple into his mouth, and each thump of my heart cracks distant and ponderously slow. A wet, rough tongue, the pressure of his thigh against my sex, his fingernails marking my right wrist become my physical reality. The dangerous cold, the heat of his body, the roughness of the stones—


  —narrow to a tunnel and vanish.


  The blackout must last only seconds because he still holds me against the wall, but now it’s with concern. Red lights flash across his face. Voices bullhorn-distorted into the pronouncements of monsters bang my ears. “Are you hurt?” He sounds like a sergeant I used to know. “Are you hurt?”


  The words make no sense the first time. The second time I manage to shake my head. “Come on!” He yanks my arm. I stagger after, dizzy drunk, catching my shoulder against stones. I fall, skinning both knees through my jeans; he drags me up. We run.


  His squat is on the second floor. A stained mattress smells of sweat and fear, but it’s warmer inside and he has a little kerosene stove and a first aid kit. I get his shirt off, listen to his breath slow and steady through his nose while I stitch his wound. He grunts when needle pierces skin.


  My shirt is a ruin, so I toss it aside. After I treat my knees I can’t face fighting bloody jeans over the wounds, so I lie back on his pillow in my jacket and underwear and try to relax while I wait for the shakes to end… until he comes to me and kneels down and puts his mouth over mine.


  I return the caress. Softer, this time. Less like something to prove. We’re both human now, human and wounded, and we’ve seen each other weak. He opens my jacket and admonishes me. “You’re too skinny. I can count your ribs.” I flush, reaching to kiss him so I won’t think, residual heat flooding old burns. He touches the place where my prosthesis joins my body, his eyes huge and dark in the inconstant light. “Fuck. Does it hurt?”


  I don’t like him touching me there. “It hurts.” He smells of antiseptic, of blood and leather, and I’m what he wants me to be, wounded and war-weary, which is not what he wanted before.


  Peacock pushes me down, hand sliding from my biceps to my collarbone. He spreads my legs insistently, shoving the leather jacket aside to press his teeth into my shoulder. Shocking pain immobilizes me for a long, seeking moment, until I hear the indrawn snuff of air through his nose and my own breath hisses out between clenched teeth in a long and shameless groan. He wraps his arms around me, coat and all, and my skin grows wet under scratchy blankets as we move.


  But I’m not there. I’m across town, feeling nothing as I watch the body I’ve lived in for years kill two men without appreciable effort. I hear green branches breaking like rotten ice. A chill without relation to the cold settles into my bowels. I’ve killed. Special Forces, heavy infantry.


  I’ve never killed without orders before. Never done it without the cold, conscious decision to close my finger on the trigger, my hand on the hilt. Peacock’s hands brush tender, livid weals along my spine, trace unshapely outlines of nanoprocessors, knead deep onto slick, ropy burn scars. The pleasure’s like a twisting blade, more intense than anything but fire. I barely feel it. His sweltering body presses my chill skin; I wonder if I will ever be warm again.


  He blows out the stove to save kerosene and we lie in the urban half-dark and let the city paint our skins in warrior colors, red and gold and violet. I light a cigarette, let the match burn until flame sputters against steel. He trails a casual touch down my side. “You’re Native, aren’t you?”


  I grin at the friendly, dancing coal of my cigarette. The little, red light leaves time-lapse trails across my retina. “I’m part Mohawk and part Canuck. Metis. A mongrel.” I feel—not good, but amiable, detached from the pain. It’s enough. For now. “I come from a long line of iron workers and electricians.”


  “So of course you went for a soldier. You’re a girl. You could have got out of it.” It’s a funny, anachronistic turn of phrase. I stare at him speculatively until I remember where I’ve heard it before. There’s a song my mother used to sing, before she died. Pretty song. “Where have all the husbands gone? Gone for soldiers, every one…”


  “Three meals a day and a warm place to sleep without having to steal or whore for it? Sign me up.” I gesture expansively with the cigarette. “I wasn’t drafted, Peacock. I enlisted.” I don’t mention the other things. I never talk about the other things. The tracks went away with my arm, and I can even enjoy being touched, these days. Nine years in the service. Nine years after Chretien. The Army saved more than my life.


  I earned Nell’s feather, dammit. The same way warriors always have. I don’t feel Peacock touch the arm, but he taps on it with questioning fingers. “Was this a part of the bargain too? How about the combat enhancements?”


  I pretend I didn’t hear the question.


  Harsh chuckles. “Don’t play dumb. I know it’s not supposed to exist, but I saw you fight.” There’s a little hitch in his voice that turns the next line into a joke at his own expense. God bless his black little heart. “And—I mean, I’ve never had any complaints, but I’ve never made a woman faint before, either.”


  I open my mouth to deny it and choke. The cigarette tastes like old socks. I pinch it out as he sits up and wraps his arms around his knees. “Don’t you hate them even a little? For turning you into—” he hesitates, as if the drama of his words troubles him “-—turning you into a killing machine?”


  “Why aren’t you in service? Why do you live in a squat?”


  His lips quirk up. “I’m an objector.”


  “You’re a deserter.”


  He rolls over, fits himself against my side. I both crave the touch and am repulsed by it, and so I lie there, rigid, while he curls his fingers into my hair and tugs hard enough to make me gasp. “I got fired.” And then he slides his body over mine once more, and even my slight resistance fails.


  


  


  For all the city is bright, the darkness feels profound. Peacock speaks. “You didn’t know.”


  I swim back into reality. He’s robbed me of my armor, my control. The son of a bitch made me cry. I won’t forget that. Won’t forget, either, how every touch resonated wildly under my skin. If the fight didn’t convince me of something wrong, sick, strange inside me… the last hour would have. My voice is the voice of a stranger, pressed shaking through my teeth. “You ever miss your brother, Peacock? You ever think if you turn over your shoulder real quick, you might catch him standing there?”


  That shuts him up for a good long time. He slides away in the darkness. “Maker. I’ve got a friend you should talk to.”


  I laugh. There’s nothing funny left in the world. I’m a hole even the darkness could fall into. “A shrink?”


  He runs his hand the length of my body, leaving behind a bruised feeling that’s nothing to the ache inside. “No.” The silence is agony, but I’m not asking. Eventually, he tells me anyway. “A reporter.”


  


  


  I look around Gabe’s quarters for something to throw, but nothing seems fragile enough to interest me. I slam the door instead. Twice, because it feels good. “Jesus Christ, Gabe! They fucking raped me. They put something in my body that I don’t want there! And all you can tell me is, ‘You’re not thinking clearly’?Merde!” I clench my right hand into a fist. Servos creak as the left one matches it.


  He sets his cup aside and leans forward on the blue tweed modular, uncrossing long legs. “Apparently not.”


  Tired carpet fibers twist under my feet. I launch into another rant, sunlight glittering on dust motes stirred by my restlessness. “Corporal,” he interrupts. “Sit the fuck down.”


  I drop onto institutional tweed, hating myself for it but unable to disobey a command. I was a goddamn good soldier once upon a time.


  “Now talk. Calmly, and one problem at a time.”


  “It’s not just the arm. It’s… other things.” I fight the urge to claw at crawling skin, as if I can still feel Peacock’s handprints. “Jesus. They did something to me. To my nervous system, to my brain.”


  “Maker, you don’t really believe that shit.”


  Something about his dismissal crystallizes my rage into a cold, intelligent fury. My voice drops into its normal register, steadies. “Tell that to the guys I wasted last night.”


  His eyes get a little wide. “Pardon?”


  “I killed two people last night. By accident. It was self-defense, but I tell you I did not mean to kill them. They started a fight. And then I had no control.”


  He searches my face for signs that I can hear the craziness in the things coming out of my mouth. I hold up the prosthesis. “I punched a man’s chest in with this, Gabe.”


  His face goes blank with unbelief. Gesturing him to his feet, I stand. “I amnotcrazy.” Focusing everything on not responding, on letting myself take the punch. “Hit me, Gabriel.”


  He looms, blue eyes worried, wrinkled brow. “Maker….”


  “Do it!” He hesitates. I swing, aiming to miss, and he moves faster than anybody that big has a right to, fluid and sharp on the balls of his feet. Left hand across his body for a grapple, grab the metal wrist and twist me to the ground, twice my mass and all that weight to carry me down. Except:


  I slip away from his grab, block high, turn to the side as his other hand goes past me. The prosthesis moves like a hammer: teeth grit as I pull the shot, turn it from a vicious cross into a staggering block, feel the dumped momentum of all that metal twist my shoulder and neck, tug of the weave through scarred muscle. Then Gabe’s wrist is in my hand and I bend double, put him over my shoulder. Put him on the floor. It costs me something not to slam that fist through the bridge of his nose between startled-wide eyes. He blinks at gleaming steel, hands coming up too slowly ever to stop me.


  Elapsed time: three tenths of a second.


  I stand up, reconstructed hip creaking audibly, and turn my back on Gabriel Castaign. He doesn’t speak as he gets off the floor and pads to the kitchenette.


  It’s raining ice outside. My missing arm hurts like dipped in fire, and that’s not a metaphor. I could have killed him. If he’d been half a step faster, I might not have been able to stop myself. “Is it broken?”


  “Just sprained, I think.” Disarrayed half-curls bounce as he presses a coldpack tight to his wrist. “All right. I buy it. They screwed you.” His gaze turns level and considering. “Now I think you’d better start to look at this rationally.”


  “Rationally!Merde!”Gabe holds up one finger, and I hate myself worse for wanting him more. Ashamed, I fall silent.


  “Oui.Rationally. There’s nothing you can do to fix what’s happened. So decide—now—if you’re mad enough to destroy your career, pick up a dishonorable discharge, and maybe go to jail.”


  I never thought of the Army as my career before. “Jail?”


  “Look. I’m telling you this because I’m your friend, but you never heard it from me. I was invited to answer a few questions at four o’clock this morning. Questions about you. Where we had gone, what we had done, when you had left the rest of us and what your excuse had been. I wasn’t—at home, and they knew exactly where to find me. Mil-Int, I mean.


  “I didn’t know you’d killed anybody. But you’re in trouble, and it’s Army trouble, not civilian.” He flips the icepack to the floor. “The evidence is under your skin, and it doesn’t look like anybody intends to bring charges. It can wait.”


  “Wait. I see.” Trembling with defused adrenaline, I turn toward the door. He watches me go, and something unsaid drags at the air.


  


  


  Valens smiles as he opens his office door. Over his shoulder, I see metal-topped desk, institutional yellow block wall. “Casey! I wasn’t expecting you until this afternoon. Problem with the arm?”


  “Captain Valens.” I step past him into his office, still shaking, thinking the cold in my bones is from more than the ice in my hair. He turns to face me and all my good intentions fail. “You son of a bitch. Jesus Christ, Valens. Or are you going to try to tell me that you didn’t know?”


  He examines me and nods once. “No. I knew.” The corner of his mouth lifts. “I must say, you’re taking it rather well.”


  My face should make him pale. I can’t understand his calm.I’mscared of me. Why isn’t he?


  I only hit him once, but not for lack of trying. Fast as I am, I only manage the one swing before the door bursts open and someone starts yelling orders and my name. I spin and freeze like a bunny in the shadow of a hawk. Two MPs, one high and one low, weapons drawn.


  One of them orders me up against the wall. Stupid, Jenny. Wouldyouhave let you out of your sight, if you were them?


  The MP sidles forward, his partner centering her weapon meticulously. There’s a kind of Marx Brothers moment as he tries to cuff me, but the other cop has one of those trash-tie things that riot cops use. That goes over the metal wrist okay. It isn’t worth getting shot to find out if I could break it.


  Valens’ arm dangles. I hope I broke it. “Captain.” The male MP moves to silence me. Valens stops him with a gesture.


  “Casey.”


  “What you did to me was wrong, sir.”


  Valens grins. “What I did was make you whole, Corporal. Or would you prefer to spend your life in a wheelchair?”


  I stare at the MP’s shiny boots. He’s ready to lead me out when Valens speaks once more, softer still. “And Casey?”


  I look him in the eye. He smiles.


  “It’s, ‘You son of a bitch,sir!”


  


  


  Not exactly bright lights and hoses, but a stark room with a stark table and a chair as hard as the face of the man who questions me. Another chair for him. Coffee for us both. The cop’s name is Major Maclnnes. I’m in deep shit.


  “It would be best for you if you cooperated, Corporal.”


  “If you would ask me a direct question, sir, I would be glad to.” I twist my fingers together with the steel ones and stare down at them.


  “Treason is a capital crime, soldier. Canada is at war.”


  I meet his gaze. “And I am a soldier who fought in that war, sir, to the best of my ability. Until I could not fight any longer.” I’m wallowing. I know it, and he knows it too.


  I close my eyes and sag back in my chair, holding myself tight to keep the chill outside. The sound of paper scuffing wood makes me crack them open again. Maclnnes—who, of course, with a name like that, is black—stands and drops a slender folder before me. “Open it,” he orders. “Tell me what you see.”


  “A photograph. Young soldier, Blue Beret. Canadian flag.” The soldier is an oriental male, about seventeen. He seems familiar, but all young soldiers look alike: severe and attractive in a baby-blue peacekeeper’s hat. I used to look like that too.We were supposed to be the good guys.


  “Now this one.”


  I understand. “It’s Peacock.” It’s the same photo, image-shopped to add two years, a dye job, and a dozen piercings.


  “You know him?”


  “I met him in a bar, sir.”


  “And what was your interaction, Corporal?”


  I meet his gaze squarely. I really want to smile, but can’t make it happen. “Sir. We got into a fight, sir.”


  He waits.


  Damn me to hell, I look away. “We had an encounter, sir.”


  “Sexual?”


  “Sir?”


  “Youfucked,Corporal?”


  “Sir. Yes, sir.” Heat paints my face, not banishing the chill. Questions tell you a lot. They had me surveilled. I wonder if they lost me in the brawl, or…. I hope they had fun.


  He stands back, head rocking side to side. “I admire your goddamn taste, Casey.”


  I feel so cold. I cradle my coffee mug closer in the metal hand. Absently, I rub the prosthesis. It’s killing me. There’s something alien in me, and I can’t get it out.


  Maclnnes turns a wry look at me. “His name is Bernard Xu.” The corners of his mouth dip, carving furrows beside his nose. “We believe he was involved, among other things, in a car-bombing in Quebec two months ago; you might recall it.”


  Mary Mother of God. Oh yes I do.


  “We can run him in on minor charges, and under the Mil-Powers Act, we have a lot of latitude. But that bombing… will be a high-profile case. And we have no probable cause. We have no proof.” He pauses. “You might be up on some serious charges, Casey. Not just assault.


  “If he tried to recruit you… if he told you anything… you could come out of this a hero, Corporal.”


  War hero. Wounded veteran.Could they just tattoo ‘charismatic witness’ on my forehead? And of course it has to be a clean, shiny, highly public trial.


  We don’t need to give them any more martyrs.


  He knows I’m crazy when I start to laugh.


  


  


  I walk into the night alone and no more damaged than when I came in.


  They’ll give me time to think about it. I’m not under arrest yet, but soon, soon, I imagine. I make a game of examining the passing cars, deciding which ones might be watching me before I realize there could be a tracer wrapped around my spinal cord.


  I find a quiet bar to hide in. Inevitably, Xu finds me.


  “Peacock.” He lets his hand trail down my arm, feels me stiffen, pulls it back slowly. “Or should I say, Bernard?”


  He grins, but I think it’s forced. “The Army got to you, then?” I just look at him, and he nods once, satisfied.


  “How much of a setup was it?”


  “What, the other night? I didn’t expect to get grabbed. But I saw you, and that—” he gestures to my arm “—and that—” touches the pin I’m still wearing “—and you decided to pick a fight with me and I figured, what the hell.” He grins again, more honestly. “Ilikeyou, Maker. I want you on my side.”


  “There’s a name for that. Treason.”


  “War. A war against imperialism and greed. What they’re doing in South Africa is evil. What they did to you is evil.”


  I scowl. He takes my silence as encouragement. “It’s really simple. I’ve already tainted you. This life—” and he touches my pin again, fingers brushing my throat, smiling when I shiver and jerk back “—is over for you.”


  Unless I hand Maclnnes this kid’s head.


  “We can take this to the soft-hearted public. They won’t like what the Army’s done to you.” He pauses. “This could be the biggest thing since Somalia. You might even stay out of jail.”


  His triumph makes my skin itch. Everybody wants to use you, Jenny. Yeah, well, Jenny may hang, but she won’t be used.


  “Maker. We can end this war.”


  I close my eyes. I’m back in Cape Town, Durban, Pretoria. It’s not our war, is it? It’s never been our war. But then—then whose war is it? “I’ve gotta go.” I turn away, walk away; he hurries after me, reaches for my elbow, flinches when I spin. He’s afraid of me. That hurts worse than I expected.


  “Think about it. What’s left for you there?”


  I think about Gabe. I think about an oath I took. I think about the metal under my skin, while that skin creeps off my flesh. I think about Valens’ smug face, and I clench my fists, already hating myself and all my choices.


  I owe the service something. Something for giving me a way to not die in a gutter, to get clean, to get rid of Chretien. I snuck out of his apartment, filled out the paperwork, enlisted at sixteen: two years before they could have drafted me. Emancipated youth, no living guardian to sign. It’s not my body, it’s theirs. Except.


  I still want Valens’ polished brass ass in a sling. And I like this kid. Dammit.


  Homicidal idiot kid. But a kid, a human kid, and one with the guts to do something, anything, even if it’s wrong. I tilt my head, study Peacock’s gold-studded face. “Did you really try to blow up the Prime Minister’s car?”


  He grins, steps back. “Do I look like a mad bomber?” Silence like a hangman’s rope until he nods. “Wedidblow up the Prime Minister’s car. We missed the Prime Minister, though.”


  “I’ll be in touch.” He calls after me and I walk faster, until I lose him in the crowd.


  


  


  Hell could be freezing over beneath my feet. A skin-peeling wind wails off the lake and the sidewalk is cold as iron, but the freezing rain has stopped. And at least these shivers feel normal. The service owns my body, my loyalty, but not my soul. It’s cost me something, this Army, these wars. And I don’t mind the price. I don’t mind fighting to keep my home safe. I don’t mind the cold, and I don’t mind the pain. Oh, Canada.


  I mind it when they take without asking, though. But then, they gave me something, too, didn’t they? And I was happy to sell myself to them when it was the price for not being sold. I know well enough what you’ll do when you’re tasting gun oil, when the edge of the knife is on your throat, steel so cold it’s hot. Whether you’re a scared runaway on a Montreal back street, or a nation eyed by hungry neighbors.


  It’s not about Canada. Dammit. It’s about Valens. Peacock. Me. I lean against the ice-sheathed trunk of an unhappy tree and watch the headlights roll by. Peacock kills for what he believes in. So do I. The difference is… what’s the difference again? Peacock thinks he’s a patriot. And I bet Valens thinks he’s a good soldier too. Hell, we’re all good soldiers. We’re just fighting different wars.


  My steel hand scars the bark when I pull it away, and I wince. “Sorry.” Peacock is a patriot. And whatever I owe Canada is paid in full by the startled look on Gabe’s face as he watched the machine I wear weave like a snake in front of his nose. Except.


  Except.


  Gabe finds me on a bench by the parking lot on the NDMC campus. “Happy New Year, Jenny. Aren’t you cold?”


  I barely look up. “Is it?”


  “It’s New Year’s Eve and cold. I don’t know if it’s happy.”


  His voice worries me. “Gabe. What’s wrong?”


  “I’ve got a goddamned Mil-Int Major assuring me that if I cooperate, I’ll be protected, and they won’t take ‘I don’t know’ for an answer. Jesus, Jenny! What the hell did you do?”


  “I got laid, Gabe. Fucking A.” I cough with laughing, my face down in my hands—the left one cold enough to hurt. He slides an arm around my shoulder and I haven’t got the strength to shake it off. I want to lay my head against his chest and cry. I wish he weren’t an officer. I wish I didn’t owe him my life. I wish I were five-foot-two and pretty.


  I sit up straighter and his hand drops. He shakes his head, stares away. “I don’t like the way this country’s going.”


  “What’ve they got on you?”


  His laugh is as dry as mine. He stretches his legs, spine creaking as he arches against the bench, and he stares upward. “I told Kate some of what happened to you. She went to her commander. I didn’t stop to think—it’s all classified, of course. The technology they’re testing on you doesn’t officially exist. I’ve never heard of some of the regulations they quoted at me.” His voice is so level he could be delivering a field report, and I know if I looked at his face I wouldn’t see a thing but professional cool.


  I understand as clearly as if it were spelled out on a blackboard. Scratchy smell of chalk-dust, scratchy voice of a nun, scratchy skirt on my legs, and scratchy knowledge in my head. I reach out at first with the prosthesis, stop, touch his arm with my own hand. “Gabe, I’m sorry. This isn’t about you. Protect yourself. Give them whatever they ask for.”Lie.


  “Thehellyou say!”


  My head jerks up. He stares at me. “Jesus Christ, Jenny, do you have any idea what you mean to me?”


  My heart stops in my chest.


  The words come out of him slowly, forced through taut emotion. “Jen, I…” He tries again. “Look, Maker, you’re a regular guy, right? I mean… you’re my best friend.”


  I force a smile, certain the pain in my chest means I am going to die. “You’re my best friend too.” The lie is easy. A lie of omission. A lie of protection. So what’s his need to know? “Look—I’ll see you later, okay?”


  And leave him gaping after me as I walk away, pain like the socket of a lost tooth that I can’t stop probing with my tongue.


  


  


  I’m so cold I’m not even shivering, and it has nothing to do with the winter outside. The door of my institutional little room clicks locked behind me. My clothes strew the floor like a shed skin as I stumble toward the bathroom. I tear the cloth unbuttoning my cuff. Clumsy.


  Jenny Casey, cyborg. Sweet Mary, Mother of God.


  Kneeling by the tub, I turn the water on as hot as it will go and pour shampoo under the stream, watching the bubbles rise snowy and ephemeral as dreams. I lay my cheek against cool porcelain and wait for the tub to fill.


  By the time I slide into the scalding water I’m shaking again. I crouch in the bath and hug my little-girl scabbed skinned knees. Gabriel. Oh my God, Gabriel.


  I lie back, letting the water take the weight of the metal arm, easing the strain in my neck. Constant pain is easy to forget. Like chronic loneliness, you don’t notice it until it ends, and then the relief is suddenly immense.


  I run metal fingers through my soapy hair. Warm from the water, they almost feel like flesh. Almost. I can’t feel my own hair between my fingers. It could be anyone’s hand. It could be his hand.Stop it, Jenny.


  Think. Hot water sears old burns, works into aching joints. Relief and pain are all the same. I want to take that metal hand and claw my own skin back, rip nanoprocessors off my spine and yank until thread-fine wires a yard long hang dripping from the alien fist. I could make a pretty good start on it before I did enough damage that the system quit. I don’t mind dying, and I don’t mind going to jail. I don’t owe Valens anything. Or Bernard Xu. They’re good soldiers and so am I.


  And Gabe Castaign crawled through fire into an upside-down APCtwiceto save a girl he’d never met from a bad, a very bad death. He had skin grafts on both hands; we were in the burn ward for weeks together. And the only reason he’s in trouble now is because he’s like a handle on the back of my head. Jerk him around, and Jenny will do whatever you want to protect him. Flip a switch and watch her dance.


  And what am I? Machine? Woman? I’m not even sure anymore.


  But I’m valuable. Like an old laying chicken back on the farm, not for myself but for what I can produce. Experimental data, and Peacock. The water in the tub cools while I think about how easy it would be to let the metal arm pull me under, to take a deep breath, to drown. Drowning hurts too, but I’m not scared of pain. Sowhat are you scared of, Jenny?Green twigs snapping. Gabe’s eyes cold and wide.


  It seems supremely natural to let that hand slide across my breast and belly, stroking my own flesh as I might the flesh of a lover. The machine doesn’t feel like a part of me: it’s alien—other.The servos click faintly as it moves, sound amplified by the water. I watch as shining fingers wander in slow circles, toy with one of the nipples Peacock called pretty, tangle in the dark hair between my thighs.


  When I don’t fight it, the hand is sensitive, clever—not graceless and rough. I’m surprised by delicate variations in pressure and movement, caress and hesitation. Fingers trace patterns on my skin, metal hotter than flesh. I shiver, slide down in the water and let it creep between my thighs.


  In the end, it is my own tongue that betrays me, and not the machine. In the end, under the touch of my own steel hand, with the taste of soapy water in my mouth, I hear myself say Gabriel’s name. And the water’s cold as the rain outside before I’m done with crying.


  I stand and hook a towel off the rack beside the door. The gesture, when I don’t stop to think about it, is almost automatic.You’ve lived with worse things than that, Jenny Casey.And will do again.


  I don’t have to like it to endure.


  I finish my toilet and dress slowly, carefully, taking the time to adjust each button and cufflink. No makeup, but my hair is tidy and my fingernails are trimmed. My left hand gleams. I check the mirror one last time before I leave my room, noting the taut expression of the professional soldier.


  Jenny Casey, cyborg. What the hell.


  It’s not a long walk. Major Maclnnes looks unsurprised to see me when I tap on the open frame of his door, not marking the wood. He glances up from his work and gestures me inside. I let the door swing shut and he waves me into a chair.


  “Good afternoon, Corporal. At ease.”


  “Good afternoon, Major. I need to talk to you.”


  He reaches for his coffee, makes a face when he finds it cold. “I imagined you would. What can I do for you?”


  I swallow, hesitate, forge ahead. Maclnnes is a good cop too. We’re all patriots here. “It’s more what I can do for you. Major… sir. Leave Captain Castaign out of this, and I will give you Bernard Xu.”


  He chews his cheek while he looks at me, considering before nodding once. “We’ll need his confederates.”


  I close my eyes and think about Valens’ face plastered all over the evening news. I open them and meet Maclnnes’. “That can be arranged. But first, sir, please, your word.”


  Good Cop gives me half a smile. “Castaign is home free. As long as you come through.” He gestures me to rise and continues. “I’ll be in touch regarding the details.” He glances down at his papers, but I have to make sure.


  “Sir?”


  He doesn’t look up. “Dismissed. Happy New Year.”


  “Happy New Year, sir.”


  I don’t feel the cold on the long walk back to my room, or rather, it doesn’t feel any different than the cold under my skin. I unlock the door like the machine I will pretend to be and I stand, back pressed against it, shaking, not deserving the release of the tears gorging my eyes. We do what we have to do for the people we have to do it for. Every one of us. We choose the living, or we choose the dead.


  I will not cry for you.


  My flesh hand and my metal one are fastidious and gentle as I wrap Nell’s feather in the chamois and stow it deliberately in the belly of my trunk. Feathers are given to warriors. Warriors do what’s right, no matter what the cost.


  


  


  The monitor in the corner of Gabe’s living room opaques; the announcer’s voice drones over images of a Peacock looking curiously naked in black, combed hair. “In other national news, the trial of Bernard Xu ended today with Xu’s conviction as the ringleader of the terrorist group responsible for last summer’s assassination attempt on Prime Minister Severin. The prosecutor credits the testimony of Master Corporal Genevieve M. Casey, a decorated veteran of the South African Conflict, as instrumental in the case.” The image shifts: a thin, intense woman in dress green perches on the witness stand like a crow in a naked tree. She’s terribly scarred, but seems comfortable in her damage.


  I lean forward on the blue tweed modular and pick the remote off the coffee table. It’s suddenly hard to swallow.


  “Xu and Casey declined comment, but reliable sources.


  I change the channel before they get to the part about the sentencing. Or any more news about Africa, where the fighting has worsened again.


  Gabe gulps a forkful of narrow noodles, scooped from a tinfoil container. “Master Corporal?”


  “Came through three days ago.” I shrug. “Fools are going to turn me loose on the kids.”


  “You’re going to be an instructor?”


  I nod. I’m sure that he can see how scared I am. I’m taking those lives in both hands. Maybe I can teach one of them something that will keep him alive. Maybe. “They can’t send me to fight. And I can serve as an object lesson on why you duck.”


  Gabe slaps me on the shoulder, his hand lingering a second longer than it has to. “You are going to be great.”


  I wonder. I hear again Maclnnes’ voice, from this afternoon, warmly congratulatory as he invited me to join the rest of the prosecution witnesses for dinner. I feel again the pressure of his hand on mine, and flinch. “You did the right thing, Casey,” he’d said. “You did right by your country.”


  I smiled at Maclnnes, cursed hypocrite that I am, and told him I had a dinner date. Yeah.


  I look over at Gabe, who never needs to know, and I look back down at my beer. I did the right thing. I did not choose my country. I did not choose revenge. I chose my friend.


  Noble words, but the beer tastes like hell.


  


  Mongoose


  


  


  


  


  Izrael Irizarry stepped through a bright-scarred airlock onto Kadath Station, lurching a little as he adjusted to station gravity. On his shoulder, Mongoose extended her neck, her barbels flaring, flicked her tongue out to taste the air, and colored a question. Another few steps, and he smelled what Mongoose smelled, the sharp stink of toves, ammoniac and bitter.


  He touched the tentacle coiled around his throat with the quick double tap that meantsoon.Mongoose colored displeasure, and Irizarry stroked the slick velvet wedge of her head in consolation and restraint. Her four compound and twelve simple eyes glittered and her color softened, but did not change, as she leaned into the caress. She was eager to hunt and he didn’t blame her. The boojumManfred von Richthofentook care of its own vermin. Mongoose had had to make do with a share of Irizarry’s rations, and she hated eating dead things.


  If Irizarry could smell toves, it was more than the “minor infestation” the message from the station master had led him to expect. Of course, that message had reached Irizarry third or fourth or fifteenth hand, and he had no idea how long it had taken. Perhaps when the station master had sent for him, ithadbeen minor.


  But he knew the ways of bureaucrats, and he wondered.


  People did double-takes as he passed, even the heavily-modded Christian cultists with their telescoping limbs and biolin eyes. You found them on every station and steelships too, though mostly they wouldn’t work the boojums. Noliked Christians much, but they could work in situations that would kill an unmodded human or a even a gilly, so captains and station masters tolerated them.


  There were a lot of gillies in Kadath’s hallways, and they all stopped to blink at Mongoose. One, an indenturee, stopped and made an elaborate hand-flapping bow. Irizarry felt one of Mongoose’s tendrils work itself through two of his earrings. Although she didn’t understand staring exactly—her compound eyes made the idea alien to her—she felt the attention and was made shy by it.


  Unlike the boojum-ships they serviced, the stations—Providence, Kadath, Leng, Dunwich, and the others—were man-made. Their radial symmetry was predictable, and to find the station master, Irizarry only had to work his way inward from theManfred von Richthofen’s dock to the hub. There he found one of the inevitable safety maps (you are here; in case of decompression, proceed in an orderly manner to the life vaults located here, here, or here) and leaned close to squint at the tiny lettering. Mongoose copied him, tilting her head first one way, then another, though flat representations meant nothing to her. He made outSTATION MASTER’S OFFICEfinally, on a oval bubble, the door of which was actually in sight.


  “Here we go, girl,” he said to Mongoose (who, stone-deaf though she was, pressed against him in response to the vibration of his voice). He hated this part of the job, hated dealing with apparatchiks and functionaries, and of course the Station Master’s office was full of them, a receptionist, and then a secretary, and then someone who was maybe theotherkind of secretary, and then finally—Mongoose by now halfway down the back of his shirt and entirely hidden by his hair and Irizarry himself half stifled by memories of someone he didn’t want to remember being—he was ushered into an inner room where Station Master Lee, her arms crossed and her round face set in a scowl, was waiting.


  “Mr. Irizarry,” she said, unfolding her arms long enough to stick one hand out in a facsimile of a congenial greeting.


  He held up a hand in response, relieved to see no sign of recognition in her face. It was Irizarry’s experience that dead lives were best left lie where they fell. “Sorry, Station Master,” he said. “I can’t.”


  He thought of asking her about the reek of toves on the air, if she understood just how bad the situation had become. People could convince themselves of a lot of bullshit, given half a chance.


  Instead, he decided to talk about his partner. “Mongoose hates it when I touch other people. She gets jealous, like a parrot.”


  “The cheshire’s here?” She let her hand drop to her side, the expression on her face a mixture of respect and alarm. “Is it out of phase?”


  Well, at least Station Master Lee knew a little more about cheshire-cats than most people. “No,” Irizarry said. “She’s down my shirt.”


  


  


  Half a standard hour later, wading through the damp bowels of a ventilation pore, Irizarry tapped his rebreather to try to clear some of the tove-stench from his nostrils and mouth. It didn’t help much; he was getting close.


  Here, Mongoose wasn’t shy at all. She slithered up on top of his head, barbels and graspers extended to full length, pulsing slowly in predatory greens and reds. Her tendrils slithered through his hair and coiled about his throat, fading in and out of phase. He placed his fingertips on her slick-resilient hide to restrain her. The last thing he needed was for Mongoose to go spectral and charge off down the corridor after the tove colony.


  It wasn’t that she wouldn’t come back, because she would—but that was only if she didn’t get herself into more trouble than she could get out of without his help. “Steady,” he said, though of course she couldn’t hear him. A creature adapted to vacuum had no ears. But she could feel his voice vibrate in his throat, and a tendril brushed his lips, feeling the puff of air and the shape of the word. He tapped her tendril twice again—soon—and felt it contract. She flashed hungry orange in his peripheral vision. She was experimenting with jaguar rosettes—they had had long discussions of jaguars and tigers after their nightly reading of Pooh on theManfred von Richthofen, as Mongoose had wanted to know what jagulars and tiggers were. Irizarry had already taught her about mongooses, and he’d readAlice in Wonderlandso she would know what a Cheshire Cat was. Two days later—he still remembered it vividly—she had disappeared quite slowly, starting with the tips of the long coils of her tail and tendrils and ending with the needle-sharp crystalline array of her teeth. And then she’d phased back in, all excited aquamarine and pink, almost bouncing, and he’d praised her and stroked her and reminded himself not to think of her as a cat. Or a mongoose.


  She had readily grasped the distinction between jaguars and jagulars, and had almost as quickly decided that she was a jagular; Irizarry had almost started to argue, but then thought better of it. She was, after all, a Very Good Dropper. And noever saw her coming unless she wanted them to.


  When the faint glow of the toves came into view at the bottom of the pore, he felt her shiver all over, luxuriantly, before she shimmered dark and folded herself tight against his scalp. Irizarry doused his own lights as well, flipping the passive infrared goggles down over his eyes. Toves were as blind as Mongoose was deaf, but an infestation this bad could mean the cracks were growing large enough for bigger things to wiggle through, and if there were raths, no sense in letting the monsters know he was coming.


  He tapped the tendril curled around his throat three times, and whispered “Go.” She didn’t need him to tell her twice; really, he thought wryly, she didn’t need him to tell her at all. He barely felt her featherweight disengage before she was gone down the corridor as silently as a hunting owl. She was invisible to his goggles, her at ambient temperature, but he knew from experience that her barbels and vanes would be spread wide, and he’d hear the shrieks when she came in among the toves.


  The toves covered the corridor ceiling, arm-long carapaces adhered by a foul-smelling secretion that oozed from between the sections of their exoskeletons. The upper third of each tove’s bent down like a dangling bough, bringing the glowing, sticky lure and flesh-ripping pincers into play. Irizarry had no idea what they fed on in their own phase, or dimension, or whatever.


  Here, though, he knew what they ate. Anything they could get.


  He kept his shock probe ready, splashing after, to assist her if it turned out necessary. That was sure a lot of toves, and even a cheshire-cat could get in trouble if she was outnumbered. Ahead of him, a tove warbled and went suddenly dark; Mongoose had made her first kill.


  Within moments, the tove colony was in full warble, the harmonics making Irizarry’s head ache. He moved forward carefully, alert now for signs of raths. The largest tove colony he’d ever seen was on the derelict steelshipJenny Lind, which he and Mongoose had explored when they were working salvage on the boojumHarriet Tubman. The hulk had been covered inside and out with toves; the colony was so vast that, having eaten everything else, it had started cannibalizing itself, toves eating their neighbors and being eaten in turn. Mongoose had glutted herself before theHarriet Tubmanate the wreckage, and in the refuse she left behind, Irizarry had found the strange starlike bones of an adult rath, consumed by its own prey. The bandersnatch that had killed the humans on theJenny Lindhad died with her reactor core and her captain. A handful of passengers and crew had escaped to tell the tale.


  He refocused. This colony wasn’t as large as those heaving masses on theJenny Lind, but it was the largest he’d ever encountered not in a quarantine situation, and if there weren’t raths somewhere on Kadath Station, he’d eat his infrared goggles.


  A dead tove landed at his feet, its eyeless head neatly separated from its segmented body, and a heartbeat later Mongoose phased in on his shoulder and made her deep clicking noise that meant,Irizarry! Pay attention!


  He held his hand out, raised to shoulder level, and Mongoose flowed between the two, keeping her bulk on his shoulder, with tendrils resting against his lips and larynx, but her tentacles wrapping around his hand to communicate. He pushed his goggles up with his free hand and switched on his belt light so he could read her colors.


  She was anxious, strobing yellow and green.Many,she shaped against his palm, and then emphatically,R.


  “R” was bad—it meant rath—but it was better than “B.” If a bandersnatch had come through, all of them were walking dead, and Kadath Station was already as doomed as theJenny Lind. “Do you smell it?” he asked under the warbling of the toves.


  Taste,said Mongoose, and because Irizarry had been her partner for almost five Solar, he understood: the toves tasted of rath, meaning that they had recently been feeding on rath guano, and given the swiftness of toves’ digestive systems, that meant a rath was patrolling territory on the station.


  Mongoose’s grip tightened on his shoulder.R,she said again.R. R. R.


  Irizarry’s heart lurched and sank. More than one rath. The cracks were widening.


  A bandersnatch was only a matter of time.


  


  


  Station Master Lee didn’t want to hear it. It was all there in the way she stood, the way she pretended distraction to avoid eye-contact. He knew the rules of this game, probably better than she did. He stepped into her personal space. Mongoose shivered against the nape of his neck, her tendrils threading his hair. Even without being able to see her, he knew she was a deep, anxious emerald.


  “A rath?” said Station Master Lee, with a toss of her head that might have looked flirtatious on a younger or less hostile woman, and moved away again. “Don’t be ridiculous. There hasn’t been a rath on Kadath Station since my grandfather’s time.”


  “Doesn’t mean there isn’t an infestation now,” Irizarry said quietly. If she was going to be dramatic, that was his cue to stay still and calm. “And I said raths. Plural.”


  “That’s even more ridiculous. Mr. Irizarry, if this is some ill-conceived attempt to drive up your price—”


  “It isn’t.” He was careful to say it flatly, not indignantly. “Station Master, I understand that this isn’t what you want to hear, but you have to quarantine Kadath.”


  “Can’t be done,” she said, her tone brisk and flat, as if he’d asked her to pilot Kadath through the rings of Saturn.


  “Of course it can!” Irizarry said, and she finally turned to look at him, outraged that he dared to contradict her. Against his neck, Mongoose flexed one set of claws. She didn’t like it when he was angry.


  Mostly, that wasn’t a problem. Mostly, Irizarry knew anger was a waste of time and energy. It didn’t solve anything. It didn’t fix anything. It couldn’t bring back anything that was lost. People, lives. The sorts of things that got washed away in the tides of time. Or were purged, whether you wanted them gone or not.


  But this was… “You do know what a colony of adult raths can do, don’t you? With a contained population of prey? Tell me, Station Master, have you started noticing fewer indigents in the shelters?”


  She turned away again, dismissing his existence from her cosmology. “The matter is not open for discussion, Mr. Irizarry. I hired you to deal with an alleged infestation. I expect you to do so. If you feel you can’t, you are of course welcome to leave the station with whatever ship takes your fancy. I believe theArthur Gordon Pymis headed in-system, or perhaps you’d prefer the Jupiter run?”


  He didn’t have to win this fight, he reminded himself. He could walk away, try to warn someelse, get himself and Mongoose the hell off Kadath Station. “All right, Station Master. But remember that I warned you, when your secretaries start disappearing.”


  He was at the door when she cried, “Irizarry!”


  He stopped, but didn’t turn.


  “I can’t,” she said, low and rushed, as if she was afraid of being overheard. “I can’t quarantine the station. Our numbers are already in the red this quarter, and the new political officer… it’s my head on the block, don’t you understand?”


  He didn’t understand. Didn’t want to. It was one of the reasons he was a wayfarer, because he never wanted to let himself be like her again.


  “If Sanderson finds out about the quarantine, she finds out about you. Will your papers stand up to a close inspection, Mr. Irizarry?”


  He wheeled, mouth open to tell her what he thought of her and her clumsy attempts at blackmail, and she said, “I’ll double your fee.”


  At the same time, Mongoose tugged on several strands of his hair, and he realized he could feel her heart beating, hard and rapid, against his spine. It was her distress he answered, not the Station Master’s bribe. “All right,” he said. “I’ll do the best I can.”


  


  


  Toves and raths colonized like an epidemic, outward from a single originating point, Patient Zero in this case being the tear in spacetime that the first tove had wriggled through. More tears would develop as the toves multiplied, but it was that first one that would become large enough for a rath. While toves were simply lazy—energy efficient, the Arkhamers said primly—and never crawled farther than was necessary to find a useable anchoring point, raths were cautious. Their marauding was centered on the original tear because they kept their escape route open. And tore it wider and wider.


  Toves weren’t the problem, although they were a nuisance, with their tendency to use up valuable oxygen, clog ductwork, eat pets, drip goo from ceilings, and crunch wetly when you stepped on them. Raths were worse; raths were vicious predators. Their natural prey might be toves, but they didn’t draw the line at disappearing weakened humans or small gillies, either.


  But even they weren’t the danger that had made it hard for Irizarry to sleep the past two rest shifts. What toves tore and raths widened was an access for the apex predator of this alien food chain.


  The bandersnatch:Pseudocanis tindalosi.The old records and the indigent Arkhamers called them hounds, but of course they weren’t, any more than Mongoose was a cat. Irizarry had seen archive video from derelict stations and ships, the bandersnatch’s flickering angular limbs appearing like spiked mantis arms from the corners of sealed rooms, the carnage that ensued. He’d never heard of anyone left alive on a station where a bandersnatch manifested, unless they made it to a panic pod damned fast. More importantly, even the Arkhamers in their archive-ships, breeders of Mongoose and all her kind, admitted they had no records of anyonesurvivinga bandersnatch rather thanescapingit.


  And what he had to do, loosely put, was find the core of the infestation before the bandersnatches did, so that he could eradicate the toves and raths and the stress they were putting on this little corner of the universe. Find the core—somewhere in the miles upon miles of Kadath’s infrastructure. Which was why he was in this little-used service corridor, letting Mongoose commune with every ventilation duct they found.


  Anywhere near the access shafts infested by the colony, Kadath Station’s passages reeked of tove—ammoniac, sulfurous. The stench infiltrated the edges of Irizarry’s mask as he lifted his face to a ventilation duct. Wincing in anticipation, he broke the seal on the rebreather and pulled it away from his face on the stiff elastic straps, careful not to lose his grip. A broken nose would not improve his day.


  A cultist engineer skittered past on sucker-tipped limbs, her four snake-arms coiled tight beside her for the narrow corridor. She had a pretty smile, for a Christian.


  Mongoose was too intent on her prey to be shy. The size of the tove colony might make her nervous, but Mongoose loved the smell—like a good dinner heating, Irizarry imagined. She unfolded herself around his head like a tendriled hood, tentacles outreached, flaring as she stretched towards the ventilation fan. He felt her lean, her barbels shivering, and turned to face the way her wedge-shaped head twisted.


  He almost tipped backwards when he found himself face to face with someone he hadn’t even known was there. A woman, average height, average weight, brown hair drawn back in a smooth club; her skin was space-pale and faintly reddened across the cheeks, as if the IR filters on a suit hadn’t quite protected her. She wore a sleek space-black uniform with dull silver epaulets and four pewter-colored bands at each wrist. An insignia with a stylized sun and Earth-Moon dyad clung over her heart.


  The political officer, who was obviously unconcerned by Mongoose’s ostentatious display of sensory equipment.


  Mongoose absorbed her tendrils in like a startled anemone, pressing the warm underside of her head to Irizarry’s scalp where the hair was thinning. He was surprised she didn’t vanish down his shirt, because he felt her trembling against his neck.


  The political officer didn’t extend her hand. “Mr. Irizarry? You’re a hard man to find. I’m Intelligence Colonel Sadhi Sanderson. I’d like to ask you a few quick questions, please.”


  “I’m, uh, a little busy right now,” Irizarry said, and added uneasily, “Ma’am.” Thelastthing he wanted was to offend her.


  Sanderson looked up at Mongoose. “Yes, you would appear to be hunting,” she said, her voice dry as scouring powder. “That’s one of the things I want to talk about.”


  Ohshit. He had kept out of the political officer’s way for a day and a half, and really that was a pretty good run, given the obvious tensions between Lee and Sanderson, and the things he’d heard in the Transient Barracks: the gillies were all terrified of Sanderson, and noseemed to have a good word for Lee. Even the Christians, mouths thinned primly, could say of Lee only that she didn’t actively persecute them. Irizarry had been stuck on a steelship with a Christian congregation for nearly half a year once, and he knew their eagerness to speak well of everyone; he didn’t know whether that was actually part of their faith, or just a survival tactic, but when Elder Dawson said, “She does not trouble us,” he understood quite precisely what that meant.


  Of Sanderson, they said even less, but Irizarry understood that, too. There was no love lost between the extremist cults and the government. But he’d heard plenty from the ice miners and dock workers and particularly from the crew of an impounded steelship who were profanely eloquent on the subject. Upshot: Colonel Sanderson was new in town, cleaning house, and profoundly not a woman you wanted to fuck with.


  “I’d be happy to come to your office in an hour, maybe two?” he said. “It’s just that—”


  Mongoose’s grip on his scalp tightened, sudden and sharp enough that he yelped; he realized that her head had moved back toward the duct while he fenced weakly with Colonel Sanderson, and now it was nearlyinthe duct, at the end of a foot and a half of iridescent neck.


  “Mr. Irizarry?”


  He held a hand up, because really this wasn’t a good time, and yelped again when Mongoose reached down and grabbed it. He knew better than to forget how fluid her was, that it was really no more than a compromise with the dimension he could sense her in, but sometimes it surprised him anyway.


  And then Mongoose said,Nagina,and if Colonel Sanderson hadn’t been standing right there, her eyebrows indicating that he was already at the very end of the slack she was willing to cut, he would have cursed aloud. Short of a bandersnatch—and that could still be along any time now, don’t forget, Irizarry—a breeding rath was the worst news they could have.


  “Your cheshire seems unsettled,” Sanderson said, not sounding in the least alarmed. “Is there a problem?”


  “She’s eager to eat. And, er. She doesn’t like strangers.” It was as true as anything you could say about Mongoose, and the violent colors cycling down her tendrils gave him an idea what her chromatophores were doing behind his head.


  “I can see that,” Sanderson said. “Cobalt and yellow, in that stippled pattern—and flickering in and out of phase—she’s acting aggressive, but that’s fear, isn’t it?”


  Whatever Irizarry had been about to say, her observation stopped him short. He blinked at her—like a gilly, he thought uncharitably—and only realized he’d taken yet another step back when the warmth of the bulkhead pressed his coveralls to his spine.


  “You know,” Sanderson said mock-confidentially, “this entire corridorreeksof toves. So let me guess: it’s not just toves anymore.”


  Irizarry was still stuck at her being able to read Mongoose’s colors. “What do you know about cheshires?” he said.


  She smiled at him as if at a slow student. “Rather a lot. I was on theJenny Lindas an ensign—there was a cheshire on board, and I saw… It’s not the sort of thing you forget, Mr. Irizarry, having been there once.” Something complicated crossed her face—there for a flash and then gone. “The cheshire that died on theJenny Lindwas called Demon,” Irizarry said, carefully. “Her partner was Long Mike Spider. You knew them?”


  “Spider John,” Sanderson said, looking down at the backs of her hands. She picked a cuticle with the opposite thumbnail. “He went by Spider John. You have the cheshire’s name right, though.”


  When she looked back up, the arch of her carefully shaped brow told him he hadn’t been fooling anyone.


  “Right,” Irizarry said. “Spider John.”


  “They were friends of mine.” She shook her head. “I was just a pup. First billet, and I was assigned as Demon’s liaison. Spider John liked to say he and I had the same job. But I couldn’t make the captain believe him when he tried to tell her how bad it was.”


  “How’d you make it off after the bandersnatch got through?” Irizarry asked. He wasn’t foolish enough to think that her confidences were anything other than a means of demonstrating to him why he could trust her, but the frustration and tired sadness sounded sincere.


  “It went for Spider John first—it must have known he was a threat. And Demon—she threw herself at it, never mind it was five times her size. She bought us time to get to the panic pod and Captain Golovnina time to get to the core overrides. “ She paused. “I saw it, you know. Just a glimpse. Wriggling through this… thisripin the air, like a big gaunt hound ripping through a hole in a blanket with knotty paws. I spent years wondering if it got my scent. Once they scent prey, you know, they never stop…. ”


  She trailed off, raising her gaze to meet his. He couldn’t decide if the furrow between her eyes was embarrassment at having revealed so much, or the calculated cataloguing of his response.


  “So you recognize the smell, is what you’re saying.”


  She had a way of answering questions with other questions. “Am I right about the raths?”


  He nodded. “A breeder.”


  She winced.


  He took a deep breath and stepped away from the bulkhead. “Colonel Sanderson—I have to get itnowif I’m going to get it at all.”


  She touched the microwave pulse pistol at her hip. “Want some company?”


  He didn’t. Really, truly didn’t. And if he had, he wouldn’t have chosen Kadath Station’s political officer. But he couldn’t afford to offend her… and he wasn’t licensed to carry a weapon.


  “All right,” he said and hoped he didn’t sound as grudging as he felt. “But don’t get in Mongoose’s way.”


  Colonel Sanderson offered him a tight, feral smile. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”


  


  


  The only thing that stank more than a pile of live toves was a bunch of half-eaten ones.


  “Going to have to vacuum-scrub the whole sector,” Sanderson said, her breath hissing through her filters.


  If we live long enough to need to, Irizarry, thought, but had the sense to keep his mouth shut. You didn’t talk defeat around a politico. And if you were unfortunate enough to come to the attention of one, you certainly didn’t let her see you thinking it.


  Mongoose forged on ahead, but Irizarry noticed she was careful to stay within the range of his lights, and at least one of her tendrils stayed focused back on him and Sanderson at all times. If this were a normal infestation, Mongoose would be scampering along the corridor ceilings, leaving scattered bits of half-consumed tove and streaks of bioluminescent ichor in her wake. But this time, she edged along, testing each surface before her with quivering barbels so that Irizarry was reminded of a tentative spider or an exploratory octopus.


  He edged along behind her, watching her colors go dim and cautious. She paused at each intersection, testing the air in every direction, and waited for her escort to catch up.


  The service tubes of Kadath Station were mostly large enough for Irizarry and Sanderson to walk single-file through, though sometimes they were obliged to crouch, and once or twice Irizarry found himself slithering on his stomach through tacky half-dried tove slime. He imagined—he hoped it was imagining—that he could sense the thinning and stretch of reality all around them, see it in the warp of the tunnels and the bend of deck plates. He imagined that he glimpsed faint shapes from the corners of his eyes, caught a whisper of sound, a hint of scent, as of something almost there.


  Hypochondria, he told himself firmly, aware that that was the wrong word and not really caring. But as he dropped down onto his belly again, to squeeze through a tiny access point—this one clogged with the fresh corpses of newly-slaughtered toves—he needed all the comfort he could invent.


  He almost ran into Mongoose when he’d cleared the hole. She scuttled back to him and huddled under his chest, tendrils writhing, so close to out of phase that she was barely a warm shadow. When he saw what was on the other side, he wished he’d invented a little more.


  This must be one of Kadath Station’s recycling and reclamation centers, a bowl ten meters across sweeping down to a pile of rubbish in the middle. These were the sorts of places you always found minor tove infestations. Ships and stations might be supposed to be kept clear of vermin, but in practice, the dimensional stresses of sharing the spacelanes with boojums meant that just wasn’t possible. And in Kadath, somehadn’t been doing their job.


  Sanderson touched his ankle, and Irizarry hastily drew himself aside so she could come through after. He was suddenly grateful for her company.


  He really didn’t want to be here alone.


  Irizarry had never seen a tove infestation like this, not even on theJenny Lind. The entire roof of the chamber was thick with their sluglike bodies, long lure-tongues dangling as much as half a meter down. Small flitting things—young raths, near-transparent in their phase shift—filled the space before him. As Irizarry watched, one blundered into the lure of a tove, and the tove contracted with sudden convulsive force. The rath never stood a chance.


  Nagina,Mongoose said.Nagina, Nagina, Nagina.


  Indeed, down among the junk in the pit, something big was stirring. But that wasn’t all. That pressure Irizarry had sensed earlier, the feeling that many eyes were watching him, gaunt bodies stretching against whatever frail fabric held them back—here, it was redoubled, until he almost felt the brush of not-quite-in-phase whiskers along the nape of his neck.


  Sanderson crawled up beside him, her pistol in one hand. Mongoose didn’t seem to mind her there.


  “What’s down there?” she asked, her voice hissing on constrained breaths.


  “The breeding pit,” Irizarry said. “You feel that? Kind of funny, stretchy feeling in the universe?”


  Sanderson nodded behind her mask. “It’s not going to make you any happier, is it, if I tell you I’ve felt it before?”


  Irizarry was wearily, grimly unsurprised. But then Sanderson said, “What do we do?”


  He was taken aback and it must have shown, even behind the rebreather, because she said sharply, “You’re the expert. Which I assume is why you’re on Kadath Station to begin with and why Station Master Lee has been so anxious that I not know it. Though with an infestation of this size, I don’t know how she thought she was going to hide it much longer anyway.”


  “Call it sabotage,” Irizarry said absently. “Blame the Christians. Or the gillies. Or disgruntled spacers, like the crew off theCaruso. It happens a lot, Colonel. Somelike me and Mongoose comes in and cleans up the toves, the station authorities get to crack down on whoever’s being the worst pain in the ass, and life keeps on turning over. But she waited too long.”


  Down in the pit, the breeder heaved again. Breeding raths were slow—much slower than the juveniles, or the sexually dormant adult rovers—but that was because they were armored like titanium armadillos. When threatened, one of two things happened. Babies flocked to mama, mama rolled herself in a ball, and it would take a tactical nuke to kill them. Or mama went on the warpath. Irizarry had seen a pissed off breeder take out a bulkhead on a steelship once; it was pure dumb luck that it hadn’t breached the hull.


  And, of course, once they started spawning, as this one had, they could produce between ten and twenty babies a day for anywhere from a week to a month, depending on the food supply. And the more babies they produced, the weaker the walls of the world got, and the closer the bandersnatches would come.


  “The first thing we have to do,” he said to Colonel Sanderson, “as in,right now,is kill the breeder. Then you quarantine the station and get parties of volunteers to hunt down the rovers, before they can bring another breeder through, or turn into breeders, or however the fuck it works, which frankly I don’t know. It’ll take fire to clear this nest of toves, but Mongoose and I can probably get the rest. Andfire, Colonel Sanderson. Toves don’t give a shit about vacuum.”


  She could have reproved him for his language; she didn’t. She just nodded and said, “How do we kill the breeder?”


  “Yeah,” Irizarry said. “That’s the question.”


  Mongoose clicked sharply, herIrizarry!noise.


  “No,” Irizarry said. “Mongoose, don’t—”


  But she wasn’t paying attention. She had only a limited amount of patience for his weird interactions with other members of his species and his insistence onwaiting, and he’d clearly used it all up. She was Rikki Tikki Tavi, and the breeder was Nagina, and Mongoose knew what had to happen. She launched off Irizarry’s shoulders, shifting phase as she went, and without contact between them, there was nothing he could do to call her back. In less than a second, he didn’t even know where she was.


  “You any good with that thing?” he said to Colonel Sanderson, pointing at her pistol.


  “Yes,” she said, but her eyebrows were going up again. “But, forgive me, isn’t this what cheshires are for?”


  “Against rovers, sure. But—Colonel, have you ever seen a breeder?”


  Across the bowl, a tove warbled, the chorus immediately taken up by its neighbors. Mongoose had started.


  “No,” Sanderson said, looking down at where the breeder humped and wallowed and finally stood up, shaking off ethereal babies and half-eaten toves. “Oh.Gods.”


  You couldn’t describe a rath. You couldn’t even look at one for more than a few seconds before you started getting a migraine aura. Rovers were just blots of shadow. The breeder was massive, armored, and had no recognizable features, save for its hideous, drooling, ragged edged maw. Irizarry didn’t know if it had eyes, or even needed them.


  “She can kill it,” he said, “but only if she can get at its underside. Otherwise, all it has to do is wait until it has a clear swing, and she’s… ” He shuddered. “I’ll be lucky to find enough of her for a funeral. So whatwehave to do now, Colonel, is piss it off enough to give her a chance. Or”—he had to be fair; this was not Colonel Sanderson’s job—”if you’ll lend me your pistol, you don’t have to stay.”


  She looked at him, her dark eyes very bright, and then she turned to look at the breeder, which was swinging its shapeless head in slow arcs, trying, no doubt, to track Mongoose. “Fuck that, Mr. Irizarry,” she said crisply. “Tell me where to aim.”


  


  


  “You won’t hurt it,” he’d warned her, and she’d nodded, but he was pretty sure she hadn’t really understood until she fired her first shot and the breeder didn’t evennotice. But Sanderson hadn’t given up; her mouth had thinned, and she’d settled into her stance, and she’d fired again, at the breeder’s feet as Irizarry had told her. A breeding rath’s feet weren’t vulnerable as such, but they were sensitive, much more sensitive than the human-logical target of its head. Even so, it was concentrating hard on Mongoose, who was making toves scream at various random points around the circumference of the breeding pit, and it took another three shots aimed at that same near front foot before the breeder’s head swung in their direction.


  It made a noise, a sort of “wooaaurgh” sound, and Irizarry and Sanderson were promptly swarmed by juvenile raths.


  “Ah, fuck,” said Irizarry. “Try not to kill them.”


  “I’m sorry, trynotto kill them?”


  “If we kill too many of them, it’ll decide we’re a threat rather than an annoyance. And then it rolls up in a ball, and we have no chance of killing it until it unrolls again. And by then, there will be a lot more raths here.”


  “And quite possibly a bandersnatch,” Sanderson finished. “But—” She batted away a half-corporeal rath that was trying to wrap itself around the warmth of her pistol.


  “If we stood perfectly still for long enough,” Irizarry said, “they could probably leech out enough of our heat to send us into hypothermia. But they can’t bite when they’re this young. I knew a cheshire-man once who swore they ate by crawling down into the breeder’s stomach to lap up what it’d digested. I’m still hoping that’s not true. Just keep aiming at that foot.”


  “You got it.”


  Irizarry had to admit, Sanderson was steady as a rock. He shooed juvenile raths away from both of them, Mongoose continued her depredations out there in the dark, and Sanderson, having found her target, fired at it in a nice steady rhythm. She didn’t miss; she didn’t try to get fancy. Only, after a while, she said out of the corner of her mouth, “You know, my battery won’t last forever.”


  “I know,” Irizarry said. “But this is good. It’s working.”


  “How can you tell?”


  “It’s getting mad.”


  “How can youtell?”


  “The vocalizing.” The rath had gone from its “wooaaurgh” sound to a series of guttural huffing noises, interspersed with high-pitched yips. “It’s warning us off. Keep firing.”


  “All right,” Sanderson said. Irizarry cleared another couple of juveniles off her head. He was trying not to think about what it meant that no adult raths had come to the pit—just how much of Kadath Station had they claimed?


  “Havethere been any disappearances lately?” he asked Sanderson.


  She didn’t look at him, but there was a long silence before she said, “None thatseemedlike disappearances. Our population is by necessity transient, and none too fond of authority. And, frankly, I’ve had so much trouble with the station master’s office that I’m not sure my information is reliable.”


  It had to hurt for a political officer to admit that. Irizarry said, “We’re very likely to find human bones down there. And in their caches.”


  Sanderson started to answer him, but the breeder decided it had had enough. It wheeled toward them, its maw gaping wider, and started through the mounds of garbage and corpses in their direction.


  “What now?” said Sanderson.


  “Keep firing,” said Irizarry.Mongoose, wherever you are, please be ready.


  He’d been about seventy-five percent sure that the rath would stand up on its hind legs when it reached them. Raths weren’t sapient, not like cheshires, but they were smart. They knew that the quickest way to kill a human was to take its head off, and the second quickest was to disembowel it, neither of which they could do on all fours. And humans weren’t any threat to a breeder’s vulnerable abdomen; Sanderson’s pistol might give the breeder a hot foot, but there was no way it could penetrate the breeder’s skin.


  It was a terrible plan—there was that whole twenty-five percent where he and Sanderson died screaming while the breeder ate them from the feet up—but it worked. The breeder heaved itself upright, massive, indistinct paw going back for a blow that would shear Sanderson’s head off her neck and probably bounce it off the nearest bulkhead, and with no warning of any kind, not for the humans, not for the rath, Mongoose phased viciously in, claws and teeth and sharp edged tentacles all less than two inches from the rath’s belly and moving fast.


  The rath screamed and curled in on itself, but it was too late. Mongoose had already caught the lips of its—oh gods and fishes, Irizarry didn’t know the word. Vagina? Cloaca? Ovipositor? The place where little baby raths came into the world. The only vulnerability a breeder had. Into which Mongoose shoved the narrow wedge of her head, and her clawed front feet, and began to rip.


  Before the rath could even reach for her, her malleable was already entirely inside it, and it—screaming, scrabbling—was doomed.


  Irizarry caught Sanderson’s elbow and said, “Now would be a good time,very slowly, to back away. Let the lady do her job.”


  


  


  Irizarry almost made it off of Kadath clean.


  He’d had no difficulty in getting a berth for himself and Mongoose—after a party or two of volunteers had seen her in action, after the stories started spreading about the breeder, he’d nearly come to the point of beating off the steelship captains with a stick. And in the end, he’d chosen the offer of the captain of theErich Zann, a boojum; Captain Alvarez had a long-term salvage contract in the Kuiper belt—”cleaning up after the ice miners,” she’d said with a wry smile—and Irizarry felt like salvage was maybe where he wanted to be for a while. There’d be plenty for Mongoose to hunt, and nobody’s life in danger. Even a bandersnatch wasn’t much more than a case of indigestion for a boojum.


  He’d got his money out of the station master’s office—hadn’t even had to talk to Station Master Lee, who maybe, from the things he was hearing, wasn’t going to be station master much longer. You could either be ineffectualoryou could piss off your political officer. Not both at once. And her secretary so very obviously didn’t want to bother her that it was easy to say, “We had a contract,” and to plant his feet and smile. It wasn’t the doubled fee she’d promised him, but he didn’t even want that. Just the money he was owed.


  So his business was taken care of. He’d brought Mongoose out to theErich Zann, and insofar as he and Captain Alvarez could tell, the boojum and the cheshire liked each other. He’d bought himself new underwear and let Mongoose pick out a new pair of earrings for him. And he’d gone ahead and splurged, since he was, after all,onKadath Station and might as well make the most of it, and bought a selection of books for his reader, includingThe Wind in the Willows. He was looking forward, in an odd, quiet way, to the long nights out beyond Neptune: reading to Mongoose, finding out what she thought about Rat and Mole and Toad and Badger.


  Peace—or as close to it as Izrael Irizarry was ever likely to get.


  He’d cleaned out his cubby in the Transient Barracks, slung his bag over one shoulder with Mongoose riding on the other, and was actually in sight of theErich Zann’s dock when a voice behind him called his name.


  Colonel Sanderson.


  He froze in the middle of a stride, torn between turning around to greet her and bolting like a rabbit, and then she’d caught up to him. “Mr. Irizarry,” she said. “I hoped I could buy you a drink before you go.”


  He couldn’t help the deeply suspicious look he gave her. She spread her hands, showing them empty. “Truly. No threats, no tricks. Just a drink. To say thank you.” Her smile was lopsided; she knew how unlikely those words sounded in the mouth of a political officer.


  And any other political officer, Irizarry wouldn’t have believed them. But he’d seen her stand her ground in front of a breeder rath, and he’d seen her turn and puke her guts out when she got a good look at what Mongoose did to it. If she wanted to thank him, he owed it to her to sit still for it.


  “All right,” he said, and added awkwardly, “Thank you.”


  They went to one of Kadath’s tourist bars: bright and quaint and cheerful and completely unlike the spacer bars Irizarry was used to. On the other hand, he could see why Sanderson picked this one. No one here, except maybe the bartender, had the least idea who she was, and the bartender’s wide-eyed double take meant that they got excellent service: prompt and very quiet.


  Irizarry ordered a pink lady—he liked them, and Mongoose, in delight, turned the same color pink, with rosettes matched to the maraschino “cherry.” Sanderson ordered whisky, neat, which had very little resemblance to the whisky Irizarry remembered from planetside. She took a long swallow of it, then set the glass down and said, “I never got a chance to ask Spider John this: how did you get your cheshire?”


  It was clever of her to invoke Spider John and Demon like that, but Irizarry still wasn’t sure she’d earned the story. After the silence had gone on a little too long, Sanderson picked her glass up, took another swallow, and said, “I know who you are.”


  “I’mnobody,” Irizarry said. He didn’t let himself tense up, because Mongoose wouldn’t miss that cue, and she was touchy enough, what with all the steelship captains, that he wasn’t sure what she might think the proper response was. And he wasn’t sure, if she decided the proper response was to rip Sanderson’s face off, that he would be able to make himself disagree with her in time.


  “I promised,” Sanderson said. “No threats. I’m not trying to trace you, I’m not asking any questions about the lady you used to work for. And, truly, I’m onlyaskinghow you metthislady. You don’t have to tell me.”


  “No,” Irizarry said mildly. “I don’t.” But Mongoose, still pink, was coiling down his arm to investigate the glass—not its contents, since the interest of the egg-whites would be more than outweighed by the sharp sting to her nose of the alcohol, but the upside-down cone on a stem of a martini glass. She liked geometry. And this wasn’t a story that could hurt anyone.


  He said, “I was working my way across Jupiter’s moons, oh, five years ago now. Ironically enough, I got trapped in a quarantine. Not for vermin, but for the black rot. It was a long time, and things got… ugly.”


  He glanced at her and saw he didn’t need to elaborate.


  “There were Arkhamers trapped there, too, in their huge old scow of a ship. And when the water rationing got tight, there were people that said the Arkhamers shouldn’t have any—said that if it was the other way ‘round, they wouldn’t give us any. And so when the Arkhamers sent one of their daughters for their share…” He still remembered her scream, a grown woman’s terror in a child’s voice, and so he shrugged and said, “I did the only thing I could. After that, it was safer for me on their ship than it was on the station, so I spent some time with them. Their Professors let me stay.


  “They’re not bad people,” he added, suddenly urgent. “I don’t say I understand what they believe, or why, but they were good to me, and they did share their water with the crew of the ship in the next berth. And of course, they had cheshires. Cheshires all over the place, cleanest steelship you’ve ever seen. There was a litter born right about the time the quarantine finally lifted. Jemima—the little girl I helped—she insisted they give me pick of the litter, and that was Mongoose.”


  Mongoose, knowing the shape of her own name on Irizarry’s lips, began to purr, and rubbed her head gently against his fingers. He petted her, feeling his tension ease, and said, “And I wanted to be a biologist before things got complicated.”


  “Huh,” said Sanderson. “Do you know what they are?”


  “Sorry?” He was still mostly thinking about the Arkhamers, and braced himself for the usual round of superstitious nonsense: demons or necromancers or what-not.


  But Sanderson said, “Cheshires. Do you know what they are?”


  “What do you mean, ‘what they are’? They’re cheshires.”


  “After Demon and Spider John… I did some reading and I found a Professor or two—Arkhamers, yes—to ask.” She smiled, very thinly. “I’ve found, in this job, that people are often remarkably willing to answer my questions. And I found out. They’re bandersnatches.”


  “Colonel Sanderson, not to be disrespectful—”


  “Sub-adult bandersnatches,” Sanderson said. “Trained and bred and intentionally stunted so that they never mature fully.”


  Mongoose, he realized, had been watching, because she caught his hand and said emphatically,Not.


  “Mongoose disagrees with you,” he said and found himself smiling. “And really, I think she would know.”


  Sanderson’s eyebrows went up. “And what does Mongoose think she is?”


  He asked, and Mongoose answered promptly, pink dissolving into champagne and gold:Jagular.But there was a thrill of uncertainty behind it, as if she wasn’t quite sure of what she stated so emphatically. And then, with a sharp toss of her head at Colonel Sanderson, like any teenage girl:Mongoose.


  Sanderson was still watching him sharply. “Well?”


  “She says she’s Mongoose.”


  And Sanderson really wasn’t trying to threaten him, or playing some elaborate political game, because her face softened in a real smile, and she said, “Of course she is.”


  Irizarry swished a sweet mouthful between his teeth. He thought of what Sanderson has said, of the bandersnatch on theJenny Lindwriggling through stretched rips in reality like a spiny, deathly puppy tearing a blanket. “How would you domesticate a bandersnatch?”


  She shrugged. “If I knew that, I’d be an Arkhamer, wouldn’t I?” Gently, she extended the back of her hand for Mongoose to sniff. Mongoose, surprising Irizarry, extended one tentative tendril and let it hover just over the back of Sanderson’s wrist.


  Sanderson tipped her head, smiling affectionately, and didn’t move her hand. “But if I had to guess, I’d say you do it by making friends.”


  


  The Chains


  That You Refuse


  


  


  


  


  It will have been raining in Harvard Square for only half an hour when you give up hope. Only half an hour, but raining hard enough to send the tourists fleeing into cafes and coffeehouses, the rest of the street corner entertainers home in disgust. You will have already known that you would be the last holdout, shivering under an awning with the three white doves rustling in their box in the canvas bag by your feet and the revelatory neon ofJohn Harvard’s/Grendel’s/Au Bon Painreflecting on the rain-soaked brick, twisting answers to questions you would have preferred not to ask. You will not have made any money.


  You will not be eating tonight, but you will have known that for some time.


  You’ll pick up the tote and walk to the Red Line station opposite the Cambridge Savings Bank, having forgotten your umbrella, shoes squishing and the canvas straps cutting into your cold red fingers. You’ll mean to take the T north to Alewife, to the parking garage where you left your rusted yellow Volvo with barely enough gas in it to get you home. But as you enter the dry underground the doves will coo and flutter. The antique silver dollars in your pockets will jingle against the subway tokens. And you will journey south—rumble and clatter and rock of the underground train across the muddy Charles—and switch to the Orange line at Downtown Crossing, and emerge from theTin Chinatown.


  It will have been raining here also, and the streets will be smeared with neon. You will have emerged not far from the Orpheum Theatre. You will take it as a portent and force yourself not to look back as you climb from the light of the T station into the rainbow-daubed darkness of the streets. Your black oversized denim jacket with the concealed pockets sewn into the sleeves and the clips and elastic beneath the arms will grow soggy, heavy, cold. Sleepily, the doves will be complaining. The air will fill with aromas of soy and ginger. The neon will guide you. Red light, green light, triple-XXX and live nude girls. Peking duck and garlic noodle. Parsley, sage, and time.


  You will know hope. You will have blinked and missed it in the weather, whistling, headed in the other direction, hat pulled low against the rain over its bright feathers. You will know that you never had a chance; the neon teaches all. You will have drawn a silk scarf from a secret pocket and knotted it about your hand to take the weight of the tote bag, the three white doves, and their metal box: their cage.


  The charlatans of old days read entrails for their instruction; the charlatans of today read the future in the flutter of neon, in the passing of cars. Charlatans, because it’s the only magic there is. Magic is a trap. Magic is a lie.


  You will find a paperclip in the gutter, a bit of tinfoil, a condom wrapper, page seventeen of theBoston Globe. You’ll bend and fold them as you walk, into a hat or a sailboat, the canvas straps cutting your wristbone now. You’ll place your creation in the gutter and watch the cataract carry it into a storm sewer, inevitably as rain. You’ll have seen every ripple of its falling in the ominous neon. You will not have been surprised.


  Ceroscopy, anthropomancy, planchette, scapulomancy, omens: nothing, suggestions, glimpses, glimmerings. Nothing to the truth of neon and the sorcery of electric lights.


  Magicians are charlatans, for all their power. They can no longermakethe future. There is no magic in knowing what happens next. All you have to do is read the signs.


  You will walk—you will have been walking—tracing a pattern you will have always known. You are a true charlatan, a magician with your rings and balls and cards and the three white doves who you know will always return, whenever you hold out your long and perfect hand. Your future has been immutable. You have enjoyed the serenity of perfect certainty. You will have feared and you will have envied and you will have pitied those who are not like you, for their illusion of free will. You will not have been able to imagine such a thing:


  You have always been able to read the signs.


  You have known all your life that this is the day your life ends, because here is Boston Common, where the neon leads you out of Chinatown. And there, on the Common spread out like a banquet of darkness in the rain, will have been the mugger who will be disappointed in how little you have earned, turning scarves to doves on a coldly rainy night. And there, on the Common, will have been the diluted blood, and the silk scarves, and the white feathers sodden in the rain.


  You will limp in squishy shoes onto the grassy border of the Common, resigned and a little relieved, the doves cooing in their box despite the darkness there.


  And then a relay will trip. A machine will fail. A ripple of blackness like spilled ink will flutter the height of the East Coast, starting in Philadelphia, Baltimore, Newark, New York City, Hartford, sweet old winding Providence and finally, finally, at long last—


  Boston.


  Behind you, before you, the old gray city will settle into darkness with a sigh like an exhausted dog. And the neon, the signs, the writing on the walls will all wink out.


  As you step forward onto the Common, there will come a moment when you will be offered a choice. You will have drawn a silk scarf from a secret pocket and knotted it about your hand. But the canvas strap of the tote will have slipped up your wrist, the rattled doves complaining. You will unwind the scarf, stretch it between your hands, and you will draw a deep and trembling breath. Fear will swallow you. Fear of the known and the unknown, fear of the knife in the darkness and fear of the darkness of never knowing whence the knife will come.


  You will have known—a final torment, a final benediction before the curse of prophecy deserts you for an instant of free will—you will have known that you have only seconds to decide.


  You will have bound the scarf about your eyes.


  You will have knelt in the grass at the edge of the common, and blindly you will have fumbled the tote bag open, blindly you will have unlatched the cage, blindly you will have lifted the three white doves and set them softly on the sweet, slick, soaking grass. You will unknot your blindfold as the lights swell behind you, and you will throw the cage away. Your hair will plaster your face, sting your eyes, fill your mouth.


  The doves will coo and ruffle and huddle: wet, sleepy, confused. They will sit there dumbly, blinking in the rain and the darkness, unable to see, unable to fly at night. They will cling to each other and mourn the dry safety of their cage.


  You will recognize the archetypal battered fedora as it tumbles past you, one bright shivering feather trapped in the band. You will bend and catch it; it will fall into your hand as if destined. You will clap hope’s chapeau over draggled curls at a rakish angle, and you will return to the overarching night.


  It will be all right. The sun will rise in the morning. The doves will most likely fly away. Sooner or later, the rain will probably end.


  You cannot know what will happen next.


  


  Sonny Liston


  Takes the Fall
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  “I gotta tell you, Jackie,” Sonny Liston said, “I lied to my wife about that. I gotta tell you, I took that fall.”


  It was Christmas eve, 1970, and Sonny Liston was about the furthest thing you could imagine from a handsome man. He had a furrowed brow and downcast hound dog prisoner eyes that wouldn’t meet mine, and the matching furrows on either side of his broad, flat nose ran down to a broad, flat mouth under a pencil thin moustache that was already out of fashion six years ago, when he was still King of the World.


  “We all lie sometimes, Sonny,” I said, pouring him another scotch. We don’t mind if you drink too much in Vegas. We don’t mind much of anything at all. “It doesn’t signify.”


  He had what you call a tremendous physical presence, Sonny Liston. He filled up a room so you couldn’t take your eyes off him—didn’t want to take your eyes off him, and if he was smiling you were smiling, and if he was scowling you were shivering—even when he was sitting quietly, the way he was now, turned away from his kitchen table and his elbows on his knees, one hand big enough for a man twice his size wrapped around the glass I handed him and the other hanging between his legs, limp across the back of the wrist as if the tendons’d been cut. His suit wasn’t long enough for the length of his arms. The coat sleeves and the shirt sleeves with their French cuffs and discreet cufflinks were ridden halfway up his forearms, showing wrists I couldn’t have wrapped my fingers around. Tall as he was, he wasn’t tall enough for that frame—as if he didn’t get enough to eat as a kid—but he was that wide.


  Sonny Liston, he was from Arkansas. And you would hear it in his voice, even now. He drank that J&B scotch like knocking back a blender full of raw eggs and held the squat glass out for more. “I could of beat Cassius Clay if it weren’t for the fucking mob,” he said, while I filled it up again. “I could of beat that goddamn flashy pansy.”


  “I know you could, Sonny,” I told him, and it wasn’t a lie. “I know you could.”


  His hands were like mallets, like mauls, like the paws of the bear they styled him. It didn’t matter.


  He was a broken man, Sonny Liston. He wouldn’t meet your eyes, not that he ever would have. You learn that in prison. You learn that from a father who beats you. You learn that when you’re black in America.


  You keep your eyes down, and maybe there won’t be trouble this time.
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  It’s the same thing with fighters as with horses. Race horses, I mean, thoroughbreds, which I know a lot about. I’m the genius of Las Vegas, you see. The One-Eyed Jack, the guardian and the warden of Sin City.


  It’s a bit like being a magician who works with tigers—the city is my life, and I take care of it. But that means it’s my job to make damned sure it doesn’t get out and eat anybody.


  And because of that, I also know a little about magic and sport and sacrifice, and the real, old blood truth of the laurel crown and what it means to be King for a Day.


  The thing about race horses, is that the trick with the good ones isn’t getting them to run. It’s getting them to stop.


  They’ll kill themselves running, the good ones. They’ll run on broken hearts, broken legs, broken wind. Legend says Black Gold finished his last race with nothing but a shipping bandage holding his flopping hoof to his leg. They shot him on the track, Black Gold, the way they did in those days. And it was mercy when they did it.


  He was King, and he was claimed. He went to pay the tithe that only greatness pays.


  Ruffian, perhaps the best filly that ever ran, shattered herself in a match race that was meant to prove she could have won the Kentucky Derby if she’d raced in it. The great colt Swale ran with a hole in his heart, and no one ever knew until it killed him in the paddock one fine summer day in the third year of his life.


  And then there’s Charismatic.


  Charismatic was a Triple Crown contender until he finished his Belmont third, running on a collapsed leg, with his jockey Chris Antley all but kneeling on the reins, doing anything to drag him down.


  Antley left the saddle as soon as his mount saw the wire and could be slowed. He dove over Charismatic’s shoulder and got underneath him before the horse had stopped moving; he held the broken Charismatic up with his shoulders and his own two hands until the veterinarians arrived. Between Antley and the surgeons, they saved the colt. Because Antley took that fall.


  Nobody could save Antley, who was dead himself within two years from a drug overdose. He died so hard that investigators first called it a homicide.


  When you run with all God gave you, you run out of track goddamned fast.
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  Sonny was just like that. Just like a race horse. Just like every other goddamned fighter. A little bit crazy, a little bit fierce, a little bit desperate, and ignorant of the concept of defeat under any circumstances.


  Until he met Cassius Clay in the ring.


  They fought twice. First time was in 1964, and I watched that fight live in a movie theatre. We didn’t have pay-per-view then, and the fight happened in Florida, not here at home in Vegas.


  I remember it real well, though.


  Liston was a monster, you have to understand. He wasn’t real big for a fighter, only six foot one, but he hulked. He loomed. His opponents would flinch away before he ever pulled back a punch.


  I’ve met Mike Tyson too, who gets compared to Liston. And I don’t think it’s just because they’re both hard men, or that Liston also was accused of sexual assault. It’s because Tyson has that same thing, the power of personal gravity that bends the available light and every eye down to him, even when he’s walking quietly through a crowded room, wearing a warm-up jacket and a smile.


  So that was Liston. He was a stone golem, a thing out of legend, the fucking bogeyman. He was going to walk through Clay like the Kool-Aid pitcher walking through a paper wall.


  And we were all in our seats, waiting to see this insolent prince beat down by the barbarian king.


  And there was a moment when Clay stepped up to Liston, and they touched gloves, and the whole theatre went still.


  Because Clay was just as big as Liston. And Clay wasn’t looking down.


  Liston retired in the seventh round. Maybe he had a dislocated shoulder, and maybe he didn’t, and maybe the Mob told him to throw the fight so they could bet on the underdog Clay and Liston just couldn’t quite make himself fall over and play dead.


  And Cassius Clay, you see, he grew up to be Muhammad Ali.
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  Sonny didn’t tell me about that fight. He told me about the other one.


  Phil Ochs wrote a song about it, and so did Mark Knopfler: that legendary fight in 1965, the one where, in the very first minute of the very first round, Sonny Liston took a fall.


  Popular poets, Ochs and Knopfler, and what do you think the bards were? That kind of magic, the old dark magic that soaks down the roots of the world and keeps it rich, it’s a transformative magic. It never goes away.


  However you spill it, it’s blood that makes the cactus grow. Ochs, just to interject a little more irony here, paid for his power in his own blood as well.
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  Twenty-fifth child of twenty-six, Sonny Liston. A tenant farmer’s son, whose father beat him bloody. He never would meet my eye, even there in his room, this close to Christmas, near the cold bent stub end of 1970.


  He never would meet a white man’s eyes. Even the eye of the One-Eyed Jack, patron saint of Las Vegas, when Jackie was pouring him J&B. Not a grown man’s eye, anyway, though he loved kids—and kids loved him. The bear was a teddy bear when you got him around children.


  But he told me all about that fight. How the Mob told him to throw it or they’d kill him and his Momma and a selection of his brothers and sisters too. How he did what they told him in the most defiant manner possible. So the whole fucking world would know he took that fall.


  The thing is, I didn’t believe him.


  I sat there and nodded and listened, and I thought, Sonny Liston didn’t throw that fight. That famous “Phantom Punch”? Mohammed Ali got lucky. Hit a nerve cluster or something. Sonny Liston, the unstoppable Sonny Liston, the man with a heart of piston steel and a hand like John Henry’s hammer—Sonny Liston, he went down. It was a fluke, a freak thing, some kind of an accident.


  I thought going down like that shamed him, so he told his wife he gave up because he knew Ali was better and he didn’t feel like fighting just to get beat. But he told me that other story, about the mob, and he drank another scotch and he toasted Muhammad Ali, though Sonny’d kind of hated him. Ali had been barred from fighting from 1967 until just that last year, who was facing a jail term because he wouldn’t go and die in Vietnam.


  Sensible man, if you happen to ask me.


  But I knew Sonny didn’t throw that fight for the Mob. I knew because I also knew this other thing about that fight, because I am the soul of Las Vegas, and in 1965, the Mob was Las Vegas.


  And I knew they’d had a few words with Sonny before he went into the ring.


  Sonny Liston was supposed to win. And Muhammad Ali was supposed to die.
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  The one thing in his life that Sonny Liston could never hit back against was his daddy. Sonny, whose given name was Charles, but who called himself Sonny all his adult life.


  Sonny had learned the hard way that you never look a white man in the eye. That you never look any man in the eye unless you mean to beat him down. That you never look the Man in the eye, because if you do he’s gonna beat you down.


  He did his time in jail, Sonny Liston. He went in a boy and he came out a prize fighter, and when he came out he was owned by the Mob.


  You can see it in the photos and you could see it in his face, when you met him, when you reached out to touch his hand; he almost never smiled, and his eyes always held this kind of deep sonorous seriousness over his black, flat, damaged nose.


  Sonny Liston was a jailbird. Sonny Liston belonged to the Mob the same way his daddy belonged to the land.


  Cassius Clay, God bless him, changed his slave name two days after that first bout with Sonny, as if winning it freed up something in him. Muhammad Ali, God bless him, never learned that lesson about looking down.
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  Boxing is called the sweet science. And horse racing is the sport of kings.


  When Clay beat Liston, he bounced up on his stool and shouted that he was King of the World. Corn king, summer king, America’s most beautiful young man. An angel in the boxing ring. A new and powerful image of black manhood.


  He stepped up on that stool in 1964 and he put a noose around his neck.


  The thing about magic is that it happens in spite of everything you can do to stop it.


  And the wild old Gods will have their sacrifice.


  No excuses.


  If they can’t have Charismatic, they’ll take the man that saved him.


  So it goes.
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  Sometimes it’s easier to tell yourself you quit than to admit that they beat you. Sometimes it’s easier to look down.


  The civil rights movement in the early 1960s found Liston a thug and an embarrassment. He was a jailbird, an illiterate, a dark unstoppable monster. The rumor was that he had a second career as a standover man—a mob enforcer. The NAACP protested when Floyd Patterson agreed to fight him in 1962.
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  Sonny didn’t know his own birthday or maybe he lied about his age. Forty’s old for a fighter, and Sonny said he was born in ’32 when he was might have been born as early as ’27. There’s a big damned difference between thirty-two and thirty-seven in the boxing ring.


  And there’s another thing, something about prize fighters you might not know. In Liston’s day, they shot the fighters’ hands full of anesthetic before they wrapped them for the fight. So a guy who was a hitter—a puncher rather than a boxer, in the parlance—he could pound away on his opponent and never notice he’d broken all the goddamned bones in his goddamned hands.


  Sonny Liston was a puncher. Muhammad Ali was a boxer.


  Neither one of them, as it happens, could abide the needles. So when they went swinging into the ring, they earned every punch they threw.


  Smack a sheetrock wall a couple of dozen times with your shoulder behind it if you want to build up a concept of what that means, in terms of endurance and of pain. Me? I would have taken the needle over feeling the bones I was breaking. Taken it in a heartbeat.


  But Charismatic finished his race on a shattered leg, and so did Black Gold.


  What the hell were a few broken bones to Sonny Liston?
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  You know when I said Sonny was not a handsome man? Well, I also said Muhammad Ali was an angel. He was a black man’s angel, an avenging angel, a messenger from a better future. He was the way and the path, man, and they marked him for sacrifice, because he was a warrior god, a Black Muslim Moses come to lead his people out of Egypt land.


  And the people in power like to stay that way, and they have their ways of making it happen. Of making sure the sacrifice gets chosen.


  Go ahead and curl your lip. White man born in the nineteenth century, reborn in 1905 as the Genius of the Mississippi of the West. What do I know about the black experience?


  I am my city, and I contain multitudes. I’m the African-American airmen at Nellis Air Force Base, and I’m the black neighborhoods near D Street that can’t keep a supermarket, and I’m Cartier Street and I’m Northtown and I’m Las Vegas, baby, and it doesn’t matter a bit what you see when you look at my face.


  Because Sonny Liston died here, and he’s buried here in the palm of my hand. And I’m Sonny Liston too, wronged and wronging; he’s in here, boiling and bubbling away.
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  I filled his glass one more time and splashed what was left into my own, and that was the end of the bottle. I twisted it to make the last drop fall. Sonny watched my hands instead of my eyes, and folded his own enormous fists around his glass so it vanished. “You’re here on business, Jackie,” he said, and dropped his eyes to his knuckles. “Nobody wants to listen to me talk.”


  “I want to listen, Sonny.” The scotch didn’t taste so good, but I rolled it over my tongue anyway. I’d drunk enough that the roof of my mouth was getting dry, and the liquor helped a little. “I’m here to listen as long as you want to talk.”


  His shoulders always had a hunch. He didn’t stand up tall. They hunched a bit more as he turned the glass in his hands. “I guess I run out of things to say. So you might as well tell me what you came for.”


  At Christmas time in 1970, Muhammad Ali—recently allowed back in the ring, pending his appeal of a draft evasion conviction—was preparing for a title bout against Joe Frazier in March. He was also preparing for a more wide-reaching conflict; in April of that year, his appeal, his demand to be granted status as a conscientious objector, was to go before the United States Supreme Court.


  He faced a five year prison sentence.


  In jail, he’d come up against everything Sonny Liston had. And maybe Ali was the stronger man. And maybe the young king wouldn’t break where the old one fell. Or maybe he wouldn’t make it out of prison alive, or free.


  “Ali needs your help,” I said.


  “Fuck Cassius Clay,” he said.


  Sonny finished his drink and spent a while staring at the bottom of his glass. I waited until he turned his head, skimming his eyes along the floor, and tried to sip again from the empty glass. Then I cleared my throat and said “It isn’t just for him.”


  Sonny flinched. See, the thing about Sonny—that he never learned to read, that doesn’t mean he was dumb. “The NAACP don’t want me. The Nation of Islam don’t want me. They didn’t even want Clay to box me. I’m an embarrassment to the black man.”


  He dropped his glass on the table and held his breath for a moment before he shrugged and said, “Well, they got their nigger now.”


  Some of them know up front; they listen to the whispers, and they know the price they might have to pay if it’s their number that comes up. Some just kind of know in the back of their heads. About the corn king, and the laurel wreath, and the price that sometimes has to be paid.


  Sonny Liston, like I said, he wasn’t dumb.


  “Ali can do something you can’t, Sonny.” Ali can be a symbol.


  “I can’t have it,” he drawled. “But I can buy it? Is that what you’re telling me, Jack?”


  I finished my glass too, already drunk enough that it didn’t make my sinuses sting. “Sonny,” I said, with that last bit of Dutch courage in me, “you’re gonna have to take another fall.”
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  When his wife—returning from a holiday visit to her relatives—found his body on January fifth, eleven days after I poured him that drink, maybe a week or so after he died, Sonny had needle marks in the crook of his arm, though the coroner’s report said heart failure.


  Can you think of a worse way to kill the man?
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  On March 8, 1971, a publicly reviled Muhammad Ali was defeated by Joe Frazier at Madison Square Garden in New York City in a boxing match billed at the “Fight of the Century.” Ali had been vilified in the press as a Black Muslim, a religious and political radical, a black man who wouldn’t look down.


  Three months later, the United States Supreme Court overturned the conviction, allowing Muhammad Ali’s conscientious objector status to stand.


  He was a free man.


  Ali fought Frazier twice more. He won both times, and went on to become the most respected fighter in the history of the sport. A beautiful avenging outspoken angel.


  Almost thirty-five years after Sonny Liston died, in November of 2005, President George W. Bush awarded America’s highest civilian honor, the Presidential Medal of Freedom, to the draft-dodging, politically activist lay preacher Muhammad Ali.
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  Sonny Liston never looked a man in the eye unless he meant to beat him down. Until he looked upon Cassius Clay and hated him. And looked past that hate and saw a dawning angel, and he saw the future, and he wanted it that bad.


  Wanted it bad, Sonny Liston, illiterate jailbird and fighter and standover man. Sonny Liston the drunk, the sex offender. Broken, brutal Sonny Liston with the scars on his face from St. Louis cops beating a confession from him, with the scars on his back from his daddy beating him down on the farm.


  Sonny Liston, who loved children. He wanted that thing, and he knew it could never be his.


  Wanted it and saw a way to make it happen for somebody else.
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  And so he takes that fall, Sonny Liston. Again and again and again, like John Henry driving steel until his heart burst, like a jockey rolling over the shoulder of a running, broken horse. He takes the fall, and he saves the King.


  And Muhammad Ali? He never once looks down.


  


  King Pole,


  Gallow Pole,


  Bottle Tree


  


  


  


  


  The ghosts from the dam come in summer. The official count is ninety-six, but “industrial fatalities” does not include the men who died of carbon monoxide poisoning—they were told it was “pneumonia”—or rock dust in their lungs. I’ve met the dead, and there’s more than ninety-six. Several hundred, enough to fill a big school cafeteria. If you could get them to muster out, you could count.


  One came for me on Sunday, as I sat by a black-painted wrought-iron café table—which is not such a great idea in August when the in-the-shade temperature is 118—protected from the worst of the sun by an umbrella and a chinaberry tree. A pint of pear cider rested by my hand; a nibbled ploughman’s lunch spread across a plate I’d pushed to the other side of the table. The Stilton was real, but the cheddar might as well have been Velveeta. Just like Vegas. Just like me, the genius loci of Las Vegas. It’s all this facade of the exotic over solid Topeka.


  I had finished with the SundayReview-Journal/Sun,and was using it as an underpinning for my heaps of poker chips. The top story was about Martin Powers, the grandson of the owner of the Babylon Casino, who was up on racketeering charges.


  Viva Las Vegas.


  I was interested in the poker chips.


  You can build cantilevered structures from them, where the only things holding them together are gravity and leverage and the weight of the pieces. The heavier the chip and the wider, the better. Some of these were Stratosphere millennium-fireworks chips, and some were black-and-white dollar chips from the old Silver Slipper, which isn’t there anymore. The red edges and the black edges made a pattern like the facade on a brick Victorian.


  I was engrossed in trying to match the red and black ink of the spill of card suits small as a Gila’s beaded scales sleeving my left arm and curling across my throat.


  I had stopped to think about my next move while smearing blue cheese on a white roll with all the flavor and consistency of drywall—because I’m Vegas, and we can get you Wyder’s pear cider and Branston pickle, but we’re not smart enough to figure out that a ploughman’s lunch is only as good as the bread—and after a minute or two I noticed somebody watching from the railing.


  I was pretty sure he was a ghost.


  Nobody walks in Vegas if they can help it. One, it’s too hot. Two, we’re not real good on traffic signals and respecting the crosswalks and all that sissy East Coast stuff. Three, I saw himotherwise,not in the hard-world way. And finally, he was transparent, which was a clue. Even in the absence of apparent crushing damage.


  I lifted up my eye patch and scratched under it, not-so-incidentally taking a long look with myotherwiseeye while blocking it from casual view with the hand. He stared like a dog who is very politely noticing that you’re eating a steak dinner. I tipped cider onto the pavement.


  The ghost brightened appreciably, but raised a hand and shook his head. More for me; I finished the pint and set the glass down so it wouldn’t tip on the latticework tabletop. The ghost turned away, looking over his shoulder. He couldn’t have saidFollow mebetter if he was Lassie.


  I pinned a twenty and a ten under my empty glass, stuffed a last piece of “cheddar” into my mouth, left the chips, and vaulted the white picket fence between the patio and the sidewalk. Painted wood scorched my palm.


  Lucky the rail wasn’t iron. I blew on my palm and shook my fingers out as I followed the ghost down Tropicana toward the Strip, wheels sizzling by on my left. Each car kicked up a wave of heat and the oil stench of baking asphalt. Business owners tape towels around the handles of doors in a Vegas summer, and children blister bare feet on manhole covers. My feet baked in my Docs, the leather of my pants squeaking with every step. Up and down my left arm, the sun picked out the clubs and spades in hot pinpricks.


  In the lot, I yanked on my helmet, jacket, and gloves—not necessarily in that order—and rocked the old BMW off the stand before spurring it to life. A fortuitous break in traffic put me on the road.


  Ghosts keep up with motor vehicles just fine—or maybe I should say, on the bike, I could move almost as fast as the ghost wanted. My guide led me up Maryland, through the old downtown with its square land-claim grid of numbered streets, then up Las Vegas Boulevard where it turns into Fifth Street. He turned west on Carey, along a strip of California-style stucco homes with six-foot block walls interspersed with desert lots.


  He stopped between MLK and Rancho, and I let the bike glide to a halt alongside. Light planes from the North Las Vegas Airport skimmed overhead, cutting across a sky with all color baked out. On my right more housing developments swelled like cactuses, only visible as sand-colored block walls and the red tile roofs rising behind them. On my left, though, the scraggy trees and scrub desert of an old ranch estate were marked by a weathered sign, the back and both sides enclosed by housing-tract walls. You couldn’t say much for the curb appeal.


  BMWs don’t roar like American bikes or whine like Japanese ones. But mine rumbled as I guided it up the dirt driveway, following a serpentine course to avoid the ruts and stones. The name on the mailbox was Bukvajova, which really seemed like it ought to be familiar. Dust dulled the maroon gas tank and dimmed the chrome on the handlebars before I turned in behind a windbreak of ratty evergreens.


  The house wasn’t in any better shape than the vantage from the street suggested. Mustard-colored paint peeled in scrofulous plates, shaggy as cedar bark. I might have thought it wasn’t inhabited. Abandoned structures can stand for decades in the desert, even if they aren’t built of stone, and a lot of the old Vegas houses were made of cinderblock.


  Vegas is a city with no history, though. We have a conspiracy of dismemory. Tear it down, pave it over, build something new. Nothing left but the poker chips and the elephant’s graveyard of neon signs tucked away in an alleged museum that’s not even open to the public. If the historical society takes an interest in a building, six will get you ten it burns down within a season. People forget, remake themselves, come here to change their lives and their luck.


  Sometimes it works.


  Small branches from a moribund elm littered the house’s tar-paper roof. The tree was doomed, but not dead; Dutch elm disease kills from the crown.


  I made sure the kickstand was on hard earth and walked toward the house. My ghost had vanished, though I had expected to see him under the wind chimes on the front porch.


  A crystalline clinking wasn’t only from the chimes. Around the side, another nearly dead elm swayed in the breeze. Its fingerling branches had been broken off blunt, and onto each stick was thrust a colored bottle—gold, violet, emerald, TŷNant ruby, Maltine amber, Ayer’s cobalt blue. They tinkled as the tree moved, and I wondered how they managed not to smash in anything like a real wind.


  I was tipping up my eye patch to get a better look when my footsteps alerted someone. Which is to say, a burro in the yard behind the house started braying as if badly in need of oiling, and that was the end of my stealth.


  Theotherwiseglow of trapped ghosts swirled inside the bottles on the dying elm. I felt I should hear them tapping, scratching at the inside of their rainbow prisons. But only the light breeze soughed across the mouths of the bottles. Some people say the sound is the evil spirits crying for release, but it’s not.


  I’ve never seen the point in trapping ghosts. The ones you could catch in a bottle tree are harmless, and the ones that aren’t harmless, you couldn’t catch in a bottle tree.


  I wondered where my Lassie-ghost was, and where I was supposed to find the well with Timmy in it. And as I was wondering—the burro still sawing away, no doubt infuriating the suburban neighbors—the front door banged open hard enough that my boots cleared earth. I flipped down my eye patch; no point making an innocent bystander look at a scarred socket.


  Like Odin, I traded the eye for other things. Unlike Odin, it didn’t involve a gallows tree, and I didn’t expect anything in trade but a plain pine box and a hasty burial. What I got was being made the genius of Las Vegas, guardian of the Sin City and all her fallen angels.


  It’s a strange old world.


  The woman standing on the shaded porch was in her sixties, I thought, stoop-shouldered, yellowing gray hair tucked behind her ears. Despite the heat, she dressed in a raveling cardigan pulled lumpy over a blue-and-white star-patterned shirt that hung, untucked, to the thighs of shapeless brown slacks. She scowled through filthy glasses. “Who’s there?”


  Mushy diction, as if she’d forgotten to slide her dentures in. When I turned to her, she leaned forward against one of the four-by-fours holding up the porch roof, peering through strings of hair.


  “Jackie.” When I stepped from the shade of the dying elm, sun thumped my head like hot sand. There were a couple of wizened forty-foot Mexican fan palms on the property, but they cast no more shade than telephone poles.


  “Jackie,” she said, and kissed air. “I think—no, I don’t remember you.”


  “I don’t think we’ve met,” I said, but as I said it I wasn’t sure anymore. Her cloudy blue eyes, the shape of her nose…


  Useless. If she’s lived in Vegas sixty years, I might have seen her hundreds of times. Especially back when there were only a hundred thousand, two hundred thousand people in town. But I didn’t remember her now. “Ma’am, is this your bottle tree?”


  “This is private property.” She blinked sagging lids. “My bottle tree? What do you know about bottle trees?”


  “They’re for catching ghosts,” I said. “Protection from evil spirits. Ms. Bukvajova? Mrs.?”


  She shrugged. All the same to her.


  “Do you have a lot of evil spirits here, Ms. Bukvajova?”


  “A few,” she said. “Can’t you hear ’em? Singing away in there? Don’t you remember what that’s good for, Jackie?”


  The breeze was enough to ruffle the fans on the palms, but its sighs and the chiming were still the only sounds rising from the bottle tree. It sounded a little like a glass armonica—Benjamin Franklin’s instrument, once thought to cause neurological damage because of its vibrations. But that might have just been lead poisoning from the paint on the crystal bowls.


  “That’s just the wind,” I said. “Those ghosts are harmless, Ms. Bukvajova.”


  She laughed, and came out of the shade of the porch into the sunlight. She stumped forward, hands stuffed now into the pockets of her mustard-colored cardigan. It matched her house. The sweater hung from her stooped shoulders like a yoke supporting her fists in slings. “Harmless,” she said, “but not useless.” She pushed past me, trailing unwashed sourness. Flakes of dead skin nested among the roots of her eyebrows and in her thinning hair.


  She pulled a hand from her pocket to tap a metal church key against the base of an amber-colored bottle. The sighing and moaning redoubled. “Just the wind.”


  She pulled the bottle off the branch and popped a champagne cork into the top, then set the corked bottle at the base of the tree.


  “I’m sure I should remember you,” she said. She pulled down another bottle and corked it, but had to get a stepladder for the third. It was just leaned up under the eaves; obviously, she used it a lot.


  “I’m not sure there’s anything to remember.”


  She snorted. “I forget a lot these days, Jackie. It’s the price of getting old. What do you forget?”


  I wasn’t too sure of the wisdom of a sixty-year-old woman climbing ladders, but it’s not a city’s job to babysit children and old people. I might have volunteered to climb up anyway, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to abet whatever she was doing with the ghosts.


  Especially if one were Lassie.


  Whatever I was opening my mouth to say slipped out of memory even as I was reaching to turn it into words. “So if they’re harmless but useful,” I asked instead, “what do you use them for?”


  Ms. Bukvajova was halfway up the ladder. She turned stiffly, holding on to a fragile dead branch, and tapped her forehead with her free hand. “All sorts of things. Some I cook myself and some I sell. Ghosts are memories. I reckon they’ve got more uses than I recollect, even, and I recollect a few. I made sure to write ’em down.”


  When she clambered down, she held a straw-yellow bottle in one hand, her thumb pressed over the neck. She shook the bottle as if shaking up a soda so it would spray, and raised it to her mouth. The gesture was deft and quick; her throat worked as if she chugged a beer; her lashes, crusted with yellow grains, brushed her cheek. I watched, fascinated, searching for any sign of change. Tatters ofotherwiselight blew around her, but that was all. When she lowered the bottle and belched she looked the same.


  “Hits the spot, it does,” she said, and wiped moist lips on the back of her wrist.


  * * * * *


  


  


  Another man might have picked a fight, taken the bottles away, smashed the tree. But then there was the question of what good that would do and who had the right of the matter. There was no law against catching ghosts, neither man’s nor moral. They were dead already. Exploiting a lingering shade, to be honest, bothers me a damned sight less than eating bacon does. And I eat bacon.


  But it made me curious. Vegas is chinks and cracks, and magic grows in some of them. I’m the sort of person who can usually be found poking around deserted lots with a field guide, so to speak, trying to decide if what I have here is really yellow wood sorrel or something else entirely. I like to know what the growing things are.


  So I kept thinking about Ms. Bukvajova as I guided the BMW back through light Sunday traffic, pausing in front of the gray block, lattice-and-glass facade of St. Christopher’s on Bruce, near the North Las Vegas police station. Kids squealed in the public swimming pool down the street. Chlorine hung acrid on the air.


  Children really are tougher than adults. It was enough to make me sneeze from here.


  Stewart emerged after the exodus, blond hair immediately evident in the sunlight. I wondered if he had stayed inside to introduce himself to the priest. Stewart’s churchgoing, just not religious. Or just not any one religion in particular. He visits them by turns.


  He’s the other half of Las Vegas—well, half is the wrong word; there’s overlap—and my city has more churches per capita than any other in America. And no, that doesn’t include wedding chapels.


  Stewart sauntered up to where I stood bracing the bike and ran a hand up my arm. I handed him his helmet; he left a lip print on the glossy side of mine before strapping his own in place. Then his feet were on the pegs and we sailed into the traffic stream, sliding into the space left in front of an old man in a gold Lincoln Town Car who had hit the brakes in shock at the public display of affection.


  We were already in the neighborhood, so we swung by Jerry’s Nugget to avail ourselves of the legendary eight-dollar prime rib for his first lunch and my second one. Somehow we wound up going to the Italian place instead, and Stewart stuffed garlic bread into his mouth and swallowed beer until the pizza and salad showed, like I’d been keeping him on bread and water.


  Stewart wasn’t big. He was fair-haired, wiry, and he bit his thumbnail while he was thinking. I liked watching him eat. I liked his enthusiasm and flightiness and the fact that I knew it was all a pose.


  “How was church?” I asked when he’d slowed down enough to answer questions.


  He pushed a piece of pepperoni around with his fingertip, then licked the grease off the nail. “Boring. We need cuter priests in this town.”


  “They don’t pick them for the way they fill out their trousers,” I answered complacently. I assembled a forkful of lettuce, onion, and a bite of pizza with crushed reds and parmesan, and stuffed it into my mouth. No matter how many times I did that, Stewart still looked at me in disbelief. Hey, it tasted good. “What do you want to do tonight?”


  “Dunno,” he said. “Sunday night in Vegas. We could go to a movie.”


  “We could go to a bar.”


  “Mmmph.” Not such a bad idea, though, by the way he tilted his head and lifted an eyebrow. “What did you do today?”


  I shrugged. “Hung out at the Crown and Anchor. Drove around. The ghosts are back.”


  “Ah, so,” he said, and flicked beer at me. I ducked, laughing, and the waiter shot us a dirty look. Didn’t bother me: Service is always slow in there, and Stewart and I overtip. “Sounds like a thrilling day.”


  I didn’tdecidenot to tell Stewart about Ms. Bukvajova. It just, you know—completely slipped my mind.


  * * * * *


  


  


  It turned out that what we did that night was go to the circus. I like circus folk, and I love the circus. So because Stewart loves me, we go to the circus every time it’s in town.


  Well, Vegas has its own local circuses. A new Cirque du Soleil every couple of years, and we’ve seen them all, including the traveling shows. The animal acts are being phased out after what happened to Roy Horn. But it’s a big deal when an arena show comes through, and an even bigger one when it’s a tent show.


  Call me old-fashioned, but it’s notreallya circus without a big top.


  Oestman Brothers Circus and Traveling Show had set up on the desert lot near Sahara, the one they’re always going to build a casino on any day now. We arrived an hour and a half before showtime, light still smeared across the sky, holding the dark at bay.


  Not that darkness stood much chance against Vegas. Night tried to fall as we wandered the side tents—viewing fortune-tellers and caged tigers in their shaded enclosure, munching on cotton candy—and it only changed the quality of light. Neon saturated the atmosphere, heavy-hung, so I expected to see it move in swirls with each current. Stewart and I walked through it as if it were a fog. At one point he grabbed my hand and I turned to look at him and saw him crowned in ghostly radiance. I ducked down and kissed him on the grin, despite the sharp intake of breath from a scandalized matron on the far side of the candy-apple booth. I hoped the guy guessing her weight guessed high.


  When I leaned back, the light was still there, and it buoyed me.


  It has its ownotherwiseenergy, that light in Vegas. It’s as much me as my skin and fingers, as much my partner as Stewart is—alien and present—so sometimes I feel it from the inside and sometimes I feel it like a caress.


  Somewhere between the rigged dart game and the crocodile boy, we finished our junk food and joined the people moving inside. Under the big top, it was sawdust and lights and collapsible bleachers, and Stewart and I clomped up them to find our seats. He promptly got up again to fetch popcorn and cokes—I have no idea where he puts it—and was back before the seats finished filling up. He’s got a knack for picking the quick line. Just lucky like that.


  I had my head craned back, staring up at the highest point of the big top, when he slid a bag of roasted chestnuts into my hand. “They call it the king pole,” I said. “The whole tent hangs off it. That used to be one hell of a tree.”


  “Yeah,” he said. “So was the one Odin hanged himself off of. And look where that got him—overrun by Christians.”


  “Blind and forgotten,” I said, and touched my eyepatch.


  Stewart winked under blond bangs and stole a chestnut back.


  It was a nice enough little circus. They had a couple of elephants that came on toward the end of the show, and as I sat there and ate chestnuts I wondered if they were abused. Not everybody treats their animals as well as Siegfried and Roy. Yeah, I worry more about animals than people, which is stupid. Some folks justify it by saying that animals don’t make the choices that lead to their torment and destruction, but it’s a bit facile to pretend people have any more autonomy.


  In reality, the rat race is a handicap. Except the previous winners start with less weight, not as far to run, and a better knowledge of the track. And the more you fail to keep up, the more weight gets piled on.


  It’s a scary business, life.


  This was a three-ring circus, where there’s a big act in the center ring—that’s where the elephants were—and something smaller on either side. Because we got our tickets late, we were over by the concurrent clowns, and Stewart seemed to be watching them more than the elephants. He doesn’t like animal acts.


  I like watching the ringmaster. When the elephants trouped out, I knew it had to be time for the capper. The man in the sequined red topcoat ran out to the middle of the center ring and gestured for his microphone, which glided from the bigtop to be caught with a conjuror’s flair.


  Behind him, trapezes snaked from the scaffolding. Running men brought out a pedestal. The knotted shroud of the net rose and grew taut, like an emerged moth plumping chrysalis-rumpled wings, while the ringmaster’s voice rang across the stands.


  “Ladies and gentlemen. Children of all ages! May I direct your attention to the center ring!?


  “You have seen aerialists and acrobats. You have seen wire dancers and tumblers, funambulists and flyers. But you have never seen anything like this.


  “All the way from the primeval forest of mysterious Moravia, I give you—the Flying Bukvajovas!”


  “Huh,” I said, as the catcher was winched up to his trapeze and the first of the flyers began to ascend the platform. “I could swear I’ve heard that name.”


  Stewart gave me a funny look. “They’ve been through town before. We saw them about ten years ago. With a different circus then. And I don’t think that was the first time. I’m pretty sure they were here when the dam was going in.…”


  “Oh,” I said. “Of course.” And ate another nut. One of those multigenerational circus families.


  The ringmaster’s microphone reeled back into the stratosphere. He fled the ring in a scatter of sequin reflections, something like an animate mirror ball. I shrugged off a chill.


  “Jackie?”


  “Somebody stepped on my grave.”


  Stewart stole another nut. “Maybe the ringmaster is evil.”


  I tried to steal it back, resulting in a wrestling match that scattered popcorn across the floorboards and glares across nearby patrons. Casualties of war. To add insult to injury, Stewart popped the kidnappee into his mouth before I managed to retrieve it.


  “No evil ringmasters,” I said. “I won’t allow it. Screw Ray Bradbury.”


  “That was a carny,” Stewart said complacently, defending what remained of his popcorn. “And anyway, Bradbury’s not my type.”


  * * * * *


  


  


  Later that night, when the city glow was creeping around the edges of the hotel-room blackout curtains brightly enough to compete with my bedside lamp, I lay staring at the ceiling. I was supposed to be reading a book. Stewart was playing a Gameboy, but the beeps were intermittent.


  I let the paperback fall across my chest. “Hey, Stewart?”


  “Mm?”


  “Have you noticed yourself forgetting things?”


  “Like my car keys?”


  Smart ass. “No. Like things you used to know. Street names. Your first girlfriend’s favorite color. That sort of stuff.”


  “I wonder how you’d know if you forgot something,” he said, hitting pause on his game. “I mean, really forgot it. Do you ever think about Alzheimer’s? Or a brain injury? You’d never know what you were missing, would you?”


  “No,” I said, picking up my book. I hadn’t been paying enough attention to the last three pages and had to flip back until I found something I remembered reading. “Or yes, maybe. I don’t know. I mean, if you were losing time, like not making new memories, probably not. But if you were forgetting things like your husband’s or wife’s name? Then probably. And you might try to cover it up.”


  He looked at me suspiciously.


  “Hey,” I said. “Itoldyou I didn’t remember where I’d heard the name.”


  He stared. I stared back. He glanced down at the Gameboy with a rude noise.


  “Hey,” I said, to make him throw a pillow, “what was your name again?”


  * * * * *


  


  


  Nobody sleeps in Las Vegas, and so neither do I. But if I did, I have to admit, ghosts would have a pretty good means of waking you up. Nothing like a hovering cold spot on the back of your neck to get you out of bed in a hurry.


  I managed not to shriek, which was good, because Stewart was sort of curled up on my chest watching a Burt Reynolds movie—I know, but far be it from me to complain about my boyfriend’s taste—and I might have shocked him into apoplexy. Instead, I sucked in a breath and disentangled myself—over his protests—before sliding out of bed to face my molester.


  The ghost looked awfully familiar, as if I had seen him somewhere before. But he was just one of the little ghosts of the dam, harmless and inoffensive. By the rocking and beckoning, he wanted something from me.


  “Lassie wants something,” I said to Stewart, because the ghost’s demeanor reminded me of a worried dog.


  “Shh,” Stewart said. “This is the good bit.”


  “But theghost,” I repeated, “wantssomething.”


  “Oh, and I’m supposed to figure out what?” But he hit the mute button, sat up, and drawled, “Hello, sailor.”


  I winced mostly out of habit. He wasn’t actually camping it up all that much.


  “I feel like I know him,” I said, while the ghost stared at me with hemorrhage-spotted eyes.


  “Jeff Soble.” Stewart stood. Of coursehe’dknow the guy’s name. “Died on the dam. People die all the time, you know. They get unlucky. Something random and stupid goes wrong.”


  “I know,” I said. We both knew. You don’t get to be a genius until you’re buried and sung over. Stewart and me, we died young.


  Looking at Stewart, I realized I didn’t remember how I’d died. I opened my mouth to ask, scratching idly under my eye patch, and realized something else. That space—that hollow place of just not knowing—felt like a cold shadow had slid off my soul. Whatever had happened, it hadn’t been pretty or pleasant, and I breathed easier in its absence.


  The ghost beckoned again. I caught the motion in my peripheral vision; I was still looking at Stewart. “What do we do?”


  “Follow him,” Stewart said.


  So we did, Stewart grabbing his keys on the way out the door.


  * * * * *


  


  


  Stewart’s mode of transportation is inevitably some terrifying old beater replete with rust spots—hard to come by here in the desert—and hard-light peeling. The Nevada sun can fade even automobile paint to creamy yellow in a decade or two. This old Corolla had been red once, about the color of tomato soup. You could still see the color around the frame when you opened the doors. The amazing thing was that it was in perfect working order, which was the other inevitability about Stewart’s old cars. He loved to tinker with them, and if you ignored small inconveniences like the lack of modern safety features, they ran like dreams. He usually wound up reselling them for 50 percent of book value to random people who needed them more than he did, and then finding another old junker to fix up the next week.


  I like Stewart a lot. I mean, besides the obvious.


  Anyway, I piled into the passenger seat—the desert night hadn’t actually turned chill, but by comparison with the day, the mid-eighties felt on the cool side—and turned the radio off before he got the key into the ignition. He shot me a dirty look, but trust me, Stewart’s taste in music isn’t any better than his taste in movies.


  Or men.


  The car started right up, though he had to thump the dash to make the headlights glow. We had been staying at the Suncoast; it’s a locals place, low-key and off the Strip. So we just headed back down the slope where the western side of the city rises toward the mountains. It’s all indistinguishable, interchangeable new construction up there, and every year the cougars come back to their winter range to find houses have sprung up where there was nothing but cactus before, and there’s nothing for them to eat but bug-eyed rat dogs.


  Unfortunately for the cougars, people get upset when they behave in this perfectly understandable fashion, even though the houses reach all the way up to the canyons now.


  The ghost surfed in our headlights, almost washed away by their glow and the light rising like steam from the valley. We didn’t have to descend far to lose the view; once we were on the Summerlin Parkway the city dropped out of sight, vanishing because we were now a part of it. Even this late, there was still a steady stream of cars once we reached the 95. The highways don’t really grow quiet until after three.


  Decatur still had some traffic, too, but it wasn’t anything like rush hour. Our gridlock isn’t bad by West Coast standards, but people keep moving in and it keeps on getting worse. It doesn’t help that there’s a shortage of streets that go all the way through, either north-south or east-west. A lot of them end mysteriously in a desert lot or the wall of a housing development, only to pick up again as if nothing had intervened, like a relationship on the other side of a secret affair.


  By the time we turned onto Carey, I had a prickly feeling, and the traffic had thinned to nothing. I could still see the cars if I leaned over and glanced in the rearview mirror; they flowed north and south on Decatur in a soft intermittent stream, red and white like signal fires. I longed to be among them.


  But Stewart was driving, and the ghost was leading us into darkness. I settled back and crossed my arms over my seatbelt, wondering why I felt the urge to strike out, to escape.


  “Oh, god,” I said. “Pull over. Pull over.”


  When Stewart pulled off onto the crunching hardpan shoulder, I bailed out of the little car and crouched in the shadow of the door, vomiting. The ghost hovered, as if my illness concerned it. Or maybe I was slowing it down. It didn’t matter. We were here. The ghost led us down a gravel drive past a ranch sign and a mailbox adorned with the nameBukvajovain reflective letters. “I feel like I should know that name,” I said, and Stewart looked at me funny.


  He stopped the car well back from the house and touched the headlights off. We opened the doors in unison, like thugs in a Tarantino movie—you ever stop to think how much Hollywood has changed the way we perceive and pattern reality?—and slid out into the warm, windy dark.


  The breeze had risen. I could hear howling and chiming from the bottom of the drive. “I bet the neighbors love that,” Stewart said, locking his door.


  “It’s a bottle tree,” I said.


  “How do you know that?”


  I checked to make sure my own door had latched. “It’s been here for years.”


  “And you don’t remember where you’ve heard the nameBukvajovabefore?”


  “Should I?”


  “Oh, Jack-Jackie,” he said. “Something is definitely up.”


  I should probably have understood what he was driving at, but I just wound up shaking my head. It was a funny sensation, like when you know the answer to a question, or the name of a thing you’re pointing at, and just can’t pull it forward into the conscious part of your brain.


  “So who lives here?”


  “A—” I started to say, and realized I didn’t know the answer to the question. “I don’t know.”


  “Of course you know,” Stewart said. “What were you just about to say?”


  “A hedge-witch.” The bottle tree howled torment in the meandering wind. “She’s a hedge-witch. She drinks ghosts. I was just here today.”


  “Vegas forgets things,” Stewart said. “You had better not be picking up that particular power. Because I’m not going to visit you in the home.”


  The words were hard, the voice fragile and tight-strung. I reached out and squeezed Stewart’s hand. You spend a hundred years with somebody, you get to know their defense mechanisms. “We’ll figure it out.”


  “You’re not going to argue with me?”


  I shrugged. We were close enough to the house now that the light from the kitchen window washed his face. “What would arguing get me? Something is obviously weird around here, and we have to figure it out.”


  “Right,” he said. “So the hedge-witch Bukvajova lives here, and you don’t remember why you know that or why you know about her bottle tree. And the ghost of Jeff Soble is leading you.”


  “Leading us.”


  “Leading you,” Stewart said. “Whose ear was it blowing in?”


  Touché. I let him lead me down the gravel drive to the covered patio and the door. “Are we just going to knock?”


  “Are you afraid of a little hedge-witch?”


  “Yes. Why are we here, Stewart?”


  “Because something is happening to you. And I want to find out what it is. And make it stop. And if it doesn’t have something to do with a Bukvajova, I’ll eat the hat of your choice.”


  “Any hat at all?”


  “Jackie,” he said, and squeezed my arm. “Knock on the door.”


  But I didn’t have to. We must have made enough noise to wake the dead, because first the interior door opened on a cascade of light, and then the security door squeaked wide. Steel doesn’t rust in the desert, really. Not for a long time. But it was pretty obvious that the hinges were full of grit and hadn’t been oiled in thirty years. I wondered if she kept meaning to get around to it and just forgot.


  The spill of air-conditioning past my hands and thighs could have pushed me back a step, or maybe drawn me forward.


  “I’m Jackie,” I said. “This is Stewart.”


  “Of course you are, Jackie dear,” she said. She held the door for us. “Come inside.”


  I hesitated, but Stewart stepped up, and I certainly wasn’t letting him dance into the spider’s web unsupervised. She shut both doors but didn’t latch them, and I wondered if she worried about home invasions this far back from the street. I set the dead bolt behind us. No use tempting fate, and I wasn’t worried about being locked in when the lock didn’t require a key.


  She sat us down and made us tea, boiling water in a proper brown pot. I watched her pour it into three chipped mugs, which she brought to the table, touching and set down together. Stewart picked out the brown one. I let the hedge-witch taste hers first, and then Stewart—he’s very hard to kill—before I touched mine.


  There was a tannin ring around the cup halfway down. I drank anyway, looking around the kitchen. It was a long, narrow room with a table set broadside and a clock centered on the wall. The hands were stopped. A paler ring marked the brown-and-gold wallpaper where it had been pushed askew.


  “Were you married?” I asked her.


  She shook her head. Her hair hung lank, the sour smell stirring around her when she moved. “I don’t know. I don’t recall.”


  “I was married,” I said, and set my tea aside. “But I don’t remember her name.” Stewart gave me one of his unforthcoming looks. “Anyway, she’s dead now.”


  “Lots of people are dead,” said Ms. Bukvajova. “They live in memory.”


  I looked at the row of corked colorful bottles stacked on the granite pastry board and at the three or four empty ones racked up in the dish drain. Stewart raised his eyebrows.


  “Sure.” I poked my spoon against the side of the sugar bowl. The bottle tree howled loud enough to be heard through closed windows, over the hum of the swamp cooler. “As long as somebody remembers. Is that what you’re doing? Remembering them?”


  A tremendous clash rang from the bottle tree, like a string of glass bells violently shaken. I winced; Stewart started; Bukvajova perked up and peered out the kitchen windows. “Caught one?” Stewart asked. “What do you use them for?”


  “Memories,” she said. “He can’t get them all if you keep topping it off. If you fill it up fast enough.”


  “He?”


  She poured herself more tea, tilting the Brown Betty teapot with the skill of a practiced hand. “He eats memories.”


  Stewart leaned forward over the table and took her scaly hands. “They get… diluted, Mrs. Bukvajova?”


  “You can only pour the water over the same leaves so many times and get…” She made a helpless gesture, and tapped the pot.


  “Get tea?”


  “Or whatever. Did you boys want something to eat? Jackie, what’s your friend’s name?”


  “No, thank you,” I said. I couldn’t imagine being hungry. “Mrs. Bukvajova”—following Stewart’s lead—“why did you leave the circus?”


  “There were ponies,” she said. “And a cheetah named Ralph. He was friendly, and you could play with him.” She looked down into her tea, then up at Stewart, as if he had spoken. “I’m sorry, dear, what was I saying?”


  “Why you left the circus,” he said.


  She shook her head—“But I was never in the circus”—and frowned, painfully. “Was I?”


  * * * * *


  


  


  Another reason I like circus folk is that they have long memories. The sorts of memories we all used to have, when we lived in villages. Which is to say, based more on an oral-history sort of consensus version of events than on what really happened, blow by blow.


  It’s the folk process. When something gets passed down hand to hand, identifying details are shaved off, idiosyncrasies smoothed away, personality blurred, until what remains is a refined core of agreement. Memories get conflated, simplified.


  It doesn’t start off being the truth.


  But because of the way the world works, it becomes the truth before too long. Compromises become history, become something everybody knows. Bloody old ballads are the handed-down tabloid TV of the thirteenth century. It may not be whatreallyhappened. But by the end it’s what happened, after all.


  As we got back into the car, the sun was starting to creep up behind Frenchman Mountain. “We need to go see the Flying Bukvajovas.”


  Stewart knuckled his eyes. When he pulled his hands down, the whites were bloodshot. “Tell me it’s not an evil ringmaster.”


  “Okay,” I said. “It’s not an evil ringmaster.”


  “You want to ask them about their lost sheep?”


  I shrugged. “I want to find out how the sheep got lost.”


  “Well, I don’t want you getting lost as well.” He patted my hand. The aged Toyota grumbled to life. “I don’t suppose you know if this has just started happening?”


  “No,” I said.


  I didn’t remember.


  * * * * *


  


  


  Getting in to see Bartoloměj Bukvajova was easier than it should have been. The patriarch of the family was in his late fifties, hair still black as a freshly inked brush, wide shoulders rippling under his T-shirt with every gesture. He was the catcher, and I wondered how it affected the family dynamic that they really did know he wouldn’t let them fall.


  There was a lot of bitterness in that thought when I thought it, and I did not know why. Whoever my father was, he’d surely been dead for most of a century by now.


  I looked at Stewart and wondered if I should ask him my old man’s name, or if it would just freak him out unnecessarily. But he was looking at Bartoloměj, who had stood up from behind a folding card table in his RV to extend a hand.


  “You’re the One-Eyed Jack,” he said. “And this must be the Suicide King.”


  I shook, and so did Stewart. “You’ve heard of us?”


  “Show folk bend our luck a lot,” he said. “It pays to know who the intermediaries are. Have you come for a tithe?”


  I reached into my satchel and found a handful of thick poker chips. The Silver Slipper ones were just collectors’ items now, but the ones from the Stratosphere had intrinsic value. I laid three thousand dollars in stamped, high-impact plastic on the card table and said, “Actually, we’ve come for information. This is Stewart. Call me Jackie. Everybody else does, and I want us to be friends.”


  He eyed the chips suspiciously, did not touch them, and sat back down. “Information is not something I’m generally comfortable giving out,” he said. “Especially when it commands that sort of price. Too many people think they can buy more than anybody ought to be able to buy for a couple thousand dollars.”


  “Mmm,” Stewart said. “You have kids, Bartoloměj? Grandkids? They have health insurance? Take the money. It’s nothing to us. It’s useful to you.”


  He eyed the stack. “Tell me what you want to know.”


  I looked at Stewart. Stewart looked at me. I shrugged and did the talking. “Did you have an uncle or an older brother, maybe, who jumped ship here in Vegas some time ago and married a local girl?”


  Bartoloměj did not look away from my face. But his left hand crept out, encompassed the chips, and swept them to his side of the table.


  “That,” he said, “I don’t mind talking about. But you have the story backward.”


  “We do?” Stewart, doing his best wide-eyed innocent. It’s amazing how people will rush to fill that perceived void.


  “Absolutely,” Bartoloměj said. “You are thinking of my aunt, Branislava. My father’s oldest sister. I never knew her; she left before I was born. She was a flyer, very beautiful, I’m told.”


  “I don’t think it can be,” I said. “The woman I’m thinking of is about ten years older than you, I’d guess. But not well. She looks her age.”


  “Are you sure?” He raised an eyebrow. “Branka would be in her eighties. Maybe older. Of course, we do tend to live a long time in my family…”


  He shrugged.


  I put another thousand in chips on the table, and he raised an eyebrow. “I told you I would help.”


  “I’m helping, too,” I said. When he grinned he showed a gold tooth, which made me realize he hadn’t smiled before. “What would you say if I told you your Aunt Branka was still alive and needed your help?”


  “This kind of help?” He tapped the chips.


  I shrugged, copying his gesture.


  “I’d say we look after our own.” He sucked on his teeth and pulled his hand back. “And I’d say she left us, and it was up to her to come back and ask if she wants that changed.”


  “I don’t think she can ask,” I said, and pulled out the chair across from him without actually ever being invited. “Tell me all about it, why don’t you?”


  Bartoloměj gave me that look again, and I pushed the chips toward him with a fingertip. “Good faith gesture.”


  He swept them to him much less tentatively. “We came through when the dam was going up, according to my father. She met a man and she married out,” he said. “I don’t know what else to tell you. We never heard from her after.”


  Stewart, standing behind me, cleared his throat. “Who did she marry?”


  “Some guy,” Bartoloměj answered. “I can call my dad at the home and check. He’s still pretty sharp for a guy in his eighties. He’ll remember.”


  “That’d be great,” I said. “Bartoloměj, can you answer me one more question, maybe?”


  “I can but try.”


  “If she married out,” I asked, “why did she keep her own name?”


  “She did?”


  I nodded.


  He let his head linger in that tilted pose for a moment before he shook his head. “I can’t say, Jackie. It wasn’t done, in those days.”


  * * * * *


  


  


  “She’s divorced,” Stewart said in the car, quite abruptly. He always was the smart one, blond or not.


  “We can pull the marriage license,” I said.


  Charleston Boulevard runs west all the way to Red Rock and the mountains from which it takes its name. Stewart and I go up there when we need to think, and we had planned to take our cell phones and wait for Bartoloměj Bukvajova to call. But Stewart pulled a U-turn right in the middle of Charleston, while I bent my luck hard to make sure that if there were any cops in the neighborhood, they were distracted by a flock of passing teenagers. It seemed like the least I could do.


  Twenty minutes later, we had parked at a downtown casino and were crossing the street to the courthouse. Pulling the marriage license was easier than you’d expect; we’re not really big on the expectation of privacy around here, and anyway it was a matter of public record. The hardest part was figuring out the date, but it was slow—just after lunch—and we got a helpful clerk, and I made sure she got lucky.


  Sure, it’s abuse of power. What’s the point in power if you can’t abuse it? Anyway, it was in a good cause. And it’s how I make my living.


  You know, it’s more honest than what a lot of guys do.


  She brought the photocopy to the window of a waiting room where we sat side by side in scoop-shaped plastic chairs, me slumped and Stewart kicked forward like a vulture on a bender. Stewart was on his feet first, and so he paid the fee and collected the copy. When he glanced at it, the color faded from his cheeks. He looked up at the clerk, who was regarding him with raised eyebrows, obviously waiting for some response. She smiled when she got it: “Thank you,” Stewart said automatically. Then he caught my elbow and, without explanation, steered me toward the street.


  When we passed outside the courthouse door, into the wall of heat, onto fresh-mown grass dotted with sleeping vagrants and fat palm trees, I planted my feet and jerked him to a stop, because he didn’t let go of my arm. He looked at me as if startled to realize I was still there and had opinions, and then shook his head. “What?”


  “Still not a mind reader,” I answered, and held out my left hand—the one he wasn’t using as a tiller. And Stewart blushed right up under his hairline and handed me the still-warm photocopy.


  “Sorry?”


  “S’okay.” The paper shook in my hand; the day seemed very bright. “Elijah Powers?Eli Powers?Babylon Hotel and Casino? That Eli Powers?”


  “Shh,” he said. He took the paper, folded it one-handed, and tucked it into his pocket. But he was still looking at me, and when I mouthed, “She marriedEli Powers,” he nodded.


  Well.


  Shit.


  Just then, my cell rang. It was Bartoloměj Bukvajova, calling to tell us that his dad said his sister married some guy who ran a gambling hall in Block 16—the old red-light zone—when the dam was going in over in Boulder City and Vegas was where the workers came to blow money and chase skirts on weekends. He thought it had been annulled shortly after, but he never spoke to her again.


  Elijah Porter, his father thought. Some Biblical name like that.


  * * * * *


  


  


  Stewart took me to the Lucky 7’s buffet at the Plaza, plunked me down in a corner, and brought me a plate before he fetched his own. I ordered him a Sprite and a glass of the house red—you try to get ginger ale in Vegas; it’s worth your life—and coffee and an ice water for me. I waited to start eating the fried shrimp until he got back the second time.


  “So,” he said, settling himself behind a plate of roast beef and cornbread, “how are we going to get at Eli Powers?”


  “He’s ninety years old and he owns half of Las Vegas. Why the hell would we want to get at him?” There’s something about the way breaded fried shrimp crunch that’s deeply satisfying. The battered ones just aren’t as good.


  “Please tell me you’re kidding.” His cheap knife squeaked on the cheap plate as he cut his meat.


  I winced. “Kidding?”


  “Shit,” he said. “Oh, shit. Branislava Bukvajova? No? Nothing?”


  “Bukvajova,” I said. “I swear I know that name.”


  “Of course,” he said. “Who can make a city forget like the guy who runs it? Jackie, I think I know what’s going on. I think I know what the problem is.”


  “Good,” I said. “Can you explain it to me?”


  “Drink your coffee and I’ll try.”


  But I wasn’t finished with the food yet, so I ate that and drank the ice water, smushing army-green peas between the tines of my fork. They tasted more like porridge than like a vegetable.


  “Powers wasn’t anybody yet when he married Bukvajova, was he?”


  “Wait,” I said. “Who did Powers marry? He’s got a wife, doesn’t he? His third one. The brunette. Used to be an actress.”


  “Not a very good one,” Stewart agreed. “That’s beside the point. She’s his fourth wife, according to this. He married Branka Bukvajova in 1935. It seems like it was annulled less than a year later, but she never went back to the circus. Like she was stuck here, or she didn’t remember that she could go home.”


  “Everybody forgets stuff in Vegas,” I said, and didn’t understand why Stewart would find it so troubling. It was only true. “Vegas forgets stuff. Imploded, bulldozed, blown away.”


  “Yeah,” Stewart said, and stole one of my shrimp. “Almost makes you think somebody’s stealing its memory, doesn’t it? Do you want some chocolate cake, Jackie?”


  “Jackie?” I said, picking up the cooling coffee in its white institutional stoneware cup. “Then who are you?”


  I didn’t really believe him when he said I was Jackie—isn’t that a girl’s name?—but it didn’t bother me.


  It reallydidbother me that I didn’t know whohewas, though. That seemed really rude. Especially when he was apparently buying me dinner. “Stewart,” he said, and the strain on his voice cracked it clean across. He rose to fetch me cake, which made me feel bad that I couldn’t remember how I’d met him. Surely I wasn’t drunk? Surely I hadn’t been that drunk?


  “Am I drunk?” I asked, as he put the cake down before me and waved our busser over to refill my coffee mug.


  “I wish,” he answered, and patted my arm. Following the line of his motion, I realized suddenly that there was an awful lot of ink on my arm. I put down my fork, a bite of cake still speared untasted on the tines, and poked my bicep with a finger.


  “Huh.”


  “Eat,” he said. “You need your strength. And then we’re going back to visit Ms. Bukvajova, and we’re not leaving until we figure out what’s going on.”


  I swallowed a mouthful of cake. “Who’s Ms. Bukvajova?”


  * * * * *


  


  


  The afternoon was full of light when we walked out onto a promenade covered by an arch that seemed to be made of millions of small lights hung from a lattice. The day was like a kiln. I deduced we must be in the desert. “Stewart, where are we?”


  His face very still, he said, “Fremont Street.”


  “Fremont Street? Isn’t that in Tombstone? Where the Earps shot up the Clantons. Familiarly called the Gunfight at the O.K. Corral, as misrepresented in aStar Trekepisode.”


  “All right,” Stewart said. “You’re still Jackie. And we have seriously got to get this fixed.”


  I should probably have been scared, standing on a strange street corner in a strange town with a strange man, unable to remember my own name. Had I ever known my name? But Stewart was a soothing presence, for all his twisted lips and wrinkled forehead.


  “I don’t think this would bother me so much if you weren’t a walking encyclopedia of forgotten Las Vegas.”


  “We’re in Las Vegas? Oh. Then this will all get pulled down in a couple of years anyway, won’t it? I don’t know why they even bother naming things.”


  His hand was hard on my shoulder as he pulled me along. “Come on. I’m not sure how to handle this, Jackie. As long as I’ve known you—”


  “—As long as you’veknownme?”


  “—Whatever happens in this place, whatever falls down or gets buried or goes forgotten, you always seem to remember that it’s here, or that it was here.” He led me through crowds deftly, and I let him. He seemed to know where he was going, and I had no idea. “All that dead history never dies, in you. And now…” He shrugged.


  I put my hand over his fingers on my arm, because it seemed like the thing to do, and he smiled at me, very briefly. My heart jumped. Huh. Was he myboyfriend?


  I thought that over. It seemed appealing.


  “Do you remember me?” he asked.


  “Maybe,” I said. “A little. Are we together?”


  “Yes,” he said. “Well, only for the last hundred years. But what I was trying to say was, all that time, I’ve had this idea that you were, I dunno, thememoryof Las Vegas. Where all its ghosts went. Where they wound up. And now, if you can’t remember anything…”


  “Do you think I’m going senile?”


  “Cities don’t go senile,” he said. We ducked between an arguing couple.


  “You talk like I’m somehow linked to the city—”


  “Jackie, youarethe city. You’re its genius. Its spirit. One of them. I’m the other one.”


  And you know, that sounded right. Completely bizarre, mind you, but right. “So if I’m the city’s memory,” I said, “and I can’t remember anything.…”


  “Yeah,” he said. “You see why I’m a little worried now.”


  “Well then,” I said—and there was no excuse for my tone, because I’m sure he would have seen it if he wasn’t too worried to think straight—“it’s obvious what’s going on. Either somebody is using the city to get to me, or me to get to the city.”


  * * * * *


  


  


  The first thing I noticed about the battered old block house on the neglected ranch estate was a glorious bottle tree in the side yard, moaning softly in the breeze. It caught the sunlight in all colors, cobalt and ruby and amber and emerald, commonplace and lovely.


  I imagine most of us never really look at glass. But there it was, sun stained through it. I felt the whimpers of the ghosts trapped inside. Felt, yes. It wasn’t exactly hearing.


  I stepped away from the still-open door of the parked car, and the blond man caught my arm. “Jackie,” he said. “Don’t go too close to that.”


  “It’s pretty.”


  “I know,” he said, and gentled me with a hand on my hair. “Come away. We need to talk to Ms. Bukvajova.”


  “You know,” I said, “I swear I’ve heard that name.”


  “I know.” His voice did something funny. “I’ve heard it too.”


  He lead me under the porch roof, in out of the sun—we must be somewhere in the South for there to be bottle trees, and the sun sure felt like it—and thumped on the security door because the doorbell was busted. Or if it wasn’t busted, anyway, you couldn’t hear it chime from the outside, so he knocked to be sure.


  A moment later, the inside door swung open a crack, and bright cloudy eyes peered through the crevice, half obscured by strings of yellowed hair. “Boys!” the old woman said. “Stewart! Jackie! Come in. Come in. Would you like an iced tea?”


  “Yes, please, Ms. Bukvajova,” the blond man said, and I gaped. But Miss Bukvajova was suddenly young, all auburn hair and sparkle and aerialist muscles, power and grace.…


  The person overwhelmed by that memory was not me.


  But for a moment I saw her as she had been, a short, hourglass-shaped, broad-shouldered woman with a ballerina waddle, and someone else’s grief filled up my throat. She lead us through a cluttered red-flannel living room, fussy and terrible, every surface cluttered with dusty photographs, and I could not hold her steady in my sight.


  * * * * *


  


  


  “Drink.”


  My elbows propped rudely on her kitchen table, I sat in a creaking ladder-back chair with my hands cupped loosely around a cold empty glass.


  “Drink,” she said, and poured more tea.


  Though it tasted of cement dust and brackish water, I drank. I saw her again, and this time she swung with perfect grace on a flying trapeze, as if she were dancing there. She somersaulted through the air, and a strong man caught her. I stung my throat shouting, stung my palms clapping, felt fingers close on my wrists and pull my hands apart. Stewart—and my blood was dripping over his nails. “You idiot,” he said. “You broke the glass.”


  “Stewart?”


  He met my eyes, and his mouth went thin. “Jackie?”


  “Sort of,” I said. I felt thin as a watercolor of myself, but I was there. He looked down quickly. Holding my hand still, he began to pick the slivers of broken glass out of the palm, leaving the ice melting on the table. “Miss Bukvajova?”


  “You remember me?” she said.


  “Yes,” I said. “We do.” Because it wasn’t just me remembering her. “That was Jeff Soble,” I said, and winced as Stewart picked another shard of glass from my palm. I turned away, so I wouldn’t have to watch him, and watched the sun glint off the bottle tree on the other side of the slatted blinds. “In the tea.”


  “It works,” she said, and made a moue like a much-younger woman. “He was a friend of mine. He worked on the dam.”


  “But you married Powers.”


  She rose from the table, fetched another blocky Anchor Hocking glass from the cabinet, and plunked it to one side of the puddle of ice and broken glass. She added ice with her fingers and poured the tea from a scarred yellow Rubbermaid pitcher with a push-button top. She said, “It’s like getting dehydrated. You need more to catch up than you think you will. Keep drinking. I’ll get a towel.”


  Keep drinking the memory of her friend. The one who brought me here to save her.


  “You married Powers,” I said again, and drank the tea with my left hand, which was only cut a little. The cold glass stung the scrapes on my palm. “Not Jeff.”


  I couldn’t call him Soble when I was drinking his memory.


  “Wouldn’t you?” She poured herself a glass too, and drank. “Not that Eli was anything special then. He owned a gambling hall downtown, on Fremont Street. And you all know where that led.”


  “Empire,” Stewart said, laying another piece of bloody glass in his pile. “I think that’s all of it, Jackie.”


  “So the marriage didn’t work out?”


  She pushed a greasy lock out of the way with a spotted hand and finished her tea. “Imploded like an outworn casino,” she said. “His other wives haven’t been so lucky.” She gestured around. “I got the marriage annulled—unmade—and he hasn’t been able to eat me up entire. The bottle tree keeps me going. Las Vegas is full of ghosts. Suicides, mostly. They taste all right.”


  Stewart wrapped a paper towel around my palm to stanch the bleeding. The fluid in my glass tasted like cement and nitro, with too much sugar.


  Stewart said, “So why is he coming after Jackie now?”


  She shrugged. “Jackie came here? Jackie caught his attention? Jackie’s a better source of power than I ever was? I can feel my head filling back up again; I think he must be letting me alone.”


  “You know the circus is in town?” It was mean of me to ask that way, just drop it in her lap and see what she did.


  What she did was blanch. “They don’t want to hear from me.”


  “If there was bad blood,” Stewart said softly, “I think they’ve forgotten it now. Why would all this start happening while your family is here?”


  “Jeff,” she said. “I think he was waiting to bring you to me. Because I couldn’t have made much sense, unless you caught me just at the right time. You would have needed what my family could tell you. And Eli—Eli’s used so many women up.”


  “Not just women,” Stewart said, with a sidelong glance at me.


  I drank another swallow of sweet tea and Jeff Soble. “I wonder,” I said, “if he’s using me to get to something in particular. You wonder, if Vegas forgets stuff but I remember it—what happens to the parts of Vegas that Idon’tremember?”


  “Martin Powers,” Stewart said, without hesitation.


  I remembered the newspaper. And nodded. “He’s trying to protect his grandson,” I said. “Martin Powers is up on racketeering charges. He’ll lose his gambling license. But Vegas is the city of second acts. We’ll forgive anything, as long as you give us half a chance to forget it.”


  “And he can make the city forget,” Stewart said.


  “Well,” I answered, sipping my tea, “he can make me forget. And Vegas forgets easier than I do.”


  Tires crunched on the gravel drive.


  Not just one set, but many.


  * * * * *


  


  


  Powers’s men surrounded the house and knocked on the door. Branka and I both gulped down the last mouthfuls of our tea before we filed out and went quietly. Every bit helps, right?


  Well, maybe sometimes.


  Most of the cars waiting for us were black sedans, but parked closest to the house was a limousine with Babylon Casino plates and a very polite driver who held the door wide. The implied arrogance never changes: No one can touch me here.


  One of the gentlemen in black suits with an earpiece rode with us. I noticed that the bulletproof glass was up between the passenger compartment and the cab.


  A long ride through rush hour followed. Vegas’s gridlock starts in the afternoon and persists into evening, and it seemed like we sat through most of it. A tractor trailer had jackknifed in the Spaghetti Bowl. I guess those effortless car rides only happen in movies.


  * * * * *


  


  


  The Tower of Babylon rose through a veil of transplanted jungle foliage and piped-in orchid scent to scrape a desert sky burned almost colorless by the Nevada sun. Visible the entire length of the Las Vegas Strip, it collapsed in fire and fury six times daily, six days a week, wind conditions permitting.


  For a premium, you could ride it down.


  Gold-glass ziggurats flanked it on either side. Shaded pathways led from the summer-scorched sidewalk and the broiling asphalt of the Strip through glades and grottoes, beside a bubbling piped waterfall. There was a slidewalk, for those who found the hundred meters or so under misters and date palms too far to walk in the Las Vegas heat.


  The chattering monkeys caged behind “invisible” fencing on either side of the path were New World varieties, though most of the tourists could be counted on not to notice that, and the mossy ruined temples they played amongst were more Southeast Asian than Mesopotamian in character, but—authenticity aside—the “Hanging Gardens of Babylon” were a landscape designer’s masterpiece. A bare few feet from the bustle of the Strip, the plants and animals—the palm trees also teemed with brightly colored birds—and the chuckling water and the architectural sound-damping introduced a sort of mystic hush. Even the tourists walked through with lowered voices.


  We didn’t. We came around the back, in the smoked-glass limousine, through a concealed gate that opened to the flash of the telemetry device clipped to the sun visor. I don’t know if it chirped: The bulletproof glass was up.


  The limousine rolled silently into a tunnel jeweled with lanterns, and the gate scrolled shut behind us. Branka made a noise like one of those monkeys in distress, and Stewart squeezed her arm. I wished he’d squeeze mine, too, but not enough to whimper for attention.


  When the limo rolled to a halt, I could fool myself that what I felt was relief, but really it was a cold, shallow kind of fear that sloshed over me like river water. Our silent warden—he hadn’t acknowledged anyone’s presence since he sat—reached for the door. He rose and ushered us out. We stepped onto plush carpet and stood blinking in the VIP tunnel of the Babylon Hotel and Casino.


  Ornate doors paneled with mock ivory relief swung wide. Branka squeezed my hand with her salamander-damp one and drew me forward. I shook my head. I was the One-Eyed Jack, genius of Las Vegas. I could see magic and talk to ghosts. The City of Suicides was mine to protect. I didn’t need to be afraid of…


  I leaned over and spoke into Stewart’s ear. “Stewart?”


  “Shh,” he said, and I dropped my voice as we walked forward, escorted by more men with earpieces and dark suits.


  I said, “What am I afraid of?”


  The look he gave me was sad and bottomless. “Do you remember why we’re here?”


  I should. I just had. I knew it was on the tip of my tongue. “Powers,” I said. “He’s making me forget.”


  We three moved forward in the middle of a ring of security, as they led us along the tunnel to an elevator. I felt like a rock star on the way to the gallows.


  “What are we going to do about it?” Stewart asked.


  I looked down at my hands and shook my head. “Not let him?”


  “Good plan,” Stewart said, as the doors chimed. “Let’s see what we can do about managing that.”


  * * * * *


  


  


  In the tiny paneled elevator, Branka’s sour sweat overpowered the piped-in aroma of gardenias and orchids, some functionary’s idea of how Babylon smelled. Were there such things as scent designers? Our ride—whisper-silent, crowded, tense—terminated in the penthouse, where, still ringed by all those refugees fromThe Matrix,we were herded forward onto oriental carpets, myself in the middle and Branka and Stewart one to each side.


  I thought I knew what to expect. Eli Powers was as old as Las Vegas, but—in his rare television appearances—getting around under his own power, though wizened and leaning heavily on two crutches. I thought I would find an old man relying on a mechanized chair in the comfort of his own home. Instead, a man in his forties came forward to meet us, hair just graying at the temples, light eyes bright behind bifocals. He extended his hand, focusing a little behind me, and I accepted the handshake.


  “Martin Powers,” he lied.


  “Jackie,” I answered. “This is Stewart. Branka you already know. Tell me your right name, Mr. Powers.”


  He glanced from me to Stewart, and then to the half dozen hotel-security operatives standing behind us. Whatever the gesture he made, they understood it and withdrew to the edge of the thirty-foot living room. Out of earshot but not out of range.


  They wouldn’t have done it if Powers wasn’t armed.


  “I will do you the honor of not pretending I don’t understand you,” Eli Powers said through his grandson’s mouth. “You’re the Genii of Las Vegas.”


  “And you used to be Eli Powers,” Stewart said, and stuck his hand out.


  With apparent equanimity, Powers shook it, then let his own hand fall to his side. “For my own use, later on—what gave me away?”


  “Logic,” Stewart answered. He stepped forward, not close enough to impinge on Powers’s personal space but close enough to demand his attention. Making himself the spokesperson, taking the focus off me. That meant that he expected me to figure out what to do about Powers.


  Did I mention that Stewart is the smart one?


  He folded his hands in the small of his back, tipped his head like a saucy girl, and continued, “You’re a mnemophage. You’ve kept yourself alive all these years by eating up the memories of anyone you could trick into giving consent—and the memories of the city itself. Wives, children—you have a legal claim on them, don’t you, Eli? It’s enough to get a grip on them with sorcery. And Las Vegas itself—how much of it do you own, in your own name or through proxies?”


  “Enough,” Eli said, smiling tightly. He looked interested—wouldn’t any narcissist, confronted with someone enumerating his accomplishments?—but unconcerned. I hoped that was dangerous arrogance on his part and not justified confidence.


  Stewart didn’t glance at me. He took a step to the left, further dividing Eli’s attention. But I couldn’t rush him. Nothing physical would work under these circumstances; it would only earn us each a bullet.


  Stewart clicked his tongue. His left hand, as if without his attention, made a dismissive flip. He said, “So did you just eat up Martin totally and move into his head like a hermit crab switching shells?”


  The turn of phrase conjured up a horrible image, a pincered brain heaving itself from skull to skull, slimed with cerebrospinal fluid. I flinched, hard, and had to bite my cheek to get my face under control again. I edged my head sideways to catch Branka’s eye, hoping for inspiration, but she had her hand pressed against her mouth, gaze fixed on Powers. Her lips moved, shaping words.I don’t remember.


  Eli smiled. It was a good smile—honest, interested. I would have voted for him.


  “Martin made a very great sacrifice on my behalf,” he said, making it sound for all the world as if his grandson had given him a kidney or something. Branka’s hand reached out, clutched on my wrist.I can’t remember anything.


  I cleared my throat, which was pretty dry right then, and said, “Let them go, Eli.”


  Stewart started, so caught up in his performance he had forgotten what he was stalling for. He and Powers both swiveled. I squared my shoulders and said, “What you want from me is the city, isn’t it? You want Vegas to forget why it’s angry. You want it to remember only what’s best about you.” I breathed. “You want the love back, don’t you, Eli?”


  He stared for a moment and then his lips pressed thin and he nodded. “We only want the same thing,” he said. “What’s best for Vegas. I’m glad you see that, Jackie.”


  “Let them go,” I said. “And I’ll let you have it all.”


  “You have my word of honor,” he said. “But you give me what I want first.”


  I had to pull my hand out of Branka’s, though she clutched at my fingers like a child. Despite the air-conditioning, I rubbed slick palms on my trouser legs before I came forward to meet Powers. “Jackie,” Stewart said, “don’t—”


  “Stewart. I got this. Really.”


  He didn’t want to back down. Branka rocked on her heels, moaning softly, but I couldn’t help. There was no way to give her back what she’d lost, no way to make it easier for her. In the real world, there are no reset buttons, no epiphantic healings.


  If I were a decent human being instead of a city, I’d have noticed her pain and done something about it years ago. But that’s not the way I operate, and I’m not sure there’s anything anyone can do to make that change.


  “What’s the deal?” Powers asked.


  “I give you my memories of you,” I said. “And you let my friends go.”


  “He won’tstop,” Branka insisted. I put the back of my hand against her upper arm.


  “No tricks,” Powers said.


  “No tricks,” I answered. “I have too much to lose.”


  Odin got more for his eye than I did. But I got more than I deserved.


  I lifted my eye patch up.


  He didn’t recoil. I guess Eli Powers had seen worse things than a self-inflicted gunshot wound. He leaned forward, staring into my eye socket.


  I saw him doubled, Martin’s face overlaid by the ghost-visage of Eli in myotherwisesight. He reached out and laid fingertips against the side of my face like Mr. Spock setting up for a mind meld. Branka pulled back, two wobbling steps, and I think Stewart would have grabbed Powers’s wrist if I hadn’t stopped him with an upraised hand.


  “Take it,” I said, and waited to see what would follow.


  There was no sensation, except where manicured fingernails scratched my cheek and the orbit of my eye. He squinted at me, and as he did so, I thought of Eli Powers, everything I knew about him, the names of his wives and children and casinos, the racketeering charges against Martin, the rumors of infidelity and Mafia involvement, the newspaper articles and photographs, the dog he had back in the sixties with the one lop ear.


  The dog.


  The dog with the white patch on his head.


  Whose dog was that, anyway?


  And then the churn and bubble, and I felt something else slip out of me. Jeff Soble, what was left of him, jumped between us like a bridging spark. When he hit, I saw Powers jerk, start for half a second before he recovered himself and gagged Soble down. The Babylon Casino. And then unrelated things. The Mirage tigers. The Zane Floyd shooting. Endless construction. Airplanes stacked twelve deep across a fight-night sky. A Sting concert with three-hundred-dollar tickets. What’s-her-name, the one who sang the theme fromTitanic.


  I fed him everything, everything I was, everything I knew. Everything about Las Vegas, city at the bottom a dead Ordovician sea. More than he could withstand. More than anything mortal could withstand, knowledge I had to die to contain. A kind of metaphysical judo, using his own strength against him, until I felt him try to pull away and fail, thrash like a gaffed fish.


  Eli Powers was not used to fighting anything as old and deep and nasty as himself. But holding the deed to a dragon’s cave is not the same as owning the dragon. I clutched him and fed him my city until he choked on it. I made him Las Vegas. I made him me.


  I fed him more and more—a kind of spiral, scraping, dizzying—and then when he could swallow no more, I reached down into him and made a fist and dragged it all back out again.


  Stewart grabbed Powers by the hair and shoved him away.


  “Stewart—” I moved to jump in front of him, to get my body between the men with the bullets and Stewart’s body. Suicide by gunman might be far enough from the intent of his gift to kill him outright. AndI’mthe one with the faultless luck. If one of us was going to be shot, I wanted it to be me.


  He grabbed my shoulder and held me still. “Shh,” he said. “Look.”


  I looked.


  There was a man I didn’t recognize, pushing himself off the expensive carpeting with rug burns on his hands. Branka, arms wrapped over her cardigan, was still swaying side to side.


  And a whole bunch of security guys, standing in a huddle, one gesticulating while the others listened. The quarterback glanced up, cut himself off, and at his gesture, the rest broke away. They approached sternly, but a little sideways, and I realized that they didn’t know where we had come from.


  “I’m sorry, sir,” the one in front of me said, “but you can’t be here.”


  Another man picked the strange guy up, stared at him with furrowed brow for a moment, and said, “Excuse me, may I see some identification, please?”


  * * * * *


  


  


  We caught a taxi in the horseshoe in front of Babylon. Security escorted us out but were nice enough not to toss us so we bounced. Branka sat in the front seat beside the driver, and Stewart let me rest my head on his shoulder while the palm trees lining the driveway scrolled past on both sides like a green-screen effect. We stopped at the light at the bottom of the driveway while a flock of tourists stampeded across, and Stewart said, “You forgot about him.”


  “Stewart? Forgot about who?”


  He shook his head. “Never mind. I think I’d rather you didn’t remember.” He bent down and kissed the top of my head.


  I wondered if I was drunk. I didn’t like the way I felt. The taxicab was spinning.


  Stewart, at least, was warm and solid, even if he was raving. “I wish you were making sense.”


  “I know,” he said. “I was just wondering, what do you think happens to the stuff we forget? You and me. The bits of Las Vegas even we don’t remember.”


  “I’ve been forgetting things lately,” I said.


  “That’s over with.”


  “Does it not exist anymore, if I’ve forgotten it? Or is it still there, just nobody notices?”


  He shrugged. “I bet it’s still there.”


  Some guy lurched up the sidewalk outside, looking roughed up. His suit had been expensive; his tie was silk. They were both ripped now. I wondered if he’d gotten mugged, or bounced by casino security.


  Nobody but me seemed to notice him.


  I turned away. Not my job. Not my job to notice him or rescue him. You cannot save everyone; you’ll go mad trying. And anyway, it’s not what cities do.


  I said, “Why is it that we get so invested in our history, anyway? Why do we fight to preserve those old photographs and ancient keepsakes, just so our children can throw them away when they clear the house? We could just let go, blow wide. Be clean.”


  “Jackie—”


  I turned my face into Stewart’s shoulder and said, “I killed myself.”


  He nodded. “I know.”


  I closed my eyes. “It was nice not to remember it for a little while.”


  He rearranged us to put an arm around my shoulders, and I leaned into the embrace. “Memory is all we are,” Stewart said softly, and reached up to stroke my hair.


  


  Seven Dragons


  Mountains


  


  


  


  


  “Ming-feng says she saw a dragon over the bay when she went for tea three nights ago.”


  “Ming-feng.” Chueh-hsin pressed fingertips into velvety dough and did not look at his honored customer. Tacky-surfaced circles took shape under his caress; they would soon be stuffed with aromatic ginger, with green onion and tiny shrimp and fat pork. “Your Ming-feng, Mr. Long? Her master sends her all the way around the bay for his special blend?”


  “He does.” The honored customer sipped his tea and smiled, bending his long neck to watch his lunch prepared. “All the way to the tea-shop by the English Governor’s palace on the other side of the island. Still, the walking keeps her legs pretty.”


  Chueh-hsin laughed, tasting the scent of peanut and sesame oil and the tang of roasted chilies. He stopped himself from looking into the kitchen to call for a fresh pot of tea. There was no one but himself to serve the customers in the small restaurant now, and so he sighed and patted the last dumpling wrapper flat. He glanced past the honored customer, beyond the row of long-necked ducks hung dried along the edge of the awning. Chueh-hsin squinted into the light as if his gaze might pierce the soaring steel, marble, and glass towers and cross the bay to the rolling green backs of the auspicious Seven Dragons Mountains, and he might glimpse a dragon of his own.


  The canyon of the street darkened, but it was no sacred animal’s passing that he noted: only the shadow of one of the ever-present dirigibles. The fountain in the restaurant behind the honored customer splashed; Chueh-hsin leaned forward, and caught a glimpse of a knobby, jade-dark serpentine head slipping back below the surface.


  


  


  Mr. Long lifted his cup on five knobby fingers and noticed the angle of his gaze. “Are you saving that turtle for soup?”


  Chueh-hsin shook his head. “Though a man may consume any beast whose back faces heaven, that turtle is not for eating,” he answered, and wiped his hands on his apron before he went to measure the fine, curled shapes of chun mee, the tea calledprecious eyebrows, into a pot that he then filled with nearly boiling water. When he glanced up again, he looked at the sunlight on the caramelized skins of the ducks, at the passers-by who would soon enter his humbly successful restaurant for a bowl of noodles or a plate of dumplings, at the softly flaking crimson paint on the timbers under the eaves. “Did Ming-feng notice what color the dragon was?”


  “Yes,” Mr. Long answered. “The dragon was the color of the sun and of golden jade. He had five fingers on each hand.”


  “An Imperial dragon,” Chueh-hsin said. He tilted his head as he poured the fine, pale-green, astringent-smelling tea and noticed the jade-green head had risen above the water once more. “That must be an omen. I wonder what it means, an Imperial dragon?”


  The turtle splashed as it submerged. “Perhaps it means the British will be eradicated soon,” Mr. Long said, but he lowered his voice and glanced toward the door before he said it. He rattled five curved fingernails on his eggshell-thin teacup and smiled through long, yellow teeth.


  Mr. Long stayed until the lunch crowd had emptied back out again, drinking tea and eating dumplings that seemed to have no effect on his spare frame, but at last Chueh-hsin stood between the doorposts and watched as the white-haired man bicycled away. Mr. Long held himself as erect as one of those doorposts, Chueh-hsin thought, turning his plaque to read “closed” and sighing in anticipation of his own much-delayed meal.


  A scratching sound made him turn back to the door before he had gone more than a few steps inside. Chueh-hsin squinted into the sunlight to make out the silhouette of a man in a monk’s uniform, his feet dragging as he staggered with exhaustion. He found himself halfway back to the door before the name was out of his mouth. “Chueh-min! Chueh-min!”


  Chueh-hsin grasped his younger brother by the shoulders, and then almost stepped back as Chueh-min clutched his wrists tight and hissed for silence.


  “Not so loud, oldest brother,” Chueh-min said, ducking his head under paper streamers as he hurried into the shop. He moved along the front counter, untying the strings on the bamboo shades between the restaurant and the street and letting them fall to hide the interior. Chueh-hsin stepped back against the inside counter and watched, noticing the grey mud caking his brother’s sandals, the violet shadows surrounding his eyes.


  Chueh-hsin bit his lips on the questions, turning his back on Chueh-min. He leaned over the counter and withdrew a red-veined ivory oval from a silk-lined basket. He knocked the preserved duck egg—from which he had already peeled the clay and ash coating—on the counter and began to lift the stained shell from the gelatinous white with the tip of his fingernail.


  “Thousand-year-old eggs?” Chueh-min had come up alongside him. He smelled as if he’d been travelling, his hair falling in greasy tangles across his forehead.


  “It’s for the turtle,” Chueh-hsin answered, and picked up his cleaver to cut the egg into bits.


  “Have you one for your first younger brother as well, after so long away?”


  Chueh-hsin turned, the cleaver in his hand, and caught Chueh-min’s half-smile. “Welcome home,” he said, and swept the gluey egg into a bowl. “Help yourself. I will make tea soon: Are we not brothers? Is not my wealth your wealth, and my duty your duty?”


  “It is,” Chueh-min said, as if the subtle reprimand had not affected him, and reached into the basket as Chueh-hsin brought the bowl to the edge of the fountain.


  He picked up a bit of greenish yolk between his fingers and sank down on the lip of the fountain, letting his hand hang down so that the edge of his palm brushed the water. He waited, perfectly still, breath held, while Chueh-min rolled the second egg against the countertop. The sound of the shell cracking was like crazing glass; he turned his head to watch, and almost shivered when the turtle took advantage of his distraction to lift the bit of yolk from his fingertips. The green beak nibbled and withdrew, five tiny claws brushing his skin as the reptile treaded water. Chueh-hsin lifted his hand and retrieved another fragment of egg without looking away from Chueh-min. “I notice you waited until the customers had left to approach my restaurant, first younger brother.”


  Chueh-min turned toward him, sucking delicately at the quivering surface of the egg. “Can you hide me until I can make it to the Governor’s palace unobserved?” he asked plainly, and Chueh-hsin smiled.


  “It would appear, younger brother, that I already am.”


  


  


  Red lanterns lit the warm night; Chueh-min finally awakened from a long, hard sleep in the room behind the restaurant, after the dinner hour had passed. Chueh-hsin served noodles and tea and sat beside his brother on the floor mat while they ate, shoulder to shoulder, in silence as if five years had not passed.


  “Where is Xiumei?” Chueh-min asked when he had finished drinking his broth. He laid his chopsticks parallel across his bowl and poured himself another cup of tea, which he held elevated on long fingers, his palms cupped face to face as if enjoying the warmth.


  “She wished to return to her family,” Chueh-hsin answered, which was not exactly a lie. “Where have you been for half ten years, first younger brother?”


  “Japan,” Chueh-min answered, and Chueh-hsin started to his feet, upsetting the empty bowls. His teacup sprayed steaming liquid across the mat; it flowed close to Chueh-min, but Chueh-min did not rise.


  “How can you say that so calmly?” And then Chueh-hsin blinked, and laced his fingers together before himself. “How did you manage to come back to the island, from Japan?”


  “I took a dirigible into Russia,” Chueh-min answered. “From there to Korea, and from Korea to Taiwan.”


  “And thence home again? Here, and not to the Emperor?”


  “Sit, eldest brother,” Chueh-min admonished. “I am not a spy.” He sipped his tea and rolled his shoulders in a shrug. “Or if I am, I am a loyal spy, let us rather say.”


  “Then why have you not been spying on the British rather than on their behalf? We have argued about this before, first younger brother.”


  “Because the British are the lesser evil,” Chueh-min answered, and tipped his head to indicate that Chueh-hsin should sit.


  And Chueh-hsin did, reaching for a cloth to dab at the spilled tea before he remembered that it was his mat, his tea, and his sleeping room.Chueh-min should have been the eldest son,he thought—not for the first time. The fountain in the restaurant splashed softly, filling the silence that lingered between them. Chueh-hsin shook his head surreptitiously: no. Chueh-min would have chafed under the responsibilities of an eldest son, and Chueh-hsin was not cut out for adventure.


  A man’s place in the world truly was predetermined for the best, by his duty to his ancestors and his family.


  “I must report to the Governor by morning,” Chueh-min said, breaking Chueh-hsin from his study. “Will you help me get there?”


  “It’s a long way to his palace,” Chueh-hsin said doubtfully. He reached out to right the eggshell-fine teacup, and noticed that it had cracked when he overturned it. It looked as if it would still hold tea, however, and he poured himself another cup. “We should leave immediately, if we must be there by dawn.”


  “Put your boots on,” Chueh-min said, and set his cup aside before he stood. Chueh-hsin drank his tea in haste and followed.


  


  


  A half-moon gleamed in the sky like a baroque pearl tumbled on a bed of tangled silk, and the air was as cool as silk as well. Chueh-hsin pressed his fists into his sides through the quilted cotton of his jacket, breathing deeply to ease the stitch under his ribs. He was not accustomed to climbing, and his calves trembled with the effort of the road through the passes of the Seven Dragons. The wealthy suburb where stood the Governor’s palace—and several expensive tea shops—was at the very tip of the peninsula that half-encircled the bay, directly across from the city. It was usually reached by private motor ferry by those with means to take it.


  The ferries did not run so late. Nor were they particularly discreet. Chueh-hsin and his brother walked.


  Chueh-min was fitter, but limping in his sandals, and Chueh-hsin found himself taking his brother’s elbow to help him over the steeper parts of the road. The motion made the front of Chueh-hsin’s jacket swing against his breast. He felt the hard, retracted shape of the turtle in his breast pocket when it did so. He should have left her in the fountain, he knew, but it seemed somehow safer to keep her close. Two thousand-year eggs lay in his sleeve pocket, smooth and warm as beach pebbles.


  He’d never been able to bear letting the turtle out of his sight for long, and now that Chueh-min had returned, the urge to keep her close was that much stronger.


  “Come this way,” Chueh-min said, tugging his sleeve.


  “That’s away from the road.”


  “It’s faster.”


  “It’s steeper,” Chueh-hsin argued, but he turned to follow.


  “If I can do it, you can do it—”


  “You are the one who’s limping.”


  “Exactly.”


  Chueh-hsin leaned forward, digging his toes into the soft, green earth of the mountain’s flank. He released Chueh-min’s arm and steadied himself, one hand on the slope before him as they climbed. The turtle never moved, still as a stone. Probably frightened to be taken from the fountain where she had spent the last five years, Chueh-hsin thought, and silently reprimanded himself for pitying her.


  Chueh-min paused at the top of a dragon-backed ridge, belly down so he would not be silhouetted against the ragged, moonlit sky. Chueh-hsin crouched low beside him. They remained for a moment, panting, and Chueh-hsin put his hand on his first younger brother’s shoulder.


  “You are not a monk,” he said.


  “I am a monk,” Chueh-min replied. “I also am in the service of the Governor.


  “The British Governor.”


  Chueh-min shrugged. “They are our allies against the Japanese,” he answered. “Politics are eternal. China has been conquered before and will be conquered again: always she rises, China still. Like the Phoenix. Look, do you see the dirigible?” He raised an arm and pointed.


  Chueh-hsin turned his head to follow the cascade of teal and emerald and golden electric lights across the sky. The dirigible’s side was picked out in a pattern of a phoenix and a dragon-turtle, and Chueh-hsin sighed at its loveliness. His preoccupation was interrupted by Chueh-min’s voice, hesitant and almost reverential as he dropped his gaze from the dirigible to its lights, reflected in the broken surface of the bay.


  “Did Xiumei really go back to her family?”


  Chueh-hsin did not answer directly. He pressed his fist against the center of his breast, easing his breathing. “She was unhappy after you left, first younger brother.”


  Chueh-min lifted one hand and pointed out over the bay. “Then she’s outtherenow?”


  “No,” Chueh-hsin said, unwillingly. “I said she wanted to go home. I did not say she did.”


  “Then where is she?” Chueh-min glanced over, his voice too carefully casual.


  Chueh-hsin smiled to himself, knowing that even the bright moonlight was not enough to reveal so slight an expression to Chueh-min. Something must have showed, however, because Chueh-min glanced quickly away. “Where I can keep her,” Chueh-hsin said. “Hurry. The moon will set soon, and we are only halfway there.”


  Chueh-min’s shortcut led them unerringly toward the winking lights of the little town at the end of the peninsula. Chueh-hsin followed in his brother’s footsteps. They did not speak of Xiumei again.


  


  


  Chueh-hsin could not say when he first became aware that something was wrong among the mountains. Perhaps it was the faint sallow light that did not fade as the moon set, but seemed to rise from behind the hill to the left as if starlight soaked the earth of its far flank. He laid his hand on Chueh-min’s sleeve and turned him toward the light. “Do you see it?”


  “Yes,” Chueh-min said, and set off in that direction without hesitation, the exhaustion gone from his step as he scrambled toward the spiked crest of the ridge.


  Chueh-hsin had no choice but to follow until Chueh-min halted at the lip of a staggering cliff.


  There was a valley below, a narrow steep-sided niche between mountains that would be almost completely inaccessible to a man on foot. Gullies and treeless cuts, furred green in verdant grass, ran down to a ravine that seemed to have only two exits. A worn switchbacked trail ran up a steep incline on the far side of the valley, toward the road which they had abandoned for this more direct route, and from which the valley was shielded by an even higher ridge. On the near side, a rope ladder dangled the height of the cliff face.


  Electric torches lit the scene below. Men in dark uniforms hurried—efficient, purposeful as ants—around the site in utter silence. Chueh-hsin caught his breath as if the heavy rasp of it in his throat could carry far enough to give them away.


  In the center of the activity, at the bottom of the valley, gilded red and crimson in the light of the torches, slumbered a dragon. Chueh-hsin could see the stout, black cables twined across its back, pinning each five-toed extremity to the ground. Chueh-hsin glanced at his brother, but Chueh-min had eyes only for the scene below. “The Governor must know of this,” Chueh-min said.


  “As he must know of the other news you carry?” Chueh-hsin could not keep the bitterness out of his voice. In all the truth of it, he did not even try.


  “This is the other news I carry,” Chueh-min said. “I didn’t know it was here already, elder brother.”


  “The dragon? But he must know, if he’s sent all those men—”


  “That’s not a dragon,” Chueh-min said patiently. “It is an airship. And those men are Japanese.” This time he did meet Chueh-hsin’s eyes. And then cursed softly under his breath and yanked Chueh-hsin away from the edge of the cliff, as the bustle below increased. The men threw the dragon’s tethers free, and slowly—majestically—the amazing animal rose.


  It writhed in the sky like a serpent, its thousand-yard length glittering as it rose. Its throat glowed blue with flame, jaws working like the mouth of a horse champing the bit, and Chueh-hsin could see that it was somehow lit like a paper lantern from within.


  “No airship could look so real,” he murmured. He might have stood hopelessly and watched its gold, five-toed claws clench and twist on air, but Chueh-min clutched his wrist and dragged him into a staggering run. “They’ll bomb the palace from the air.”


  “Worse,” Chueh-min called over the thud of their feet on the grass, the sporadic rattle of gunfire behind them. They must have been seen when they started to run. “It breathes fire. It’s here to destroy the Governor’s palace. The people will see the Imperial dragon rise from the mountain to destroy the British overlords. There will be an uprising—”


  And worse still,Chueh-hsin thought, hearing the amplified cries of pursuit above and behind them as the grass lit sharp-edged and white beneath their feet, the dragon-ship’s searchlights coming to bear.The Japanese will walk into a China already softened by war.Chueh-min stumbled, his sandaled feet sliding on the grass, pulling Chueh-hsin into the orbit of his arms and rolling with him as they fell. Bullets sang around them: Chueh-min shielded Chueh-hsin in the curve of his arms. And Chueh-hsin curled himself taut around the hard-shelled object that jabbed his bosom as they rolled.


  Chueh-hsin could never have described what happened after. He lost one sandal as they tumbled down the long, green slope, suffering bruising collisions with rocks and earth. Chueh-hsin gagged at the sound of green twigs snapping, not knowing at first if his own bones had broken or Chueh-min’s. The eggs in his sleeve pocket crushed like teacups under a big man’s boot. Chueh-hsin fell atop his brother and heard a bubbling groan, spread himself wide across Chueh-min’s body to absorb the expected impact of bullets.


  The airship slid overhead, gleaming like the moon it eclipsed, silent except for the tremble of wind against its taut, scaled skin, and nothing touched Chueh-hsin at all.


  He pulled back and rolled over, amazed, watching that long sinuous body glide by like a living river of gold. And then he heard Chueh-min cough wetly, and heard his brother’s slick, soft hiss of pain. “Chueh-hsin.” Not so much speech as the bubble of a voice from a great deep.


  “Don’t talk,” Chueh-hsin said. “You’re hurt.”


  “I’m dying. At least one bullet has entered my back,” his brother answered, matter-of-factly, and black shining blood dripped from the corner of his mouth. He gasped between each word. “Run to the Governor. Can you run, elder brother?”


  “It’s no use,” Chueh-hsin said. “I can’t outrun an airship. And we have no duty here—”


  “You owe me this.”


  “I owe you nothing.”


  “Your duty as my elder brother.”


  “As you fulfilled your duty as my younger brother when you went into the pay of the British? Or as you fulfilled it when you fucked my wife?” He stopped, appalled at his own bright-edged words, and pressed his hand against his bosom. The turtle—if the turtle had been crushed—


  He pulled her out, a hard dome of jade no larger than his palm, and tried to see her in the moonlight. He smelled his own sweat, the fermented reek of the thousand-year eggs, the hot red iron of Chueh-min’s blood. He held her cupped in his palms, close to his face, turning to the copper moonlight and tilting his head as if, through the darkness, there was any chance at all that he could see a jagged crack marring the green of her shell.


  Huddled close within her carapace, she didn’t stir, even when Chueh-hsin blew across the opening for her head, to let her taste his breath.


  “Xiumei?” Chueh-min said, or tried to say. Chueh-hsin cupped his fingers carefully around the turtle in his palm, and reached out with his other hand to take Chueh-min’s.


  He looked down, surprised. Chueh-min’s fingers lay slack and boneless between his own, and his eyes reflected the moonlight dully, slitted open beneath clotted lashes.


  “Xiumei,” he said in answer, as if Chueh-min could hear him, and turned his head to follow the inner-lit silhouette of the dragon against the star-scattered darkness above. Fire wreathed its mouth, the mechanical jaw working through what must be some fantastic contrivance. Chueh-hsin dropped his brother’s hand and stood, the contracted turtle held up before him like an offering, and imagined he could hear the shouts of terror as the puppet-dragon came down on the Governor’s palace.


  The turtle lifted her head and watched with her husband as the dragon fell. She blinked tiny, rice-paper lidded eyes in the moonlight, and turned her gaze to Chueh-hsin. “Free me, honored husband,” she said, “and I will call my father to put an end to that paper dragon.”


  Chueh-hsin bit his lip. “Obedience is a wife’s duty,” he said.


  “It is,” she answered. “As loyalty is a brother’s. Chueh-min saved your life, my husband—”


  He watched the incandescent gold ribbon of the dragon turn against the night sky, watched it begin to descend, still dripping fire, upon the tea-shops and the houses near the palace. “Call your father,” he said.


  “Will you free me, Chueh-hsin?”


  “Call your father,” he said, and the turtle closed her eyes and withdrew her head into her shell.


  “Promise—”


  “Call your father.” A third time. “I will promise no such thing.”


  Her sigh was as faint and brief as Chueh-min’s passing breath. “Honored husband. It is done.”


  Chueh-hsin tucked his wife into his breast pocket, and lifted his brother’s body over his shoulder, and carried them both up the ridge to watch as a knobby, jade-dark shape as vast as the island under their feet rose above the gleaming ocean beyond the bay. Its bulk against the greying horizon was nothing but a shadow, the rough shape of a turtle, domed shell and lamp-lit golden eyes. One of its hands broke the surface, five grasping moon-white talons reflecting starlight like a ship’s masts carved of ivory. Tendrils streamered from its head and back.


  Chueh-hsin held his breath as the dragon-turtle cast a searching glance across the island and rose into the air, its dark knobby outline silhouetted against the stars, as unlike the shining fantasy of the puppet airship as a mossy shrine is unlike a paper lantern. Ineffectual flashes of light sparked off its shell, glittered around the puppet airship like fireflies. Their report reached Chueh-hsin seconds later, and he realized he heard gunfire.


  His brother’s weight hung against his side like a sack of meat, and sticky wetness plastered his robes to his body, but he would not put his burden down. He stood on the ridgeline and watched the airship make a grand slow turn and bear down on the mansion and the town, the dragon-turtle sliding across the sky toward it, just perhaps in time.


  In time. After all, in time. There was no contest when they met. The dragon-turtle moved through the airship like a stone through a paper fan, and tore it into burning, drifting shreds, which settled over the town as the dragon-turtle settled back into the sea: in abject silence, once the screams of falling men came to their end.


  


  


  Chueh-hsin cupped his hands under the turtle’s belly and crouched where the waves lapped most gently. He knelt, feeling the sand sucked from under his quilted trousers, the wet cloth salting his skin, and lowered the turtle into the ocean, ignoring the dry, possessive prickle of thwarted ownership against the back of his throat.


  “A turtle that big will never survive in the bay,” Mr. Long commented, leaning forward over the basket of his bicycle. “Something bigger will eat her, don’t you think?”


  “She’ll be fine,” Chueh-hsin said, watching the jade-green serpentine head emerge for a moment from the foam-honeycombed waves. “She has many friends. They will take care of her.”And she will grow as big as they are, one of these centuries.


  Mr. Long scratched his cheek with his knobby, five-fingered hands. “If you had one wish,” he said, “one wish in all the world. What would it be, Chueh-hsin?”


  “What have I done to deserve a wish, Mr. Long?”


  The tall man’s skinny throat bobbed as he swallowed, tilting his head and opening his hands, a disarming, half-embarrassed gesture. “Call it a family obligation. A debt for a debt repaid.”


  Chueh-hsin knuckled his chest below the collarbone and thought, watching a dirigible drift out over the bay. There were things he desired: Wealth. Fortune. Love. A restaurant where the walls were lacquered red and gilded gold, rather than hung with paper streamers and peeling paint.


  He thought of the Governor gone, of the Japanese contained.Politics and conquest are eternal,he thought.China is the Phoenix. China consumes whatever is given her, no matter how bitter, no matter how foul, and rises from the ashes whole.


  There were things he wanted. Like Xiumei. And there were things he was required to do, and a death to which he owed his life. “My brother back,” he said, hating to say it, as the sea wind lifted his hair.


  “Done,” said the dragon beside him. “He will be waiting when you go home.”


  Chueh-hsin scowled; Mr. Long dipped his head in benediction and slipped like a turtle into the sea, where he belonged.


  


  Abjure the Realm


  


  


  


  


  Captain, d’ye see the banners brave


  Floating on the wind?


  Fire and folly fear, me boys,


  Hail and hell they’ll send.


  


  


  Riordan limped down the parapet to the next guard post, the soft sole of his left boot hissing on black granite as he hitched along in pursuit of the High-King. A cloak of tatters in colors gleaned from half a thousand fiefdoms swung from the bard’s shoulders, but he had left his lute and his harp behind this afternoon. He was unarmed.


  Aidan, called the Conqueror, glanced over his shoulder. The High-King frowned when a midsummer breeze lifted Riordan’s lovelocked hair and blew it across the bard’s face, revealing silver at the temples and the nape of his neck. “You should bind that back,” Aidan commented, returning his attention to the amorphous smudge staining half of the eastern horizon, distant beyond the steep gabled roofs of the town. The guard stepped courteously aside to give his liege a clearer view, and one of the white-robed wizards the King kept always in attendance stood inconspicuously nearby.


  Riordan followed the gaze. The enemy converging on the caer reminded him of ravens gathering when slaughter was on the wind. In fact, he saw a drift of shapes like leaves swept up in a wind spiraling over the enemy ranks. The harbingers of battle.


  A long way off, but coming.


  “I’ve been in wars before, your Majesty.” But Riordan produced a scrap of thong from his sleeve and twisted it through metal-red curls, obedient to the will of the King.


  Aidan’s lips curled slightly in a sneer as the bard’s gesture revealed a half-dozen golden earrings. The King turned back to the encroaching army, resting his elbows on a stone crenellation. “Do you know what that is, Harper?”


  Riordan too leaned against the roughhewn wall, taking the weight off his malformed foot. “An army, your Majesty.” Never tell a King he’s dull.


  Aidan bent forward and spat off the parapet. “The army of my bastard half-sister the sorceress, Master bard. The undead army of Maledysaunte, the Hag of Wolf Wood.”


  “Aye, your Majesty.”


  Aidan shoved himself upright. “The gates of Caer Dun have never been breached. But odds are very good that something will die here today. An old blood debt. And with luck, a wicked woman. I look forward to your songs.”


  With a final stiff nod, the King turned and stalked away, leaving the crippled bard to struggle after if he cared to.


  * * * *


  


  


  Captain, d’ye see yon maiden fair


  That all in black do ride?


  That iron sword in her white hand, me lads,


  An iron heart does guide.


  


  The Hag of Wolf Wood laid a gentling hand on the neck of her immense black stallion, noticing with amusement that the dirt from her cabbage patch still discolored her nails. She rode bareback and without reins, her steed restrained only by the sound of her voice and the grip of her thighs. Necromancer snorted and tossed his head, his broad dazzling blaze flashing in the sunlight. Murders of carrion birds—corpse-crows black as Maledysaunte’s straight, shining hair; enormous whiskery ravens; white-vested hooded crows—wheeled overhead, drawn by the rotting stench of the sorceress’s undead army.


  Maledysaunte herself wore sachets of lavender and pennyroyal about her neck, the little pouches dangling over the whitework embroidery on her laced bodice. The rest of her robes—voluminous homespun lawn—were dyed black with sloes, giving her the look of one of her attendant magpies. She crushed one of the sachets, rolling the bag between her fingers to release the scent as she turned her head to survey the army of corpses.


  Caer Dun, home of her childhood, loomed on the horizon. The gates were not yet closed for siege, and she smiled despite the colorful wardsigns, invisible to the unmagicked, that were written on the air above it. I’ll see you yet avenged, Ygraine, though I damn my soul to do it. See how the old bastard lives in fear of me now? Those are the workings of ten wizards at least.


  She sighed, and shifted her sore bottom on the stallion’s back. She scrubbed her hands on her thighs as if they were sticky. I’ve tried, Ygraine. But even I could not breach those defenses. Without a distraction. Without having come here myself.


  I never wanted to come back here, or to pay these prices.


  Necromancer shook his head hard, shying backward as a rotting wolfhound trotted too close to his feet. What a wand cannot master, the hand must undertake. At least I gave them enough warning to get most of the townspeople away.


  “Sorry, old boy,” she said to the horse. “I know, they don’t exactly reek of sanctity. But they’re all we have.”


  Patting his withers one-handed, she reached over her shoulder and touched the hilt of the black iron dagger that hung between her shoulderblades, concealed under the fall of a mantle of deepest green. Well, if I fail this time, I won’t get another chance.


  The thought cheered her.


  She touched Necromancer with her small bare heels and he pranced forward, displeased slaver dropping from his lips. His head came up as she turned him south and west, away from the stinking vanguard. She nudged him into a gallop, clinging with a hand knotted in his mane and trusting him not to throw her. He left the dead willingly behind.


  She guessed they were about to find out.


  * * * *


  


  


  Captain, d’ye hear the trumpets brash


  Sounding the battle call?


  We’ll charge to the rolling drums, me boys,


  To the rolling drums we’ll fall.


  


  Riordan could have caught Aidan, limp or no limp, but the bard did not hurry as much as he might have. Nigh on fifty years he’d reigned, and he didn’t look a day over thirty-five. And after a fortnight in the High-King’s court, Riordan was ready to concede that the Hag had a point. Her half-brother was anything but charming.


  Still, he was King, and the finest King the realm has ever seen. Witness the peace he enforced from sea to sea.


  If Kings were charming they wouldn’t need Harpers.


  The bard watched the High-King’s glossy black curls and cloth-of-gold surcote recede along the battlement, then returned his attention to the field. Teamsters and farmers, wainwrights and coopers and goodwives streamed in through the gates of the caer. A broader river of people fled west across the plains, who perhaps had not truly believed in the Hag’s grave-stolen horde until they smelled it.


  Riordan shook his head. If he’d a lick of sense, he’d be with that refugee train. Not trapped in a tyrant’s summer castle while his evil half-sister rode down.


  The warm wind from the east brought a stench of rot. Riordan covered his mouth with one string-callused hand and shaded his eyes with the other, trying to make out some detail of the enemy. Other than the clouds of carrion birds surrounding the advancing ranks, the curious silence and the lack of banners, he could see nothing. There must be a bard here, to tell the truth of it.


  It had all the markings of a bleak and epic history, though Riordan had not been born when Aidan and his sister became enemies. The fresh-created King had married his bastard half-sister’s half-sister, daughter of another branch of the same royal line. That bastard, a half-hour older than the legitimate Prince and touched with the evil eye, had been made a pawn of other factions, and the King’s wife had smuggled her sister out of the caer and been burned for her pains.


  But the bastard with the yellow eye had lived.


  Maledysaunte, Riordan thought. The Hag of Wolf Wood, from whom no knight escapes. For nearly half a century, the sorceress had sent their corpses home to her half-brother on biers woven of greenwood and roses, even in the dead of winter. Every so often another of her treacherous gifts had arrived as well, disguised as tribute from a conquered king—a poisoned cloak, a pretty girl slave with a dagger concealed in her hair. Legend had the witch bent and ragged, one eye green as poison and the other naught but a rotting sore with snakes writhing behind it. There was supposed to be a beautiful princess as well, imprisoned in the witch’s dank tower.


  Every sticky mark of a good story. And here he was, caught in it.


  Riordan’s teeth grated together. He drew his gaudy cloak tighter over his shoulders, mindful of the brilliant scrap-work twisting on the breeze. He wouldn’t place a bet on the snakes.


  That sounded the sort of touch Henri of Canton would add to a ballad. Besides, if her brother so belied his age, why should she look any older?


  Riordan smiled privately. Because she’s wicked, of course.


  And then the wind brought him putrescence again. The polite soldier gagged, averting his streaming eyes and using the hem of his royal-blue tunic to muffle his face. In sympathy, Riordan clapped his shoulder.


  The soldier coughed again before he straightened, and rewarded the Harper with a grateful glance. He’s just a boy, Riordan thought, and was ashamed of as soon as the soldier said, “Don’t worry, Harper. The King’s men will take care of you, and this caer has never fallen to a siege.”


  Words were already taking shape in the bard’s mind, and he was only half-listening. All under the Lion Banner / On a clear warm day in June…. “What’s your name, lad?”


  He drew himself up proudly and touched a bronze badge pinned over the tartan on his shoulder. “Captain Dunstan, Harper.” A stinking wind ruffled his ash-blond curls.


  Dunstan rode to the battle / and the drummers called the tune. “Have you ever fought an army like this one, then?”


  The young soldier’s face blanched behind his bravado, but he did not look down. The bard noticed a signet ring on the lad’s finger when he lifted it to scratch his beardless chin. One of the King’s many bastards, then. That’s why he had the command so young. Aidan had married only the once, and gotten no legitimate heirs before burning his young wife for treason.


  Riordan suspected the experience had soured him.


  


  Dunstan spoke. “She’s never come out of Wolf Wood before. Nor ever sent an army.”


  “Sort of makes you wonder what’s changed, doesn’t it?” Riordan followed after the High-King, already humming the first verse of a ballad and thinking about the words he would put to it, after the battle was won.


  * * * *


  


  


  Captain, d’ye hear the clash of blades


  And the battle cries so fierce?


  We’ll cry the more this night, me boys,


  If her blade our hearts does pierce.


  


  Maledysaunte would have lowered her green mantle from her head and paused inside the gates of the caer, pinioned on girlhood memories, but the press of refugees bore her forward. Dust rose in a plume around them, stirred by many feet; the once-familiar high walls, hung with blue and gold, oppressed her.


  She had left Necromancer concealed in the sprawl of the town, and now she limped as if footsore and weary. So many people. She wanted to gag on the stench of them, like the stench of the dead. The press of bodies assaulted her from all sides. The dull-colored flagstones were rough under her feet.


  She refused to look too hard at the children, at a young couple hand in hand, the woman leaning on her husband’s arm. At an old man who crouched in the shade out of the flow of traffic, a book—a book!—balanced on his knee. At the stout brown-haired woman who smiled and stepped out of Maledysaunte’s path with a friendly nod to the weary-looking girl.


  Too late. The deal was already struck: blackest necromancy. There was an irony there, that Maledysaunte’s inability to get to Aidan had driven her to the very crimes he accused her of.


  Debts must be paid.


  Permitting the river of townsfolk to sweep her past the guards, Maledysaunte turned into the bailey. The burden of wizardry pressed over her like sodden blankets, and had the encroaching revenant army not already triggered every magical ward on the caer, alarms would have shrilled her presence. She smiled—more a grimace of pain—and closed her eyes to feel her way. And almost ran down the rag-cloaked figure of a bard.


  “Pardon!” The sorceress tried to squeak like a terrified townswoman, but her voice was rusty with disuse. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d spoken to a man. She never bothered to introduce herself to the knights who came to kill her anymore, instead permitting the forest to murder them while she sat at her loom or dug in her garden. They hadn’t offered much entertainment at best: invariably stalwart and of limited imagination.


  “No pardon required. If only pretty lasses would walk into me more often. I’m Riordan.” He picked up her hand, which hung at her side, and swept a bow over it. His right foot dragged.


  I could have healed that when he was born. A bitter thought, made bitterer by history. But thou shalt not suffer a witch to live. Much less a bastard daughter of the lord who’s a half-hour older than the son and heir, and has the misfortune to know how to talk to animals.


  Wizards are all right, though. Although they never seem to heal anybody. She kept her eyes downcast, working her mouth around the taste of dust. If he noticed she had one eye green and one amber, he’d find her memorable, and she did not wish to be remembered. “I… Y… Ygraine, master bard.” As she stammered over the name, she wondered why she had chosen it.


  “A lovely name, if out of favor these days.”


  “My parents were from the provinces,” she lied, extemporizing wildly. “They did not know the name of the King’s first wife, nor had they heard the story….”


  “A piercing irony that you should find yourself here, girl—besieged by the very sorceress that infamous queen aided in her escape. Let us hope that your name is not a portent, shall we?”


  “Let us hope,” she said, and curtsied lower when it seemed as if the bard would reach out and lift her chin to see her face the better. “I must… my husband is waiting, Harper. Thank you your kindness.”


  Infamous. A kinder word than many would have chosen. Still, her teeth hurt from grinding them. She caught herself scouring her hands against her gown and twisted them in the black cloth of her skirts instead.


  She turned and scurried toward the keep itself, chafing under the weight of innocent humanity all around her and the itch of the iron dagger hungry between her shoulders.


  * * * *


  


  


  Captain, d’ye smell the smoke of war


  And the stench of burning men?


  Aye, and I hear the screaming, lads,


  In the keep which we defend.


  


  Riordan watched the girl with the mismatched eyes hurry across drab red and grey flagstones, the spill of hair from under her mantle catching blue highlights in the dusty sun. Husband. Something about the word nagged in his mind. Ygraine. Husband.


  She was gone from sight before he jerked upright and turned to follow her, limping toward the tower keep as fast as he could drag his crippled foot. Husband. And wearing her hair down on her shoulders like a maiden? Not likely!


  “Dunstan! Captain!” The bard pitched his voice to carry, wishing he had more at his belt than an eating knife only so long as the span of his palm. He caught sight of the captain leaning against a paneled divider and lurched toward him.


  The blue-eyed lad turned his head sluggishly when Riordan clutched his arm. “Master bard.” He blinked twice, as if struggling to focus.


  “Did a girl go by here?”


  The young Captain shook his head, but it wasn’t precisely denial. “Everything swims in my vision.”


  “Bewitched.” Or poisoned. But he couldn’t see a wound. Riordan gulped and dragged at Dunstan’s arm. “Hurry. The Hag is in the castle!”


  “The King!”


  “In his study. Go!”


  Dunstan all but carried the bard up the spiraling stairs, until Riordan knocked his hand away. “Go. Hurry. I’ll follow.”


  Dunstan nodded and drew his sword, bolting up the uneven stair. Riordan followed more slowly, hauling himself along by means of handholds on the sloppily dressed stone wall. Faster. Faster. He was halfway there when he heard the hiss of blades drawn, only a few steps from the top and able to see over the landing when steel rang on steel and he glimpsed Dunstan, cursing, engaged with another soldier in the livery of the King—a soldier who fought dead-eyed and with inhuman quickness.


  Dunstan fought well, Riordan granted. But the lad was a lad, and half-weeping in frustration at dueling his comrade. He was pulling his blows, fighting defensively. The bard lurched higher, catching the shin of his bad leg on the step.


  Beyond the combatants, Riordan could see the slight girl in the green mantle, a wicked little dagger clutched in her hand. The body of Aidan’s attendant wizard lay at Maledysaunte’s feet, blood a banner across the white bodice of her gown. The King faced her, a half-step up on the little platform his gilded desk stood on, his broadsword drawn. The spines of priceless books framed his aquiline profile. Arrogant confidence could have dripped the length of his blade.


  Swords chimed together like hammers striking the anvil. Dunstan cursed again and parried. Out of the corner of his eye, Riordan saw blood streaming down the inside of the Captain’s arm.


  “Surrender,” Maledysaunte said to the King, as Riordan attained the landing.


  Aidan laughed, loud and true. “I should be saying that to you, little sister.” He extended the massive sword in his hand, holding it as if it were light as a willow wand.


  “I never would have opposed you. I never cared who sat on your father’s throne. I was a bastard, Aidan. But half a century ago, on a day like today, you burned a girl.”


  Riordan took a step closer, transfixed. A grunt and the unmistakable slick hiss of steel into flesh interrupted his concentration. He glanced aside to see Dunstan drawing his blade out of his comrade’s belly and flicking the blood from it in a long, spattering arc.


  The King turned his head and spat. “Your witchery won’t avail. This is your last mistake.”


  Maledysaunte smiled, a long, cool smile that went into Riordan sharp as the dagger in her hand. “You don’t understand, your Majesty. Even if you kill me, my army is coming. And blood was the price of their raising. Your blood.” Her throat worked as if she swallowed bile. “They’re coming to collect.”


  Dunstan staggered forward, weaving across the distance to the girl, his blood spattering the floor. He stumbled.


  The sorceress reversed her dagger in her hand and spread her arms wide, as if inviting the High-King to strike her down. “Moreso than empire, I am your finest creation, High-King. Look at what you’ve made!”


  He looked. Long and steadily, unflinching, he met his sister’s gaze. He stepped forward, hand unwavering on his sword.


  Riordan dragged himself painful steps closer. Dunstan went to his knees and planted his sword as a prop, trying to haul himself upright. His hand slipped in his own blood. He fell.


  Maledysaunte hurled the dagger as Riordan lunged. His sound foot skittered on blood-slick stone and he went down hard, catching himself on the palm of one hand. Aidan had only begun raising his sword to parry when the blade went into his eye.


  Riordan shoved himself into a crouch before he froze, unbelieving. His hand went to his mouth. The High-King fell ponderously, like an oak, and Maledysaunte had turned her back on him and stepped over Dunstan’s unconscious form by the time he slumped unmoving. His sword was still ringing on the stones when she passed Riordan.


  She hesitated. And did not glance back. “I’ve had time to learn skills other than magic,” she said in chill even tones.


  Not knowing what he did, he reached out and caught the edge of her mantle. “You’re the princess. Not the Hag.”


  She stopped at the top of the stairs, cloth stretched between them like a flag to be folded. She did not turn her head. “Are the two so different, then?”


  A great tingling numbness seemed to have fallen over him. Outside, he could hear the bustle of the refugees, the neighing of horses. Words spilled from his throat. “Are we conquered, then? Will you rule?”


  Her laugh was a humorless, gasping thing. “The King has many bastards to duel over his throne.” She turned back to the bard, and came up close, her mantle furling like a wing. She smelled of lavender and mint, and blood.


  The sorceress Maledysaunte raised her thumb to her mouth and bit down on it, blood coloring her sharp white teeth. She smiled pitilessly and reached out, crimson wound like ribbons around the whiteness of her hand.


  “The dead must be fed for their labors, but someone should live to tell the tale.” She touched him between the eyes with her own red blood. “I won’t be back. Let darkness fall.”


  * * * *


  


  


  Captain, the women scream and cry


  And the walls are breached at last


  The Captain can make no reply, me boys,


  And the dark is falling fast.


  


  Maledysaunte’s army attacked at sunset, but the sorceress was not among the ranks. Kingless, Captainless, Caer Dun was taken in an hour. By moonrise, all that was left within her walls was the wandering bodies of the dead…. and a staring, green-eyed bard whom no revenant would touch, for he was marked by their mistress.


  The Hag’s army fell to ash at the first touch of the sun.


  * * * *


  


  


  She stands in her chamber


  Weaving her summer


  In threads green and golden


  Under eaves hung with winter


  


  Winter lay thick on the ground around her tower, snow white on her ebony window ledge. A chime like a glass bell resounded on frosty air as the water in a silver basin clouded and then cleared. Maledysaunte looked up from her weaving, brushing a strand of hair still glossy black behind her ear.


  She hadn’t heard that sound in fifteen years or longer, since Caer Dun, since her brother’s death. She had almost believed herself forgotten.


  Curiosity almost moved her to thrust the shuttle through the warp and walk across the tapestry-carpeted floor to the scrying bowl. Almost. She had become what they said she was, and now they feared her enough to trouble her no longer.


  There was a moral there.


  After a moment, she shrugged and selected a red handful of threads. The trees will take care it for me. But she glanced back over her shoulder nonetheless.


  * * * *


  


  


  True Tam dismounted at the greenwoodside


  Tied his mare’s reins up to the pommel


  He slapped her flank and he stepped inside


  And she went home with an empty saddle


  


  Riordan shuffled painfully along a deer-trail packed through the snow, leaning on a hewn rowan staff. Pausing at the very edge of the wood, he pulled his many-layered cloak around his shoulders, feeling the winter like ice in every joint. It had been a long few years. He regarded the trees warily, wondering if the branches really were reaching after him.


  His mount trotted three steps away and stopped, staring after him as if she could not believe what he meant to do. Her breath frosted on her whiskers, and she nickered softly, as if to say Get back on, Man. We can still go home.


  “There’s a lady in there with a story to tell, Gracie,” the old Harper said, with good humor. “Besides, she didn’t kill me last time. And her mark is on me still. Her creatures should leave me alone.”


  Should. You never knew. But if one took no chances, there would be no stories.


  Riordan took a breath and stepped into the wintry wood.


  * * * *


  


  


  All in green did my lady go


  All in green went riding


  Among the barrows of the silent dead


  On a white mare, she went riding


  


  Sounding


  


  


  


  


  Cully sees the fin whales as he’s leaving Nantucket Harbor. Mother and calf; seventy-foot whale, and a forty-foot boat. She’s gray as Wellington rubber, lined with long parallel lines. She rolls on her side to show him an eye big as his hand, dark and sweet. Dreaming.


  Looking back at him. Her breath mists his face like a benediction. “Put in a word for us, would you?” Cully says. “I’ll pay you back somehow.” He watches her a minute before turning away. The sun’s half over the eastern horizon, gold ripples flat on green water, rolling along the rim of the world like a great golden wheel. The Brant Point light’s gone dark with morning.


  It’s the quiet before the work. Morgan is drinking coffee in the galley. There’s nothing between them and the Atlantic but an arrow-straight line.


  Cully doesn’t tell Morgan about the whales.


  Pen owns the Sweet Katrina—most of the Sweet Katrina—and stays on shore. Minority business owner, fifty-one percent. The government gives them a little boost, because of that, as if Pen Cullen was somehow different from Allan Cullen. As if she were somehow separate, not the same, flesh of one flesh. More worthy, somehow, than her husband.


  Allan thinks she is. Fifteen years, three children, hard times, and hurricanes. Pen keeps her own counsel about who the worthy one is. She works nights at Nantucket Cottage Hospital. That gives them another little boost. Just enough, maybe, to stay afloat. So far.


  They’ll have to sell the house come winter, if the catch doesn’t improve. Sell the house, or sell the boat.


  There’s really no option.


  Pen shades her eyes with one hand, her gardening glove leaving a smudge over her eyebrows, and waves with her shears in the other. The children don’t notice; they’re pushing and giggling up the steps of a fat yellow schoolbus. The bus’s doors close; the bus’s wheels turn. She watches them out of sight, the way she never watches Allan anymore. She knows that if it’s in his power, he is always coming home. Besides, there’s no widow’s walk on a little Cape Cod style cottage, and it wouldn’t matter anyway.


  It’s a short sandy path down to the narrow, rocky beach, through bramble rose and salt scrub. She’s never away from the sound of the sea.


  Cully’s at the wheel, and the sun is high. Salt air scours his face; he’s grateful for the shade of the wheelhouse. Morgan is checking the lines, checking the gear, making ready. Cully will go out and help him in a minute, as soon as he gets his hat.


  Everything on a boat is oil and paint and elbow grease and constant maintenance. The sea eats ships; it’s an acid, an etchant. They sail through it, and it takes them apart, molecule by molecule.


  They’re cruising through the Sound, headed for deeper waters, cleaner waters, where the big fish swim. Time was, a man could fish the Sound, could fish the Bay, hell. Time was a man could take all he needed in Wellfleet Harbor. Time was a man could make a living—even make a fortune—on the sea.


  Time was, Nantucket was a whaling island, and the fin whale cruising beside them—vanishing, returning, playing with the wake of a boat half her size—would have been rightful prey.


  Times are not what they were. Stripers are closed and the cod you bring in are half the size they should be, babies too young to breed. It wasn’t like this fifty years ago; Cully knows his father’s stories of sixteen, twenty cod to a hundred hooks. Hell, even twenty years ago it was better than this.


  He’ll have no luck in the shoals of the Sound. He knows it in his bones, like he knows the rise and fall of the sea, the sound of Pen’s breathing in the dark, the smell of his children’s hair. He’s going for bluefish; the quota’s still wide open. Bluefish. Or maybe bluefin tuna. If he can find them.


  He’ll go as far as he has to, to find them.


  


  


  Pen grooms the early-autumn roses, cleans the house, naps for a few hours before the children come home. Allan’s mother Cindy lives with them. She comes home from work at five and distracts the kids while Pen cooks dinner and gets things ready.


  Pen doesn’t know what they’ll do when they have to sell the house. Rent something, maybe. They could leave the island, sell the boat. Save the lives of a few gulls, the ones who try to steal the bait and get caught on the hooks when the long lines go down.


  She doesn’t want to move the kids to Boston, to Fall River. She wants the path with the damasked roses, the sharp clean tang of the ocean air. She wants the sea for a back yard.


  She doesn’t want to watch Allan grow old in a factory. And then there’s the kids, the money for college—only six years off for Allan Junior, only ten years off for John, and Mike in the middle. The Sweet Katrina’s every breath of a future they’ve got.


  She naps again, while Cindy goes over bills and fishing permits on the corner of the dining room table, and a little before eleven she leaves for work. The old Volvo station wagon is a masterwork of rust and clashing gears, as much a victim of the sea as everything else on Nantucket, but the wheels still crunch gravel, the old thing still goes. She doesn’t think about the insurance on the boat, the life insurance Allan insists they keep paid up, the money for diesel, the money for lines. She wishes she’d stayed in school, got her nursing degree.


  She could support her family, then.


  


  


  Cully sleeps more soundly on the sea. The Sweet Katrina rocks him, the way Pen used to, when Pen didn’t have to work nights. It’s almost like not sleeping alone.


  Morgan wakes him a little before sun-up, a tap on the door. There’s burned coffee. Morgan can’t cook, not even a little.


  “How’s it looking?” Cully asks. He holds the coffee under his nose and thinks about round hooks and half-round hooks and synthetic bait. He thinks about pulleys and propellers and watching things spin. Maybe he can turn the Sweet Katrina into a sport fishing boat, cater to the summer people. Maybe stars will grow on rosebushes, too.


  The sky’s silver off east; zodiacal light. Nothing between here and Europe but a hell of a lot of water, the competition—factory trawlers, he means—and all those sly, mysterious fish. And maybe a few dozen nuclear submarines. Like the fish, though, and the independent boats, there’s fewer of them than there used to be.


  “Looks clear,” Morgan says, with a shrug. September weather. Love it while you’ve got it. He’s cleaning the rifle Cully keeps for sharks, or maybe pirates. Sometimes they do get sharks on the lines; maybe even the sharks are going hungry these days. He’s never gotten a pirate. “Think we’ll make our money back this trip?”


  “Who the hell knows?” He hasn’t seen a summer this bad since they closed George’s Bank. Get a swordfish boycott, tuna boycott, women not supposed to eat fish because the mercury poisons their babies. Get people planning offshore windmill farms in the shoals, or dredging the sand for beach replenishment; summer people’s McMansions are no good without a broad white-sand beach. Get fisheries closed to let the stock regenerate; they never needed closing before the factory fleets.


  But there’s always the chance, the one good trip that pays for three bad ones. He’ll take hagfish if it’s what he can get, it sells just fine to Korea.


  But bluefin’s worth its weight in ambergris.


  The fin whale shows him her flukes, dead ahead, about a half a mile. He wonders if she’s following or she’s leading him, or they just happen to be going the same way. “All the way,” he mutters. “As far as it takes.”


  Cully drinks his burned coffee as the sun comes up. He’s got a good feeling in his bones.


  Pen comes home in time to get breakfast on the table and see her kids off again. Mike’s sprained his thumb or something, he says gym class but Pen knows it was rough-housing. Boys will be boys. She pulls her gloves on over long fingers and picks up her shears. If Allan were home, he’d stop her before she got the second glove on, stop her and kiss her fingers and say, “At least one of us has soft hands.”


  Pen’s roses grow in profusion around the little gray house. There’s all sorts of things that won’t grow on Nantucket; they don’t like the sun and the sand and the harsh, salt air. They don’t like the storms.


  Roses grow fine, and the marigolds she plants in drifts around their bases to keep away the bugs. Gold and burgundy and brown, like a clown’s button pompoms. She turns the dirt over and over with her trowel, working in the fertilizer—fish meal and bone—working the sand into the loam.


  Moonlight and they’re getting in some fish, the winches spinning as they take up line. Dogfish, maybe five per hundred hooks, not bad but not enough. Cully wants bluefin. Bluefin pay for diesel. They switch bait and go looking.


  They’ve picked up a pod of minke whales somewhere, and that fin whale’s still playing off the starboard bow. Her calf can catch some pretty good air, comes down hard, wham, belly-flop. Cully thinks maybe there’s a humpback out there too; he keeps catching glimpses of a blow in the moonlight, and it’s not where the fin whales seem to be. He can’t remember the last time he saw this many whales on one trip. Maybe he could charter whale-watches, make a living that way.


  But he’d need a bigger boat.


  The deck’s all over slime, mica-flecked, scales sparking like sun on the ocean. Sunrise catches them still looking; they haven’t broken even yet. There’s no land in sight, and there’s no goddamned tuna anywhere.


  Maybe south of the Vinyard there’ll be something. He thinks about heading that way, and shrugs. The whale’s still headed east, and he’s got a mind to follow her, trailing opportunistic gulls like a screaming banner. If he’s gonna go broke, he might as well go broke chasing a sleek gray shadow.


  The minke whales have lit out for wetter pastures, but the fin whale’s still sticking with the boat—within a mile or two, anyway—when the first glittering back breaks the water off to port. Bluefin come out of the sea like wheels, turning on a perfect arc, a circle marked out with a compass. They race through the water like churning steel, and it’s a school like Cully’s never seen. He’s heard legends, but this is the real deal—three-hundredpound fish, and there are thousands of them. It’s the most amazing thing ever, a sea alive with bluefin fifty miles from anywhere they should be, and he and Morgan stare at each other for a precious, unbelieving thirty seconds before they run out the lines, the bird-scare streamers snakewrithing as they uncoil into the water.


  The fish in the refrigerated hold gleam like bars of silver. The whales sound, showing Cully their flukes side by side like a sentimental sculpture before slipping beneath the chop.


  Cully can feel it like hitting a sandbar when the line snags. The Sweet Katrina lurches, skipping under his feet, and there’s an unholy groan and a thin stream of white smoke as a big winch jams. Cully grabs the rail, and Morgan grabs Cully, and neither one of them quite goes off the boat, though it’s a near thing and a couple of bruises.


  “Shit,” Morgan says, and leaps for the winch. The Sweet Katrina’s listing, pulling, dragging herself around. Half a second and the other line’s going to get pulled into the jammed one. Cully scrambles for the wheelhouse, swings down the steps, hands slipping on the railings, slaps at the cutoff.


  Morgan curses. There’s a four-foot bluefin flopping under Morgan’s feet. Morgan’s standing on the damned fish to get to the winch.


  He’s not going to be fast enough. Cully can hear the tick of stressed fibers parting, nylon line click click clicking into oblivion one strand at a time. Cully charges from the wheelhouse, tackles his first mate, gets half a grip on him and swings him around, nails imprinting Morgan’s wrist, and lands them both sprawling to the deck as the line fails—all for one, and one for all—snapped end like a scourge, a flail that could blind a man or flense him, flesh from bone.


  A hundred thousand dollars in tuna and equipment goes gliding down into the Atlantic, wasted work and wasted death. Morgan sits up, still cursing. “What did we snag, a submarine?”


  “Fuck,” Cully answers. “And this was turning out to be such a nice day.”


  The whales rise beside the boat and wait there, breathing. Morgan struggles to his feet, wiping his hands on his coverall. All it does is spread the slime around. “Fucking whale,” Morgan says. He stomps toward the wheelhouse, yanks open a locker, and pulls the rifle out. “Fucking thing could have killed us.”


  “Morgan,” Cully says, “what the hell do you think you’re doing?”


  Pen does the grocery shopping on the way home from work, on Saturday. She loads up the back of the Volvo and notices the right rear tire is going flat. The gas station attendant finds a screw in it; he fixes it fast and charges her eight dollars, and she hurries home, worried that the milk is going bad. Cindy is fixing breakfast. The kids are watching cartoons on videotape and arguing over Shrek and Finding Nemo. Pen remembers when the cartoons were broadcast, and you watched whatever was on.


  She shrugs and puts the milk away; Cindy takes it right back out of the little fridge and grins at her, pouring a dollop into a bowl of scrambled eggs. “This smells a little off,” she says.


  “Bad?”


  “No, just off.”


  Pen shrugs. “It got left in the car for a bit. We’ll just drink it fast.” Cindy points at the coffee pot. Pen fixes herself a cup and takes it outside to drink on the porch swing, smelling the sea air, looking at the roses. The leaves are turning. Allan should be home any day. Wherever you go, I will follow.


  Winter will be coming soon.


  Morgan raises the rifle and points it at the fin whale. “It won’t but sting her a little—”


  Cully steps between, and puts his hand on the barrel of the gun. “Morgan,” he says, so calmly, “would you look at yourself?”


  Morgan pauses, gulls whirling behind him. Cully takes a deep breath; the whole world smells like rotting fish. And slowly, Morgan lowers the gun. “Fuck,” he says. “I guess she didn’t mean anything by it.”


  “I’m not sure it was the whale,” Cully says.


  “What the hell else could it have been?”


  Cully shrugs and points over the railing. Another whale breaches in the distance—one, two, a pod of humpbacks. They’re everywhere, now that Cully’s looking for them. Gray whales slipping along the surface not so different from dappled wave-tops themselves. The great pleased grin of a blue whale as it lifts its head from the ocean, blowing plumes of vapor into the perfect sky. Dolphins leaping among the tuna, a softer shade of steel. “You see any hook-marks on her hide? Besides, it’s a goddamned endangered species. Do you wanna pay the fine?”


  “They can take it out of the tuna she ate,” Morgan says, folding his arms over the rail, and Cully doesn’t point out that fin whales don’t eat tuna. “Besides, you want to talk about a goddamned endangered species? What the hell are we?”


  Cully opens his mouth to answer. The tuna turn like steel wheels in the sunlight, iterations from hull to horizon. The hold is two-thirds full, the gleaming fish packed in like bullion. The trip is paid for, the diesel is bought.


  If every trip could be like this—


  He looks at the whale, who has rolled on her side again, her baby nosing along her belly, looking for the teat. She gazes at him with that wide, alert eye, her flipper upraised, gleaming wet in the sun. She cups it like a woman cupping a hand. She beckons.


  She’s listening.


  “I reckon you’re right,” Cully says, and boosts himself over the rail. He crouches down, one foot in front of the other, dangling off the side as if trying to scoop something out of the water. The whale rolls, and her flipper brushes Cully’s fingers. Cully laughs in wonder and cranes his head to look at Morgan, silhouetted by the sun. “Where do you think they go?” he asks.


  “They?”


  “When they go extinct. Or nearly so.” He gestures at the whale, at the tuna, at himself.


  “What, when they die?”


  “Do they?” Cully asks. He pulls his hand back in, but stays squatting on the wrong side of the rail. “What do you think? Maybe they get to go home.”


  There’s the hold full of tuna. There’s Pen and the kids, and there’s this place he and Morgan found, where there’s tuna for the taking. Pen owns the boat. Most of the boat. And then there’s the insurance money, and then there’s those fish in the hold, and all the ones out there, where a factory fleet won’t ever find them. The factory boats just aren’t a dying breed.


  The whale rolls again, water beading, streaming off her hide. She looks at him. Waiting. Where do they go?


  “Hey Morgan, you think you can find this place again?”


  “We charted it, didn’t we?”


  “Yeah,” Cully says. He stands, hand on the rail for balance. He promised he would pay, and he’ll never find his way back here if he doesn’t settle his debt. “I guess we did. I guess you’ll find it no problem. Christ, it’s beautiful here.”


  He wants to pull off his wife’s glove, and kiss her long brown hand. He wants to smell the roses on her skin, the salt sea in her hair. More than anything, he wants to go home.


  The whale squirms, a long slick convulsion, and rights herself. She glides away from the Sweet Katrina, her breath and her baby’s breath trailing behind them. She’s done waiting for him to figure it out.


  There’s fish here for the taking, and Morgan knows how to find them, and Pen will keep him on. There’ll be money for the boys for college, money for Pen and Cindy to retire on. They won’t have to leave the island. They’ll sell the boat to Morgan, eventually, and Cully’s sons won’t be fishers. They’ll get city jobs. He won’t see it, but they’ll grow up fine, they’ll be okay. On land.


  He weighs it in his hand and hates it, while the whales turn like wheels in the ocean. On land.


  “Cully—” Morgan says.


  The whales are sounding. They show their flukes, monuments against a perfect sky. They’re diving now.


  Cully lets go of the rail. Paid in full. He goes under.


  He goes on.


  


  The Slaughtered Lamb


  


  


  


  


  The smell of the greasepaint was getting to Edie.


  “Oh mygod, sweetheart, and then she says to me, ‘Honey, I think you’d look fabulous with dreads,’ and I swear I stared at her for ten whole seconds before I managed to ask, ‘Do you think I’m a fucking Jamaican, bitch?’ I mean, can you believe the gall of …”


  Nor the mouths on some others, Edie thought tiredly, pressing a thumb into the arch of her foot and trying to massage away the cramp you got from a two-hour burlesque in four-inch stilettos. They were worth the pain, though:hotlittle boots with the last two inches of the dagger heel clad in ferrules of shining metal. When you took them down the runway, they glittered like walking on stars.


  She looked in her makeup mirror, still trying to tune out Paige Turner’s fucking tirade about fucking Jamaicans, which wasn’t getting any more interesting for its intricacy. Edie’s vision was shimmering with migraineaura—full moon tonight—and the smell of makeup and scorched hair was making her nauseated. The fucking cramp wasn’t coming out of her fucking foot. No way she could walk in flats like this.


  She didn’t want to go home: there was nothing in her apartment except three annoying flatmates—one of whom had an incontinent cat—and a telephone that wasn’t going to ring. Not for her, anyway.


  She wanted a boyfriend. A family. Somebody who would help her get rid of this fucking headache, and treat her like a person rather than a side-show. Somebody who wouldn’t spout bigoted shit at her. She didn’t get that from her father’s family, and she certainly didn’t get it here.


  “Fuck.” She dropped her foot to the floor, arching it up so only the ball and toes touched. “I’m fucking fucked.”


  “Aw, sweetie,” somebody said in her ear—a lower voice than Paige’s, and a much more welcome one. “What’s wrong?”


  Somebody was trying to distract Paige by asking her if she was staying up for the lunar eclipse. It wasn’t working. Edie wondered if a punch in the kisser would do it.


  She looked up to see Mama Janeece leaning over her, spilling out of her corset in the most convincing manner imaginable.


  “I gotta get out of here,” Edie said. “You know, I’m just gonna walk to the subway now.”


  She jammed her foot back into the boot. The support eased the cramp temporarily, but she knew there’d be hell to pay all night.So be it.


  “It’s fifteen degrees,” Janeece said. “You’re going to go out there in high heels and a wig and four inches of fabric?”


  “I’ve got a coat. And a bottle of schnapps back at myplace.” Edie stood. She smiled to take the sting out of it, then made sure her voice was loud enough for Paige to overhear as she gathered her coat. “Besides, if I have to listen to any more racist bullshit from Miss Thing over there, I’m going to be even colder in a jail cell all night. Somebody ought to tell her that it ain’t drag if you look like Annie Lennox.”


  She sashayed out, letting the door swing shut behind her. Not quite fast enough to cut short the cackles of outraged queens.


  Halfway down the corridor, she realized she’d left her cellphone behind. It wasn’t worth ruining a good exit for. She would get it tomorrow. Anyway, she didn’t have anybody to call.


  


  


  The coat wasn’t long enough to cover her knees and the cold burned through those hot little boots. After ten steps, Edie regretted her decision. But going back now would be a sure way to convert triumph into ignominy, so she soldiered on, sequined spandex stretching around her thighs with each swinging stride as she click-clacked up Jane Street toward Eighth Ave. Sure, it was cold, but she could take it. Sure, her feet hurt—but she could take that, too. She was probably less miserable than the gaunt black hound with his hide tented over his hip-bones that she glimpsed slinking aside at the first intersection.


  The cold deadened her sense of smell. Manhattan’s rich panoply of scents gave way to ice, cold concrete, and leaden midwinter. The good news was, it deadened her incipient migraine, too. And in the freezing dark of the longest night of the year, there weren’t many people hanging around to hassle her.


  Of course, she’d no sooner thought that than the purrof an eight-cylinder engine alerted her—seconds before the car glided up beside her. Somebody rolled down the window, releasing warm air and the scent of greasy bodies. A simpering catcall floated through the icy night. A male voice, pitched sing-song. “Hey lady. Hey lady. I like your big legs, lady. You want a ride?”


  The car was a beige American land yacht from the 1980s, rusty around the wheel wells. There were four guys in it, and the one in the front passenger seat was the one purring out the window. From the look on his face, his friends had put him up to it, and he was a little horrified by his own daring.


  Edie turned, flipped the skirts of her coat out, and planted both hands on her snake-slender hips. She drew herself up to her full six-foot-eight in those stilettos. Something smelled mushroomy; she hoped it wasn’t the interior of that car.


  “I ain’t no lady,” she said definitively. “I’m aqueen.”


  The car slowed, easing up to the curb. The front and rear passenger doors opened before it had coasted to a stop. Three men climbed out—one must have slid across the rear bucket seat to do so—and then the driver’s door opened and the fourth man stood up behind the car.


  Edie brazened it out with a laugh, but her hand was in her purse. She didn’t have a gun—this was New York City—but she had a pair of brass knuckles and a can of pepper spray. And other advantages, but she’d hate to have to use those. For one thing, she’d ruin her blouse.


  The throbbing behind her eyes intensified. She kept her hand in her purse, and was obvious about it.Theywouldn’t know she didn’t have a gun. And now that they were standing up beside the car, it was obvious that she had a foot on the tallest of them.


  I’m not easy prey, she thought fiercely, and tried to carry herself the way her father would have—all squared shoulders and Make-My-Day. Thinking of him made her angry, which was good: being angry made her feelbig. The car was still running. That was a good sign they weren’t really committed to a fight, and she could pick out the pong of fear on at least two of them.


  She smiled through the blood-red lipstick and said, “What say we part friends, boys?”


  They grumbled and shifted. One of them looked at the driver. The driver rolled his eyes and slid back behind the wheel—and that was the signal for the other three to pile back into the car with a great slamming of doors. Predators preferred to deal from a position of strength.


  “Fucking faggot,” one shouted before leaning forward to crank the window up. Edie didn’t quite relax, but her fingers eased their deathgrip on her mace.


  Oh, bad boys, she thought.You never got beat up enough to make you learn to get tough.


  She hadn’t had time to come down off the adrenaline high when a shimmering veil of colors wavered across the width of the street, right before the beige Buick. The car nosed down as the driver braked hard; that mushroomy smell intensified. The veil of light had depth—beyond it, Edie glimpsed a woodland track, the green shadows of beech leaves, the broken rays of a brilliant sun. She heard a staccato, as of drumbeats, echoing down the street. She took an involuntary step forward and then two back as something within the aurora lunged.


  A tall pale horse, half-dissolved in light, lurched through the unreal curtain. It stumbled as its hooves struck sparks from the pavement, reins swinging freelyfrom a golden bridle, then gathered itself and leaped. Its hooves beat a steel-drum tattoo on the hood and roof of the Buick. The men within cringed, but though the windshield starred and spiderwebbed, the roof held. It smelled of panicked animal, sweat, and—incongruously—lily of the valley, with overtones of hungry girlchild.


  The horse pelted down the street, leaving Edie with a blurred impression of quivering nostrils, ears red as if blood-dipped, and white-rimmed eyes—and of something small and delicate clinging to its back with inhumanly elongated limbs.


  The veil still hung there, rippling in the darkness between streetlamp pools. Edie could see the full moon riding high beyond it, and the sight made her migraine come back in waves, She wanted nothing so much as to put her head down to her knees and puke all over the gutter. That sweetly fungal aroma was almost oppressive now, clinging, reminding Edie of stepping in a giant puffball in the Connecticut woods as a boy. The drumming of hooves had faded as the white horse vanished down the street. Now it multiplied, echoing, and over it rang a sound like the mad pealing of a carillon in a hurricane.


  Edie dropped her purse and sprinted into the street, so hasty even she tottered on her heels. She yanked open the front passenger door and pulled the abusive one out by his wrist, shouting to the others to get out and run.Run.


  The thunder of hooves, the clangor of bells, redoubled.


  The driver listened, and one of the passengers in the rear—and he had the presence of mind to drag his friend after. The man she was hauling out of the car looked at her wild-eyed and seemed about to struggle. She grabbedthe door-frame with one hand and threw him behind her with the other, sending him stumbling to his knees on the sidewalk when he fell over the curb. When she turned to throw herself after him, her heel skittered out from under her. She only saved herself from falling by clutching the car’s frame and door.


  Edie had half an instant during which to doubt her decision. Then she dropped to the ground and wriggled under the car, aware that she’d never wear these stockings again. She just made it; her coat snagged on the undercarriage a moment before the clatter of dog nails on pavement reached her ears, and she tore it loose with a wince. Then the swarming feet of hounds were everywhere around her, their noses thrust under the car, their voices raised in excited yips. Some were black, a dusty black like weathered coal. Some were white as milk, with red, red ears hung soft along their jowls and pink, sniffing noses. But they sniffed for only a moment before moving on, baying in renewed vigor. Edie was not their prey.


  Close behind them came the crescendo of that hoofbeat thunder. Edie cringed from the judder of the car she sheltered beneath as horse after horse struck it, hurtled over, and landed on the far side. The horses also ran to the left and the right, and all their legs, too, were black as coal or white as milk. The car shook brutally under the abuse, a tire hissing flat. The undercarriage pressed her spine. She was realizing that maybe this hadn’t been her best idea ever when she heard human voices shouting. Something broke the wave of horses before her, so now they thundered only to the left and the right. The belling of the hounds was not lessened, except in that it receded, and nor was the pounding of hooves—but the stampedeflowed around her now, rather than over. It felt like minutes, but Edie was sure only seconds had passed when the sounds faded away, leaving behind the raucous yelps of car alarms and the distant wail of a police siren.


  She wriggled against the undercarriage like a worm between stones. The pavement smelled of old oil, vomit, and gasoline, so cold it burned against her cheek. She pressed against it with her elbows, inching forward, kicking with her feet. So much for the hot boots.


  Doc Martens appeared at street level, followed by a young olive-skinned woman’s inverted face. She was crowned in a crest of black-and-blond streaks and framed by the sagging teeth of a leather jacket’s zipper.


  “Hi,” she said. “I’m Lily Wakeman. You look like you could use a hand.”


  “Or two,” Edie said, extending hers gratefully.


  The woman and a slight white guy wearing a sword pulled her from beneath the car. It was pancaked—the roof crushed in, the suspension broken.


  Edie shook herself with wonder that she hadn’t been smashed underneath. She turned to her rescuers—the punky girl, that slight man, who had medium-dark hair and eyes that looked brown by streetlight, except the right one seemed to catch sparkles inside it in a way that made Edie think it might be glass—and a second man: a butchy little number with his slick blond hair pulled back into a stubby ponytail, who wore a tattered velvet tailcoat straight out ofLabyrinth.


  “Oh, these shoes. Do you know what thesecost?”


  “Matthew Szczgielniak,” said the bigger and butcher of the two white guys. She didn’t miss his nervous glance in the direction the hunt had run, or the way his weight shifted.


  “Edith Moorcock,” she said haughtily, smoothing her torn coat.


  He stared at her, eyebrows rising. He wasn’t bad, actually, if you liked ’em covered in muscles and not too tall. She was waiting for—she didn’t know what. Scorn, dismissal.


  Instead, the corners of his mouth curved up just a little. “That’s rather good.”


  Edie sniffed. “Thank you.”


  Then she realized why his face seemed so familiar. “You’re that guy. The Mage.” He’d been all over the news for a while, after the magic finally burst through in big ways as well as small, enchanting all of New York City. He was supposed to be some sort of liaison between the real world and theotherwiseone; the one Edie’s people came from. The one she couldn’t go back to unless she was willing to lie about who she was.


  She tried to remember details. There’d been a murder… . But if this was Matthew Magus, that meant his companions were people Edie should have recognized too. The woman was supposed to be Morgan le Fay’s apprentice. And that meant the little guy was … ohshit.


  Edie stole a glance at Matthew’s right hand, but he was wearing black leather gloves.


  “From the comic book,” she said.


  Matthew covered half his face with the left hand, then let it drop. “Guilty. And you’re my responsibility, aren’t you? You’re a werewolf.”


  “Don’t be silly,” Edie said, swallowing a surge of bitterness. She dismissed the whole thing with a calculated hand-flip. “Werewolf is an all-boys club. Queens need not apply. Besides, since when was the rest of Fairy ready to write us a certificate of admission?”


  Lily and the other man—who Edie also recognized, now that she had context—were already jogging away down Jane Street after the vanished fairy hunt. Matthew turned to follow, and Edie trotted after him in her ruined shoes.


  She couldn’t let it go. “How did you know I was a werewolf?”


  Matthew shrugged. “I’ve met a few. Never a drag queen before, I admit—” He waved back at the flattened Buick. “That was very brave. Did you stop to think you could have shifted? It’s a full moon; it would have been easy.”


  Edie tossed her wig away, since it was a mess anyway. She wasn’t going to tell them that it had been a dozen years since she’d used her wolf-shape. That lupines were pack-beasts, and it hurt too much being alone in that form.


  She said, “Turn back into a wolf? Are you kidding? You know we regenerate when we do that? You know how long it takes to wax this shit?”


  They were catching up to the others quickly now. “Did you call up that hunt?”


  “Just happened to be standing by when it broke through,” Edie admitted between breaths. “Lunar eclipse on solstice night. Is it any wonder if the walls of the world get a little thin?”


  “That’s why we’re on patrol,” Matthew said. “Solstice night. Full moon. And a lunar eclipse. Let’s catch them before they flatten any pedestrians.”


  They caught up to the others. The little guy favored them with a sideways glance as they all slacked stride for a moment. “You brought the wolf along.”


  “The wolf brought herself,” Edie said.


  Lily chuckled.


  “Welcome to the party. I’m Kit,” the little guy said.


  Edie snorted to cover exactly how impressed she was. Him, she still cringed with embarrassment for not having recognized immediately: Christopher Marlowe, late of London, late of Fairy, late of Hell. “Hel-lo, Mister Queer Icon.Iknow who you are. Don’tyou?”


  “Oh, he knows,” said Matthew, breathing deeply. “He just likes the fussing. Edith, I don’t suppose you got a look at what they were after, did you?”


  Edie remembered the first white horse, the thing wadded up on its shoulders, face buried in its flowing mane. “A little girl,” she said. “On an elven charger. She looked terrified.”


  “Shit!” Matthew broke into a jouncing, limping run. The other three fell in behind him.


  


  


  The cramp in her foot was back, and now her toes were jammed up against the toes of her boots with every stride. She started to run with a hitching limp of her own, accompanied by a breathy litany of curses.


  Here, there were no destroyed vehicles or shattered pavement. It was as still and dark as Manhattan ever gets—the streets quiet and cold, if not quite deserted. The scent pulled her down Washington to West 10thStreet, and then she tottered to a stop beneath a denuded tree.


  “My feet,” she said, leaning on a wall.


  “Let me see,” said Matthew. He crouched awkwardly, one leg thrust off at an angle like an outrigger, and put his hands on her ankle. She could feel through the soft leather that one of them was misshapen, and did not grip.


  “Hey,” Edie said. “No peeking up my skirt.” She gave him the foot as if she were a horse and he the farrier. When she felt him pressing his hands together over her ankle bone, she glanced back over her shoulder. “You can’t see anything with the boot on.”


  “Hush,” he said. “I’m talking to your shoes.”


  When he put the foot down, it did feel easier. The incipient blood blisters on her soles hadn’t healed, but something was easing the cramp in her instep, and the toes felt like they fit better. Matthew touched the other ankle, and Edie lifted the foot for him.


  A moment later, and she was offering him a hand up. As he pushed himself to his feet she saw him grope his own knee, revealing the outline of metal and padding through the leg of his cargo pants.


  She blurted, “You’re kicking ass in a knee brace? Hardcore.”


  “If the team needs you, you play through the injury,” he said. “Ow!”


  That last because Lily had thumped him with the back of her hand.


  “I need a new knee,” Matthew said apologetically, as they limped along a street lined with parked cars and brick-faced buildings. “I’m trying to put it off as long as possible. The replacements are only good for fifteen years or so.”


  “Ouch,” Edie said, even as he picked up the pace. “Ever consider a less physical line of work?”


  “Every day,” he said.


  It wasn’t too hard to follow the hunters—the flattened cars and glowing hoofprints pounded in pavement were a clear trail, and there was always the wail of car alarms and police sirens to orient by. The sounding of thehounds carried in the cold night as perfectly as the distant ring of a ship’s bell over water. The air still reeked with the scents of hunters and hunted. Before long, Edie was running at the front of the pack, directing the others.


  Matthew limped up beside her, the chains and baubles hung from his coat jangling merrily. Despite the awkwardness of his stride, his breath still wreathed him in easy clouds.


  He reached out one hand and tugged her sleeve, slowing her. “Can we get ahead of them? Being where they’ve been isn’t helping us at all.”


  “It’s been a long time since I hunted, sugar, and the rest of the pack never thought me much of a wolf.” Edie skimmed her hands down her sides and hips as explanation.


  Drawing up beside them, Kit said, “You should talk to the Sire of the Pack. Things have changed in Fairy—”


  “How much can they have possibly changed? The Pack doesn’t want me, and I don’t want them.” Edie made a gesture with her left hand that was meant to cut off discussion.


  A prowl car swept past, its spotlight briefly illuminating their faces, but they must not have looked like trouble—at least by Village standards—because the car rolled by without hesitation. Distant sirens still shattered the night, a sort of a directional beacon if you could pick the original out of the echoes.


  Edie saw Matthew’s crippled hand move in the air as if he were conducting music—or, more, actually, as if he were plucking falling strands of out of the air. He frowned with concentration.Magi, she thought tiredly.


  Just out of range of a kicked-over hydrant spouting water that splashed and rimed on the street, Edie pausedto consult her mental map of the Village’s tangle of streets. The middle and northern parts of Manhattan were a regular grid, but this was the old part of the city, where the roads crossed one another like jackstraws.


  Edie raised her head and sniffed to the four directions. “Let’s double back and head south on Washington. I think they’ve headed that way.”


  “I’m pushing them that way.” Matthew fell in behind her, and Kit and Lily followed. Edie’s palms were wet inside her gloves: nervousness. The nose didn’t lie, but it could be tricked—and it had been a long time since Edie ran with a pack.


  Off to the left, Kit cried “Hark!” and slowed his pace to a walk. Edie cupped her hands to her ears. The scent was strong again, and growing stronger. At the end of the block, Hudson Street was still moderately busy with cars, and the noise could have confounded her. But there was the trembling of hooves through the street—


  The first horse and rider burst into sight around the oblique corner of West 10thand Hudson. Sparks flew from beneath the hooves. Matthew’s hand moved again, and down the street, a pedestrian, distracted by her phone, chose that minute to jaywalk. A panel van swerved to avoid her, cutting off the horse and rider. Edie found herself slowing as the animal raced toward her, running against traffic. She could smell its sweat, its exhaustion and terror.


  From behind it, she heard the baying of the hounds.


  


  


  “Stand aside,” Kit said, and took Edie by the wrist to pull her onto the sidewalk, amid the shelter of trees and light poles. Matthew stood firmly in the middle of the street, his back to traffic, his velvet coat catching highlights offthe streetlamps. Edie pulled against Kit’s grip; Lily was suddenly there beside her, restraining her as well.


  “He’s the Archmage,” Kit said. “If he doesn’t know what he’s doing, it’s his own fool fault.”


  The Fairy steed bore down on him, and Matthew drew himself up tall. At the corner of a red brick building whose ground floor façade was comprised of grilled Roman arches, the horse reached him. She was going to run him down, Edie saw. She reached out a futile hand—


  The horse gathered itself to leap, and as it did, Matthew threw out his arms. “Hold!” he cried, in a voice that shook the windows and rattled the fire escapes against the brick faces of the buildings. “In the names of the City that Never Sleeps—New York, New Orange, New Amsterdam, Gotham, the Big Apple, and the Island of Manhattan—I bid you stand fast!”


  Edie would have expected flares of light, shivers of energy running across the pavement—something from a movie or a comic book. But it wasn’t there: all she saw was the man in the tatterdemalion dark red coat, his hands upraised.


  And the lather-dripping mare planting her heels and stopping short before him. Her head hung low, her throat and barrel swelling with each great heaving gasp of air. She swayed, and for a moment, Edie thought she would collapse.


  The girl on her back, all snarled pale hair and twig-limbs, raised her head painfully from where it had rested, face pressed into the mare’s mane. Edie gasped.


  Here was no elf-child, moving as stiffly as an old woman: just a human girl of eleven years, or twelve.


  The hounds rounded the corner in full cry, surginglike a sea around the knees of the running horses. Matthew sprinted forward, arms still outstretched, and put himself between the hunt and the girl. Edie shook off Kit’s hand and ran to stand beside him, aware that Kit and Lily were only a step or two back—and that only because Edie’s legs were longer. When she drew up, Matthew snaked out a hand and clasped hers, and then she was grabbing Lily’s hand on the other side while Lily linked arms with Kit. They stood so, four abreast, and Matthew again raised his voice and shouted, “Hold!”


  Edie felt the power through her fingertips, this time, like a static charge. She imagined a barrier sweeping across West 10thfrom building to building, towering high overhead. She imagined it thick and strong, and hoped somehow she was helping.


  Whether she had any effect on it or not, the hounds quit running. They circled back into the pack, their belling turned to whining, a churn of black bodies and white ones dotted with red. The horses drew up among them, harness-bells shivering and hooves a-clatter. At the forefront, on a tall gelding, sat an elf-lord who smelled of primroses and prickles. He had cropped hair as red as his white horse’s ears, shot through with streaks of black where a mortal man would show graying. He wore a blousy silken shirt, heavily embroidered, and a pair of skinny black jeans stuffed into cowboy boots.


  “Matthew Magus,” he said, casting a green-gray eye that seemed to gather light across Edie, Kit, and Lily. His harness did not creak as he shifted his weight, but the bells tinkled faintly—rain against a glass wind-chime. “And companions.”


  “I do not know you,” Matthew said. “How are you styled?”


  “I am a lord of the Unseelie Court, and I would not extend my calling to one so ill-met.”


  Matthew sighed. “Must we be ill-met?”


  “Aye,” said the anonymous lord, “if you would keep a thief from me.”


  Now police cars were filling the intersection and both ends of the block. Edie looked nervously one way and another, waiting for men and women with guns to start piling out of the vehicles and charging forward, but for now they seemed content to wait.


  New York’s Finest knew better than to get between a magician and an elf-lord.


  “A thief?” Matthew asked, with an elaborate glance over his shoulder. Edie could still hear the heaving breaths of the horse, smell the sweat and fear of the girl. “I see someone who has sought sanctuary in my city. And as you owe fealty to King Ian, you are bound by my treaty with him. What is she accused of stealing … Sir Knight?”


  “What’s there before your eyes,” the Fairy answered, as his companions of the hunt—men and women both—ranged themselves around him. “That common brat has stolen the great mare Embarr from my stables, and I will have her back. And the thief punished.”


  The mare snorted behind them, her harness jangling fiercely as she shook out her mane. “He lies!”


  At first, Edie thought the child had spoken, and admired her spunk. But when she turned, she realized that the high, clear voice had come from the horse, who pricked her ears and continued speaking. “If anything, t’was I stole the child Alicia. And my reasons I had, mortal Magus.”


  “The mare,” said the elf-lord, “is mine.”


  Matthew did not lower his hands. “Be that as it may,” he said. “I cannot have you tearing my city apart—and it ismy city, and in it I decree that no one can own another. The girl and the horse are under my protection, and if you wish to have King Ian seek their extradition, he is welcome to do so through official channels. Which donot—” Matthew waved his hands wide “—include a hunt through Greenwich Village.”


  The Fairy Lord sniffed. “I have come here, where iron abounds, and where your mortal poisons burn inside my breast with every breath, to reclaim what is rightfully mine. By what authority do you deny me?”


  He stood up in his stirrups. His gelding took a prancing, curveting step or two, crowding the horses and hounds on his right. They danced out of the way, but not before Edie had time to wrinkle her nose in the human answer to a snarl. “This is going to come to a fight,” she whispered, too low for anyone but Lily and Matthew to hear. The whisk of metal on leather told her that Kit had drawn his sword.


  “Why doesn’t the girl speak for herself?” Matthew asked.


  “Because,” the mare answered, “His Grace had her caned and stole her voice from her when one of his mares miscarried. But it wasn’t the girl’s fault. And I’ll not see my stablehands mistreated.”


  Lily squeezed Edie’s hand and leaned close to whisper. “Edith? Shift to wolf form.”


  Edie shook her head. “I told you, it’s been—”


  “Do it,” she said, and gave her a little push forward from the elbow.


  Edie toed out of those boots and stood in stocking-feet on the icy pavement. She ripped her blouse off overher head and kicked down the stockings and the sequined skirt.


  Everyone was staring, most especially the Fairy lord. Lily, though, stepped forward to help Edie with her corselet and gaff. She handled the confining underclothes with the professionalism of a seasoned performer, folding them over her arm before stepping back. Edie stood there for a moment, naked skin prickling out everywhere, and raised her eyes to the Fairy lord.


  “Well, I’ll be a codfish,” he said callously. He looked not at Edie, but at Matthew. “The bitch has a prick. Is that meant to upset me?”


  “The bitch has teeth, too,” Edie said, and let the transformation take her.


  She’d thought it would be hard. So many years, so many years of enduring the pain, of resisting, of petulant self-denial. Of telling herself that if she wasn’t good enough for the Pack to see her as a wolf, then she didn’t want to be one.


  Once she managed to release her death-grip on the self-denial, though, her human form just fell away, sheeting from the purity of the wolf like filth from ice. Edie’s hands dropped toward the pavement and were hard, furred paws before they touched. Her muzzle lengthened; what had been freezing cold became cool comfort as the warmth of her pelt enfolded her. The migraine fell away as if somebody had removed a clamp from her temples, and the rich smells of the city—and the horse manure and dog piss of the hunt—flooded her sinuses.


  She snarled, stalking forward, and saw the Fairy hounds whine and mill and cringe back among the legs of the horses. She knew the light rippled in her coat, red as rust and tipped smoke-black, and she knew the lightglared in her yellow eyes. She knew from the look the Fairy lord shot her—fear masked with scorn—that the threat was working.


  “So you have a wolf,” the Fairy lord said, though his horse lowered his head to protect his neck and backed several steps.


  “And your high king is a wolf,” Matthew said. “You know how the pack sticks together.”


  This time, the gelding backed and circled because the Fairy lord reined him around. When he faced Edie and the others again, he was ten feet further back, and his pack had fallen back with him.


  “I don’t understand why the horse didn’t kill you,” he called to the girl, over Matthew’s head. “They don’t let slaves ride.”


  He yanked his horse’s mouth so Edie could smell the blood that sprang up, wheeling away.


  “Oh,” said the mare, “isthatwhy you never dared get up on me?”


  As the lord rode off, spine stiff, the rest of the hunt fell in behind him. Edie was warm and at ease, and with the slow ebb of adrenaline, swept up in a rush of fellow-feeling for those with whom she had just withstood a threat.


  A veil opened in the night as before, shimmering across the pavement before the phalanx of squad cars. Edie and her new allies stood waiting warily until the Fairy lord and his entourage vanished back behind it. The mare eyed Matthew quite cunningly.She planned this, the wolf thought. But the mare said nothing, and Edie would have had to come back to human form to say it—and what good would it do at this point, anyway?


  “Well, I guess that’s that,” Matthew said, when they were gone.


  He made a hand-dusting gesture and turned away, leaving Kit to handle the girl and the mare who had stolen each other while he walked, whistling, up the road to speak with the assembled police. Edie went and sat beside Lily, tail thumping the road. Lily reached down and scruffled her ruff and ears with gloved fingers.


  “Good wolf,” she cooed. “Good girl.”


  


  


  In New York City’s storied Greenwich Village, on the island of Manhattan, there is a tavern called the Slaughtered Lamb. A wolf howls on its signboard. In one corner lurks a framed photo of Lon Chaney as the Wolf Man. The tavern is cramped and dark and the mailbox-sized bathroom—beside the grilled-off stair with a sign proclaiming the route to The Dungeon closed for daily tortures—is not particularly clean.


  The Slaughtered Lamb (of course) is the favored hangout of Lower Manhattan’s more ironic werewolves. Edie hadn’t been there even once since she came to New York City. She’d been an outcast even then.


  Now she strode west on 4thStreet from Washington Square, her high-heeled boots clicking on the preternaturally level sidewalks of Manhattan. Her feet still hurt across the pads, but the worst was healed. She wore trousers to hide her unshaven legs. A cold wind curled the edges of damp leaves, not strong enough to lift them from the pavement.


  4th was wider and less tree-shaded than most of the streets in the famously labyrinthine Village, but still quiet—by Manhattan standards—as she made her way past the sex shops, crossing Jones in a hurry. An FDL Express truck waited impatiently behind the stop sign,rolling gently forward as if stretching an invisible barrier when the driver feathered the clutch.


  She hopped lightly up one of the better curb cuts in the Village and crossed the sidewalk to the Slaughtered Lamb’s black-and-white faux-Tudor exterior. Horns blared as she let herself inside. A reflexive glance at her watch showed 4:59.


  Rush hour.


  “And so it begins,” she muttered to no one in particular, and let the heavy brown nine-panel door fall between her and the noise.


  There was noise inside, too, but it was of a more welcoming quality. Speakers mounted over the door blared Chumbawumba; two silent televisions shimmered with the sports highlights of the day. A gas fire roared in the unscreened hearth behind the only open table. Edie picked her way through the darkness to claim it quickly, sighing in relief. It might roast her on one side, but at least it would be a place to sit.


  She slung her damp leather coat over the high back of a bar stool and jumped up. She was barely settled, a cider before her, when the door opened again, revealing Matthew Magus and a tall, slender young man with pale skin and black hair that touched his collar in easy curls.


  They sat down across from Edie. She shifted a little further away from the fire. “Edith Moorcock,” Matthew said, “His Majesty Ian MacNeill, Sire of the Pack and High King of Fairy.”


  “Charmed,” Edie said, offering the King a glove. To her surprise, he took it.


  “Edie is a New World wolf,” Matthew said. “Apparently,your grandfather did not find her … acceptable … to the Pack.”


  “Oh, yes,” Ian said tiredly. “It’s about time the Pack got itself out of the twelfth century.” He steepled his fingers as the server came over, and both he and Matthew ordered what Edie had. “I can’t imagine what you would want with us at this point, though—”


  Edie’s heart fluttered with nervousness. “An end to exile?”


  “Consider it done. Do you plan to remain in New York?”


  Edie nodded.


  “Good. The Mage here needs somebody to look after him. Somebody with some teeth.” Ian paused as his cider arrived, then sipped it thoughtfully. Matthew coughed into the cupped palm of his glove. “The better to eat you with, my dear,” he muttered.


  The king regarded him, eyebrows rising as he tilted his head. “I beg your pardon?”


  “Nothing, your Majesty.”


  Ian smiled, showing teeth. If Edie’s were anything to go by, he had very good ears. He drank another swallow of cider, wiped his mouth on the back of his hand, and said, “Now, about that changeling girl and the horse that stole her—”


  


  Old Leatherwings


  


  


  


  


  The old leatherman was late for breakfast. This was more than an unusual happenstance: George Dell had fed the wanderer supper and breakfast every thirty-four days for twenty-six years, and never once had the old leatherman missed a meal or made a sound beyond the creak of his roughsewn rawhide suit.


  New York winters pushing snow and New York summers walking alongside a furrow behind the oxen left a man knotted and strong as bent rope, twisted to suit his tasks. Dell wasn’t young anymore himself. But he stomped into his thick hide boots, pulled his hat down stiffly with horny hands, shrugged his oilcloth on over his coveralls, and went out into the cold March rain. Dell knew his farm like the back of his own worn-out hand, hills and brooks like ropy veins and age spots and skin weathered shiny on the grips of the plow. He knew where he’d find the old leatherman, if he was there to be found.


  A red-tail hawk hunched in a naked birch halfway up the hillside. White tree like bone among the cast iron black of wet oak and maple; the hawk fluffed almost headless against the chill and rain. Another farmer might have cursed leaving his shotgun leaned up by the planken door, butt propped beside the steel bucket of sand for the tall kitchen steps. Might have trudged back downslope, trudged back, shot the hawk off the branch and gone looking for its mate, if it had one. Might have crucified both bodies on the barbed wire fence beside the chicken coop, way to send a message.


  But Dell didn’t keep chickens since his wife died, and he knew foxes took more poultry anyway. A red-tail was more likely to eat a weasel than eat a hen, and weaselswerebad on eggs.


  He muttered to himself as he tromped through the pocked old snow.Maybe he decided to move on before breakfast. Maybe he decided to get breakfast somewhere else. Maybe he’s snug by the fire he banked last night to keep him warm, roasting a squirrel on a stick and too contented to come out in the cold.


  Maybe my hogs will butcher and smoke their own selves come fall.


  Once there was a poor tradesman who loved a rich merchant’s daughter and would have given anything to win her.


  


  


  Jules Bourglay lay dying in a cave banked with rotten, spring snow, on the shores of a foreign land. A white tree thrust between the tumbled granite blocks of his rude shelter, an accusing finger pointed at the sky. A hawk he had followed from France and then for twenty-six years in circles from the Connecticut River to the Hudson crouched in the branches overhead.


  Bourglay’s fire had died to coals and his coals had died to ash. He held a thick, curved, three-sided leather needle threaded with sinew between fingers too cold to sew with, and his stitchery was pulled over his lap like a cowhide blanket.


  A wet cough rattled his chest like a ship’s canvas in a gale. He laid the needle, which over time he had sharpened to less than half its length, on the leather and pulled his fingers into his sleeve, tucking the sleeve under his coat to warm his hand. He did not cover his mouth when he coughed again, but he spat blood and phlegm into the ashes when he was done.


  The moisture didn’t sizzle. A cold rain fell through the junctures in the stones. Twenty-six years he’d followed the hawks through these American states, from river to river and farm to farm. He’d swept a great circle steady as a clockhand, sleeping in caves even when beds or barns were offered, to be closer to the hawks. He’d held his tongue as the magic demanded, and he’d walked and he’d stitched and he’d clothed himself in the leftover plates of leather. He’d eaten what strangers offered in their charity, and he’d known they thought him a madman. There was one hawk left.


  He only needed one more day, he thought. Two, perhaps. But he could not walk, and he feared the hawk would leave before too much longer.


  Slowly, Jules Bourglay slumped forward over his work, and fell to dreaming.


  


  Once there was a man held captive by a wicked king


  so that his only hope for escape was to make wings of wax and feathers


  and to fly across the sea.


  


  Inside the farmhouse, George Dell’s older daughter, Hannah Wickham, heldherolder daughter on her knee, fussing rose-pink ribbons on the little girl’s church dress. Widowed Hannah found George Dell a comfort, and widowed George Dell thought the same of Hannah. What five-year-old Stella made of these proceedings remained a mystery: she hadn’t spoken a word since her father died, though she was as well-behaved and sweetly sad a child as any mother would cling to in her sorrow.


  Hannah rose at Dell’s shout from the yard and seated Stella on the tinderbox with an admonition to stay tidy. Graceful and strong, her brown hair twisted up and pinned, Hannah drew a robe around her shoulders and opened the kitchen door. “Pa? What is it?”


  He stomped snow from his boots against the cast-iron hedgehog beside the door, and came in past her, his oilcloth dripping on the sanded puncheon floor. “The old leatherman is dying up the cave under the birch tree,” he said. “I’ll fetch the sled from down cellar. Get your boots on and out of your church clothes; I can’t manage him alone.”


  “Mercy,” Hannah answered, and went to do as she was bid.


  


  


  Once there was an orphaned princess who was under a spell.


  


  


  Dell had to kneel to crawl through the overhang of a granite cave made from half a dozen flat boulders tumbled together like so much split maple. “He’s breathing,” Dell called back to Hannah. “Pass me in the blanket. I’ll have to drag him out.”


  He glanced over his shoulder to see Hannah’s fair face as she squatted down, heedless of the snow and mud clotting the edge of her skirts, and shoved the folded blanket in. “Hand me up whatever ’tis he’s got on his lap,” she said, and once Dell had the blanket from her he did so, struggling with the soaked, stiff leather. Something glittering tumbled from it; a needle, he saw, and meant to remember it after he fetched the old leatherman out.


  Roots dug his knees as he spread the blanket and struggled to pull the old leatherman onto it. “What is that thing?”


  “It looks like a cloak—” A snapping noise, the clatter of vast leathery wings, as she shook it open. “A cloak, it is. A hood and all. It looks near finished.”


  The old leatherman was a vast slack weight in the narrow cave. Not for the first time, Dell wondered what duty or heartbreak had set the man wandering in circles, never speaking, living off the kindness of strangers and whatever he could snare.


  Dell backed out of the narrow hole under the birch tree, dragging some two hundred pounds of fevered man and wet leather behind him. The blanket held together by the grace of his stern Puritan God alone. George Dell swore later he never would have managed without the snow.


  The hawk screamed as he and Hannah bundled the old leatherman on to the sledge, and took wing as Dell leaned into the traces. He was halfway down the slope before he remembered that he’d meant to fetch the needle.


  


  


  Once there was a nightingale


  who loved a poor scholar so much that she died to make a rose bloom in midwinter, so he could win the hand of his lady.


  And yet his lady spurned him nonetheless.


  


  


  The white clapboard-sided farmhouse made a warmer place for dying in. His hands ached with warming, and he thought if he wasn’t so weary and comfortable before the fire he might even manage to open his eyes. But hewasweary, and a woman’s voice sang wordless tunes over him. And rest was close, after twenty-six years of walking. Very close, indeed.


  But Jules Bourglay could hear the hawk calling outside.


  And the sewing wasn’t finished.


  


  Once there was a cruel and beautiful maiden with eleven handsome brothers


  who had been transformed into ravens.


  


  Hannah watched as her father heaved the old leatherman onto a pallet on the floor in the warmth of the kitchen. She washed his face while Stella clung to her skirts; his skin was tanned as insensate as his leather. She spread his cloak and his patchwork jacket out on chairs far enough from the cast-iron range that the leather would not crack and stiffen as they dried. Dell went out to unharness the oxen; they weren’t making church onthisSunday.


  Stella still clung as Hannah shook pale green coffee from the tin into a skillet and set the beans on the top of the stove to roast. Between pumping up water and setting that to boil, she shook them occasionally. The rain made the kitchen grey. She thought of lighting a lantern to cheer the room, but decided not to waste the kerosene.


  When a solid knock sounded at the bottom of the door, she went to answer, thinking her father must have kicked the frame because his arms were too loaded with wood to manage the latch.


  Stella hopped back, dragging Hannah’s skirts with her, as a red-tailed hawk flapped into the room.


  


  Once there was a young tradesman who learned too late who it was that had truly loved him.


  


  George Dell had seen many a strange sight in his sixty years, but his daughter and granddaughter at bay behind the table while a hawk as big as a small eagle mantled over the form of a leather-clad vagrant on his kitchen floor was probably the strangest. He paused in the doorway, the leatherman’s needle—which he had hiked back up the hill to rescue, on the grounds that there was always a possibility the old wanderer might live—glittering between his fingers. The kitchen reeked of scorching coffee beans; the only sound was the stentorian rasp of the leatherman’s failing breath.


  “Hannah?” He thrust the needle through his oilcloth slicker, and reached behind the door for the shotgun, realizing even as he did so that he could not shoot the hawk without shooting the old leatherman too. “What’s happening here?” Hannah laughed softly, her back to the wall and one hand on the edge of the table. The other hand held her skirts in front of Stella, a pitiably fragile sort of barrier. “It seems the bird’s invited itself to luncheon, Pa. And I’m not quite sure how to invite it back out again.”


  The hawk cocked an arrogant eye at Dell, and he laid his other hand on the shotgun, but did not raise it. It flipped its half-open wings shut and waddled around to face him, awkward on the floor as a fat duck out of water.


  “Mais oui,go ahead and shoot me,” the hawk said in the dulcet tones of a lady. “If Jules dies before he sets me free, I might as well be dead in any case.” George Dell blinked, and ever-so-slowly set the gun back down behind the door.


  


  


  Once there was a poor but virtuous girl who could not spin straw into gold, though she tried with all her heart.


  


  


  Her voice brought Bourglay back from the warm and quiet place he had dreamed himself into. Her dear, beloved voice: the only unchanged thing about her. He blinked once, slowly, and thought of examining his surroundings with care before he sat up, if he could manage to sit up. And then the cough took him like a convulsion, and his mouth filled up with slime.


  He swallowed it, having no desire to spit blood and phlegm on some kind woman’s clean kitchen floor.


  “I am Natalie de Bouvier,” the dear voice said, and feathers rustled. “And what you see before you,mes amis,is witchcraft and black magic, the vengeance of an ungrateful girl who fancied herself my rival and killed herself to transform me into the base creature you see before you. A tragedy,n est-ce pas?”


  Bourglay fell back on his pallet when he tried to sit. The hawk hopped away when he reached for her. He rolled on his side and coughed again.


  “Mais oui, mon cherJules followed us all the way to the New World afterle pauvre petitCendrillon did what she did—” A shrug of wings the color of maple syrup over a barred, butter-white breast. “He has made all eleven of my brothers men again, though not one of the ungrateful wretches stayed with me—” She heaved a great theatrical sigh. “And now he’s going to die before he can save me too. If he’d had the sense not to love me in the first place—”


  Oui, for you did so discourage my love, my darling. All those promises and all those stolen kisses—


  —only to spurn me in the end.


  Once there was a tin soldier with only one leg, but a steadfast heart,


  who loved a tinsel ballerina.


  


  


  Stella squeaked and burrowed deeper when the hawk began to speak. The bird hopped onto the chair that the jacket was draped on and unleashed a spatter of white excrement, oblivious to the convulsive coughing of the old leatherman hunched on the floor. “I beg your pardon,” the bird said, but did not seem concerned.


  Hannah started forward, edging past the angry-eyed bird to help him as he rolled from the pallet. He was crawling for the second chair, she realized—more a determined wriggle, for he could not force himself up off his belly—the chair that held the hooded leather cloak. “Oh,merci a Dieu,” the hawk said. “JZnest pas tout a fait mort.”


  “Sit,” Hannah told the old man firmly. She gestured her father over, and—Stella still swinging like a burr among her skirts—went to fetch the cloak. Dell helped the old leatherman sit and gave him back his needle. Hannah laid the cloak across his lap and rethreaded for him.


  And then she straightened and yelped, “Mercy!” and went to pull the burning coffee beans from the stove.


  She started another batch while the old man sewed, pausing every stitch to cough as if he were breathing smoke. Hannah’s father brought him a clean bandanna for a handkerchief, which he took as gratefully as he did the mug of coffee Hannah brought him. The hawk fluttered from place to place, and Stella stayed on the opposite side of Hannah’s skirts.


  “What’s wrong with the brat?” the bird asked idly, squatting like a vulture on the table.


  “She hasn’t spoken since her father died,” Hannah answered, her hackles rising. “Would you mind terribly not fouling that?”


  It took the old leatherman hours to sew a single seam through the half-inch-thick hide to join the top of the hood together. Another racking cough doubled him over his own outstretched legs, blood darkening the red bandanna he held to his mouth. He dropped it and gestured to the jittering hawk.


  She stood before him, rocking from foot to foot, wings spread and beak open in birdy anticipation. The old leatherman looked at her and smiled, and waved Dell and Hannah over as well, the cloak spread wide between his hands. Hannah came up beside her father, her hands on Stella’s shoulders to hold the squirming child before her skirts.


  The old man coughed. His fingers wriggled.Closer. Closer.


  With a sense of deathbed ceremony, hawk and woman and man and child obeyed.


  The old leatherman pushed himself to his knees, pain creasing his forehead under beads of sweat. He spun the cloak so that its edge flared wide, a snapping noise like the clatter of vast leathery wings following the flick of his wrists. Stella cringed against Hannah so hard that she tripped on Hannah’s skirts and tumbled to her knees. The hawk edged forward, pinions wide against the floor as the old leatherman whirled the garment high and cast it—over Stella’s startled shoulders.


  The little girl screamed out loud, and then pulled the hood over her head and dropped down on the floor under thick leather. For a moment there was no sound but the old leatherman’s breathing and the bubble of the percolator.


  And then Stella peeked from under the edge of the cloak and screamed again as the hawk, shrieking animal noises, flew at her face. “Mama, mama,helpme!”


  “Vieille chienne,”the leatherman whispered, slumping back on his heels, his face white as dough. “I wish I’d known thirty years back that Cendrillon was worth twelve of you.”


  He died before Hannah managed to chase the draggle-tailed hawk out of her kitchen with the broom.


  


  


  Once there was a brave little tailor. Or a seamstress. Or a cobbler.


  Once there was a curse.


  Once there was a girl.


  


  Snow Dragons


  


  


  


  


  This is not a real dragon.


  But the men who come in the long trains creaking through deep drifts don’t seem to know that. They come with their armor and their axes, their spears and their shields. Some—the ones who think they’re clever—come with firearms, ignoring the old wisdom that only forged metal will slay a dragon.


  Their trains toil along switchbacked tracks up through the piney mountainsides, through the shanty mining towns, through the depths of winter. With monotonous regularity, the tracks are swamped by man-deep drifts, and with monotonous regularity the men disembark, forming black ant-chains when viewed from the high fastness of a mountaintop.


  The chains are antlike also in their busyness. The princess tells me she watches from her eyrie and imagines the individual particles that comprise them wielding shovels and brooms, struggling to clear the tracks so their black belching beasts can wend higher through her white and green mountainsides. She doesn’t say it just like that, of course; the princess is not given to what she calls high talk. That is my purview. She could focus in and see—for a dragon is longsighted—but she prefers to keep them distant and anonymous.


  At least until they come to kill her.


  * * * *


  


  She tells me she could fall upon them from a great height, like the eagle in the Tennyson poem. She could push snow down on them, thundering avalanches, or she could tear up the fragile tracks that guide the trains’ toilsome journeys. But that is not the way the legend unfolds, and there’s always the chance that if she lets the story happen, it will work out the way it’s supposed to—with a happily ever after.


  I think, deep down, she hopes so.


  * * * *


  


  The princess could go about in white robes, in cloaks lined in ermine—”Weasel-fur,” she says mockingly, whenever I pull them from the trunks—in boots of softest leather stitched with milk-white pearls. She possesses all these things, gorgeous raiments and jewels left in tribute for the dragon.


  She has no use for them. She wears the down and sheepskin coats of the men she’s murdered, their worn trousers held up by suspenders, their too-big gloves cinched about her reed-fine wrists with big elastic bands. She clambers down the mountainside, her ice-colored hair all braided up under the dead men’s flannel caps, and watches the long trains pass like some other kind of dragon—fire and steel and coal and steam and black soot staining white snow, and the white snow covering it over again. If the men in the trains see her, they imagine she’s nothing more than one of them, a coal miner playing hooky on the dragon’s dangerous mountainside.


  She waves and they wave back, and when they have gone she breaks the branches of winterlocked plums and cherries. She carries them inside and sets vast armfuls in water. The vases fill the great bay windows near our fire.


  In the fullness of time, in a week or two, they blossom, great white showers of petals sometimes tinged with pink. They never take root. They only linger a few days and die.


  I wonder if these are the last plum blossoms in the world. But I never quite get around to asking her.


  * * * *


  


  I remember when first I saw her. She was just a glimpse through the frozen body of the dragon, fractured into a thousand repeating bits of image the same way the beads and glitter inside a kaleidoscope get patterned by the mirrors. The dragon reared up, transparent wings buffeting me with frozen gusts at each pendulum stroke, and it turned its head from side to side, swinging each ice-prism eye by me in turn and dazzling me with beams of shattered light.


  No one ever returned from the dragon’s mountaintop alive. I covered my eyes with my hands and waited to die.


  But in the moment before I cowered away, I could see the blood under the ice. If you knew how to look you could see it too, the pale flush at the center of each scale.


  Something like those petals.


  * * * *


  


  I tell her she’s freezing the world. Inside the dragon, she shrugs and rolls over, showing her long, jewel-armored white belly.


  * * * *


  


  The dragon isn’t real, but her jewels are. And so is her stolen princess.


  * * * *


  


  I’m different from all the others. I didn’t come on the train. I didn’t come to kill her.


  I came so she would eat me.


  But even unreal dragons never do what you wish they would do, what you need them to do. If they did, they wouldn’t be dragons. So of course she let me live, took me in, amputated my frostbitten toes when they went gangrenous.


  I had trudged a long way through the snow in cheap boots to find her. When I did, she wasn’t what I had been expecting at all. Women who’ll amputate your rotten toes—gagging, puking into a bucket, doing it anyway—don’t just grow on trees.


  I guess I was expecting a dragon.


  * * * *


  


  I don’t know how long I’ve been here. I don’t know how wide her winter has grown. If it’s grown at all.


  Sparrows haunt the rafters of her great cold hall, taking shelter from her winter. They could be the only sparrows left in the world. I don’t know. They perch on the dragon’s spines and its long, curved talons when she is not wearing it like armor.


  She puts out seeds for them in crystal bowls, and water near enough our roaring coal fire that she only has to break the ice in the morning. She climbs up on a tall ladder and winds pine boughs through the rafters so the sparrows have a warm place to sleep. I tell her she could put on the dragon for that, and she just looks at me and shakes her head.


  I guess I wouldn’t understand.


  * * * *


  


  “D’you love me?” the princess asks, her spines rattling like icicles along her nape as they flare and fall.


  And I lie and say, “No,” because she terrifies me. When she has the dragon skin on, too. But otherwise, also.


  She’s full of winter, and the winter is crawling over the world.


  * * * *


  


  “Womenfolk are the real heroes,” the princess says shyly. “If you’d ever picked up an honest storybook you’d see, but all you read is that fancy poetry. I’ve got all these books, twenty different Beauty and the Beasts at least, all those others, you never look.”


  I close my eyes and listen to the chime of her voice, ringing down crystal passages as if from a long way away.


  “It’s the girls,” she says. “Always the girls who have to grab onto something that wants to be loved and isn’t strong enough to let it happen. It’s the girls who come with their hammers and chisels to cut the ice, with their pretty lips to kiss the beast. It’s girls who tame unicorns, when unicorns have horns to kill anything that touches them. Girls step up. They save the world. They kiss the Beast.”


  She cranes her head back and looks up at the sky, showing the diamond-bright throat of the dragon. “When men come for the beast, men just want to stick their sharp knives into him.”


  I don’t argue. She’s always right. She’s a dragon.


  * * * *


  


  “They don’t come for me,” the princess says. “They come to fight the dragon.”


  I hold my hands out to the blossoms that fill her icy windows as if to the fire, as if they could warm me. All I feel is the chill of the winter beyond the diamond-shaped panes. I draw my borrowed ermine cloak, a little too small, around my shoulders. I can’t look at her and talk at the same time, so I stare at the snow-bent pines beyond the window. I can still see her reflection between the frost that rims each flake of glass. The panes aren’t set even in their frames, so they turn her into scraps and shatterlings of patterned images.


  “So send the dragon away,” I say.


  The princess smiles—a gentle sorrowful smile, one that grieves my ignorance but does not mock it. She draws her wings close about her, furling them like a cloak of frost feathers.


  “Oh, sweetheart,” she says, and for a moment I almost think she’s going to lay her talons on my shoulder. “But then they wouldn’t come at all.”


  Sparrows rustle in the rafters. There’s so much winter outside the window. One of the plum branches sheds a petal, and as it falls I make a wish on it.


  I wish for the strength to kiss the beast.


  


  The


  Something-Dreaming


  Game


  


  


  


  


  It’s autoerotic asphyxiation, but nobody’s admitting that.


  The children get jump ropes or neckties or shoelaces, or they just do it to each other, thumbs under chins buried in baby-fat. With childish honesty, they call it the pass-out game, the fainting game, the tingle game. The something-dreaming game, too.


  When it’s mentioned in the papers, journalists coyly obscure the truth. With Victorian prudishness, they report that the children strangle each other to get “high.” Because society thinks that children that young— nine, ten—aren’t supposed to experience erotic sensation. The reality that kids don’t always do what they’re supposed to—am I the only one who remembers my own confused preadolescent sexuality?—gets disregarded with fantastic regularity.


  But the truth is that they do it for the tingle through their veins, the arousal, the lightheadedness, and the warmth that floods their immature bodies. Like everything else we do—as individuals, as a species—it’s all about sex. And death. Yin and yang. Maybe if we admitted what was going on, we’d have a chance of stopping it before more die.


  It’s the things we don’t talk about that become the monsters under the bed.


  The game is autoerotic asphyxiation. You would hope the smart ones wouldn’t do it alone, wouldn’t do it at all.


  But my Tara was as smart as they come.


  Tara must have learned the game at the hospital, when she had her implant finalized. It was the cutting edge of therapy, a promising experimental treatment. An FDA trial; she was lucky to be selected.


  The implant is a supercomputer the size of the last joint of my thumb, wired into my daughter’s brain. Tara has RSD, reflex sympathetic dystrophy syndrome, a disease resulting in intense, uncontrollable neuralgia. Which is to say, her nerves hurt. Transcendently. All the time.


  The implant interrupts the electrical signals that cause the brain to register the sensations. The computing power is quantum, supplied by a Bose-Einstein condensate, and no, I don’t know what that means or how it works, any more than I know how a silicon chip works, or a vacuum tube.


  What matters is, it worked.


  Two weeks after Tara returned to school, I got a phone call from Silkie Mendez’s mother. I was still at work; Tara was in after-school enrichment, and her dad was supposed to pick her up. I’d get her after dinner.


  It’s the real mark of domesticity. You become somebody’s mother, somebody’s father. A parent, not a person at all.


  But at work, I still answered my phone, “Doctor Sanderson.”


  “Jillian. It’s Valentina. We have to talk.”


  You get to know the tone, so-carefully-not-panicking. A mother scared stiff, and fighting with every ounce of rationality to over-ride the brain chemicals and deal with a threat to her child with smarts rather than claws and teeth. “What’s wrong?”


  Her breath hissed over the pickup on her phone. Cell phone, I thought, and there was noise in the background. Human bustle, an intercom, stark echoes off polished tile. I’ve been in private practice since my psychiatric residency, but you never forget what a hospital sounds like. “Val, is Silkie okay?”


  “She will be,” Val said. The sob caught in her throat and she choked it back. “The doctor says she—Jillian, uh, she’ll be fine—”


  One thing I’m good at is getting people to talk to me. “Val, just say it. You don’t have to soft peddle, okay?”


  I heard her gulp. She sniffled and took a breath, the phone crackling as she pressed it against her hair. “Silkie says Tara taught her how to hang herself.”


  First, there’s the pressure.


  A special kind of pressure, high under Tara’s chin, that makes her feel heavy and light all at once. She kneels by the chair and leans across the edge, because if she faints, the chair will roll away and she won’t choke.


  She’s always careful.


  After the pressure she gets dizzy, and her vision gets kind of … narrow, dark around the edges. It’s hard to breathe, and it feels like there’s something stuck in her throat. Prickles run up and down her back, down her arms where the pain used to be, and a warm fluid kind of feeling sloshes around inside her. She slides down, as things get dark, and then she starts to dream.


  But not like night time dreams. These are special.


  When Tara dreams the special way, she hears voices. Well, no, not voices. Not voices exactly. But things. Or sees things. Feels them. It’s all jumbled together.


  But there’s a sky, and she walks out under it. It’s not any kind of sky she’s seen. It’s big and pale, and seems … flat, and very high up. There aren’t any clouds, and it looks dusty under the big red sun.


  It might be a desert. She’s read someplace that deserts have skies like that. And it’s not just a picture. Tara can taste it, feel the pebbles under the soles of her shoes, the heat baking off the cracked tarmac. Except the tarmac isn’t really tarmac: like it, but chocolate-brown, or maybe that’s the dull red dust.


  And Tara doesn’t think they have people like Albert in the kinds of deserts she’d get to on a plane.


  As for Albert, he’s a long segmented being like a giant centipede, though he can’t be a centipede because of the inverse square law. Which says that if you breathe through a spiracle, you can’t breathe if you get that big. Of course…


  . . . he isn’t necessarily an Earth arthropod. And when she watches him, she sees all his segments swelling and relaxing, independent of each other. They each seem to have a top and bottom plate that slide rather than one hard shell like an arthropod would have. So it’s more like armor than an exoskeleton. And Albert isn’t his real name, of course, but Tara doesn’t know his real name, because she can’t talk to him.


  He has a lot of legs, though, and lots of little fine claws and then two big bulky claws too, like a lobster instead of a crab. He chitters at her, which freaked her out the first few times, and grabs her hand with one knobby manipulator. It’s all right. She’s already reaching out, too.


  I didn’t call Tara’s father, just arrived to pick her up at the usual time. I’d talk to Tara first, I decided, and then see what I was going to say to Jerry. He’s a good guy, works hard, loves his kid.


  He panics. You know. Some people do. Tara doesn’t, not usually, and so I wanted to talk to her first.


  She sat in the back, big enough to be out of a booster seat but not big enough to be safe with the airbags yet. She was hitting a growth spurt, though; it wouldn’t be long.


  RSD has all sorts of side effects. There are people who think it’s psychosomatic, who dismiss it, more or less, as malingering. I got some resistance from my mom and my sister when we decided to go ahead with the surgery, of the she’s-just-doing-it-for-attention and she’ll-outgrow-it sort.


  My Tara was a brave girl, very tough. She broke her arm on the playground a few days after her eighth birthday. I didn’t figure out there were other issues until the cast was off and she was still complaining that it hurt. And then, complaining that it hurt more, and the hurt was spreading up her shoulder and down her side. And her right hand was curling into a claw while it took us nine months to get a diagnosis, and another ten months after that to get her into the trial, while she suffered through painkillers and physical therapy.


  I watched in the mirror as she wriggled uncomfortably under her shoulder belt and slouched against the door, inspecting bitten fingernails. “How was school?”


  “Fine,” she said, turning to look out the window at the night rushing past. It was raining slightly, and she had rolled her window down to catch the damp air, trailing her fingers over the edge of the crack.


  “Hands in the car, please,” I said as we stopped under a streetlight. I couldn’t see in the darkness if her eyes were bloodshot, or if those shadows under her chin were bruises.


  Tara pulled her fingers back, sighing. “How was work, Mom?”


  “Actually, I got a call from Mrs. Mendez today.”


  Her eyes widened as I pulled away from the stop sign. I forced my attention back to the road. “Am I in trouble?”


  “You know it’s very dangerous, what you taught Silkie to do, don’t you?”


  “Mom?” A plaintive question, leading, to see how much I knew.


  “The fainting game. It’s not safe. People die doing that, even grownups.” Another stop sign, as she glared at her hands. “Silkie went to the emergency room.”


  Tara closed her eyes. “Is she okay?”


  “She will be.”


  “I’m always careful, Mom—”


  “Tara.” I shifted from second to third as we rolled up the dark street and around the corner to our own house, the porch light gleaming expectantly by the stairs, light dappled through the rain-heavy leaves of the maple in the front yard. “I need you to promise me you’ll never do that again.” Her chin set.


  Wonderful. Her father’s stubborn mouth, thin line of her lips. Her hair was still growing back, so short it curled in flapper ringlets around her ears and on her brow.


  “Lots of kids do it. Nobody ever gets hurt.”


  “Tara?”


  “I can’t promise.”


  “Tara.” There are kids you can argue with. Tara wasn’t one of them. But she could be reasoned with. “Why not?”


  “You wouldn’t believe me.” And she didn’t say it with the petulant defiance you might expect, but simply, reasonably, as an accepted annoyance.


  “Try me.”


  “I can’t promise,” she said, “because the aliens need me.”


  Albert chitters again. It’s hot. Really hot, and Tara wants water. But there never seems to be any water here. Albert tugs her hand. He wants her to follow. She goes with him and he takes her the same way he always does. Toward the big steel doors, and then down into cool darkness, the hum of big fans, and then he’ll bring her underground and there will be a thing like a microphone, only at her height, not a grown up one. And she’ll talk and sing into it, because that seems to be what Albert wants her to do, while luminescent colors roll across his armor plates in thin, transparent bands.


  She’s never seen anything alive here. Except Albert.


  She talks into the microphone, though, sings it silly songs and talks about things. Her mother and father, and the divorce. The time in the hospital, and the friends she made there. Insects and arthropods, bicycles and card games. Her friends and teachers, and how happy she is to be back in a real school.


  Colors rippling across his carapace impatiently, Albert waits. They’ve done this before.


  I blamed the implant. Nobody likes to think her kid is experiencing symptoms of undifferentiated schizophrenia, after all. I rescheduled for the next day and took the morning off and we made an emergency appointment with Dr. al-Mansoor.


  Tara waited outside while I went in to talk to the doctor. She looked bleary-eyed under the scarf tucked over her hair, the flesh slack over her cheekbones and shadowed around the eyes. I like Dr. al-Mansoor. And it was pretty obvious she hadn’t planned on being in the clinic at seven AM to see us, but she’d managed to get there.


  I put a cup of coffee on her desk before I sat down. She took it gratefully, cupping lean fingers around the warm paper, her wedding ring flashing as she lowered her head over the steam. “You have a concern, Jill?” she asked.


  Her given name is Hadiyah, but I always have to remind myself to use it, even though we’d gotten to be good friends over the last four months or so. I think she respected the questions I asked. None of the other parents were in the medical profession.


  I looked down at my own coffee cup and cleared my throat. Best to just say it. “I think there’s a problem with Tara’s implant.”


  They’ll catch her if she tries it here. So Tara sits and folds her hands and tries not to rock impatiently, first in the waiting room and then in the office while Mom and Dr. al-Mansoor talk, mostly over her head. There’s a dollhouse on the ledge, though, along with some other toys that Tara is mostly too old for, and Tara busies herself with the dolls and the furniture until she gets bored, and starts running the red firetruck back and forth along the ledge. She stages a four-alarm fire and a rescue, complete with hook-and-ladder work on the dollhouse, though the sizes are off and the dolls have to make a death-defying leap from the second floor to be caught at the top of the ladder by a half-scale fireman.


  She’s totally lost track of the grownup conversation, and they’re not talking about her now anyway but about some other girl in the trial, though Dr. al-Mansoor is very careful not to say her name. “She hasn’t had any similar ideations, though … ”


  The conversation stops, and Tara looks up to find Mom and Dr. alMansoor staring at her. “Did I do something wrong?”


  “Tara,” Dr. al-Monsoor says, smoothing her scarf over her hair, “where did you learn to play the fainting game?”


  Tara bites her lip. Her hair falls across her eyes and she pushes it back. She never promised not to tell. “At the hospital,” she says, dragging it out. She turns back to the dollhouse and saves another Ken doll from the flames.


  “Who taught you?”


  This Ken doll didn’t jump hard enough. He falls short of the ladder, and the miniature fireman lunges frantically to catch him. He gets one of Ken’s outreached hands, and clutches it. Firemen have gloves, big rubber ones, so it must be the gloves that are slipping in the sweat, not Ken’s hand. Ken sways perilously as the fireman hooks his feet in the rungs of the ladder and hauls on his hand, Tara mimicking both Ken’s cries for help and the fireman’s reassurances.


  The grownups are silent, watching. Until Tara’s mother clears her throat and says, carefully, “Tara? Did you hear the question?”


  “One of the other girls,” Tara says, letting Ken rock back and forth a little, hands slipping. She watches him carefully. Maybe if the fireman slides a little higher, ladder rungs gouging his tummy, he can keep his grip. Oh, no, gasps Ken. Don’t worry, I’ve got you! cries the fireman.


  “Which girl?”


  Tara shrugs. She won’t remember. That’s not a lie, and they can’t make her remember, either. The fireman hauls Ken up once his predicament stops being interesting.


  Tara prefers a happy ending.


  “Tara,” Mom says, quietly, “she could be in a lot of danger. You have to tell us.”


  It takes a long time. But eventually, she does.


  I barely knew Jodi Carter. She was older than Tara, twelve or thirteen, and they hadn’t been room-mates. But they’d spent time together, in the common room or the girls’ bathroom.


  I wondered how many other girls Jodi had taught the fainting game. At least, from what Dr. al-Mansoor said, it didn’t seem like she was having the hallucinations. I was guiltily glad it wasn’t my job to answer either of those questions.


  Dr. al-Mansoor and I had a hasty conference while Tara banged around a little more with Barbie dolls and firetrucks. My worry that Tara was the only child to report some sort of hallucination after receiving the implant was enough to make my hands cold.


  We got Tara checked in—back in her old room, in fact—and Dr. alMansoor put her under observation. No restraints, but she’d be under fifteen-minute checks, though the room had a one-way window so she’d at least have the illusion of privacy.


  I argued for the right to sleep in the waiting room. Dr. al-Mansoor countered with an offer of her office couch. Tara and I went home to fetch her pajamas and get her some lunch while Dr. al-Mansoor and Mrs. Carter had a long talk with Jodi, who was already checked in for observation of her apparent hallucinations.


  Afterwards, Dr. al-Mansoor and I sat and drank more coffee—worse coffee, this, from the staff room pot, lightened with artificial creamer and too sweet because that was the only way it was drinkable—out of chipped mugs, and waited while one of the clinic staff got Tara settled in. She was furious that I’d told her she had to stay, and after she had exhausted herself on a temper tantrum and two sulks, I decided it was just as well if I gave her a little time alone to get the leftover wrath out of her system. At least Tara wasn’t a kid who held grudges.


  “I didn’t know about this fainting game thing,” Dr. al-Mansoor said, blowing over her coffee.


  “It’s not new.” Pediatric psychiatry isn’t my specialty, but you hear things, pick up around the edges in the journals. “Like inhalant abuse. Every generation figures it out, or anyway some of them do. The question is—”


  She nodded. “And then there’s the whole issue of whether the implant is causing hallucinations.”


  “Only when she’s on the verge of unconsciousness.”


  “And a hypnagogic state doesn’t do it. Sleep’s no good. It’s got to be hypoxia.”


  My turn to stare into my coffee. “Apparently. What do you think of the character of the hallucinations?”


  “Some alien entity trying to communicate with her? It’s a common marker for schizophrenia.”


  “But that’s the only symptom she’s got. No mood swings, she’s obviously rational—”


  Dr al-Mansoor smiled. “Odd, isn’t it?” And then she cocked her head to one side as if she was listening, and held up one finger to silence me. “Oh,” she said. “You know, I may have something here.”


  The plastic chair creaked under me when I resettled my weight. It wasn’t late, just after lunch, but it felt like six or seven o’clock at night. I was a little shocked every time I glanced at my watch. Busy day. “Well, don’t keep me in suspense.”


  “The implants use a quantum computer chip.”


  “Tell me something I didn’t know.”


  “Well, the chips were all manufactured at the same time, right? And the same place. Probably all from one condensate. So what if there’s quantum interference? I mean”—she waved her long, elegant hand beside her face, her diamond flashing—“what if the chips can transmit electrical patterns back and forth between the girls? Feebly. And when their synapses are already misfiring from the hypoxia, those patterns get overlaid, and Tara’s subconscious mind translates those signals into symbols, as they would in a dream—”


  “The symbol being some kind of alien trying to communicate. Is that possible? The transferal, I mean.” What I knew about quantum mechanics could be written on an index card, but it sounded …


  Hell, it sounded like an excuse not to pull the chip that was Tara’s promise of a normal life out of her head. It might be a straw, but it wasn’t a bad-looking straw.


  She made a face, pulling her jaw back and flattening her lower lip, and then wrinkled her nose. “I guess so?”


  “Why is it only Tara?”


  “There’s something wrong with her chip? Or something right with it. If that is what’s going on, it’s functional telepathy.”


  “That would mean there wasn’t any problem, really.”


  “Other than half the clinic strangling themselves for the fun of it, you mean.”


  “Right.” I thumped back in my chair. I’d lurched forward at some point, without realizing it. “That. Tara won’t promise. She thinks her alien friend needs help.”


  “If she promises, can you trust her?”


  “Tara? Yes. What about Jodi?”


  “I’ll ask Mrs. Carter what she thinks. We’ll have to address it with all the kids. One of the staff is making calls. Tara seems a special case, though. For her, we could edge the voltage down a little and maybe get rid of the hallucinations, if my guess is right. Which it probably isn’t. But that might affect pain management.”


  “Right,” I said. I put my half-empty cup down on the edge of Dr. alMansoor’s desk. “I’ll go talk to her. If asking nicely doesn’t work, there’s always extortion.”


  Mom comes back before dinner, and takes Tara down to the cafeteria to eat. Tara likes the cafeteria. There’s always something she doesn’t get at home very often. Today it’s meatloaf and apple pie, with brown gravy. The meatloaf, not the pie.


  Mom’s watching her worriedly, and pushing kidney beans and cottage cheese—and other stuff Tara can’t figure out why anybody would eat— around on her salad bar plate. “Dr al-Mansoor thinks the things you’re seeing are feedback from the implant,” she says, when Tara is halfway done with her meatloaf.


  “I think it’s from the implant,” Tara agrees. She picked out a mockneck shirt to hide the bruise across her throat. Mom frowns at it. “But maybe not feedback. I’ve been thinking about Albert.”


  “Albert?”


  “The alien.” Tara slashes her fork sideways. “I don’t think it’s just him. I think it’s a whole species.”


  Mom leans forward, arms folded behind her fussed-at plate. “He told you his name?”


  “No.” Tara drops her fork and jerks her hands back and forth beside her head. “He talks in colors or something. He’s Albert because of Albert Einstein.” She drinks some milk and picks up the fork again. “But he keeps wanting me to talk in a microphone into a computer. I think he’s trying to learn how I talk. Anyway, I think he’s in trouble. He needs help.”


  “What kind of help?” Mom starts chasing the kidney beans around her plate again, pretending like she’s only being polite.


  “I don’t know,” Tara says. She stops herself abruptly, chews and swallows the mouthful of mashed potatoes before mom can yell at her. She reaches out and picks a hard, round red grape off her mother’s plate, waiting for the nod of permission. It crunches sweetly between her teeth. She takes another one. “I just … it seems really important.”


  “How do you know?”


  “I just know.”


  Mom picks up one solitary kidney bean on the end of her fork and stares at it. She slips it into her mouth and chews slowly. “Tara,” she says.


  “It’s more important that you don’t risk your life playing the fainting game anymore. If Albert’s real, and he’s a grown-up scientist, even if he’s an alien, he’d agree with me. Don’t you think?”


  “I’m always careful. That’s the problem. I think if I had just a little more time with him, we could talk.”


  “It doesn’t matter how careful you are. It’s dangerous.”


  “Mom—”


  “Tara.” Mom puts her fork down, and uses that voice. “Promise me.” Tara finishes her meal in silence, while Mom stares at her and doesn’t eat another thing. They’re going to make her sleep in the hospital bed tonight, with the lights that don’t go off and the shadows behind the oneway mirror all the time.


  It’s okay. She can sleep anywhere. And she has a plan.


  I was supposed to sleep on the couch. Predictably, I spent the entire night in the observation room. Tara seemed to be sleeping, under the pale blue light, her hair fanned out on the pillow and her knees drawn up against her chest as always. I sat and watched her with the observation room lights off, so every time Dr. al-Mansoor or the staffer came in for the check, a wedge of light fell across the floor and dazzled me for a minute.


  Each time, they paused in the doorway, glanced through the window for a moment, smiled at me, and withdrew. I think Dr. al-Mansoor was hoping I’d fall asleep on the bench. Not quite.


  At two in the morning, Tara began to thrash.


  She kicked the covers off and rolled out of bed, rolled under the bed in the space of time it took me to hit the call button and dive for the connecting door, shouting her name. I crawled after her, scrabbling on hands and knees. The metal railing caught my shoulders, knocking me off my knees and onto my belly, and I squirmed after her. She jammed herself into the space by the head of the bed and curled on her side, knees drawn up, hands pressing me back, pressing me away. Battling, until her arms went soft and her feet kicked, or I should say shivered.


  I couldn’t hear her breathing.


  I got my hand around the slender flexible bones of her ankle and pulled. She went limp as I dragged her out, and first I thought she was making herself dead weight, but when I got her into the light I saw how limp she was. I thought it was the light turning her blue, but then the door thumped open and the light came on and I could see it was her skin, as well.


  You’re supposed to check the airway. Her mouth fell open, slack, and I ran my fingers into it. Her tongue hadn’t fallen back, but I thought my fingers brushed something smooth and resilient, hard, at the back of her throat.


  “Jillian,” Dr. al-Mansoor said, her hand on my shoulder.


  “She’s choking,” I said, and let her pull me out of the way. “I think she palmed a grape at dinner. I didn’t think—” Stupid. Stupid. No, I didn’t think at all.


  Dr. al-Mansoor yanked off her rings. They rattled on the floor, disregarded, gold and diamonds knocked aside as she straddled my daughter’s hips, straightened her neck. She placed t he heel of her interlocked hands under Tara’s breastbone and I loved her with all my heart.


  I remembered Tara crowding away from me under the bed, her eyes wide and wild, her desperation. Tara was the smartest kid I’ve ever known. She’d had swimming courses, first aid courses. She was ten. Not a baby, just ask her. She knows more about entomology and dinosaurs and stellar astronomy than I ever will.


  She’d known I’d come after her. She’d known I could save her. She’d jumped out of the bed so I would see that she was in distress. And she’d crawled away from me, buying time.


  They talk about possession. After a crisis, you hear people say they have no idea what they were doing.


  I knew exactly what I was doing. I reached down and grabbed Dr. alMansoor’s wrists and held on tight. “Jillian, let go,” she said. “It’s just the Heimlich maneuver.”


  Her face was inches from mine, her eyes red with sleeplessness rather than asphyxiation. He scarf has fallen back, and her hair was all tangled over her shoulders. It didn’t matter. We were all women here.


  “Thirty seconds,” I said.


  She stared at me. She leaned against my hands but I held on to her wrists. Tight.


  “Brain damage,” she said.


  Dreams can happen fast. The length of the REM cycle affects it, of course, but sometimes even when they seem to take hours, days, they’re over in seconds. Just the forebrain trying to make symbolic sense of electrical noise kicked up by the random signals firing up the brainstem. “Hadiyah. Thirty seconds. Twenty seconds. Let her talk to Albert.”


  She licked her lips. And then she jerked her chin sharply, and I saw her mouth move, counting. Fifteen, fourteen, thirteen—


  Albert is waiting. He’s in a hurry, too. This time, he grabs Tara’s hand in his manipulator without preamble and almost drags her into the tunnel, his many legs rippling indigo-azure-gold as they race underground. But this time its different, dream-different, the microphone gone and a kind of control panel in its place, not made for Tara’s hands. She stops, confused, just inside the arched doorway and waits for Albert to show her what to do. And isn’t it funny, now that she thinks about it, that the doorway is tall enough for her, when Albert’s only two feet high?


  He takes the controls in his manipulators. They move over the keypad with arachnid grace. “Tara,” the air says.


  “Albert?” At her voice, colors ripple across the panels before him. He turns, regarding them with every evidence of thought in the tilt of his expressionless face on the ball-jointed neck. She shouldn’t try to guess what he feels. She knows that.


  She does it anyway. “You figured out how to talk to me.”


  “I did,” he says. “Come here. Put your hands on the plate. We don’t have much time.”


  “Before my mother stops us?”


  He chitters at her, his antennae bristling. “Before the program ends. This is a simulation. I am the last remaining, and we used the last of the power to reach you. We looked and looked, and you were the first we found.”


  “You’re dying?”


  “Our sun is dying,” he says, and her face crumples painfully. She sniffs back stinging. “Soon, the computers will fail. We’ve lived in them for a very long time. The rest have gone ahead, to conserve power. I chose to stay and search.”


  “But you can’t—I just got to talk to you—”


  “Will you let me give you our history?”


  “Of course,” she says, reaching out. He stops her, though, as sharply as he urged before, his manipulator indenting the flesh of her hand.


  “Wait,” he says. “I will put it in your brain. You have to give permission. It could change you.”


  She stops. His manipulator is cool and hard, the surface sandpapery. “Change?”


  “Make you more like us.”


  She looks at him. His antennae feather down, lying against his dorsal surface like the ears of an anxious dog. He’s still. Maybe waiting, she doesn’t know. “And if I don’t, you die.”


  “We die,” he says. “Either way.”


  She stares at him. The stinging in her eyes grows worse, a pressure in her sinuses and through her skull. She pulls her hand from his manipulator, reaches out resolutely, and places both palms on warm yellow metal as the first tear burns her cheek.


  “Don’t mourn.” The voice is uninflected, but his palp reaches out softly and strokes her leg. “You will remember us.”


  We made it to nine. I yanked my hands back, Hadiyah pressed hers down. The first push didn’t do it. She realigned, lips moving on what must have been a prayer now, and thrust forward sharply, the weight of her shoulders behind it.


  Something glistening shot from Tara’s lips and sailed over Hadiyah’s shoulder, and Tara took a deep harsh breath and started to cough, her eyes squinched shut, tears running down her cheeks.


  “He’s gone,” she said, when she got her breath.


  She rolled over and grabbed my hands, and wailed against my shoulder like a much younger child, and would not be consoled.


  There’s enough room in Tara’s implant for three or four Libraries of Congress. And it seems to be full. It also seems like she’s the only one who can make sense of the information, and not all of it, and not all the time.


  She’s different now. Quieter. Not withdrawn, but … sad. And she looks at me sometimes with these calm, strange eyes, and I almost feel as if she’s the mother.


  I should have stopped her sooner. I didn’t think.


  At least she hasn’t tried to strangle herself again.


  Hadiyah suggested we not tell anybody what had happened just yet, and I agreed. I won’t let my daughter wind up in some government facility, being pumped for clues to alien technology and science.


  I won’t.


  She’s ten years old. She’s got school to get through. We’ll figure the rest of it out in our own time. And maybe she’ll be more like herself again as time goes by.


  But the first thing she did when she recovered was paint a watercolor. She said it was a poem.


  She said it was her name.


  


  L’esprit d’escalier


  


  


  


  


  SCENE 1


  Time: 1962


  Place: Delancey Street, Lower East Side, New York City


  


  They cashiered him when he failed to kill the dragon. He’d expected no less; a warrior of the General’s tenure learned that honor and acknowledgement seldom went hand in hand.


  He had refused the option of a dignified withdrawal, a quiet resignation. He’d made his enemies earn his absence, forced them to cast the unearned blame: a kangaroo court, a dishonorable discharge, imprisonment. Fire and water didn’t mix, and the General understood that. He hadn’t broken. He had made his enemies crush his pearl, tear his fins, take him to the wall.


  He took a perverse sort of pride in it, as the water in the broken fountain in the atrium of the Delancey Street brownstone where he now resided stirred his ragged fins. The tiles he swam over were cracked, their cobalt-blue glaze split, revealing plain, fired red clay beneath. The lotuses that shimmered under the skylight were browned at the edges. There was no frog in his pond, no splish and no splash, no minnows and no mud and no dragonfly nymphs to make tasty afternoon snacks when the sunlight painted his scored scales mottled red and black and gold, revealing the cicatrix of an old scar on his flank, near the tail half-gnawed away. It all looked flat, plain, through his one remaining eye. Bondage. A cell for a forgotten hero.


  It didn’t matter. TheGeneralknew his honor was intact, even in ignominy. His opinion was the one that mattered.


  His, and his god’s.


  


  


  SCENE 2


  Time: Eternity


  Place: a fern bar in the Afterlife. There is a pool table, a black pay telephone in a silver carapace, and a painting of dogs playing poker on the wall.Astair with a brass banister dominates stage right, ascending to mezzanine level with a door at the top through which all entrances and exits will occur.


  


  The lights fade up on Ginsberg, Marlowe, Eliot, Shakespeare, Keats, and Shelley clumped chattering around the brass-railed, dark-wood bar.Aponytailed blond bartender in a black turtleneck polishes cobalt-blue glasses with a stained cotton cloth.


  


  The pay telephone rings shrilly, and continues to ring. No one answers.


  


  Marlowe(to Ginsberg):Forsooth, thou’rt an ugly man, Allen—


  Ginsberg: I’m anangryman.(Beat, as he winces in pain.)You ought to know the symptoms.(They exchange a long look, wrathful or smoldering. Marlowe turns away first, and steals Shakespeare’s beer. Shakespeare, deep in conversation, does not appear to notice.)


  Eliot(at large):I don’t belong here. I don’t belong here—


  Keats(coughing into a handkerchief spotted with strawberries, or perhaps blood):Oh, stop it, Tom. You don’t belong anywhere, to listen to you. England, America, it doesn’t matter. You might as well be adrift on a raft in the middle of the ocean, one wave away from drowning, the way you carry on.


  Shelley: Can wenottalk of drowning, lack?


  Keats: Sorry. I didn’t think.(He coughs.)Ruddy cough. Doesn’t it know I’m dead? I know I’m dead. You’d think a cough could follow the clues as well. Kit’s not got a bleeding, sodding hole in his skull and Will’s not rotten with the French pox. Why amIbound to this damned cough?


  Marlowe: It’s all about priorities.


  Ginsberg: We ought to have a poetry reading.


  Shakespeare(doubtful):Poetry?


  Keats: Of the wide world I stand alone, and think / Till love and fame to nothingness do sink.


  Ginsberg: And that’s why you can’t stop coughing, Jack. You write lousy poetry.


  Keats: As I know you to be in pain with your cancer, Allen, I’ll forgive the insult.


  


  The door opens.Awild-haired man in denim picks his way down the stairs, clinging to the brass railing as if he might blow—or stagger—away, otherwise. It is the poet Richard Brautigan, bleeding from a self-inflicted gunshot wound to the head.


  Shakespeare folds into himself at this new arrival. His shoulders slump. He glances down at his hands, and turns hack to the bar. Marlowe nudges him good-naturedly with a shoulder, and Shakespeare returns a glare.


  


  Shakespeare: He’s not one of us, Kit.


  Marlowe:(Draping his arm congenially around Shakespeare’s shoulders; Shakespeare doesn’t seem to mind. Brautigan reacts with dismay.)Pshaw. The lad worships thee, Will. Least thou can’st do is tend thy hand in welcome. Beside that, he’s but newly dead, and miserable.


  Shakespeare: Theladhas some years on you, Kit. And Allen’s more newly dead than he—


  Marlowe: Living, perchance some years. But I am senior here. Even to you, sweet William, though only John’s my junior. AndAllendidn’t die by his own hand—


  Ginsberg(overhearing):Shocking everyone, I’m sure. Which reminds me, has anyone seen Oscar lately? Or Byron?


  Shelley: George doesn’t get enough adulation here to suit him.


  Marlowe:—go. Talk to the lad.


  


  Shakespeare looks up and back down quickly, but apparently he’s accidentally caught Brautigan’s eye. Shakespeare heaves a sigh as Brautigan smiles broadly and staggers forward, while his quarry pretends to be engrossed in a conversation with Marlowe.


  


  Marlowe: Ah, Will. You only look at me when you wish to evade another.


  Shakespeare:You’renot going to treat me as your muse, now, are you, Kit?


  Brautigan(insinuating himself between Marlowe and Shakespeare, his shoulder to the former as Marlowe gives Shakespeare an utterly deadpan look):Will? What are you drinking?(He raises a hand to the bartender, while Shakespeare and Marlowe exchange a glance behind his shoulders.)Terry, get my friend here another. And one for me as well, please. Have you written anything new, Will? A sonnet?


  Shakespeare: No, Dickon. I’ve told thee before; I write not, now that I am dead.


  Ginsberg: I don’t see why being dead should stop you. Nothing else apparently did.


  Brautigan: A little respect, Allen.


  Ginsberg(pressing a fist into his side and wincing):Why start now? Shit, Terry, don’t you have any morphine in this place?


  Bartender: If this were the old days, I’d tell you to check behind the bricks.


  Somebody would have left some heroin lying around.


  


  


  SCENE 3


  Time: the Millennium


  Place: Delancey Street, Lower East Side, New York City


  


  Terry Mashiter’s alarm goes off at 11:43 a.m., but the clock is fast, so it looks like noon. He gropes for the snooze button halfheartedly and slaps it twice to make it work, then settles back into the nicotine-scented embrace of his comforter, dragging his pillow over his head. It is a cold, icy Thursday in March.


  It is time to go to work.


  The snooze delay expires; the alarm clock sounds again. Terry slaps it off, but this time he doesn’t snake his hand back into the warmth of his swaybacked pressboard bed. Instead, he flips up the lid of a plywood cigar box with a pen-and-ink drawing of a girl in a feathered Robin Hood cap and the words A5You Like Iton the lid, and strokes his talismans. The butt of an unfiltered Camel cigarette, a magic bean, a page torn from an issue ofVogue.A subway token, a silver 1962 quarter that rings when you drop it, a Moleskine notebook, illegible from having been dropped in a mud puddle or something worse. Other things, more or less at random.


  He pulls out the magazine page, pressed flat, the text and images slightly blurred between two scratched layers of glass, and the fibers of the torn edge visible, preserved forever in their anaerobic prison. Staring at an exaggerated sketch of a redheaded girl in a black beret, he slides his other hand inside his sweatpants and idly begins to masturbate.


  He’s not thinking about the girl in the picture. He’s thinking about the girl who drew it.


  It’s laundry day.


  That nuisance accomplished, he returns the pressed page to the cigar box, climbs out of the sag in the middle of the mattress, sheds his sticky sweatpants into a pile on the floor, and staggers toward the shower, scratching his belly. Later, clean, he slicks his thinning, greying blond hair back into a ponytail and fixes it with an orange-wrapped elastic, then skins on jeans, Chucks, and a green T-shirt that readsSunflowerin flaked white print across the chest.


  He sits down for two hours before work to write on a five-year-old, off-brand personal computer. Five pages of playscript is a better than average day. He reads it over, and thinks it’s pretty goddamned funny. Nobody else does, but such is life.


  The telephone jangles as he walks out the door. He doesn’t answer, just walks downstairs, not trusting the elevator. He stops in the lobby to glance up at the skylight, and then hunkers beside the old unworking fountain to feed the fish.


  There’s only a single fish, a gargantuan one-eyed koi whose back breaks the surface of the water every time he moves. Terry thinks the koi’s probably eaten any other fish that might have shared the fountain with him.


  Terry feeds him anyway.


  


  


  SCENE 4


  Time: 1962


  Place: Delancey Street, Lower East Side, New York City


  


  The General was wise among fish. Though he dined on pellets of moldy Wonder Bread and not on hazelnuts (like the legendary salmon of learning), he had a great deal of time for contemplation. The young human with the hair as bright as the General’s own golden scales had left when the sun was high and the slant of light through water left-to-right and slipping to the side. He would return when the electric lights glowed overhead, and if all had gone well, he would fete the General with crumbs of rice crackers and broken bits of pretzels, and perhaps even pause to converse a little before heading up the stairs to his own dinner.


  Someday, the General would like to find a way to make life easier for the young man, although he wasgaijin,foreign, although he was the enemy.


  That didn’t mean what it would have, once, before the General became the enemy as well.


  The General grew hungry. The General drifted softly, floating, in anticipation.


  


  


  SCENE 5


  Time: Eternity


  Place: A fern bar in the Afterlife.


  


  Marlowe, Keats, and Ginsberg nurse their beers around the free lunch at the corner of the bar. The bartender is still polishing glasses.


  


  Ginsberg: You just make the Devil too damned attractive, Kit. That’s the problem with Mephistopheles.


  Marlowe: And I argue, ’tis precisely what he needs to be. Attractive, or who would fall in love with him? Your demon Moloch just isn’tprettyenough to work as a seducer. Who would fall for him?


  Keats coughs.


  Ginsberg: But they do. Theydofall for him. Consumerism. Demons. Moloch. Read your Milton.


  Marlowe: Milton! That pompous ass. Call Moloch the Beast, but devils and dragons are supposed to be lovely to look upon. Seduction is part of what makes them terrible, terrible and fair. “And he defiled Topheth, which is in the valley of the children of Hinnom, that no man might make his son or his daughter to pass through the fire to Moloch.”


  Ginsberg: You’re so full ofshit,Christopher. That’s the thing, man, it’s all plastic paint and, and… waxed turds covered in S&H Green Stamps. It’s not real. It’s got a shiny surface, brazen idol, you bet, and then you poke it and it kind of caves in around the hole you made and it’s like a littleasshole,you know, oozing shit—


  Keats: Could the two of youbemore pretentious?


  Ginsberg: We could be Tom. He’d be ranting about how the Japanese say the dragon is three-toed, and he grows extra toes when he leaves Japan, but the Chinese say the dragon is five-toed, and his toes and his morals atrophy when he leaves China. And Kit here would quote the Bible at him like the cawing divinity student he is, and we’d be off—


  Keats(coughing):Tom’s not so bad.


  Marlowe leans back on his barstool out of the line of fire between Keats and Ginsberg. He catches the bartender’s eye; the bartender smirks at him, but doesn’t comment.


  Ginsberg: Eliot, Eliot, they teach him in colleges. Who cares about that? It’s… staid, it’s not the future, it’s the past.


  Bartender: Allen, can I get you another one?


  Ginsberg: No, Terry. I don’t need a beer. I need to get laid, that’s what I need. How come this place isn’t like it was in the old days? I remember when it was broadsides pasted to the walls and a stage in the corner built of cinderblocks and it didn’t have a liquor license, but you could hide your pot in the storeroom if you liked. Where the fuck did the fuckingfernscome from, man?


  Bartender:(quietly)Same place the name did, man. Moloch. Where else?


  The pay telephone rings shrilly, and continues to ring. No one answers.


  Bartender: Fuck. I havegotto get to 1962.


  


  


  SCENE 6


  Time: the Millennium


  Place: a pretentious Greenwich Village bar


  


  Terry arrives at Moloch’s at 3:30 on the dot and lets himself in with his key. He ties on his apron and gets to work, daydreaming. It doesn’t take much presence of mind to set up the speed rack, set out the free lunch, prepare the garnish trays; he’s tended this same bar since 1955, when the place was still called Sunflower, although they served coffee and soup when he first got the job, and not beer.


  There was a girl who used to work here too, who used to paint murals on the wall, until the new owner got her an illustrating job with a fashion magazine. She stopped coming by after that; Terry doesn’t see her anymore.


  Terry has a cache of the old shirts. He took all the leftovers home after the name change. He has only fifty left, but he figures if he washes them inside-out in cold water they’ll see him through to retirement.


  A little before four, Terry waters the ferns and philodendrons and brushes the felt on the pool table. He checks the coin return on the black rotary-dial pay telephone—the only thing in the bar other than the scarred wood floor that’s been there longer than Terry has—and makes sure the photographs and clippings and caricatures of Ginsberg, of Kerouac, of Burroughs and Kesey and Cassady and Corso and Snyder and Brautigan and McClure and di Prima and Whalen and Ferlinghetti and Waldman and Orlovsky and people whose names evenTerrydoesn’t recognize, they’re that obscure, hang straight.


  None of them would recognize what had become of Sunflower, anyway.


  Terry polishes the brass railing on the stair ascending to street level against one wall, and at 4:00 promptly, he unlocks the door. Moloch’s is a tourist trap.


  It doesn’t get afternoon trade.


  Terry smoothes his green T-shirt down over his skinny chest and his middle-aged pot belly, makes sure it’s tucked into his apron strings and the top of his pants and that his ponytail’s tidy, and heads back to polish the bar. The customers will be along eventually, and Jackie and Maura come on at six when things start to pick up.


  There’s plenty to keep him busy until then.


  The first customers wander in around five, which is the beginning of happy hour, as advertised on the placard in the window of the door at the top of the stairs. The cocktail waitresses follow an hour later—Jackie five minutes late and Maura ten minutes early, predictably—and by nine it’s a steady stream of customers playing Bob Dylan and Thelonious Monk on the CD jukebox in the corner, and Terry’s even started to hope the owner won’t show up tonight.


  He hopes too soon.


  Mr. Ryusaki always pauses at the top of the stairs and scans Moloch’s with a slow oscillation of his head that reminds Terry of Conan Doyle’s description of Moriarty. He always wears a belted, black velvet jacket with a brocade collar that looks like something Hugh Hefner would order in red, and he always spiders his weird gnarled hands down the brass banister as he descends, the old wooden stairs silent under his slight weight, in a manner that gives Terry a bright green, creeping wiggins as bad as watching a cockroach crawl up his leg.


  Terry wishes it was busier, so that Mr. Ryusaki would leave him alone, but it isn’t, so he keeps polishing a glass he’s already polished once. He leans against the back bar, waiting for Mr. Ryusaki to come on over and say whatever pain-in-the-ass thing he plans on saying tonight. Mr. Ryusaki owns the brownstone Terry lives in as well as the bar where he works. Terry feels as if he should probably be polite, for the koi’s sake, if not his own. If it weren’t for Terry, after all, who would feed the fish?


  Tatsu Ryusaki is tall, for a Japanese man of his generation, and he wears his fingernails filed into long ovals, like a woman’s. It makes his hands look inhuman, like the talons of a predatory bird. He leans across the bar on his elbows, fingers twisted together, the knotted joints making them look as if they were meant to interlock. Terry wonders how he got the pearl ring onto his finger, past those knuckles.


  “Mister Ryusaki,” Terry says. He pours the boss a glass of the house red, sets it on a napkin, and slides it across the bar with his fingertips without being asked.


  Mr. Ryusaki picks it up and frowns over the top. “I need you to stay tonight, Terry. Johnny got hit by a taxicab; you and Maura are going to have to close and clean up.”


  “Johnny all right?”


  “Torn ligaments,” Mr. Ryusaki says. “He’ll heal. He called from the ER. I can get somebody to cover his shift tomorrow, but I need you and Maura to cover tonight.”


  “Yeah,” Terry says, wiping the dry, polished bar in thoughtful circles as the pay phone begins to ring. “You said.”


  Mr. Ryusaki leans back, his wine glass in his left hand, and frowns. He’s a narrow man, with a ferret face that pinches around the eyes when he’s irritated with Terry, which he usually is. “Get a haircut, Terry,” he says, turning toward his office as the phone jangles again. It’s an old phone, with a real hammer and a metal bell. The sound it makes is not a hesitant sound. Customers are craning their necks curiously now, as the damned thing rings again. Terry ignores it, breathing his sigh of relief a moment too soon.


  Mr. Ryusaki doesn’t pause, but he snaps back over his shoulder as he’s leaving, “And answer the goddamned phone.”


  Terry pauses with one hand on the bar gate, his towel tossed over his shoulder. “If I’d killed that son of a bitch when I met him,” he mutters, “I’d be out of jail by now.”


  There’s nobody on the line, of course. There never is, when he answers, “Moloch’s.”


  But he can almost hear the ghosts sighing on the other side.


  


  


  SCENE 7


  Time: the Millennium


  Place: Delancey Street, Lower East Side, New York City


  


  By the time Terry makes it home, the sky is grey. There’s no such thing as dawn on Manhattan, or sunset either, but they haven’t quite figured out how to roof the whole island in—yet—and the light still seeps through the cracks. It’s a rare night when he still feels the urge for company after his shift in a bar crowded with pretentious twits who come because Kerouac kept his stash behind a brick in the back wall when it used to be a coffeehouse and impromptu soup kitchen.


  It’s a rare night when Terry feels the urge to do anything but scrub, after twelve to fifteen hours in a miniature Disneyland dedicated to capitalizing on a plasticized memory of revolution.Caricatures,for Christ’s sake.


  The whole fucking place is a caricature.


  Terry stops by the broken fountain, in the grey light falling through the skylight, and digs in his pocket for a baggie full of crumbs. He remembers another era, when the baggie wouldn’t have had a zip closure, and it wouldn’t have been crumbs of bread that it held—and he wouldn’t have been shaking it onto the stagnant surface of a make-believe lily pond.


  Still, he casts the bread on the water and watches the nestedVsof the big koi’s hungry approach. The damned thing is almost a carp; its round mouth breaking the surface looks big enough to swallow a mouse.


  “I wish I’d had the sense to kill that son of a bitch thirty-eight years ago,” Terry says conversationally, rubbing the last few bits of pretzel from the bag. “Fucking fern bar’s an abomination before the Lord, and naming it for a character in ‘Howl,’ that’s just adding insult to injury. Man, I wish you could have seen the place back in the old days, fish. I wish it was still like that now.”


  The koi churns back and forth, back and forth. Terry figures a cat or some sort of big predatory bird must have been what got him; there are three parallel scars across the side of the fish’s head with the ruined eye, the proud flesh high and bare between the scales.


  “That was some shit,” Terry continues, before he turns away to climb the stairs.


  “Hippies and beatniks and queers, oh my, hippies and beatniks and queers.”


  


  


  SCENE 8


  Time: 1962


  Place: Delancey Street, Lower East Side, New York City


  


  


  The golden carp, gobbling crumbs from the surface of his prison, heard someone make—


  —a wish.


  


  


  SCENE 9


  Time: Eternity


  Place: a fern bar in the Afterlife.


  


  Marlowe and Ginsberg are still arguing, although now they’re standing beside the pool table. Keats leans over the bar, his chin on the back of his hand, coughing into his spotted handkerchief occasionally. Shakespeare sits beside him; the blond bartender is pouring.


  The door at the top of the stairs opens.


  Enter Brautigan. He stops to take in the scene, and seems drawn particularly to Ginsberg and Marlowe, who are insulting one another genially and shooting pool.


  The two poets hesitate. Their eyes lock. They stare at one another for a moment, and then move toward each other violently. It’s hard to tell who kisses whom; their mouths meet roughly and they seem to struggle as much as embrace, pushing, dragging one another down atop the pool table.


  Brautigan witnesses the entire thing. His eyes bug out of his face, his head whirls around on his neck, and his impressive mantle of hair stands straight out around his head as if electrified.


  Stuffing both hands against his mouth, Brautigan runs up the stairs.


  The pay telephone rings shrilly, and continues to ring. No one answers. The bartender glances over at the writhings atop the pool table and sighs tiredly.


  Enter Moloch, painted in tongues: a slender man, ferret-faced, in a black velvet smoking jacket with red and gold three-toed dragons embroidered at the collar. He pauses at the top of the stairs, one knotty hand splayed upon the brazen banister. A forked tongue flickers between his lips. Brautigan leads him by the arm, pauses, and points at Marlowe and Ginsberg fucking on the pool table.


  Moloch watches for a moment, then lifts his chin and stares at the bartender. The bartender looks up, looks over at the poets on the pool table, and shrugs. He never stops polishing the glass in his hands.


  Trailing Brautigan, Moloch descends the stairs and crosses to the bar. He lifts the gate and ducks through it; the bartender and Keats don’t seem to notice his presence—they are, in fact, frozen as if they are stuck in time.AsShakespeare begins to figure this out, waving a hand in front of Keats’face, Moloch ducks under the bar and comes up with a shotgun, which he raises in both hands.


  


  Shakespeare: It won’t work, you know. Kit’s already let go. Your bullets can’t hurt him.


  Moloch: I’ve got no interest in Master Marlowe, Master Shakespeare. He’s long lost any power to harm me.(Hepresses the shotgun on Brautigan.)Do you remember how to use one of these, Richard?


  Brautigan touches his bloody scalp and then reaches out with red-stained fingers to take the shotgun.


  Brautigan: I think I can figure it out.


  Moloch: Ginsberg. Do it, Richard.


  


  Brautigan looks from Moloch to the gun to Ginsberg and Marlowe, and slowly reaches out and hefts the thing, taking it out of Moloch’s hands.


  


  Moloch: Are you too much of a sissy to get this right either?


  


  Brautigan raises the gun to his eye as Moloch steps back, vaults the bar casually, and walks toward the stair. As the demon ascends, the poet studies his quarry like a hunter watching a tiger from a blind.


  The door closes behind Moloch. The others present in the bar seem to snap back to themselves, and Shakespeare and the bartender shout and lunge, reaching for the gun in Brautigan s hand. The bartender yanks Keats to the floor as Marlowe’s head comes up; he and Ginsberg break apart, Marlowe pushing Ginsberg under the pool table right-handed and reaching with his left for his rapier.


  Too late.


  The shotgun roars, and the reek of sulfur fills the bar as Shakespeare wrests it from Brautigan’s hands.


  Marlowe, his face fixed in an attitude of surprise, pitches over slowly, backward, and falls to the scarred floorboards. Brautigan’s head droops between sagging shoulders as Shakespeare tosses the shotgun away. Shakespeare crosses the few steps between them and embraces him. Shakespeare’s hands come away from Brautigan’s hair, dripping red.


  


  Shakespeare(patting Brautigan’s shoulders):What, lamb, still bleeding? There, there. There, there. If you let go of the poetry, your wounds will heal. The dead can’t change the world, poor Dickon.


  Brautigan: Turtles. I just wanted to say… something about turtles. I don’t know. Maybe pancakes. Goldfish, you know, those big fucking goldfish, the ones like underwater Panzers. Something important. Something about why you didn’t love me, Will. Why you loved him more….


  Shakespeare(still soothing):I know. I know.


  


  Marlowe’s corpse stands up and examines himself, dusting his doublet off daintily, with fingertip flicks. He watches Shakespeare and Brautigan for a moment, and then shrugs, smiles at the audience, and turns his back, heading toward the bar, where the bartender is already drawing him a beer.


  


  Bartender: You’re taking that well.


  Marlowe: It’s not the first time I’ve been killed in a bar. Good thing it wasn’t Allen, though.


  


  They’re joined by an obviously rattled Ginsberg, who hands the bartender the shotgun, which he has retrieved. The bartender takes it, breaks it, and reloads it thoughtfully while Ginsberg reaches over the bar to draw himself a pint.


  


  Brautigan: Allen, I couldn’t—


  Ginsberg: Kerouac was an anti-Semitic, homophobic little asshole, Dick, and I still put up with him. Don’t think anything of it. Terry, where are you going with that gun?


  Bartender(on his way to the stairs up):To change the name of my fucking bar, Allen. It just sank in.I’mnot dead.


  Ginsberg: That’ll never work, man. C’mere and kiss me.


  Bartender:What?


  Ginsberg: Kiss me. That’s the only way to get to 1962 from here.


  


  The bartender looks at Ginsberg, and looks at the gun, and looks at Ginsberg again.


  


  Bartender: Don’t worry about it, man.(Beat)I’ve got a magazine.


  


  


  SCENE 10


  Time: the Millennium


  Place: Delancey Street, Lower East Side, New York City


  


  Terry doesn’t stop at the top of the stairs. He unlocks his apartment—two deadbolts and a regular lock—and goes straight to his bedroom.


  He finds a shotgun he never owned before in the middle of his bed, checks to make sure it’s loaded, and retrieves the preserved page ofVoguefrom the box on the nightstand. He lays it down in the center of his tightly made bed and stares, for a moment, at a picture sketched for money by a girl who used to paint the bare plaster walls of basements in vivid psychedelic colors, a girl who should have grown up to be an artist, not an advertising executive.


  “Break glass in case of emergency,” he says, and—applying pressure with the shotgun barrel—suits actions to words.


  When he kisses the drawing this time, static-stuck needles of glass cut his lips. “It’s time I admitted it was over between us, sweetheart,” he says, and then he crumples the blood-marked paper left-handed and stuffs it into his mouth. His tongue bleeds; his gums bleed. Something hard and brittle crunches between his molars. He swallows, and then he cocks the gun.


  In the mirror on the way through the living room, he sees himself. His clothing is bright and unfaded; his hair is sunlight blond, and down all over his shoulders. His lover is not home; he hopes she’s not at Sunflower painting the walls. Not today.


  “Look out, Moloch,” he says. “Here I come.”


  He wraps a jacket around the shotgun, and descends the stairs into 1962, where he walks past the tinkling fountain and outside, on his way to catch a train.


  Tatsu Ryusaki is at Sunflower; he looks not a day younger than he will thirty-eight years later. He walks around the basement coffeehouse with the building’s owner, poking into corners, peeling back broadsides shellacked to the walls, and scratching his thumbnail across the garish murals. He discusses with the owner how much Ryusaki will pay for the old building and how soon he will be able to end the leases of the current tenants, including Sunflower.


  Terry waits until the current owner is poking around behind the bar, and Mr. Ryusaki is by the storeroom door. “Mister Ryusaki,” Terry says, from the top of the steps. As the businessman turns, Terry drops the jacket, lifts the gun to his eye, and fires both barrels without saying another word.


  Ryusaki does not burst into flames when he dies, but a single white pearl rolls from his hand across the floor, and disappears under the bar. Terry scrabbles after it, leaving the shotgun where it fell, while the horrified owner grabs the black pay phone out of its carapace and screams for the police.


  Terry leaves him there.


  Terry is dropping the pearl in the fountain when the pigs come to arrest him.


  The koi swims after it as it shimmers through the water, his mouth wide enough to swallow a mouse.


  Terry doesn’t fight. As they lead him away, he cranes his neck, to see if there are any ripples in the fountain except the ones from falling water.


  He doesn’t think so.


  They call him Terry the Dragonslayer in prison, although nobody can remember who came up with it. He serves seventeen years. He writes a fictionalized account of his time in prison; it’s well-received, although the judge rules he can’t make any money off it because it’s directly related to his crime. When he gets out, he takes his old job in that coffeehouse down in the Village, and impresses the Boho wannabe poetry-slam crowd with his prison tattoos and his stories about Allen Ginsberg, and he answers the phone on the first ring, every goddamned time.


  “Sunflower.”


  Even Ginsberg shows up once in a while. He still lives in the neighborhood, and he still writes, and the murals on the peeling plaster bring back memories, even after all this time.


  


  Wane


  


  


  


  


  Garrett lowered her gaze from the beaten-copper diameter of a rising moon to regard the soft-eyed wampyr beside her. The dark fabric of his sleeve lay smooth under her fingertips. A breeze still tasting of winter ruffled the forensic sorcerer’s carefully arranged hair and shifted the jewels in her earlobes. “Thank you for coming, Sebastien.”


  “On the contrary, Abby Irene,” the Great Detective murmured through lips that barely moved. “What man could refuse your company of an evening?” A lifted eyebrow made the double entendre express. The moonlight lay like a rush of blood across his cheeks, making Don Sebastien de Ulloa look almost alive. “Was this the face that launched a thousand ships/ And burnt the topless towers of Ilium?”


  “Perhaps in my youth.”


  “To a connoisseur, value increases with time.”


  She permitted herself an unladylike snort.


  


  Wax


  


  


  


  


  No one slept well that night.


  A little after three A.M., as a cold whispering rain fell over steep-gabled slate, husbands silently pulled wives close in the clammy darkness. Nursemaids rose from narrow beds to check bundled babes; massive-headed mastiffs whined by banked hearthfires as household cats insinuated between dream-running paws; and in their warm, summer-smelling loose boxes, arch-necked carriage horses stamped and rolled white-rimmed eyes, leaning against the barred partitions to press flank to flank. The City of New Amsterdam tossed restlessly.


  Detective Crown Investigator Abigail Irene Garrett had no one to turn to for comfort on a dismal night in April. When the chill slipped like an unwelcome guest between sheet and featherbed and her faded blue eyes came open, Garrett’s hand crept automatically to the pistol under her pillow. Her half-awakened intellect checked her wards and guards. Intact. Despite the muffled impact of her heart against her ribcage, she was as alone as she should have been.


  The pearl grip cool and heavy in her hand, Garrett sat up, swinging her legs over the edge of her black wood bedstead. Her left hand resting on the ornate spiral of a bedpost, she ran through her wards again. At her feet, her ragged patchwork terrier whined into the darkness.


  “Hush, Mike. I know.”


  Nothing. She slipped her revolver back under the pillow and stood, belting a cream lace negligee over her nightgown. Her wand—ebony capped in silver, as long as the span from elbow to fingertip—lay on the nightstand, and this she lifted and touched to the wick of a gnarled beeswax stump. The candle sparked into light and Garrett drew a long, tight breath, trying to ease the clenching in her belly. Thirty years in the service of the Crown, and she had never felt such apprehension.


  Setting her wand aside, she crossed rug-scattered tile to the credenza, where she poured herself whisky without water and sipped it slowly. Mike scampered close at her heels. She opened the casement one-handed, rainbeaded glass icy on her fingertips, and leaned out into a gaslamp-jeweled night. Falling water trickled down her neck, washed her face like tears. The woeful exhalation of a late-arriving steamship, packet boat from England or places more distant, hung on the night. The black stone windowledge gouged a cold furrow across her belly. Mike shoved dustmop paws against the wall, too small to reach the windowledge. She reached down and ruffled his ears.


  When the first inch of liquor warmed the chill from her shoulders, Abigail


  Irene Garrett straightened from the window, unwound white fingers from her tumbler, and began to dress.


  


  


  “Grisly,” Garrett commented—an uncharacteristic sentiment.


  And an understatement. The rain had slowed to a mist, but the flagstoned walk lay puddled under her feet. Her eyes narrowed as she gathered the navy-blue skirts of her walking dress in her hands. She lifted them clear of the bloodstained stoop of a wide-fronted three-story brownstone as she minced up the steps. Stringy, clotted runnels dripped down them like paint.


  She glanced at uniformed representatives of the Colonial Police and two of the Duke’s city Guard, looking apprehensive and outnumbered. “Who can tell me what happened here?”


  A patrolman stepped forward, avoiding the DCI ‘s gaze—and avoided following the direction of it when she turned her back on him, bending toward the body crumpled against the scored wooden door. She couldn’t keep her boots out of the clotted blood, but uniformed officers had already walked through it. And a detective or two who should have known better, I warrant, she thought. Well, we’re not all cut out to be sorcerers.


  She glanced over her shoulder, pinning the hapless patrolman on a needle-pointed gaze, wondering which of her notorieties occupied his attention. Perhaps it’s just the scent of blood paling his face. “Well?” Perhaps.


  “DCI, I was first on the scene.”


  “And?” Garrett drew herself upright, ash-laced blonde hair falling in a wing across her forehead. Don’t smile at him, Abby Irene, or you’ll never get another word of sense out of him, and he might very well piss himself. And you know Division would have something to say about that—disgrace to the uniform and so on. The thought quivered her lips. She fought the smile to a standstill and converted it into an expectant frown.


  “He was dead when I arrived, DCI. I heard the screaming…”


  “I see.” She let him see her lean forward to note the number on his shield.


  “Did you identify the bystanders? At what time?”


  He took a half-step back. “Sunrise, ma’am. Perhaps an hour ago. There were no witnesses present when I arrived.”


  “No-one came to his assistance? You heard screaming—”


  The officer trained his gaze on the blood-spattered leaves of a just-budding rose alongside the wrought-iron fence. “It was over quickly. Ma’am. As I arrived, the neighbors began coming out of their houses. I was only around the corner.”


  “No-one has touched the body since?” Poor lad. He couldn’t have been more than fifteen. What was he doing out so early in the rain?


  “Officers entered. But they climbed through the window.”


  She could see that from the footprints. Thankfully they had sense enough not to move the body to open the door. Garrett planned to go inside once she had finished her work with the victim. She was too old to climb through windows in the rain.


  I wonder what’s become of his spine? She leaned forward to examine the damage. The skull is cracked, and I would wager the poor lad’s brains have been scooped out. If a human being could do that, I’d say so violent an attack was personal. She crouched to investigate a scatter of pale flecks on the steps, like a splash of milk frozen in place.


  The patrolman swallowed loudly. Red hair and freckles, couldn’t have been four years older than the victim. Despite herself, Garrett took pity on him. “What’s your name, officer?”


  “Forester,” he replied. His face gleamed white around a fevered flush spotting the center of each cheek.


  She sighed, seeing her own imperious face reflected in his eyes. Twenty years ago, she had been thought a great beauty. Boys like Forester had been so far beneath her notice that she had not even realized it was possible for them to have feelings. Times change, Abby Irene. “I am a sorcerer, lad, not a cannibal. You did as well as could be expected.” She turned away.


  “Ma’am?”


  “Dismissed,” she confirmed. “Go back to your dispatch for debriefing, Forester. You were right to call me in. This is a matter for the Crown.” She knew perfectly well that the summons had come from the city Guard, and not from the Mayor’s Colonial Police, but it was polite to lie.


  Sometimes—but only some times—Garrett could almost admit a sympathy for the Mayor and his push for home rule. Her true loyalties, however, lay with the Crown. And the Duke.


  Except, she mused, bootheels clicking as she made her way back to her waiting carriage, the Crown was an ocean away on the other side of her self-imposed exile, and in these days of threatened hostilities with the French and Iroquois it seemed to prefer to forget the Colonies existed. And the Duke, loyal Patriot that he was, had problems of his own.


  Still, it rankled: in London, she could have counted on a specialist sorcerer and at least one additional DCI for so gruesome a murder. In the entire reach of the Colonies, from the Atlantic to the Iroquois territories West of the Appalachians, Garrett’s only colleagues were in Boston and Philadelphia. One doddered through the closing years of a white-bearded wizard’s career; the other was a puling idiot who never would have achieved his Th.D. without judiciously applied nepotism.


  Yes, unequivocally—and especially since the Iron Queen’s death and her eldest son’s succession—Garrett was on her own.


  Her driver, huddled miserable on the box, touched his cap. The renewed patter of rain on the cobbles told her to hurry. Uniformed officers held the gathering crowd back while Garrett rooted in her blue velvet carpetbag, kept dry in the enclosed coach. Quickly, she found what she needed and returned.


  It was nasty work, sketching a circle around the corpse, and the hem of her dress was black with sucking mud and daubed red as well by the time she closed it. Renewed murmurs ran through the onlookers. Garrett shook her head, not troubling herself to look up. They can’t have only now figured out who I am.


  But deliberate steps clipped along the bloodsoaked walk, and a silken voice close behind her said, “Crown Investigator.”


  Garrett pinched the bridge of her nose, thinking very hard about the silver flask of brandy in her carpetbag. She knotted the circle off so that it would hold during her distraction and turned to face the intruder.


  “I see the officers recognized you, Viscount,” she said, briefly distracted by hazel eyes under a fall of brown-black hair. Princely cheekbones, a caballero’s noble nose, and the sensual lip of a Rumanian aristocrat. Garrett bit down on a sigh.


  “Please,” said the notorious amateur detective, extending his grey-gloved hand, voice melodious with the interwoven tones of his native language. “So lovely a lady must by all means call me Sebastien. Besides, your English titles are so confusing.”


  Garrett transferred her wand to her left hand and allowed him to bend over her right. Much as she despised the man, she had to admit to a certain agreeable shiver when his lips brushed her glove. Don Sebastien de Ulloa straightened and smiled, gesturing to the mangled remains of the boy with the tip of his walking stick. “And so, my dear investigator—what have we here?”


  Garrett pursed her lips in frustration, but kept her voice level. “I’m not certain yet,” she said. “I’ve just finished containing the scene. There are a few interesting anomalies ”


  “That is candlewax.” Don Sebastien leaned forward, laying a hand on Garrett’s arm to steady himself away from the circle.


  “It appears to be,” she answered, shifting from the touch. “Interesting, is it not? Other than the mud and blood, it is obvious that the doorstep and facade were immaculately kept; probably scrubbed daily, if their housekeeper is anything like my Mary. So the wax can be no older than a day.”


  Don Sebastien was no sorcerer, and she largely ignored him while she dipped mingled salt and lampblack out of a little pouch and spread those around the circle, pretending she did not notice the cold water dripping down her collar. Don Sebastien seemed untroubled. “What intrigues me, Crown Investigator, is the swiftness of the attack. Have you eliminated a human agency?”


  She tucked the little pouch into her pocket. “I’ve ruled out nothing,” she answered, feeling as if he tested her. “But I must admit, I can see no way around suspicions of sorcery. Unless it was a beast.” She let her voice drop. “In which case, we can expect further attacks.”


  Don Sebastien pursed sensual lips. Rain spattered from the brim of his hat. “May I call you Lady Abigail? It is so much less unwieldy than ‘Crown Investigator.’”


  “My name is ‘Abigail Irene.’ And I would prefer to be addressed by the title appropriate to the situation. ‘Garrett’ will do if you are pressed for time, Don Sebastien.”


  “I meant no disrespect. DCI, have you considered some of the more unpleasant possibilities?”


  “Such as?”


  “Were-thing. Wampyr. Summoned demon, improperly bound.”


  “What would you consider the more pleasant possibilities, Don Sebastien? A deranged lunatic with the strength to peel a man’s spine out of his back?”


  “Ah. I take your point, Investigator. Although I admit, I am still exceedingly curious about the candlewax.”


  Garrett chuckled. “So am I, Don Sebastien. So am I. And curious as well, where the other residents have gotten off to. Shall we proceed?”


  Once the coroner had moved the body, Don Sebastien wrapped the brass door-pull—which had already been examined—carefully in his handkerchief and tugged it open, stepping aside so that Garrett could precede him. “Crown Investigator, may I join you?”


  “Thank you, Don Sebastien. If you must, you may.” She shook her gore-daubed skirts and knocked the worst of the mire from her boots before she crossed the threshold; it didn’t help. Wet cloth still clung to her knees when she crouched. “Well.”


  Don Sebastien reached up and pulled a taper from the sconce upon the wall, keeping the drip shield at its base. He set it alight with a silver lighter, drawn from his coat pocket, and dropped to one knee facing Garrett, tilting the candle to give her light. Shadows scrolled about them. “More candle-spatters,” she said. “Beeswax, and a good quantity of it, too.”


  “Do you maintain your good opinion of the housekeeper?”


  She lifted her chin and glanced around, hair moving against the nape of her neck. Don Sebastien’s eyes were on the scrollworked secretary beside the door. Garrett reached out and ran a kid-gloved fingertip along its edges. She examined the results in the glow of the taper, which was of good enough quality not to drip even when he angled it. “Even the back is clean,” she said. “And a family of some means, if they were spending so on candles. And that candle does not drip like this.” She drew out a penknife and flaked a few dribs of wax into a glassine envelope.


  “Your reputation does not do you justice,” Don Sebastien said, and stood, offering Garrett his assistance. “The intruder’s light, do you think?”


  “If there was an intruder.” His flesh was cool even through her glove. “Don Sebastien, you were too long in the rain.”


  “I am always cold,” he answered, and released her lightly once her balance was sure. “The trail appears to lead this way. Shall we have a look upstairs, Crown Investigator?”


  “By all means. Lead on, Lucifer.” Light-bearer.


  He laughed and held the candle high. “I have been called worse. You have noticed the angle of the drippings?”


  “Of course,” she answered. “They fell from the candle of someone leaving the house.”


  “Indeed.” They entered the front room. He stood aside again, to allow her to precede him up the sweeping stair.


  Very pretty. For a hobbyist. Does he think because a Crown Investigator is also a woman, she needs an expatriate Spaniard as her shadow to solve a murder? And then, since he was only looking at the back of her rain-wet head, she allowed herself a little, mocking smile. Perhaps he’s just hoping to catch a glimpse of your ankles. “There is more wax up the stair runner.”


  “And on the banister.”


  “And across the landing—interesting. The droplets crisscross the hall.” She bent again, gesturing for the light. Don Sebastien was beside her as silently as a cat in his patent-leather boots, dabs of mud marring their mirror shine. “The intruder spent a fair amount of time here.”


  “Do you suppose he came in through an upstairs window? Two were open; strange on a stormy night.”


  “Do you suppose he was a he?” Garrett answered mildly, moving to the closest of the bedrooms, from which a cold draft flowed. The door stood open; mud on the threshold told her the officers had been through it, and she wished she knew if the door had been closed or open when they arrived.


  She paused in the frame of the doorway, letting her eyes take in the room. A young man’s, by the schoolbooks and fencing gear, and the bed had been slept in—disconsolately, judging by the crumpled and thrown-back covers and the disarray of the pillows. Unlike the downstairs entryway, there was light enough in this room to see the spatters of wax on the floor, although there was no candle in the holder by the bed.


  A chill lifted the hair on Garrett’s neck. She moved to the window, aware of Don Sebastien behind her, although the wide wooden boards scarcely seemed to flex under his weight. “Are you a swordsman, Don Sebastien?”


  “A notorious one, in my youth,” he answered, giving it the slight inflection of a double entendre. Her lips twitched. She did not look, instead leaning down beside the windowframe and tilting her head to examine it against the slanted light. The floor beneath was damaged, the wood already swollen from rain falling inside. That rain had washed away any traces that might have been on the windowsill; Garrett stared until her eyes crossed and found nothing. Still her skin crawled.


  “He is restless,” Garrett said, straightening and stepping away from the casement. She whirled, noticing Don Sebastien’s sudden stillness, as if he set himself for an attack. Garrett pulled her eyes from the Spaniard and paced quickly to the bed. “He rises. He—”


  “—kindles a light,” Sebastien interrupted. “There is a burnt match in the candle holder, and the box in the nightstand cubbyhole.”


  “Very good. Except he’s neglected a candle—”


  “—or perhaps he pulls the candle from the holder.”


  “To what purpose?”


  “I do not know.” Their eyes met, and Garrett released the deep-drawn breath she had been holding. The thrill of the chase.


  “Were you restless last night, Don Sebastien?”


  “I am always restless at night, DCI.”


  “Then perhaps—” she advanced with a firm step like a duelist’s “—you would be better served at home, resting in your bed.” She didn’t smile to soften it, and again their gazes crossed. Garrett fancied she could hear the ring of steel. “This is still a Crown investigation, Viscount.”


  Don Sebastien reached up to tip his hat, which he had not removed when they stepped inside. “I am very restless,” he answered. “And, too often, very bored. And I do not imagine that this is anything but your case, Crown Investigator.”


  “As long as you understand me.”


  She turned away and went to the window again. She was leaning out to grasp the edge of the casement with the intention of swinging it closed when he spoke again from close beside her. “Oh, never that, Abigail, I—”


  His body struck hers a moment before she properly registered that he had stopped speaking mid-sentence, slamming her forward, belly against the windowsill and her arms flung out like a diver’s. Her corset took the brunt of the impact, whalebone bruising her at belly and breast, and she shouted outrage and scrabbled at rain-slick wood. She teetered, Don Sebastien’s weight pinning her, and kicked wildly, expecting any moment to feel his hands on her ankles tilting her forward into a sickening, tumbling fall.


  She didn’t think the rose-bushes would break her fall enough to save her. Especially if she hit the fence. Why would the Great Detective murder a wealthy East Side boy? Amazed by the calm precision of her own thoughts even as she twisted, bringing her gloved hands up to fend him off.


  His strength was irresistible. He simply wrapped hands as hard as barrel-hoops around her wrists and—hauled her spluttering back into the room and down onto the floor. “Are you hit?” he asked, patting her cheek anxiously. His hat had tumbled off and fetched up in the far corner, and his glossy, hard-looking hair stood up in disheveled spikes.


  “Hit?”


  “The carriage—” He shook his head. “You didn’t see.” And rolled on his back, away from her, and raised his right hand to point across his face to the ceiling directly overhead. “There was a rifleman down on the street.”


  Detective Crown Investigator Garrett certainly knew the look of a fresh bullet-hole in plaster, when she saw one. “Ah,” she said quietly. “Someone must be taking an interest in the case.”


  


  


  A little before noon, Garrett marked time in the antechamber outside the Mayor’s office, grateful at least for the chance to shed her soaked oilcloth. Although the rain had stopped falling and the clouds had thinned shortly before Don Sebastien took his leave, the afternoon promised a continuing overcast.


  Blood and mud still smirched the hem of her walking dress, and it might have been politic to return to her rooms and change. However, his Lordship, Peter Eliot, Mayor of New Amsterdam, had made it known that he expected to see her with all deliberate speed, and far be it from her to think of preserving the man’s prized Persian carpets under such circumstances. Garrett swallowed a pleased smile.


  By the watch pinned to her bodice, she’d been waiting at least twenty minutes before the door opened and the Mayor’s confidential secretary—a well-made young man with dark blue eyes, whom she noted appreciatively—gestured her in. Garrett smiled; she’d taken the opportunity to rifle his desk while he was away, and had one of his visiting cards slipped inside the cuff of her glove. Simon LeMarque, M.Th.S. Another sorcerer. And French. How interesting. The Mayor must be more worried about the Duke and me than he admits. Although, given the number of times he’s tried to—embarrass— us both, I shouldn’t be surprised.


  She swept past Simon LeMarque, holding her soiled dress well aside, and glided to a halt before Peter Eliot’s enormous mahogany desk. The Mayor didn’t trouble himself to look up from the papers that occupied his attention, and Garrett gave her sodden skirts an extra shake to settle them. “Your Lordship.”


  Eliot glanced up. “I understand there was some trouble in the city this morning, Detective.”


  “Crown Investigator, sir,” she answered. “And yes.”


  He nodded judiciously, setting his papers aside. “Have you identified a suspect yet? I’m under pressure from the press, you understand. The gruesome aspect of the murder….”


  You blithering idiot, I’ve been at the crime scene for six hours. I’ve barely begun my investigation, and you know it. But he isn’t a blithering idiot, and I’d better remember that. “Respectfully, sir, because of the possibly—probably—arcane nature of the crime, it’s a Crown matter now. You shall have to address the press’s inquiries to the Duke’s office.”


  “I’d hate to have them jump to the conclusion that the Duke’s officers are impeding a murder investigation.”


  Ah. The threat made manifest. “The Duke is quite capable of handling his own public affairs, your Lordship.”


  Eliot smiled, uncoiling from his desk. He was a long, narrow man, grey hair thinning at the top, waistcoat tight across the small bulge of his paunch. Probably not much older or taller than the intensely annoying Don Sebastien. Despite her professional dislike for the so-called Great Detective, Garrett found herself comparing the Mayor unfavorably to the Spanish aristocrat. “Ah, yes, the Duke. Has he taken an interest, then?” Garrett didn’t miss the jeweled-serpent glitter in the man’s eyes.


  She knew she was one of Richard’s—the Duke’s—biggest political weaknesses. And she suspected the Mayor knew as well, or at least suspected. But he cannot prove a thing, and that is the important part. And my service record is impeccable, for all I am a woman.


  “I have yet to speak to him regarding the case, sir. Usually he prefers not to be involved until the evidence is more complete, and in any eventuality, I have not yet even had time to write up my notes. But you appreciate that I can discuss nothing relating to a Crown investigation with anyone who is not in my chain of command.” And here in the god-forsaken West, my chain of command begins and ends with the Duke. You have no power over me.


  Well, other than the power to endlessly complicate my life. With the exception of Garrett and the city Guard, New Amsterdam’s law enforcement reported to the office of the Mayor. And Garrett desperately needed to keep her access to the resources of the Colonial Police.


  “And I know you like to keep a very personal hand on your investigations, Detective … Crown Investigator.”


  Familiar ice stiffened Garrett’s spine, and she let it freeze her professional smile on her face. “Surely, sir, I have no idea what you might be insinuating.”


  “Ah, of course not. You will keep me apprised?”


  And that’s what this is about. An offer to betray Richard for a place at Peter Eliot’s right hand? Oh, how will I ever resist the temptation. Years of practice kept the ironic tinge from her voice. “Of course, your Lordship.”


  Eliot came around his desk and laid a hand on her upper arm, turning her gently toward the door. “I would be indebted to you, Lady Abigail. I hope you know how impressed we all are with your work. So many women consider themselves fit to fill any man’s shoes—it is always refreshing to meet one who can actually do a job. There are always opportunities for people like you.”


  Ah, yes, the carrot and the stick. The touch, warm through damp cotton, made her skin crawl, and she was again moved to contrast the Mayor with Don Sebastien. She frowned, pushing disloyal images aside. You despise the man, Abigail Irene. The reminder amused her; she let that amusement color her tone.


  “You will be the third to know, your Lordship. Possibly the fourth.”


  That brought him up short, or perhaps he merely stumbled, spit-shined shoes catching on the nap of the richly knotted carpets. “The fourth?”


  “Ah, yes,” Garrett said, taking advantage of his momentary distraction to disengage her arm and break for the door with all the dignified haste she could muster. Two years of finishing school not entirely wasted. At least I can manage an imperious exit. “Don Sebastien de Ulloa appears to have interested himself in the case.” And he has no loyalty to the Duke, but neither bears he any love for you.


  


  


  It was too much to hope that the Mayor would not have her followed, so Garrett did exactly as he would expect. Resuming her carriage, the Crown Investigator gave instructions to her driver to wake her when they arrived at the Duke’s residence, in Queens.


  But she could not sleep. Somewhere along the way, the clouds broke and a slanted line of sunlight glanced off rain-frosted stones, gilding the city. Garrett took a breath of cold air, rich with the promise of spring, and let it out again on a sigh. That’s what you do it for, Abby Irene, she thought. Seven million souls, thirty percent of the population of the Colonies, and the capitol of the British Protectorate of North America. So what if it’s not London?


  She chuckled at the comparison. Well, it’s just not London. That’s all. But you live with your decisions, Abigail Irene. And if living in the would-be-Plutocratic chaos of the Colonies is what it takes to fulfill your duty, so mote it be.


  After crossing the Elizabeth Bridge, her driver turned the rattling coach down Brewster Street, and Garrett smoothed her dress. The mud had somewhat dried; she slipped her gloves off, cracking the powder off her hem. Then she dug in her reticule for lotion to smooth her face and disguise her exhaustion. Not that she had anything to hide from Richard, Duke of New Amsterdam, but old habits died hard.


  She was tugging the fingers of her gloves back into place when the carriage jolted to a halt on the gracious circular drive of the Duke’s massive white Colonial. Garrett nodded coolly to the groom who rushed to hand her down, and made her way up the broad, shallow steps to the portico.


  The Duke’s servants opened the door before she reached the landing. They ushered her into Richard’s study, where she shooed a two-hundred pound Mastiff out of the loveseat and settled herself before the fire with a brandy from the sideboard. Candles blazed on the marble mantle; the gaslights were not lit. The fair-haired, fiftyish Duke himself joined her before she had halfway finished the glass.


  She set it on an end table and would have stood, but he raised one hand and shook his head. “Keep your seat, Abby Irene. And finish your brandy. I can see that you need it.” He poured a glass for himself before coming to sit beside her, curling his long legs to the side. His hair was wavy, silver at the temples and the nape, the rich ashen color of tree bark. She wanted to run her fingers through it, and instead she sipped her brandy.


  “You can’t be ready to make me a report on that murder yet,” he said, leaning toward her.


  She gave him a troubled smile and put her other hand on his knee, first glancing past him to make sure the door was latched.


  “I locked it,” he said.


  “People will talk.”


  “People do,” he said. “Someday you’ll tell me what brought you to America, Abby Irene. My curiosity keeps me up nights.”


  She sipped her brandy. “I don’t think it was curiosity, Richard. Not last night, anyway.”


  He offered her an expression of frank surprise. “Really? You didn’t sleep well either?”


  “No one did, it seems. And one boy’s night-time wandering may have led to his death.”


  “Ah, yes. Tell me about the murder.”


  “There’s little enough to tell.” She let her hand slide across the tailored dark fabric of his trousers before leaning back, curling against the arm of the loveseat in a manner that would have horrified her tutors. “Don Sebastien has involved himself, but he is—as is his wont—playing his cards close to his chest. And whoever it was that arranged the vanishments and the murder isn’t above a little rough play with a hunting rifle.” Sebastien had dug the flattened bullet out of molded plaster. Now Garrett slipped it from the cuff of her glove and dropped it with a clink into Richard’s brandy glass.


  His lips thinned. “You were not harmed.” Flatly, as if he would accept it no other way.


  “Thanks to de Ulloa, I was not harmed.” She swirled brandy on her tongue, watching Richard fish the bullet out between thick fingers and hold it up to the light. Her voice was more petulant than she had intended when she spoke again. “If I could find the rifle that came from, I might be able to prove who fired it. And I wish you would let me have that Peter Eliot assassinated.”


  “Abby Irene….”


  “I know, my love. I’m not— quite—serious. Yet. But you know he’d rather have your nephew in your place.”


  “David is too young.” The Duke raked a hand through his hair and bit his lip. “Which is why Peter would want him in my place. Of course, I’d have to be dead.”


  “Dead or abdicated.” She did not permit longing to enter her voice.


  “There is that. And there are days when the temptation to divorce is overwhelming. But then I think of Mayor Peter Eliot. And the French and Iroquois on our Western border. And,” he continued bitterly, “King Phillip, and his Eastward-looking eye.”


  “I wouldn’t have you anyway, Richard.” Trying for levity.


  He toasted her, one eyebrow raised, his voice rich with irony. “What sensible woman would marry a man she knows to be unfaithful?” Into her silence, he continued, “The murder.”


  She finished her brandy. “Grisly,” she said, standing to pour herself another. “Inhuman, I think. Nasty.”


  “Ah.” He frowned as she turned back.


  She saw him taking in the disarray of her dress, and drew herself up a little prouder. You were a famous beauty once, Abigail Irene. If you’re stupid enough to sleep with your superior, you’d best be smart enough to use whatever you have left. “Also, the murdered boy was slain on his own doorstep. Mud to your ankle, and not a footstep. No marks and no signs anywhere, except two windows open and his whole family missing.”


  The Duke leaned forward, all but ready to jump to his feet. “ Missing? How many?”


  “Mother, father, adolescent sister, housekeeper. Strange.”


  “Indeed. Continue.”


  Garrett shrugged. “Most odd was the wax.”


  “Wax? Candlewax?”


  “Droplets of it. Scattered throughout the house. Splashed. Near the boy’s body as well.”


  “I see. And yet no leads?”


  Garrett shook her head. “If I locate the candle—presuming it is a candle—I’ll be able to use the principles of contagion, similarity and sympathy to prove that the wax originated with that particular one, and we’d have a case. But….”


  “But?”


  “Well…. Richard, I have nothing. I haven’t even a trail to follow, and four people are missing who may very well be alive and in danger somewhere.”


  Across the room, he nodded. “I see.”


  “Do you?”


  No smile creased Richard’s face now. “You say that Don Sebastien has taken an interest?”


  Garrett nodded curtly.


  “Use him,” Richard said, coldly. “Use whatever it takes. I’m relying on you, Abby Irene.”


  “Richard,” she answered softly. And: “My Lord.”


  


  


  Garrett seldom entertained at home, and when she did, they were usually the sort of guests one received in the den, or the library. Her laboratory was on the first floor of her townhouse, immediately behind the parlor, where one might have anticipated a dining room. The room itself was half study and half chemistry, with books and chairs lining the walls and long stone-topped benches running parallel.


  Cleanly clothed, now, and gowned in a white canvas smock to protect her dress, Garrett moved crisply between her granite-topped workbench and the thaumaturgic circle inlaid in red and white stone tiles amid the slate-blue field of the floor. She laid out the samples she’d isolated from the body of the murdered boy: earth, fingernail clippings, scraps of his clothing and scrapings from the steps on which he had died. She piled each sample in a shallow watch glass placed in one of the isolation circles. Those smaller peripheral circles also held beakers of clotted blood and an Erlen flask of rainwater, along with samples of hair that she had retrieved from the toiletries of the missing individuals—a bit of everything she meant to eliminate from the parameters of her spell. At the very center of the circle, over the gas flame, a crucible warmed. A low table set beside it held a small heap of candles brought from the victims’ house and several more watch glasses.


  Three of these shallow dishes each contained a bit of the waxlike substance. The last one cradled splinters from the gouges in the blue wooden door.


  By seven o’clock, Garrett was on her second pot of tea. Mike had come in to find her after his supper and was dozing in his basket. Straightening from her bench, she had just thought of pausing for her own meal before the evening’s real work when a familiar tap on the door brought her head around. Mike pricked up his ears and hopped to his feet as she opened the door.


  “Supper already, Mary?” Garrett asked the dark, narrow-shouldered housekeeper standing in the hallway.


  Mary’s eyes twinkled. “If it please you, m’Lady, there’s a right handsome gentleman caller to see you. I’ve invited him in.” Mary extended an ornate silver tray so that Garrett could pick up the visiting card lying on it.


  “Ah. Indeed?” She didn’t think she needed to glance at the name—the slightly oily feel of parchment between her fingertips told her everything. “Engraved. Very nice. Send Don Sebastien in, please. I will receive him in the laboratory.” Mike wagged his coiled plume happily after Mary; she ducked her head and left.


  Mary must have taken the gentleman detective’s overcoat and hat, but Garrett noticed that the shoulders of his coat were damp through. “Is it raining again, Don Sebastien?” Absently, her hand came up to press the place between her breasts where a sigil tattooed in crimson marked her training. She felt as if his gaze burrowed through cloth to notice it.


  “Indeed,” he said, bowing over her hand, making no comment on her stained smock. Again, his lips brushed the back of her fingers—ungloved, this time—and sent a shiver down her spine.


  Her terrier withdrew to his basket and watched the tall stranger warily. She snapped her fingers for Mike’s attention, and his tail flipped twice, but he merely lay there, watching with disturbing, alert eyes.


  “Have you had any success, my dear Crown Investigator?”


  She sighed and turned away, gesturing toward the circle. “As you can see, I am just about to commence. What have you discovered, Don Sebastien? As I recall, when we parted company, you were on your way to research the boy’s family.”


  “And so I was. May I sit?”


  “As it pleases you,” she answered. He selected a wingbacked chair against the wall, pushed away from Garrett’s equipment and opposite Mike’s basket, not far from the hearth.


  When he was settled on the olive brocade and had refused tea, he began to speak. “The lad’s name was Bruce Carlson, home on Easter break from a school in Westchester. His family, as you no doubt noticed from the house, were not without resources, which proved fortunate for them, because the lad seems to have been something of a troublemaker.”


  “Really?” Garrett turned up the flame under her crucible and began breaking the candles into it. “What sort of trouble?”


  “Well.” The handsome Spaniard rubbed his hands together, leaning toward the fire. “There were whisperings—nothing proven, you understand, or even openly charged—that he was less than honorable to a maidservant who left their employment last year.”


  “English girl?” Even a servant should have been able to go to the Colonial Police if her master’s son laid hands on her.


  “Irish,” Don Sebastien answered, his frown raising him an inch or two in Garrett’s estimation. Her own history gave her a certain sympathy to pariahs of any stripe—Irish, Negro, even the Romany and Indian half-bloods who were welcome nowhere—but few aristocrats harbored fellow-feeling for their ‘inferiors.’ “No family I’ve been able to locate. Not even a last name.”


  “What became of her?” What is your agenda, Don Sebastien? What is it you want of me? Of New Amsterdam?


  He shrugged expressively, smoothing his damp hair behind his ear. “I do not know. I understand she may have been— embarazada, although such things are not openly spoken of.”


  “So we have a motive for the killing. A potential motive, at least. Sorcerous blood runs strong in those old Irish families.”


  Don Sebastien nodded. “There may be other motives as well. The father is a member of Colonial Parliament. House of Commons.”


  Garrett stirred wax with a glass rod, the hot scent filling her head. “They must be better off even than the house shows.”


  “Not necessarily. The father—Robert Carlson—has familial links to Mayor Eliot. And the Mayor’s patronage.”


  “Ah.” The wax was clearing. Garrett fished the wicks out of the bottom of the crucible and trapped them against the rim, scorching her fingers slightly as she pinched them out. She blew on the scalds. “Would he not have been the target, then?”


  “Perhaps. We cannot be certain he was not—he is, after all, gone. And we also cannot rule out other, unknown, enemies.”


  Garrett lifted the first of the watch glasses and held it over the seething pot. “What troubles me is the consents,” she said. “The boy was killed outside the door of his house. Outside its protection. But the family—although that upstairs window was open, there is no trace of forced entry.”


  “Continue, Crown Investigator.” She thought she saw respect in his eyes. Perhaps his open-mindedness about the worth of things extends to Irish and women both. Will wonders never cease?


  “Human agencies can come and go as they please. Magical ones—the forms must be observed. One of the forms is consent, expressed or implied.”


  “Ah, yes,” he said. “I am familiar with the theory. And of the difference between implied and informed consent, and that one will serve as well as the other.” He smiled as if something amused him. “So, in adherence to the principal tenets of magic, if no human agency entered the house—excepting the officers of the Colonial Police—”


  She stirred the contents of the watch glass into the wax. “—then a consent must have been issued to whatever did. Did you note the damage to the door?”


  “SA—.” He watched her intently now, eyebrows rising as she frowned at the contents of her crucible.


  “That’s odd.”


  “Crown Investigator?” He stood from the wing chair and would have come to her, but she raised one hand to forestall him before he crossed into the circle.


  “A moment,” Garrett said, selecting another glass. “As I was saying, whatever killed the boy—and I too become more convinced it was a whatever and not a whomever—made an attempt at the door and was barred from entrance. However, it—or something else—apparently managed to enter the house almost immediately and remove the residents tracelessly.”


  “Except…. “His long fingers indicated the shallow dish in her right hand.


  “Candlewax. Yes.” She nodded and upended it.


  Don Sebastien leaned forward, curiously, his boots firmly on the outside of the tiled circle. “What are you looking for?”


  “Antipathy,” she answered, and looked up long enough to shoot him a brief, real smile.


  “What every woman wants.”


  Garrett laughed and set the dish aside, rather more casually also capsizing the third one into the vessel. She did not lift the one containing the splintered bits of door. “I’ve learned something interesting, Don Sebastien. You may enter the circle now, I’m finished. Come and see.”


  


  


  Mary served them dinner on a card table in the book-paneled library, where Garrett normally took her solitary meals. Silver candelabra decorated the table, and when Garrett commented on the extravagance, Mary remarked that she’d gotten a bargain on candles. Don Sebastien lifted his Windsor-backed chair and placed it adjoining Garrett’s, rather than across. Amused or contemplative, she permitted the familiarity. He tasted his wine and picked up the heavy, long-tined silver fork gingerly, investigating the salmon on his plate.


  As he teased the flaking fish apart, he glanced up and met her eyes, smiling. “You did not find what you expected,” he said.


  Garrett ate carefully but with good appetite. “One tries not have expectations, precisely,” she answered. “But yes, I would have to say that I did not expect the splashed wax to exhibit similarity with the candles remaining in the house. You saw how the wax in the crucible accepted what I introduced to it?”


  Don Sebastien nodded. “I could see no difference.”


  “The principle of antipathy states that two substances which do not share an identity will not normally commingle. This tells me that the splashes of wax which we retrieved from the Carlsons’ house are magically identified with the candles they were using.”


  “Those candles were from several sources, however. Beeswax and paraffin, you had.” Don Sebastien laid his fork down by his plate. Rain drummed on the windows.


  “But what is important in this case is that they were bought by the same person, with the same sense of purpose—that of lighting her home. The will of the individual who uses a thing is very important. A bullet and a gun, for example, are manufactured separately—but a bullet may be traced back to the gun from which it was fired, using the principle of sympathy—which is the converse of that of antipathy. Do you understand?” She peeled buttered bread apart with her fingers and offered a tidbit to the terrier, her expression challenging Don Sebastien to say anything as the little dog nipped her fingers with sharp white teeth.


  He smiled, amused, swirling wine in his glass. “Very well, I think. So the splashed wax came from candles inside the home.”


  “Precisely. Which means….”


  Sebastien effortlessly picked up her thread. Annoying or not, it was a pleasure to talk to a man with a wit. “…our lad must have gone out to the stoop to investigate something—some noise, some cry—and been carrying a candle in his hand.”


  “Then we are left with another question, Don Sebastien.”


  “ SA—DCI. What became of the candle?”


  “At dinner, Don Sebastien, you may call me Abigail Irene if you so desire.” She lifted her glass and drank deeply. “From the evidence of the wax, there was nothing special about it. I wonder if it was picked up by a bystander, perhaps?”


  “Perhaps.”


  “Don Sebastien, you’ve barely touched your dinner.”


  He shook his head slightly, smiling. “This is not what I am hungry for.” And then he sighed and glanced toward the windows. Mike, curled watchful near the door, whined. “I wonder what this night will bring.”


  “Rain,” Garrett said, and—weary to the bone—kissed him on the mouth.


  


  


  Later, in the darkness of her bedroom, he paused with his cool face pillowed on her belly. “This is what I hunger for, Abigail Irene.”


  “A request for consent, Sebastien?”


  He nodded against her skin.


  “What harm will come to me of it?”


  “A day’s weakness. Or two. No more, I promise; I would not take from you the sun.”


  With some slight idea of what she offered, she smiled into the darkness and whispered, “Yes.”


  And screamed against her muffling fists as he turned his head and sank fangs like spikes of ice and flame into the inside of her thigh.


  


  


  Sometime in the night, the rain stopped, and Sebastien slipped from beneath the covers to dress. Garrett stirred sleepily, the stiffness in a blackening bruise tightening her leg. “Stay until morning?”


  “I cannot, my lady. The clouds are breaking…. and I cannot risk the sunrise.” Shirtsleeved, a pale ghost in the darkness, he bent over the bed to kiss her. She tasted the harsh metal of her own blood on his tongue. “I will return, if you will have me.” He ducked his head and kissed the tattoo of a sorcerer, nestled just between her breasts.


  “Ah,” she said, one hand still on his arm. “I … cannot promise fidelity, Sebastien. Or any acknowledgment of this.”


  “Secrets,” he answered, “are a stock in trade.” He straightened away from her. Outside the door, Mike—silent for hours—scratched and yipped.


  Garrett’s hand rose to her throat. “I feel it.” She fumbled for her wand and kindled a light. The stub of candle flared.


  Don Sebastien moved toward the door, listening with an ear pressed to the wood. “Nothing,” he said, and cracked the door open so that Mike could scramble in. The dog lunged across the floor, scattering throw rugs, and hurled himself into his mistress’ arms to bathe her face with his little clean tongue.


  Gathering him close, Garrett rose to her feet, her pistol ready in her other hand. Her dressing gown lay forgotten on the foot of the bed. “This is just like last night,” she whispered.


  Sebastien came to stand beside her. “Our quarry,” he said. “I’d warrant it.”


  For a long moment, they stood side by side, listening to the nightfall. Nothing disturbed the spring chill of the bedroom. Garrett shivered and set her dog down. He whined, cuddling close.


  “Don Sebastien,” she said, suddenly formal in her nakedness. “Have you a way to track the source of that unnatural chill? A poltergeist, would you say?”


  He shook his head. “Yes, and I do not.”


  She frowned. “Learn what you can of Robert Carlson. I will call on you before lunchtime. Unless you will be sleeping.”


  He smiled, and bent to kiss her on the cheek. “A woman both brave and fair,” he said. “I never sleep.” He raised an eyebrow at her, bowed, and was gone through the door and down the stairs.


  


  


  Morning did indeed dawn bright and clear: Sebastien’s instincts proved correct. Garrett, exhausted by a second sleepless night, did not trouble herself with the Mayor’s office hours. Instead she presented herself at his home on Manhattan, fronting the park, before breakfast. Her groom offered her a conspiratorial wink as she disembarked. He knew very well how long Don Sebastien’s carriage had waited.


  And what would you say if you knew the Spaniard was an immortal drinker of human blood? It explained many things.


  There were always a contingent of Colonial Police by the Mayor’s door, and Garrett nodded to one of them as she passed, recognizing the redhaired youth. He blanched when she met his eye, and she fought a grin. Wait until the rumors of your wampyr lover get around. Ah, to be a stranger to scandal… but what fun would there be in that?


  The mayor greeted her in the echoing marble-pillared entryway, flanked by servants and the dark-haired young Master of Thaumaturgical Sciences. Now she saw him clad in a dressing gown, and clearly made out the sigil inked black under the notch of his collarbone. Private sorcerer, not personal secretary. And the Mayor keeps him at his side at all times. Interesting. Can he truly be so frightened of Richard?


  “Sir, you did not tell me,” Garrett said, ignoring the pleasantries, “that one of the missing was your political ally.”


  “It did not seem significant,” Peter Eliot answered. “And I would never use my office to the advantage of my friends, of course. Detective, will you join us for coffee?”


  Garrett bit her tongue, contenting herself with a shake of the head. A moment later, when she’d brought herself back under control, she continued: “Are you taking precautions, sir, to prevent an attack upon your person?”


  “I am,” he answered, and she noticed the significant glance that passed between sorcerer and Mayor. “I will send messengers to the Duke, as well. Perhaps it is some plot of the French or Iroquois. I would not put raising demons past them.”


  “Raising demons?” Garrett snorted, smoothing her hair back. “Would that were all, your Lordship. Would that were all.”


  


  


  Halfway along the long route from the Mayor’s house to the Duke’s, the clamor of hooves racing too fast for a city street drew alongside her carriage.


  “DCI!” A city Guard, one of the Duke’s men, resplendent in red on a lathered dark bay. “There’s been another murder, Ma’am. The Duke is there.”


  “Tell my coachman to bring the horse around then,” she said, leaning through the curtains. “Lead on, good man. Lead on!”


  Thirty minutes later, the carriage clattered into an exclusive neighborhood not far from the Mayor’s house. Her heart sank as she recognized the address—the townhome of William, Earl of New Haven, another Member of the Colonial Parliament. House of Lords, and one of Richard’s closest allies.


  Richard handed her down from the carriage, to all appearances formal and distant—but she felt the squeeze of his hand and caught the comforting smile in his eyes, even if his lips showed nothing. She felt obscurely guilty, and forced herself to return the smile. You owe him nothing: remembering the hard, slick texture of Sebastien’s hair.


  “The same as last time?”


  Richard shook his head. Garrett wanted to smooth the tight creases from the corners of his eyes. Frustration curled her fingers. She forced herself to listen. “They’re just—gone. The entire family. Seven staff. The groom and stableboy are present and unharmed, but everyone who slept in the house has vanished.”


  “More wax?”


  “Spattered on the floor. Otherwise clean as a whip.”


  Garrett, dizzy with exhaustion, followed the Duke inside, thoughtful as he led her from room to room. “The groom called the Guard, which is why we are here and not the Colonial Police.”


  “Politics,” Garrett said, too much a lady to spit. “But whoever is behind this doesn’t seem to be choosing sides.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “One of yours, one of the Mayor’s. Were the windows open when you arrived?”


  “Two in the bedrooms only. And what you just said—not precisely true.” Alone in the servants’ stair, he laid a hand upon her shoulder. She turned to him, and they kissed furtively, a moment’s embrace.


  “Oh?” she asked, breathless. Her heart pressed, enormous, in her throat.


  The Duke’s eyes crinkled at the corners, but it wasn’t exactly a smile. “Robert Carlson, the house of Commons fellow—he passed information to us, Abby Irene.”


  “Us?”


  He nodded. “The Patriots. He was opposed to home rule. Not that Peter Eliot ever knew it.”


  “Ah.” Garrett leaned against the wall for a moment, considering. “Or maybe he did.”


  Richard laid the palm of his hand against her cheek, breaking her train of thought. “Abby Irene….”


  His tone rang alarms. She stiffened, did not answer. He continued. “A man was seen leaving your house late last night.”


  Garrett stepped back. “Don Sebastien de Ulloa,” she replied. “What of it? I am not a married woman, and I am old enough to make my own decisions,


  Richard.”


  His lips twitched, his eyes dark with concealed pain. “You are beholden to no man,” he said, very quietly.


  Garrett laughed low in her throat, tired and giddy. “That’s right, Richard. Not you. And not him either. Do you understand?”


  He took a breath, let his hand fall to his side, and leaned forward slowly, touching his lips to the center of her forehead. “Perfectly,” he said, and turned away.


  


  


  “I have the maidservant’s name,” Sebastien said from the darkness of the parlor doorway. “Where were you this afternoon?”


  Garrett dropped her velvet carpetbag inside the front door and leaned against the frame. Mary would not thank her for the clutter, but she was too exhausted to care. “I was with the Duke, and then at University. There have been more disappearances. Why are you here?” She was too exhausted for politeness, either. She stripped off gloves and cast them on a side table.


  “You did not keep our date. I was concerned.”


  Mary bustled down the hallway to take Garrett’s coat, clucking over the mess.


  The bruise on Garrett’s thigh ached, and more than anything she wanted to be left alone. She wove unsteadily on her feet. “So you came to check on me when darkness fell. Thoughtful.”


  Sebastien ignored the dig. “We need to talk in private.”


  Garrett bit her lip and nodded acquiescence, leading him up the stairs. “I’d bet a guinea the Mayor’s somehow behind this,” she said. “He’s got a sorcerer dancing attendance—black mark, not red, so he could have graduated from any little backwater college of magics and I have no way of knowing what his ethics are. Furthermore, I’ve learned that the man who vanished yesterday was working for the Duke on the sly.”


  “Interesting. Was there another dismemberment, or merely the disappearance?”


  Mike ran at their heels, determined not to be left behind. Abruptly, Garrett stopped and crouched, offering her hand to the patchwork dog. “I’m sorry, boy. I should have said hello when I came in.” He wriggled adoringly, and she tousled his head before she straightened. Don Sebastien caught her arm to keep her afoot. “Disappearances. A whole household again, which sent me to the library for the balance of the day. I can think of only one reason for attacking entire households.”


  “And what is that?” They attained the landing; Sebastien opened her chamber door. Mike gamboled past him, having decided that wampyr made acceptable houseguests after all.


  “Fear,” she said. “To engender rear.”


  “I keep asking myself,” Sebastien commented, “what was different about the boy? Why did he need to die so terribly, when the others just … softly and silently, vanished away.”


  Garrett staggered again. “I need to lie down.”


  “Of course you do. A sleepless night, and the blood you gave to me … on top of the work of the past two days. Forgive me.” He scooped her into his arms like a child—like a doll—and carried her to bed. Mary had made it, tidied the counterpane, placed a new candle on the bedside table to replace the one burned out the night before.


  Blackness like an undertow, Garrett tried to remember the last thing. She yawned jawcrackingly. “Sebastien. You said….”


  “Ah, yes,” he answered. “The missing maidservant. I haven’t found her yet, but I have her name. Forester. Maeve Forester.”


  Sleep sucking her under, Garrett knew to a certainty that there was something enormously important about that name, but she was damned if she could remember what it was.


  


  


  A chill awakened her in the small hours of the morning. Sebastien lay curled beside her, but his body offered no warmth, and her heart hammered in her chest as if she awakened from nightmare. Mike whined by her feet, huddling into the covers.


  “Sebastien?”


  “I feel it,” he said. “Like last night.”


  But it wasn’t. Similar. But colder and stronger, and it froze her to the bone. The curtains on the casement windows fluttered— odd, she thought, those should be tight shut. And she could see that they were, see the glass reflecting the gaslights from the city below. Where is the draft coming from? Teeth chattering, Garrett reached for her wand and struck a light.


  The temperature dropped sharply. Garrett clutched her wand to her chest. Mike growled his terrier’s growl, voice of a much larger dog in a little dog’s throat. Meanwhile, Sebastien swung his long legs out of the four poster and stood. When he spoke, even his cool breath frosted in the icy air. “Ghost?” he asked.


  “Sebastien!”


  Garrett threw herself across the bed, away from the nightstand, jumping up with her back against the far wall, the coverlet dimpling under her feet. Mike


  scrabbled toward her, crowded her ankles growling, all sharp teeth and powderpuff defiance. Slowly, Sebastien turned….


  The candle on the nightstand ascended into the air and was joined and circled by others that materialized out of the darkness. A vast, lumpy darkness, clawing with enormous hands like annealed black clots of wax, a ring of candles blazing on the gnarled stump that might have been its head.


  Garrett screamed as the thing reached for her. She leveled her wand at it and spoke a word. A spark flashed between them, did nothing. Mike snarled and would have lunged after the threat, and Garrett swept her leg aside, knocking her indomitable companion from the bed. He yelped, and she flinched, but for a second he was safe from the squelching abomination that examined her face with familiar pale eyes.


  It grabbed for her and she twisted away, falling half into the crevice between bed and wall. In a moment, those slick, sucking hands would touch her flesh. “Sebastien! The candles!”


  Sebastien hesitated, hands half outreached as if to grab the monstrosity and haul it away. Candlewax dripped from its crown, spattering the tile floor; droplets that touched its black hide vanished without a trace.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Don’t touch it! The candles! Put them out!”


  Mike growled low in his throat as he found his feet again, eyes gleaming in the flickering brilliance. Something moved through the blackness, flaring light.


  Candlewax dripped, spattered, ran.


  The thing lurched closer, stepping onto the bed. Sebastien glanced about wildly, caught up a rug from the floor, and swung just as Garrett, half-pinned, shouted a word of magic and hurled her wand like a throwing knife.


  The rug came down on the dark thing’s crown, dashing candles out. Garrett’s wand vanished into its breast, silver tip first. The thing wailed, spinning wildly, reaching for Sebastien with groping, malformed paws. He skittered aside like a toreador, swinging the rug again, smashing the thing in the face. A final candle fluttered out as it fell forward, keening, clutching Sebastien’s shirtfront, and Garrett saw the horror in his eyes as it started to enfold him in devouring blackness.


  And then it sagged to its knees, slid downward, cloth tearing in the grasp of its suddenly human hands. It fell, curled inwards, and buried its face in its knees, dappled moonlight shaking in short red curls.


  


  


  Duke Richard waited for her in her parlor, flanked by city Guards. The early afternoon light crept in through white eyelet lace, gilding his hair. He had his hat in his hand, as if he did not intend to linger, but Mike sat on his shoes, tongue lolling.


  When she entered, he dismissed the Guards.


  “Richard,” she said, when the door was closed.


  “Investigator Garrett.”


  She came a few steps closer, and did not let her hurt show in her face. “I’m glad to see you, your Highness.”


  His jaw worked, and the hat tumbled from his hands as he came to her, pulling her close, all but crushing her in his arms. “Abby Irene.” His voice broke.


  She leaned into the embrace for a long, quiet moment, listening to the pounding of his heart. When he finally let her step back, she did. “I’m safe.”


  “But barely. And I wasn’t there to protect you.”


  “Sebastien was,” she said, and regretted it immediately. “What’s to become of Officer Forester?” He’d been taken away in chains before sunup.


  “He’s cooperated. Named his accomplice. Or his handler, more like—the Lord Mayor’s pet sorcerer.”


  “Neither one implicated the Mayor?”


  “Stayed silent as the grave. To hear Forester tell it, LaMarque—the sorcerer—offered him revenge against the lad who ruined Forester’s sister. Forester took him up on it, not knowing the price. And then LaMarque—and Peter Eliot, of course, but neither one of them has or will admit that—used that consent, once granted, to enslave him. From what he said, he killed the Carlson family first, consumed them … and then chased the lad out into the street to deal with him more messily.”


  Garrett shuddered. “What about the splintered door?”


  “Misdirection. A smart lad. He’ll hang, of course.”


  “Of course.” The door was shut; the curtains were drawn. She laid a hand on his shoulder, leaned her face against his sleeve. “They must have thought I was close.”


  “You were.” He put his arm around her shoulder. “I would have been next, no doubt.”


  She nodded. This is wrong. And yet… what else can we do? “It is a pity that we cannot arrange a search of the Lord Mayor’s domicile. I feel certain that we would find a rifle which I could match to the bullet fired at me.”


  He let the silence hang for a moment before he continued. “What I don’t understand is how Forester got admittance to the houses. I know there are rules of consent and so forth, for these dark things to do their will.” He looked away. And he’s not mentioning Sebastien, although it’s costing him something not to.


  “Each of the houses invaded had apparently received a surprising bargain on candles recently. And an action can provide consent as easily as a word.”


  “I am afraid I’m not following you, Abby Irene.”


  Garrett counted breaths before she answered, pressing her face to his arm. “Consent must be offered,” she said. “Express or implied. But think. You awaken, cold and alone. In darkness with a banked fire. You feel a presence looming over you. What is the first thing you do?”


  “Reach for my pistol.”


  “After that.”


  “Strike a light. Oh!”


  “Strike a light, yes. And reach for the candle by your bed.”


  


  The Cold Blacksmith


  


  


  


  


  “Old man, old man, do you tinker?”


  Weyland Smith raised up his head from his anvil, the heat rolling beads of sweat across his face and his sparsely forested scalp, but he never stopped swinging his hammer. The ropy muscles of his chest knotted and released with every blow, and the clamor of steel on steel echoed from the trees. The hammer looked to weigh as much as the Smith, but he handled it like a bit of cork on a twig. He worked in a glade, out of doors, by a deep cold well, just right for quenching and full of magic fish. Whoever had spoken was still under the shade of the trees, only a shadow to one who squinted through the glare of the sun.


  “Happen I’m a blacksmith, Miss,” he said.


  As if he could be anything else, in his leather apron, sweating over forge and anvil in the noonday sun, limping on a lamed leg.


  “Do you take mending, old man?” she asked, stepping forth into the light.


  He thought the girl might be pretty enough in a country manner, her features a plump-cheeked outline under the black silk veil pinned to the corners of her hat. Not a patch on his own long-lost swan-maiden Olrun, though Olrun had left him after seven years to go with her two sisters, and his two brothers had gone with them as well, leaving Weyland alone.


  But Weyland kept her ring and with it her promise. And for seven times seven years to the seventh times, he’d kept it, seduced it back when it was stolen away, held it to his heart in fair weather and foul. Olrun’s promisering. Olrun’s promise to return.


  Olrun who had been fair as ice, with shoulders like a blacksmith, shoulders like a giantess.


  This girl could not be less like her. Her hair was black and it wasn’t pinned, all those gleaming curls a-tumble across the shoulders of a dress that matched her hair and veil and hat. A little linen sack in her left hand was just the natural color, and something in it chimed when she shifted. Something not too big. He heard it despite the tolling of the hammer that never stopped.


  “I’ll do what I’m paid to.” He let his hammer rest, and shifted his grip on the tongs. His wife’s ring slid on its chain around his neck, catching on chest hair. He couldn’t wear it on his hand when he hammered. “And if’n ‘tis mending I’m paid for, I’ll mend what’s flawed.”


  She came across the knotty turf in little quick steps like a hobbled horse—as if it was her lamed, and not him—and while he turned to thrust the bent metal that would soon be a steel horse-collar into the coals again she passed her hand over his bench beside the anvil.


  He couldn’t release the bellows until the coals glowed red as currant jelly, but there was a clink and when her hand withdrew it left behind two golden coins. Two coins for two hands, for two pockets, for two eyes.


  Wiping his hands on his matted beard, he turned from the forge, then lifted a coin to his mouth. It dented under his teeth, and he weighed its heaviness in his hand. “A lot for a bit of tinkering.”


  “Worth it if you get it done,” she said, and upended her sack upon his bench.


  A dozen or so curved transparent shards tumbled red as forge-coals into the hot noon light, jingling and tinkling. Gingerly, he reached out and prodded one with a forefinger, surprised by the warmth.


  “My heart,” the woman said. “ ’Tis broken. Fix it for me.”


  He drew his hand back. “I don’t know nowt about women’s hearts, broken or t’otherwise.”


  “You’re the Weyland Smith, aren’t you?”


  “Aye, Miss.” The collar would need more heating. He turned away, to pump the bellows again.


  “You took my gold.” She planted her fists on her hips. “You can’t refuse a task, Weyland Smith. Once you’ve taken money for it. It’s your geas.”


  “Keep tha coin,” he said, and pushed them at her with a fingertip. “I’m a smith. Not never a matchmaker, nor a glassblower.”


  “They say you made jewels from dead men’s eyes, once. And it was a blacksmith broke my heart. It’s only right one should mend it, too.”


  He leaned on the bellows, pumping hard.


  She turned away, in a whisper of black satin as her skirts swung heavy by her shoes. “You took my coin,” she said, before she walked back into the shadows. “So fix my heart.”


  Firstly, he began with a crucible, and heating the shards in his forge. The heart melted, all right, though hotter than he would have guessed. He scooped the glass on a bit of rod stock and rolled it on his anvil, then scraped the gather off with a flat-edged blade and shaped it into a smooth ruby-bright oval the size of his fist.


  The heart crazed as it cooled. It fell to pieces when he touched it with his glove, and he was left with only a mound of shivered glass.


  That was unfortunate. There had been the chance that the geas would grant some mysterious assistance, that he would guess correctly and whatever he tried first would work. An off chance, but stranger things happened with magic and his magic was making.


  Not this time. Whether it was because he was a blacksmith and not a matchmaker or because he was a blacksmith and not a glassblower, he was not sure. But hearts, glass hearts, were outside his idiom and outside his magic.


  He would have to see the witch.


  The witch must have known he was coming, as she always seemed to know. She awaited him in the doorway of her pleasant cottage by the wildflower meadow, more wildflowers—daisies and buttercups—waving among the long grasses of the turfed roof. A nanny goat grazed beside the chimney, her long coat as white as the milk that stretched her udder pink and shiny. He saw no kid.


  The witch was as dark as the goat was white, her black, black hair shot with silver and braided back in a wrist-thick queue. Her skirts were kilted up over her green kirtle, and she handed Weyland a pottery cup before he ever entered her door. It smelled of hops and honey and spices, and steam curled from the top; spiced heated ale.


  “I have to see to the milking,” she said. “Would you fetch my stool while I coax Heidrún off the roof?”


  “She’s shrunk,” Weyland said, but he balanced his cup in one hand and limped inside the door to haul the stool out, for the witch’s convenience.


  The witch clucked. “Haven’t we all?”


  By the time Weyland emerged, the goat was down in the dooryard, munching a reward of bruised apples, and the witch had found her bucket and was waiting for the stool. Weyland set the cup on the ledge of the open window and seated the witch with a little bit of ceremony, helping her with her skirts. She smiled and patted his arm, and bent to the milking while he went to retrieve his ale.


  Once upon a time, what rang on the bottom of the empty pail would have been mead, sweet honeyed liquor fit for gods. But times had changed, were always changing, and the streams that stung from between the witch’s strong fingers were rich and creamy white.


  “So what have you come for, Weyland Smith?” she asked, when the pail was a quarter full and the milk hissed in the pail rather than sang.


  “I’m wanting a spell as’ll mend a broken heart,” he said.


  Her braid slid over her shoulder, hanging down. She flipped it back without lifting her head. “I hadn’t thought you had it in you to fall in love again,” she said, her voice lilting with the tease.


  “ ’Tisn’t my heart as is broken.”


  That did raise her chin, and her fingers stilled on Heidrún’s udder. Her gaze met his; her eyebrows lifted across the fine-lined arch of her forehead. “Tricky,” she said. “A heart’s a wheel,” she said. “Bent is bent. It can’t be mended. And even worse—” She smiled, and tossed the fugitive braid back again. “—if it’s not your heart you’re after fixing.”


  “Din’t I know it?” he said, and sipped the ale, his wife’s ring—worn now—clicking on the cup as his fingers tightened.


  Heidrún had finished her apples. She tossed her head, long ivory horns brushing the pale silken floss of her back, and the witch laughed and remembered to milk again. “What will you give me if I help?”


  The milk didn’t ring in the pail any more, but the gold rang fine on the dooryard stones.


  The witch barely glanced at it. “I don’t want your gold, blacksmith.”


  “I din’t want for hers, neither,” Weyland said. “’Tis the half of what she gave.” He didn’t stoop to retrieve the coin, though the witch snaked a softshoed foot from under her kirtle and skipped it back to him, bouncing over the cobbles.


  “What can I pay?” he asked, when the witch met his protests with a shrug.


  “I didn’t say I could help you.” The latest pull dripped milk into the pail rather than spurting. The witch tugged the bucket clear and patted Heidrún on the flank, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees and the pail between her ankles while the nanny clattered over cobbles to bound back up on the roof. In a moment, the goat was beside the chimney again, munching buttercups as if she hadn’t just had a meal of apples. A large, fluffy black-and-white cat emerged from the house and began twining the legs of the stool, miaowing.


  “Question ’tisn’t what tha can or can’t do,” he said sourly. “ ’Tis what tha will or won’t.”


  The witch lifted the pail and splashed milk on the stones for the cat to lap. And then she stood, bearing the pail in her hands, and shrugged. “You could pay me a Name. I collect those.”


  “If’n I had one.”


  “There’s your own,” she countered, and balanced the pail on her hip as she sauntered toward the house. He followed. “But people are always more disinclined to part with what belongs to them than what doesn’t, don’t you find?”


  He grunted. She held the door for him, with her heel, and kicked it shut when he had passed. The cottage was dim and cool inside, only a few embers banked on the hearth. He sat when she gestured him onto the bench, and not before. “No Names,” he said.


  “Will you barter your body, then?”


  She said it over her shoulder, like a commonplace. He twisted a boot on the rushes covering a rammed-earth floor and laughed. “And what’d a bonny lass like thaself want with a gammy-legged, fusty, coal-black smith?”


  “To say I’ve had one?” She plunged her hands into the washbasin and scrubbed them to the elbow, then turned and leaned against the stand. When she caught sight of his expression, she laughed as well. “You’re sure it’s not your heart that’s broken, Smith?”


  “Not this sennight.” He scowled around the rim of his cup, and was still scowling as she set bread and cheese before him. Others might find her intimidating, but Weyland Smith wore the promise-ring of Olrun the Valkyrie. No witch could mortify him. Not even one who kept Heidrún— who had dined on the leaves of the World Ash—as a milch-goat.


  The witch broke his gaze on the excuse of tucking an escaped strand of his long gray ponytail behind his ear, and relented. “Make me a cauldron,” she said. “An iron cauldron. And I’ll tell you the secret, Weyland Smith.”


  “Done,” he said, and drew his dagger to slice the bread.


  She sat down across the trestle. “Don’t you want your answer?”


  He stopped with his blade in the loaf, looking up. “I’ve not paid.”


  “You’ll take my answer,” she said. She took his cup, and dipped more ale from the pot warming over those few banked coals. “I know your contract is good.”


  He shook his head at the smile that curved her lips, and snorted. “Someone’ll find out tha geas one day, enchantress. And may tha never rest easy again. So tell me then. How might I mend a lass’s broken heart?”


  “You can’t,” the witch said, easily. “You can replace it with another, or you can forge it anew. But it cannot be mended. Not like that.”


  “Gerrawa with tha,” Weyland said. “I tried reforging it. ‘Tis glass.”


  “And glass will cut you,” the witch said, and snapped her fingers. “Like that.”


  He made the cauldron while he was thinking, since it needed the blast furnace and a casting pour but not finesse. If glass will cut and shatter, perhaps a heart should be made of tougher stuff, he decided as he broke the mold.


  Secondly, he began by heating the bar stock. While it rested in the coals, between pumping at the bellows, he slid the shards into a leathern bag, slicing his palms—though not deep enough to bleed through heavy callus. He wiggled Olrun’s ring off his right hand and strung it on its chain, then broke the heart to powder with his smallest hammer. It didn’t take much work. The heart was fragile enough that Weyland wondered if there wasn’t something wrong with the glass.


  When it had done, he shook the powder from the pouch and ground it finer in the pestle he used to macerate carbon, until it was reduced to a pale-pink silica dust. He thought he’d better use all of it, to be sure, so he mixed it in with the carbon and hammered it into the heated bar stock for seven nights and seven days, folding and folding again as he would for a sword-blade, or an axe, something that needed to take a resilient temper to back a striking edge.


  It wasn’t a blade he made of his iron, though, now that he’d forged it into steel. What he did was pound the bar into a rod, never allowing it to cool, never pausing hammer—and then he drew the rod through a die to square and smooth it, and twisted the thick wire that resulted into a gorgeous fist-big filigree.


  The steel had a reddish color, not like rust but as if the traces of gold that had imparted brilliance to the ruby glass heart had somehow transferred that tint into the steel. It was a beautiful thing, a cage for a bird no bigger than Weyland’s thumb, with cunning hinges so one could open it like a box, and such was his magic that despite all the glass and iron that had gone into making it it spanned no more and weighed no more than would have a heart of meat.


  He heated it cherry-red again, and when it glowed he quenched it in the well to give it resilience and set its form.


  He wore his ring on his wedding finger when he put it on the next morning, and he let the forge lie cold—or as cold as it could lie, with seven days’ heat baked into metal and stone. It was the eighth day of the forging, and a fortnight since he’d taken the girl’s coin.


  She didn’t disappoint. She was along before midday.


  She came right out into the sunlight this time, rather than lingering under the hazel trees, and though she still wore black it was topped by a different hat, this one with feathers. “Old man,” she said, “have you done as I asked?”


  Reverently, he reached under the block that held his smaller anvil, and brought up a doeskin swaddle. The suede draped over his hands, clinging and soft as a maiden’s breast, and he held his breath as he laid the package on the anvil and limped back, his left leg dragging a little. He picked up his hammer and pretended to look to the forge, unwilling to be seen watching the lady.


  She made a little cry as she came forward, neither glad nor sorrowful, but rather tight, as if she couldn’t keep all her hope and anticipation pent in her breast any longer. She reached out with hands clad in chevre and brushed open the doeskin—


  Only to freeze when her touch revealed metal. “This heart doesn’t beat,” she said, as she let the wrappings fall.


  Weyland turned to her, his hands twisted before his apron, wringing the haft of his hammer so his ring bit into his flesh. “It’ll not shatter, lass, I swear.”


  “It doesn’t beat,” she repeated. She stepped away, her hands curled at her sides in their black kid gloves. “This heart is no use to me, blacksmith.”


  He borrowed the witch’s magic goat, which like him—and the witch—had been more than half a God once and wasn’t much more than a fairy story now, and he harnessed her to a sturdy little cart he made to haul the witch’s cauldron. He delivered it in the sunny morning, when the dew was still damp on the grass, and he brought the heart to show.


  “It’s a very good heart,” the witch said, turning it in her hands. “The latch in particular is cunning. Nothing would get in or out of a heart like that if you didn’t show it the way.” She bounced it on her palms. “Light for its size, too. A girl could be proud of a heart like this.”


  “She’ll have none,” Weyland said. “Says as it doesn’t beat.”


  “Beat? Of course it doesn’t beat,” the witch scoffed. “There isn’t any love in it. And you can’t put that there for her.”


  “But I mun do,” Weyland said, and took the thing back from her hands.


  For thirdly, he broke Olrun’s ring. The gold was soft and fine; it flattened with one blow of the hammer, and by the third or fourth strike, it spread across his leather-padded anvil like a puddle of blood, rose-red in the light of the forge. By the time the sun brushed the treetops in its descent, he’d pounded the ring into a sheet of gold so fine it floated on his breath.


  He painted the heart with gesso, and when that was dried he made bole, a rabbit-skin glue mixed with clay that formed the surface for the gilt to cling to.


  With a brush, he lifted the gold leaf, bit by bit, and sealed it painstakingly to the heart. And when he had finished and set the brushes and the burnishers aside—when his love was sealed up within like the steel under the gold—the iron cage began to beat.


  “It was a blacksmith broke my heart,” the black girl said. “You’d think a blacksmith could do a better job on mending it.”


  “It beats,” he said, and set it rocking with a burn-scarred, callused fingertip. “ ’Tis bonny. And it shan’t break.”


  “It’s cold,” she complained, her breath pushing her veil out a little over her lips. “Make it warm.”


  “I’d not wonder tha blacksmith left tha. The heart tha started with were colder,” he said.


  For fourthly, he opened up his breast and took his own heart out, and locked it in the cage. The latch was cunning, and he worked it with thumbs slippery with the red, red blood. Afterwards, he stitched his chest up with cat-gut and an iron needle and pulled a clean shirt on, and let the forge sit cold.


  He expected a visitor, and she arrived on time. He laid the heart before her, red as red, red blood in its red-gilt iron cage, and she lifted it on the tips of her fingers and held it to her ear to listen to it beat.


  And she smiled.


  When she was gone, he couldn’t face his forge, or the anvil with the vacant chain draped over the horn, or the chill in his fingertips. So he went to see the witch.


  She was sweeping the dooryard when he came up on her, and she laid the broom aside at once when she saw his face. “So it’s done,” she said, and brought him inside the door.


  The cup she brought him was warmer than his hands. He drank, and licked hot droplets from his moustache after.


  “It weren’t easy,” he said.


  She sat down opposite, elbows on the table, and nodded in sympathy. “It never is,” she said. “How do you feel?”


  “Frozen cold. Colder’n Hell. I should’ve gone with her.”


  “Or she should have stayed with you.”


  He hid his face in the cup. “She weren’t coming back.”


  “No,” the witch said. “She wasn’t.” She sliced bread, and buttered him a piece. It sat on the planks before him, and he didn’t touch it. “It’ll grow back, you know. Now that it’s cut out cleanly. It’ll heal in time.”


  He grunted, and finished the last of the ale. “And then?” he asked, as the cup clicked on the boards.


  “And then you’ll sooner or later most likely wish it hadn’t,” the witch said, and when he laughed and reached for the bread she got up to fetch him another ale.


  


  This Tragic Glass


  


  


  


  


  View but his picture in this tragic glass,


  And then applaud his fortunes as you please.


  —Christopher Marlowe,Tamburlaine the Great, Part 1 II 7-8


  


  


  


  The light gleamed pewter under gracious, bowering trees; a liver-chestnut gelding stamped one white hoof on the road. His rider stood in his stirrups to see through wreaths of mist, shrugging to settle a slashed black doublet which violated several sumptuary laws. Two breaths steamed as horse and man surveyed the broad lawn of scythe-cut grass that bulwarked the manor house where they had spent the night and much of the day before.


  The man ignored the slow coiling of his guts as he settled into the saddle. He reined the gelding about, a lift of the left hand and the light touch of heels. It was eight miles to Deptford Strand and a meetingplace near the slaughterhouse. In the name of Queen Elizabeth and her Privy Council, and for the sake of the man who had offered him shelter when no one else under God’s dominion would, Christofer Marley must arrive before the sun climbed a handspan above the cluttered horizon.


  


  


  “That’s—” Satyavati squinted at her heads-up display, sweating in the under-air-conditioned beige and grey academia of her computer lab. Her fingers moved with automatic deftness, opening a tin and extracting a cinnamon breath mint from the embrace of its brothers. Absently, she crunched it, and winced at the spicy heat. “—funny.”


  “Dr. Brahmaputra?” Her research assistant looked up, disconnecting his earplug. “Something wrong with the software?”


  She nodded, pushing a fistful of coarse silver hair out of her face as she bent closer to the holographic projection that hung over her desk. The rumble of a semiballistic leaving McCarran Aerospaceport rattled the windows. She rolled her eyes. “One of the undergrads must have goofed the coding on the text. Our genderbot just kicked back a truly freaky outcome. Come look at this, Baldassare.”


  He stood, a boy in his late twenties with an intimidatingly Italian name, already working on an academic’s well-upholstered body, and came around her desk to stand over her shoulder. “What am I looking at?”


  “Line one fifty-seven,” she said, pushing down a fragment of panic that she knew had nothing to do with the situation at hand and everything to do with old damage and ancient history. “See? Coming up as female. Have we a way to see who coded the texts?”


  He leaned close, reaching over her to put a hand on her desk. She edged away from the touch. “All the Renaissance stuff was double-checked by Sienna Haverson. She shouldn’t have let a mistake like that slip past; she did her dis on Nashe or Fletcher or somebody, and she’s just gotten into the Poet Emeritus project, for the love of Mike. And it’s not like there are a lot of female Elizabethan playwrights she could have confused—”


  “It’s not a transposition.” Satyavati fished out another cinnamon candy and offered one to Tony Baldassare, who smelled faintly of garlic. He had sense enough to suck on his instead of crunching it; she made a point of tucking hers up between her lip and gum where she’d be less likely to chew on it. “I checked that. This is the only one coming up wrong.”


  “Well,” Baldassare said on a thoughtful breath, “I suppose we can always consider the possibility that Dr. Haverson was drunk that evening—”


  Satyavati laughed, brushing Baldassare aside to stand up from her chair, uncomfortable with his closeness. “Or we can try to convince the establishment that the most notorious rakehell in the Elizabethan canon was a girl.”


  “I dunno,” Baldassare answered. “It’s a fine line between Marlowe and Jonson for scoundrelhood.”


  “Bah. You see what I mean. A nice claim. It would do wonders for my tenure hopes and your future employability. And I know you have your eye on Poet Emeritus, too.”


  “It’s a crazy dream.” He spread his arms wide and leaned far back, the picture of ecstatic madness.


  “Who wouldn’t want to work with Professor Keats?” She sighed, twisting her hair into a scrunchie. “Screw it: I’m going to lunch. See if you can figure out what broke.”


  


  


  The air warmed as the sun rose, spilling light like a promise down the road, across the grey moving water of the Thames, between the close-growing trees. Halfway to Deptford, Christofer Marley reined his gelding in to rest it; the sunlight matched his hair to the animal’s mane. The man was as beautiful as the horse—groomed until shining, long-necked and long-legged, slender as a girl and fashionably pallid of complexion. Lace cuffs fell across hands as white as the gelding’s forehoof.


  Their breath no longer steamed, nor did the river.


  Kit rubbed a hand across the back of his mouth. He closed his eyes for a moment before glancing back over his shoulder: the manor house—his lover and patron Thomas Walsingham’s manor house—was long out of sight. The gelding tossed his head, ready to canter, and Kit let him have the rein he wanted.


  All the rein he wants.A privilege Kit himself had rarely been allowed.


  Following the liver-colored gelding’s whim, they drove hard for Deptford and the house of a cousin of the Queen’s beloved secretary of state and closest confidant, Lord Burghley.


  The house of Mistress Eleanor Bull.


  


  


  Satyavati stepped out of the latest incarnation of a vegetarian barbecue joint that changed hands every six months, the heat of a Las Vegas August afternoon pressing her shoulders like angry hands. The University of Nevada campus spread green and artificial across a traffic-humming street; beyond the buildings monsoon clouds rimmed the mountains across the broad, shallow desert valley. A plastic bag tumbled in ecstatic circles near a stucco wall, caught in an eddy, but the wind was against them; there would be no baptism of lightning and rain. She crossed at the new pedestrian bridge, acknowledging Professors Keats and Ling as they wandered past, deep in conversation—“we were going after Plath, but the consensus was she’d just kill herself again”—and almost turned to ask Ling a question when her hip unit beeped.


  She dabbed her lips in case of leftover barbecue sauce and flipped the minicomputer open. Clouds covered the sun, but cloying heat radiated from the pavement under her feet. Westward, toward the thunderheads and the mountains, the grey mist of verga—evaporating rain—greased the sky like a thumbsmear across a charcoal sketch by God. “Mr. Baldassare?”


  “Dr. Brahmaputra.” Worry charged his voice; his image above her holistic communications and computational device showed a thin dark line between the brows. “I have some bad news …”


  She sighed and closed her eyes, listening to distant thunder echo from the mountains. “Tell me the whole database is corrupt.”


  “No.” He rubbed his forehead with his knuckles; a staccato little image, but she could see the gesture and expression as if he stood before her. “I corrected the Marlowe data.”


  “And?”


  “The genderbot still thinks Kit Marlowe was a girl. I reentered everything.”


  “That’s—”


  “Impossible?” Baldassare grinned. “I know. Come to the lab; we’ll lock the door and figure this out. I called Dr. Haverson.”


  “Dr. Haverson? Sienna Haverson?”


  “She was doing Renaissance before she landed in Brit Lit. Can it hurt?”


  “What the hell.”


  Eleanor Bull’s house was whitewashed and warm-looking. The scent of its gardens didn’t quite cover the slaughterhouse reek, but the house peered through narrow windows and seemed to smile. Kit gave the gelding’s reins to a lad from the stable, along with coins to see the beast curried and fed. He scratched under the animal’s mane with guilty fingers; his mother would have his hide for not seeing to the chestnut himself. But the Queen’s business took precedent, and Kit was—and had been for seven years—a Queen’s man.


  Bull’s establishment was no common tavern, but the house of a respectable widow, where respectable men met to dine in private circumstances and discuss the sort of business not for common ears to hear. Kit squared his shoulders under the expensive suit, clothes bought with an intelligencer’s money, and presented himself at the front door of the house. His stomach knotted; he wrapped his inkstained fingers together after he tapped, and waited for the Widow Bull to offer him admittance.


  


  


  The blonde, round-cheeked image of Sienna Haverson beside Satyavati’s desk frowned around the thumbnail she was chewing. “It’s ridiculous on the face of it. Christopher Marlowe, a woman? It isn’t possible to reconcile his biography with—what, crypto-femininity? He was a seminary student, for Christ’s sake. People lived in each other’spocketsduring the Renaissance. Slept two or three to a bed, and not in a sexual sense—”


  Baldassare was present in the flesh; like Satyavati, he preferred the mental break of actually going home from the office at the end of the day. It also didn’t hurt to be close enough to keep a weather eye on university politics.


  As she watched, he swung his Chinese-slippered feet onto the desk, his fashionably shabby cryosilk smoking jacket falling open as he leaned back. Satyavati leaned on her elbows, avoiding the interface plate on her desktop and hiding a smile; Baldassare’s breadth of gesture amused her.


  He said, “Women soldiers managed it during the American Civil War.”


  “Hundreds of years later—”


  “Yes, but there’s no reason to think Marlowe had to be a woman. He could have been providing a cover for a woman poet or playwright—Mary Herbert, maybe. Sidney’s sister—”


  “Or he could have been Shakespeare in disguise,” Haverson said with an airy wave of her hand. “It’s one anomaly out of a database of two hundred and fifty authors, Satyavati. I don’t think it invalidates the work. That’s an unprecedented precision of result.”


  “That’s the problem,” Satyavati answered, slowly. “If it were a pattern of errors, or if he were coming up as one of the borderline cases—we can get Alice Sheldon to come back just barely as a male author if we use a sufficiently small sample—but it’s the entire body of Marlowe’s work. And it’sstronglyfemale. We can’t publish until we address this. Somehow.”


  Baldassare’s conservative black braid fell forward over his shoulder. “What do we know about Christopher Marlowe, Dr. Haverson? You’ve had Early Modern English and Middle English RNA-therapy, haven’t you? Does that include history?”


  The hologram rolled her eyes. “There’s also old-fashioned reading and research,” she said, scratching the side of her nose with the gnawed thumbnail. Satyavati grinned at her, and Haverson grinned back, a generational acknowledgment.Oh, these kids.


  “Christopher Marlowe. Alleged around the time of his death to be an atheist and a sodomite—which are terms with different connotations in the Elizabethan sense than the modern: it borders on an accusation of witchcraft, frankly—author of seven plays, a short lyric poem, and an incomplete long poem that remain to us, as well as a couple of Latin translations and the odd eulogy. And a dedication to Mary Herbert, Countess of Pembroke, which is doubtless where Baldassare got that idea. The only thing we know about him—reallyknow—is that he was the son of a cobbler, a divinity student who attended Corpus Christi under scholarship and seemed to have more money than you would expect and the favor of the Privy Council, and he was arrested several times on capital charges that were then more or less summarily dismissed. All very suggestive that he was an agent—a spy—for Queen Elizabeth. There’s a portrait that’s supposed to be him—”


  Baldassare jerked his head up at the wall; above the bookcases, near the ceiling, a double row of 2-d images were pinned: the poets, playwrights, and authors whose work had been entered into the genderbot. “The redhead.”


  “The original painting shows him as a dark mousy blond; the reproductions usually make him prettier. If it is him. It’s an educated guess, frankly: we don’t know who that portrait is of.” Haverson grinned, warming to her subject; the academic’s delight in a display of useless information. Satyavati knew it well.


  Satyavati’s field of study was the late 21st century; Renaissance poets hadn’t touched her life in more than passing since her undergraduate days. “Did he ever marry? Any kids?”And why are you wondering that?


  “No, and none that we know of. It’s conventionally accepted that he was homosexual, but again, no proof. Men often didn’t marry until they were in their late twenties in Elizabethan England, so it’s not a deciding factor. He’s never been convincingly linked to anyone; for all we know, he might have died a virgin at twenty-nine—” Baldassare snorted heavily, and Haverson angled her head to the side, her steepled hands opening like wings. “There’s some other irregularities in his biography: he refused holy orders after completing his degree, and he was baptized some twenty days after his birth rather than the usual three. And the circumstances of his death are very odd indeed. But it doesn’t add up to a pattern, I don’t think.”


  Baldassare shook his head in awe. “Dare I ask what you know about Nashe?”


  Haverson chuckled. “More than you ever want to find out. I could give you another hour on Marlowe easy: he’s a ninety-minute lecture in my Brit Lit class.”


  The Freshman Intro to British Literature that Haverson taught as wergild for her access to Professor Keats and Ling, and the temporal device. The inside of Satyavati’s lip tasted like rubber; she chewed gently. “So you’re saying we don’t know. And we can prove nothing. There’s no period source that can help us?”


  “There’s some odd stuff in Shakespeare’sAs You Like Itthat seems to indicate that the protagonist is intended to be a fictionalized reflection of Marlowe, or at least raise questions about his death. We know the two men collaborated on at least two plays, the first part ofHenry VIandEdward III—” Haverson stopped and disentangled her fingers from her wavy yellow hair, where they had become idly entwined. Something wicked danced in her eyes. “An—”


  “What?” Satyavati and Baldassare, in unison. Satyavati leaned forward over her desk, closing her hands on the edges.


  “The protagonist ofAs You Like It—the one who quotes Marlowe and details the circumstances of his death?”


  “Rosalind,” Baldassare said. “What about her?”


  “Is a young woman quite successfully impersonating a man.”


  


  


  Kit ate sparingly, as always. His image, his patronage, his sexuality, his very livelihood were predicated on the contours of his face, the boyish angles of his body, and every year that illusion of youth became harder to maintain. Also, he didn’t dare drop his eyes from the face of Robin Poley, his fair-haired controller and—in Kit’s educated opinion—one of the most dangerous men in London.


  “Thou shalt not be permitted to abandon the Queen’s service so easily, sweet Kit,” Poley said between bites of fish. Kit nodded, dry-mouthed; he had not expected Poley would arrive with a guard. Two others, Skeres and Frazier, dined heartily and without apparent regard for Kit’s lack of appetite.


  “‘Tis not that I wish any disservice to her Majesty,” Kit said. “But I swear on my honor Thomas Walsingham is her loyal servant, good Robin, and she need fear him not. His love for her is as great as any man’s, and his family has ever been loyal—”


  Poley dismissed Kit’s protestations with a gesture. Ingrim Frazier reached the breadth of the linen-laid table with the long blade of his knife and speared a piece of fruit from the board in front of Kit. Kit leaned out of the way.


  “You realize of course that textual evidence isn’t worth the paper it’s printed on. And if you assume Marlowe was a woman, and Shakespeare knew it—”


  “You rapidly enter the realm of the crackpots. Indeed.”


  “We have a serious problem.”


  “We could just quietly drop him from the data—” He grinned in response to her stare. “No, no. I’m not serious.”


  “You’d better not be,” Satyavati answered. She quelled the rush of fury that Baldassare’s innocent teasing pricked out of always-shallow sleep.What happened a decade ago is not his fault.“This is my career—myscholarship—in question.”


  A low tap on the office door. Satyavati checked the heads-up display, recognized Haverson, and tapped the key on her desk to disengage the lock. The Rubenesque blonde hesitated in the doorway. “Good afternoon, Satya. Baldassare. Private?”


  “Same conversation as before,” Satyavati said. “Still trying to figure out how to salvage our research—”


  Haverson grinned and entered the room in a sweep of crinkled skirts and tunic. She shut the door behind herself and made very certain it latched. “I have your answer.”


  Satyavati stood and came around her desk, dragging with her a chair, which she offered to Haverson. Haverson waved it aside, and Satyavati sank into it herself. “It assumes of course that Christopher Marlowediddie violently at Eleanor Bull’s house in May of 1593 and did not run off to Italy and write the plays of Shakespeare—” Haverson’s shrug seemed to indicate that that was a fairly safe assumption.


  “The Poet Emeritus project?” Baldassare crowed, swinging his arms wide before clapping his hands. “Dr. Haverson, you’re brilliant. And what if Marlowedidsurvive 1593?”


  “We’ll send back an observer team to make sure he dies. They’ll have to exhume the body anyway; we’ll need to be able to make that swap for the living Marlowe, assuming the recovery team can get to him before Frazier and company stab him in the eye.”


  Baldassare shuddered. “I swear that makes my skin crawl—”


  “Paradox is an odd thing, isn’t it? You start thinking about where the body comes from, and you start wondering if there are other changes happening.”


  “If there were,” Baldassare said, “we’d never know.”


  Satyavati’s dropped jaw closed as she finally forced herself to understand what they were talking about. “No one who died by violence. No one from before 1800. There are rules. Culture shock, language barriers. Professor Ling would never permit it.”


  Haverson grinned wider, obviously excited. “You know why those rules were developed, don’t you?”


  “I know it’s a History Department and Temporal Studies protocol, and English is only allowed to use the device under their auspices, and competition for its time is extreme—”


  “The rule developed after Richard I rose from what should have been his deathbed to run through a pair of History undergrads on the retrieval team. We never did get their bodies back. Or the Lionheart, for that matter—” Baldassare stopped, aware of Haverson’s considering stare. “What? I’m gunning for a spot on the Poet Emeritus team. I’ve been reading up.”


  “Ah.”


  “We’d never get the paperwork through to pull Christopher Marlowe, though.” He sighed. “Although it would be worth it for the looks on the Marlovians’ faces.”


  “You’re awfully certain of yourself, son.”


  “Dr. Haverson—”


  Haverson brushed him off with a turn of her wrist. She kept her light blue eyes on Satyavati. “What if I thought there was a chance that Professor Keats could become interested?”


  “Oh,” Satyavati said. “That’swhy you came to campus.”


  Haverson’s grin kept growing; as Satyavati watched, it widened another notch. “He doesn’t do business by holoconference,” she said. “How could Percy Shelley’s best friend resist a chance to meet Christopher Marlowe?”


  


  


  Kit leaned back on his bench, folding his hands in his lap. “Robin, I protest. Walsingham is as loyal to the crown as I.”


  “Ah.” Poley turned it into an accusing drawl: one long syllable, smelling of onions. He straightened, frowning. “And art thou loyal, Master Marley?”


  “Thy pardon?” As if a trapdoor had opened under his guts: he clutched the edge of the table to steady himself. “I’ve proven my loyalty well enough, I think.”


  “Thou hast grown soft,” Poley sneered. Frazier, on Kit’s right, stood, and Kit stood with him, toppling the bench in his haste. He found an ale-bottle with his right hand. There was a bed in the close little room in addition to the table, and Kit stepped against it, got his shoulder into the angle the headboard made with the wall.


  Ingram Frazier’s dagger rose in his hand. Kit looked past him, into Poley’s light blue eyes. “Robin,” Kit said. “Robin, old friend. What means this?”


  


  


  Professor Keats looked up as they knocked on his open door: a blatant abrogation of campus security, but Satyavati admitted the cross-breeze felt better than sealed-room climate control. Red curls greying to ginger, his sharp chin softened now by jowls, he leaned back in his chair before a bookshelf stuffed with old leatherbound books and printouts: the detritus of a man who had never abandoned paper. Satyavati’s eye picked out the multicolored spines of volumes and volumes of poetry; the successes of the Poet Emeritus project. As a personal and professional friend of the History Department’s Bernard Ling, Professor Keats had assumed the chairmanship of Poet Emeritus shortly after the death of its founder, Dr. Eve Rodale.


  Who would gainsay the project’s greatest success?


  The tuberculosis that would have been his death was a preresistant strain, easy prey to modern antibiotics; the lung damage was repairable with implants and grafts. He stood gracefully as Satyavati, Haverson, and Baldassare entered, a vigorous sixty-year-old who might have as many years before him as behind, and laid aside the fountain pen he still preferred. “It’s not often lovely ladies come to visit this old poet,” he said. “Can I offer you a cup of tea?”


  


  


  “Soft,” Poley said again, and spit among the rushes on the floor. Bits of herbs colored his saliva green; Kit thought of venom and smiled.If I live, I’ll use that—


  The stink of fish and wine was dizzying. Poley kept talking. “Five years ago thou would’st have hanged Tom Walsingham for the gold in thy purse—”


  “Only if he proved guilty.”


  “Guilty as those idiot students thou did’st see hanged at Corpus Christi?”


  Kit winced. He wasn’t proud of that. The pottery bottle in his hand was rough-surfaced, cool; he shifted his grip. “Master Walsingham is loyal. Frazier, you’re in hisservice,man—”


  “So fierce in his defense.” Poley smiled, toxic and sweet. “Mayhap the rumors of thee dropping thy breeches for Master Walsingham aren’t so false, after all—”


  “Whoreson—” Kit stepped up, provoked into abandoning the wall.A mistake,and as his focus narrowed on Poley, Frazier grabbed his left wrist, twisting. Kit raised the bottle—up, down, smashed it hard across the top of Frazier’s head, ducking Frazier’s wild swing with the dagger. The weaselly Skeres, so far silent, lunged across the table as Frazier roared and blood covered his face.


  


  


  Satyavati had turned a student desk around; she sat on it now, her feet on the narrow plastic seat, and scrubbed both hands through her thick silver hair. Professor John Keats stood by the holodisplay that covered one long wall of the classroom, the twelve-by-fourteen card that Baldassare had pulled down off the wall in Satyavati’s office pressed against it, clinging by static charge. Pinholes haggled the yellowed corners of the card; at its center was printed a 2-d image of a painfully boyish, painfully fair young man. He was richly dressed, with huge dark eyes, soft features, and a taunting smile framed by a sparse down of beard.


  “He would have been eight years older when he died,” Keats said.


  Haverson chuckled from beside the door. “If that’s him.”


  “If heisa him,” Baldassare added. Haverson glared, and the grad student shrugged. “It’s what we’re here to prove, isn’t it? Either the software works, or—”


  “Or we have to figure out what this weird outlier means.”


  Keats glanced over his shoulder. “Explain how your program works, Professor?”


  Satyavati curled her tongue across her upper teeth and dug in her pocket for the tin of mints. She offered them around the room; only Keats accepted. “It’s an idea that’s been under development since the late twentieth century,” she said, cinnamon burning her tongue. “It relies on frequency and patterns of word use—well, it originated in some of the metrics that Elizabethan scholars use to prove authorship of the controversial plays, and also the order in which they were written. We didn’t getEdward IIIfirmly attributed to Marlowe, with a probable Shakespearean collaboration, until the beginning of the 21stcentury—”


  “And you have a computer program that can identify the biological gender of the writer of a given passage of text.”


  “It even works on newsfeed reports and textbooks, sir.”


  “Have you any transgendered authors entered, Satyavati?”


  John Keats just called me by my first name.She smiled and scooted forward half an inch on the desk, resting her elbows on her knees. “Several women who wrote as men, for whatever reason. Each of them confirmed female, although some were close to the midline. Two male authors who wrote as women. An assortment of lesbians, homosexuals, and bisexuals. Hemingway—”


  Haverson choked on a laugh, covering her mouth with her hand. Satyavati shrugged. “—as a baseline. Anais Nin. Ovid, and Edna St. Vincent Millay. Tori Siikanen.”


  “I’ve read her,” Keats said. “Lovely.”


  Satyavati shrugged. “The genderbot found her unequivocally male, when her entire body of work was analyzed. Even that writtenafterher gender reassignment. We haven’t been able to track down any well-known writers of indeterminate sex, unfortunately. I’d like to see how somebody born cryptomale and assigned female, for example, would score—”


  “What will your ‘bot tell us then?”


  “Chromosomal gender, I suppose.”


  “Interesting. Is gender so very immutable, then?” He raised an eyebrow and smiled, returning his attention to Christopher Marlowe. “That’s quite the can of worms—”


  “Except for his,” Satyavati said, following the line of Keats’ gaze to the mocking smile and folded arms of the arrogant boy in the facsimile. “What makes him different?”


  “Her,” Baldassare said, in a feigned coughing fit. “That moustache is totally gummed on. Look at it.”


  Keats didn’t turn, but he shrugged. “What makes any of us different, my dear?” A long pause, as if he expected an attempt to answer what must have been a rhetorical question. He turned and looked Satyavati in the eye. His gingery eyebrows lifted and fell. “Do you understand the risks and costs of this endeavor?”


  Satyavati hunched forward on her chair and shook her head. “It was Sienna’s idea—”


  “Oh, so quick to cast away credit and blame,” the poet said, but his eyes twinkled.


  Haverson came to stand beside Satyavati’s desk. “Still. Is there any writer or critic who hasn’t wondered, a little, what that young man could have done?”


  “Were he more prone to temperance?”


  Keats was being charming.But he’s still John Keats.


  “Poets are not temperate by nature,” he said, and smiled. He folded his hands together in front of his belt buckle. His swing jacket, translucent chromatic velvet, caught the light through the window as he moved.


  “In another hundred years we’ll change our gender the way we change our clothes.” Haverson pressed her warmth against Satyavati’s arm, who endured it a moment before she leaned away.


  “I confess myself uncomfortable with the concept.” Keats’ long fingers fretted the cuff of his gorgeous jacket.


  Satyavati, watching him, felt a swell of kinship. “I think there is a biological factor to how gender is expressed. I think my genderbot proves that unequivocally: if we can detect birth gender to such a fine degree—”


  “And this is important?” Keats’ expression was gentle mockery; an emergent trace of archaic Cockney colored his voice, but something in the tilt of his head showed Satyavati that it was a serious question.


  “Our entire society is based on gender and sex and procreation. How can itnotbe as vital to understanding the literature as it is to understanding everything else?”


  Keats’ lips twitched; his pale eyes tightened at the corners. Satyavati shrank back, afraid she’d overstepped, but his voice was still level when he spoke again. “What does it matter where man comes from—or woman either—if the work is true?”


  A sore spot.She sucked her lip, searching for the explanation. “One would prefer to think such things no longer mattered.” With a sideways glance to Baldassare. He gave her a low thumbs-up. “This isn’t my first tenure-track position.”


  “You left Yale.” Just a statement, as if he would not press.


  “I filed an allegation of sexual harassment against my department chair. She denied it, and claimed I was attempting to conceal a lack of scholarship—”


  “She?”


  Satyavati folded her arms tight across her chest, half sick with the admission. “She didn’t approve of my research, I think. It contradicted her own theories of gender identity.”


  “You think she knew attention would make you uncomfortable, and harried you from the department.”


  “I … have never been inclined to be close to people. Forgive me if I am not trusting.”


  He studied her expression silently. She found herself lifting her chin to meet his regard, in answer to his unspoken challenge. He smiled thoughtfully and said, “I was told a stableman’s son would be better to content himself away from poetry, you know. I imagine your Master Marlowe, a cobbler’s boy, heard something similar once or twice—and God forbid either one of us had been a girl. It’s potent stuff you’re meddling in.”


  Rebellion flared in her belly. She sat up straight on the ridiculous desk, her fingers fluttering as she unfolded her hands and embraced her argument. “If anything, then, my work proves that biology is not destiny. I’d like to force a continuing expansion of the canon, frankly: ‘women’s books’ are still—still—excluded. As if war were somehow a more valid exercise than raising a family—”Shit.Too much, by his stunned expression. She held his gaze, though, and wouldn’t look down.


  And then Keats smiled, and she knew she’d won him. “There are dangers involved, beyond the cost.”


  “I understand.”


  “Do you?” He wore spectacles, a quaint affectation that Satyavati found charming. But as he glanced at her over the silver wire frames, a chill crept up her neck.


  “Professor Keats—”


  “John.”


  “John.” And that was worth a deeper chill, for the unexpected intimacy. “Then make me understand.”


  Keats stared at her, pale eyes soft, frown souring the corners of his mouth. “A young man of the Elizabethan period. A duelist, a spy, a playmaker: a violent man, and one who lives by his wits in a society so xenophobic it’s difficult for us to properly imagine. Someone to whom the carriage—the horse-drawn carriage, madam doctor—is a tolerably modern invention, the heliocentric model of the solar system still heresy. Someone to whom your United States is the newborn land of Virginia, a colony founded by his acquaintance Sir Walter Ralegh. Pipe tobacco is a novelty, coffee does not exist, and the dulcet speech of our everyday converse is the yammering of a barbarian dialect that he will find barely comprehensible, at best.”


  Satyavati opened her mouth to make some answer. Keats held up one angular hand. As if to punctuate his words, the rumble of a rising semiballistic rattled the windows. “A young man, I might add”—as if this settled it—“who must be plucked alive from the midst of a deadly brawl with three armed opponents. A brawl history tells us he instigated with malice, in a drunken rage.”


  “History is written by the victors,” Satyavati said, at the same moment that Baldassare said, “Dr. Keats. The man who wroteFaustus,sir.”


  “If a man he is,” Keats answered, smiling. “There is that, after all. And there would be international repercussions. UK cultural heritage is pitching a fit over ‘the theft of their literary traditions.’”


  “Because the world would be a better place without John Keats?” Satyavati grinned, pressing her tongue against her teeth. “Hell, they sold London Bridge to Arizona. I don’t see what they have to complain about: If they’re so hot to trot, let them build their own time device and steal some of our dead poets.”


  Keats laughed, a wholehearted guffaw that knocked him back on his heels. He gasped, collected himself, and turned to Haverson, who nodded. “John, how can you possibly resist?”


  “I can’t,” he admitted, and looked back at Haverson.


  “How much will it cost?”


  Satyavati braced for the answer and winced anyway. Twice the budget for her project, easily.


  “I’ll write a grant,” Baldassare said.


  Keats laughed. “Write two.Thisproject, I rather imagine there’s money for. It will also take a personal favor from Bernard. Which Iwillcall in. Although I doubt very much we can schedule a retrieval until next fiscal. Which makes no difference to Marlowe, of course, but does mean, Satyavati, that you will have to push your publication back.”


  “I’ll consider it an opportunity to broaden the database,” she said, and Keats and Haverson laughed like true academics at the resignation in her voice.


  “And—”


  She flinched. “And?”


  “Your young man may prove thoroughly uncooperative. Or mentally unstable once the transfer is done.”


  “Is the transition really so bad?” Baldassare, with the question that had been on the tip of Satyavati’s tongue.


  “Is there a risk he will reject reality, you mean? Lose his mind, to put it quaintly?”


  “Yes.”


  “I can’t say what it will be like for him,” he said. “But I, at least, came to you knowing the language and knowing I had been about to die.” Keats rubbed his palms together as if clapping nonexistent chalk dust from his palms. “I rather suspect, madam doctors, Mr. Baldassare”—Satyavati blinked as he pronounced Baldassare’s name correctly and without hesitation; she hadn’t realized Keats evenknewit—“we must prepare ourselves for failure.”


  


  


  Kit twisted away from the knife again, but Skeres had a grip on his doublet now, and the breath went out of him as two men slammed him against the wall. Cloth shredded; the broken bottle slipped out of Kit’s bloodied fingers as Frazier wrenched his arm behind his back.


  Poley blasphemed. “Christ on the cross—”


  Frazier swore too, shoving Kit’s torn shirt aside to keep a grip on his flesh. “God’s wounds, it’s a wench.”


  A lax moment, and Kit got an elbow into Frazier’s ribs and a heel down hard on Poley’s instep and his back into the corner one more time, panting like a beaten dog. No route to the window. No route to the door. Kit swallowed bile and terror, tugged the rags of his doublet closed across his slender chest. “Unhand me.”


  “Where’s Marley?” Poley said stupidly as Kit pressed himself against the boards.


  “I am Marley, you fool.”


  “No wench could have written that poetry—”


  “I’m no wench,” he said, and as Frazier raised his knife, Christofer Marley made himself ready to die as he had lived, kicking and shouting at something much bigger than he.


  


  


  Seventeen months later, Satyavati steepled her fingers before her mouth and blew out across them, warm moist breath sliding between her palms in a contrast to the crisping desert atmosphere. One-way shatterproof bellied out below her; leaning forward, she saw into a retrieval room swarming with technicians and medical crew, bulwarked by masses of silently blinking instrumentation—and the broad space in the middle of the room, walled away from operations with shatterproof ten centimeters thick. Where the retrieval team would reappear.


  With or without their quarry.


  “Worried?”


  She turned her head and looked up at Professor Keats, stylishly rumpled as ever. “Terrified.”


  “Minstrels in the gallery,” he observed. “There’s Sienna …” Pointing to her blond head, bent over her station on the floor.


  The shatterproof walls of the retrieval box were holoed to conceal the mass of technology outside them from whoever might be inside; theoretically, the retrievantshouldarrive sedated. But it wasn’t wise to be too complacent about such things.


  The lights over the retrieval floor dimmed by half. Keats leaned forward in his chair. “Here we go.”


  “Five.” A feminine voice over loudspeakers. “Four. Three—”


  I hadn’t thought he’d look so fragile. Or so young.


  


  


  Is this then Hell? Curious that death should hurt so much less than living—


  


  


  “Female,” a broad-shouldered doctor said into his throat microphone. He leaned over the sedated form on his examining table, gloved hands deft and quick.


  Marlowe lay within an environmentally shielded bubble; the doctor examined her with built-in gloves. She would stay sedated and in isolation until her immunizations were effective and it was certain she hadn’t brought forward any dangerous bugs from the 16th century. Satyavati was grateful for the half-height privacy screens hiding the poet’s form.I hadn’t thought it would seem like such an invasion.


  “Aged about thirty,” the doctor continued. “Overall in fair health although underweight and suffering the malnutrition typical of Elizabethan diet. Probably parasitic infestation of some sort, dental caries, bruising sustained recently—damn, look at that wrist. That must have been one hell of a fight.”


  “It was,” Tony Baldassare said, drying his hands on a towel as he came up on Satyavati’s right. His hair was still wet from the showers, slicked back from his classically Roman features. She stepped away, reclaiming her space. “I hope this is the worst retrieval I ever have to go on—although Haverson assures me that I made the grade, and there will be more. Damn, but you sweat in those moonsuits.” He frowned over at the white-coated doctor. “When do they start the RNA therapy?”


  “Right after the exam. She’ll still need exposure to the language to learn it.”


  Baldassare took a deep breath to sigh. “Poor Kit. I bet she’ll do fine here, though: she’s a tough little thing.”


  “She would have had to be,” Satyavati said thoughtfully, as much to drown out the more intimate details of the doctor’s examination. “What a fearful life—”


  Baldassare grinned, and flicked Satyavati with the damp end of his towel. “Well,” he said, “she can be herself from now on, can’t she? Assuming she acclimates. But anybody who could carry off that sort of a counterfeit for nearly thirty years—”


  Satyavati shook her head. “I wonder,” she murmured. “What on earth possessed her parents.”


  


  


  Kit woke in strange light: neither sun nor candles. The room smelled harsh: no sweetness of rushes or heaviness of char, but something astringent and pungent, as like the scent of lemons as the counterfeit thud of a pewter coin was like the ring of silver. He would have sat, but soft cloths bound his arms to the strange hard bed, which had shining steel railings along the sides like the bars on a baiting-bear’s cage.


  His view of the room was blocked by curtains, but the curtains were not attached to the strange, high, narrow bed. They hung from bars near the ceiling.I am captive,he thought, and noticed he didn’thurt.He found that remarkable; no ache in his jaw where a tooth needed drawing, no burn at his wrist where Frazier’s grip had broken the skin.


  His clothes were gone, replaced with an open-backed gown. The hysteria he would have expected to accompany this realization didn’t; instead, he felt rather drunk. Not unpleasantly so, but enough that the panic that clawed the inside of his breastbone did so with padded claws.


  Something chirped softly at the bedside, perhaps a songbird in a cage. He turned his head but could only glimpse the edge of a case in some dull material, the buff color called Isabelline. If his hands were free, he’d run his fingers across the surface to try the texture: neither leather nor lacquer, and looking like nothing he’d ever seen. Even the sheets were strange: no well-pounded linen, but something smooth and cool and dingy white.


  “Marry,” he murmured to himself. ” ‘Tis passing strange.”


  “But very clean.” A woman’s voice, from the foot of the bed. “Good morning, Master Marlowe.”


  Her accent was strange, the vowels all wrong, the stresses harsh and clipped. A foreign voice. He turned his face and squinted at her; that strange light that was not sunlight but almost as bright glared behind her. It made her hard to see. Still, only a woman. Uncorseted, by her silhouette, and wearing what he realized with surprise were long, loose trousers.If a wench with a gentle voice is my warden, perhaps there’s a chance I shall emerge alive.


  “Aye, very,” he agreed as she came alongside the bed. Her hair was silver, loose on her shoulders in soft waves like a maiden’s. He blinked. Her skin was mahogany, her eyes angled at the corners like a cat’s and shiny as gooseberries. She was stunning and not quite human, and he held his breath before he spoke. “Madam, I beg your patience at my impertinence. But, an it please you to answer—whatareyou?”


  She squinted as if his words were as unfamiliar to her as hers to him. “Pray,” she said, self-consciously as one speaking a tongue only half-familiar, “say that again, please?”


  He tugged his bonds, not sharply. The sensation was dulled, removed. Drunk or sick, he thought.Forsooth, drunk indeed, not to recollect drinking … Robin. Robin and his villains—But Kit shook his head, shook the hair from his eyes, and mastered himself with trembling effort. He said it again, slowly and clearly, one word at a time.


  He sighed in relief when she smiled and nodded, apprehending to her satisfaction. In her turn, she spoke precisely, shaping the words consciously with her lips. He could have wept in gratitude at her care. “I’m a woman and a doctor of philosophy,” she said. “My name is Satyavati Brahmaputra, and you, Christopher Marlowe, have been rescued from your death by our science.”


  Science?


  She frowned as she sought the word. “Natural philosophy.”


  Her accent, the color of her skin. He suddenly understood. “I’ve been stolen away to Spain.” He was not prepared for the laughter that followed his startled declaration.


  “Hardly,” she said. “You are in the New World, at a university hospital, a—a surgery?—in a place called Las Vegas, Nevada—”


  “Madam, those are Spanish names.”


  Her lips twitched with amusement. “They are, aren’t they? Oh, this is complicated. Here, look.” And heedlessly, as if she had nothing to fear from him—they know, Kit. That’s why they left only a wench to guard thee. An Amazon, more like: she’s twice my size—she crouched beside the bed and unknotted the bonds that affixed him to it.


  He supposed he could drag down the curtain bars and dash her brains out. But he had no way to know what sort of guards might be at the door; better to bide his time, as she seemed to mean him no injury. And he was tired; even with the cloths untied, lethargy pinned him to the bed.


  “They told me not to do this,” she whispered, catching his eye with her dark, glistening one. She released a catch and lowered the steel railing. “But in for a penny, in for a pound.”


  That expression, at least, he understood. He swung his feet to the floor with care, holding the gaping gown closed. The dizziness moved with him, as if it hung a little above and to the left. The floor was unfamiliar too; no rushes and stone, but something hard and resilient, set or cut into tiles. He would have crouched to examine it—and perhaps to let the blood run to his brain—but the woman caught his hand and tugged him past the curtains and toward a window shaded with some ingenious screen. He ran his fingers across the alien surface, gasping when she pulled a cord and the whole thing rose of a piece, hard scales or shingles folding as neatly as a drawn curtain.


  And then he looked through the single enormous, utterly transparent pane of glass before him and almost dropped to his knees with vertigo and wonder. His hand clenched on the window ledge; he leaned forward. The drop must have measured hundreds upon hundreds of feet. The horizon was impossibly distant, like the vista from the mast of a sailing ship, the view from the top of a high, lonely down. And before that horizon rose fanciful towers of a dominion vaster than LondonandParis made one, stretching twenty or perhaps fifty miles away: however far it took for mountains to grow so very dim with distance.


  “God in Hell,” he whispered. He’d imagined towers like that, written of them. To see them with his own undreaming eyes—“Sweet Jesu. Madam, what is this?” He spoke too fast, and the brown woman made him repeat himself once more.


  “A city,” she said quietly. “Las Vegas. A small city, by today’s standards. Master Marlowe—or Miss Marlowe, I suppose I should say—you have come some five hundred years into your future, and here, I am afraid, you must stay.”


  


  


  “MasterMarlowe will do. Mistress Brahma …” Marlowe stumbled over Satyavati’s name. The warmth and openness Marlowe had shown vanished on a breath. She folded her arms together, so like the Corpus Christi portrait—thinner and wearier, but with the same sardonic smile and the same knowing black eyes—that Satyavati had no doubt that it was the same individual.


  “Call me Satya.”


  “Madam.”


  Satyavati frowned. “Master Marlowe,” she said. “This is a different … Things are different now. Look at me, a woman, a blackamoor by your terms. And a doctor of philosophy like your friend Tom Watson, a scholar.”


  “Poor Tom is dead.” And then as if in prophecy, slowly, blinking. “Everyone I know is dead.”


  Satyavati rushed ahead, afraid that Marlowe would crumple if the revelation on her face ever reached her belly.A good thing she’s sedated, or she’d be in a ball on the floor.“I’m published, I’ve written books. I’ll be a tenured professor soon.”You will make me that.But she didn’t say it; she simply trusted the young woman, so earnest and wide-eyed behind the brittle defense of her arrogance, would understand. Which of course she didn’t, and Satyavati repeated herself twice before she was certain Marlowe understood.


  The poet’s accent was something like an old broad Scots and something like the dialect of the Appalachian Mountains.Dammit, it is English.As long as she kept telling herself it was English, that the foreign stresses and vowels did not mean a foreign language, Satyavati could force herself to understand.


  Marlowe bit her lip. She shook her head, and took Satyavati’s cue of speaking slowly and precisely, but her eyes gleamed with ferocity. “It bears not on opportunity. I am no woman. Born into a wench’s body, aye, mayhap, but as surely a man as Elizabeth is king. My father knew from the moment of my birth. S’death, an it were otherwise, would he have named me and raised me as his son? Have lived a man’s life, loved a man’s loves. An you think to force me into farthingales and huswifery, know that I would liefer die. Iwilldie—for surely now I have naught to fear from Hell—and the man who dares approach me with woman’s garb will precede me there.”


  Satyavati watched Kit—in that ridiculous calico johnny—brace herself, assuming the confidence and fluid gestures of a swordsman, all masculine condescension and bravado. As if she expected a physical assault to follow on her manifesto.


  Something to prove. What a life—


  The door opened. Satyavati turned to see who entered, and sighed in relief at the gaudy jacket and red hair of Professor Keats, who paused at the edge of the bedcurtain, a transparent bag filled with cloth and books hanging from his hand. “Let me talk to the young man, if you don’t mind.”


  “She’s—upset, Professor Keats.” But Satyavati stepped away, moving toward Keats and past him, to the door. She paused there.


  Keats faced Marlowe. “Are you the poet who wroteEdward II?”


  A sudden flush, and the eyebrows rose in mockery above the twitch of a grin. “I am that.”


  “It’s a fact that poets are liars,” the old man said without turning to Satyavati. “But wealwaysspeak the truth, and a thing is what you name it. Isn’t that so, Marlowe?”


  “Aye,” she said, her brow furrowed with concentration on the words. “Good sir, I feel that I should know you, but your face—”


  “Keats,” the professor said. “John Keats. You won’t have heard of me, but I’m a poet too.”


  


  


  The door shut behind the woman, and Kit’s shoulders eased, but only slightly. “Master Keats—”


  “John. Or Jack, if that’s more comfortable.”


  Kit studied the red-haired poet’s eyes. Faded blue in the squint of his regard, and Kit nodded, his belly unknotting a little. “Kit, then. I pray you will forgive me my disarray. I have just risen—”


  “No matter.” Keats reached into his bag. A shrug displayed his own coat, a long loose robe of something that shifted in color, chromatic as a butterfly’s wing. “You’ll like the modern clothes, I think. I’ve brought something less revealing.”


  He laid cloths on the bed: a strange sort of close-collared shirt, trews or breeches in one piece that went to the ankle. Low shoes that looked like leather, but once Kit touched them he was startled by the gummy softness of the soles. He looked up into Keats’ eyes. “You prove most kind to a poor lost poet.”


  “I was rescued from 1821,” Keats said dismissively. “I bear some sympathy for your panic.”


  “Ah.” Kit stepped behind the curtain to dress. He flushed hot when the other poet helped him with the closure on the trousers, but once Kit understood this device—the zipper—he found it enchanting. “I shall have much to study on, I wot.”


  “You will.” Keats looked as if he was about to say more. The thin fabric of the shirt showed Kit’s small breasts. He hunched forward, uncomfortable; not even sweet Tom Walsingham had seen him so plainly.


  “I would have brought you a bandage, if I’d thought,” Keats said, and gallantly offered his jacket. Kit took it, face still burning, and shrugged it on.


  “What—what year is this, Jack?”


  A warm hand on his shoulder; Keats taking a deep breath alerted Kit to brace for the answer. “Anno domini two thousand one hundred and seventeen,” he said. The words dropped like stones through the fragile ice of Kit’s composure.


  Kit swallowed, the implications he had been denying snapping into understanding like unfurled banners. Not the endless changing world, the towers like Babylon or Babel beyond his window. But—“Tom. Christ wept, Tom is dead. All the Toms—Walsingham, Nashe, Kyd. Sir Walter. My sisters. Will. Will and I were at work on a play,Henry VI—”


  Keats laughed, gently. “Oh, I have something to show you, Kit.” His eyes shone with coy delight. “Look here—”


  He drew a volume from his bag and pressed it into Kit’s hands. It weighed heavy, bound in what must be waxed cloth and stiffened paper. The words on the cover were embossed in gilt in strange-shaped letters.The Complete Works of William Shakespeare,Kit read, once he understood how theessesseemed to work. He gaped, and opened the cover. “His plays …” He looked up at Keats, who smiled and opened his hands in a benediction. “This type is so fine and so clear! Marry,howevercan it be set by human hands? Tell me true, Jack, have I come to fairyland?” And then, turning pages with trembling fingers and infinite care, his carefulness of speech failing in exclamations. “Nearly forty plays! Oh, the type is so fine—Oh, and his sonnets, they are wonderful sonnets, he’s written more than I had seen—”


  Keats, laughing, an arm around Kit’s shoulders. “He’s thought the greatest poet and dramatist in the English language.”


  Kit looked up in wonder. “T’was I discovered him.” Kit held the thick, real book in his hands, the paper so fine and so white he’d compare it to a lady’s hand. “Henslowe laughed; Will came from tradesmen and bore no education beyond the grammar school—”


  Keats coughed into his hand. “I sometimes think wealth and privilege are a detriment to poetry.”


  The two men shared a considering gaze and a slow, equally considering smile. “And .” Kit looked at the bag, the glossy transparent fabric as foreign as every other thing in the room. There were still two volumes within. The book in his hands smelled of real paper, new paper. With a shock, he realized that the page-ends were trimmed perfectly smooth and edged with gilt.And how long must that have taken? This poet is a wealthy man, to give such gifts as this.


  “And what of Christopher Marlowe?”


  Kit smiled. “Aye.”


  Keats looked down. “You are remembered, I am afraid, chiefly for your promise and your extravagant opinions, my friend. Very little of your work survived. Seven plays, in corrupted versions. The Ovid.Hero and Leander—”


  “Forsooth, there was more,” Kit said, pressing the heavy book with Will’s name on the cover against his chest.


  “There will be more,” Keats said, and set the bag on the floor. “That is why we saved your life.”


  Kit swallowed.What an odd sort of patronage.He sat on the bed, still cradling the wonderful book. He looked up at Keats, who must have read the emotion in his eyes.


  “Enough for one day, I think,” the red-haired poet said. “I’ve given you a history text as well, and”—a disarming smile and a tilt of his head—“a volume of my own poetry. Please knock on the door if you need for anything—you may find the garderobe a little daunting, but it’s past that door and the basic functions obvious—and I will come to see you in the morning.”


  “I shall amuse myself with gentle William.” Kit knew a sort of anxious panic for a moment: it was so necessary that this ginger-haired poet must love him, Kit—and he also knew a sort of joy when Keats chuckled at the double entendre and clapped him on the shoulder like a friend.


  “Do that. Oh!” Keats halted suddenly and reached into the pocket of his trousers. “Let me show you how to use a pen—”


  The slow roil of his stomach got the better of Kit for an instant. “I daresay I know well enough how to hold a pen.”


  Keats shook his head and grinned, pulling a slender black tube from his pocket. “Dear Kit. You don’t know how to do anything. But you’ll learn soon enough, I imagine.”


  


  


  Satyavati paced, short steps there and back again, until Baldassare reached out without looking up from his workstation and grabbed her by the sleeve. “Dr. Brahmaputra—”


  “Mr. Baldassare?”


  “Are you going to share with me what the issue is, here?”


  One glance at his face told her he knew very well what the issue was. She tugged her sleeve away from him and leaned on the edge of the desk, too far for casual contact. “Marlowe,” she said. “She’s still crucial to our data—”


  “He.”


  “Whatever.”


  Baldassare stood; Satyavati tensed, but rather than closer, he moved away. He stood for a moment looking up at the rows of portraits around the top margin of the room—more precisely, at the white space where the picture of Marlowe had been. A moment of consideration, and Satyavati as much assawhim choose another tack. “What about Master Marlowe?”


  “If I publish—”


  “Yes?”


  “I tell the world Christopher Marlowe’s deepest secret.”


  “Which Professor Keats has sworn the entire Poet Emeritus project to secrecy about. And if you don’t publish?”


  She shrugged to hide the knot in her belly. “I’m not going to find a third tenure-track offer. You’ve got your place with John and Dr. Haverson, at least. All I’ve got is”—a hopeless gesture to the empty place on the wall—“her.”


  Baldassare turned to face her. His expressive hands pinwheeled slowly in the air for a moment before he spoke, as if he sifted his thoughts between them. “You keep doing that.”


  “Doing what?”


  “Calling Kither.”


  “Sheisa her. Hell, Mr. Baldassare, you were the one who was insisting she was a woman, before we brought her back.”


  “And he insists he’s not.” Baldassare shrugged. “If he went for gender reassignment, what would you call him?”


  Satyavati bit her lip. “Him,” she admitted unwillingly. “I guess. I don’t know—”


  Baldassare spread his hands wide. “Dr. Brahmaputra—”


  “Hell. Tony. Call me Satya already. If you’re going to put up that much of a fight, you already know that you’re moving out of student and into friend.”


  “Satya, then.” A shy smile that startled her. “Why don’t you just ask Kit? He understands how patronage works. He knows he owes you his life. Go tomorrow.”


  “You think she’d say yes?”


  “Maybe.” His self-conscious grin turned teasing. “If you remember not to call himshe.”


  


  


  The strange spellings and punctuation slowed Kit a little, but he realized that they must have been altered for the strange, quickspoken people among whom, apparently, he was meant to make his life. Once he mastered the cadences of the modern speech—the commentaries proving invaluable—his reading proceeded faster despite frequent pauses to reread, to savor.


  He read the night through, crosslegged on the bed, bewitched by the brightness of the strange greenish light and the book held open on his lap. The biographical note told him that “Christopher Marlowe’s” innovations in the technique of blank verse provided Shakespeare with the foundations of his powerful voice. Kit corrected the spelling of his name in the margin with the pen that John Keats had loaned him. The nib was so sharp it was all but invisible, and Kit amused himself with the precision it leant his looping secretary’s hand. He read without passion of Will’s death in 1616, smiled that the other poet at last went home to his wife. And did not begin to weep in earnest until halfway through the third act ofAs You Like It,when he curled over the sorcerously wonderful book, careful to let no tear fall upon the pages, and cried silently, shuddering, fist pressed bloody against his teeth, face-down in the rough-textured coverlet.


  He did not sleep. When the spasm of grief and rapture passed, he read again, scarcely raising his head to acknowledge the white-garbed servant who brought a tray that was more like dinner than a break-fast. The food cooled and was retrieved uneaten; he finished the Shakespeare and began the history, saving his benefactor’s poetry for last.


  “I want for nothing,” he said when the door opened again, glancing up. Then he pushed the book from his lap and jumped to his feet in haste, exquisitely aware of his reddened eyes and crumpled clothing. The silver-haired woman from yesterday stood framed in the doorway. “Mistress,” Kit said, unwilling to assay her name. “Again I must plead your forbearance.”


  “Not at all,” she said. “Mmm—master Marlowe. It is I who must beg a favor of you.” Her lips pressed tight; hesawher willing him to understand.


  “Madam, as I owe you the very breath in my body—Mayhap there is a way I can repay that same?”


  She frowned and shut the door behind herself. The latch clicked; his heart raced; she was not young, but he was not certain he understood whatyoungmeant to these people. And she was lovely. And unmarried, by her hair—


  What sort of a maiden would bar herself into a strange man’s bedchamber without so much as a chaperone? Has she no care at all for her reputation?


  And then he sighed and stepped away, to lean against the windowledge.One who knows the man in question is not capable as a man. Or—a stranger thought, one supported by his long night’s reading—or the world has changed more than I could dream.


  “I need your help,” she said, and leaned back against the door. “I need to tell the world what you are.”


  He shivered at the urgency in her tone, her cool reserve, the tight squint of her eyes.She’ll do what she’ll doandthou hast no power over her.“Why speak to me of this at all? Publish your pamphlet, then, and have done—”


  She shook her head, lips working on some emotion. “It is not a pamphlet. It’s—” She shook her head again. “Master Marlowe, when I saythe worldI mean the world.”


  Wonder filled him.If I said no, she would abide it.“You ask for no less a gift than the life I have made, madam.”


  She came forward. He watched: bird stalked by a strange silver cat. “People won’t judge. You can live as you choose—”


  “As you judged me not?”


  Oh, a touch. She flinched. He wasn’t proud of that, either. “—and not have to lie, to dissemble, to hide. You can even become a man. Truly, in the flesh—”


  Wonder. ”Becomeone?”


  “Yes.” Her moving hands fell to her sides. “If it is what you want.” Something in her voice, a sort of breathless yearning he didn’t dare believe.


  “What means this to you? To tell yourworldthat what lies between my legs is quaint and not crowing, that is—what benefits it you? Who can have an interest, if your society is so broad of spirit as you import?”


  He saw her thinking for a true answer and not a facile one. She came closer. “It is my scholarship.” Her voice rose on the last word, clung to it. Kit bit his lip, turning away.


  No.His lips shaped the word: his breath wouldn’t voice it. Scholarship.


  Damn her to hell.Scholarship.


  She said the word the way Keats saidpoetry.


  “Do—” He saw her flinch; his voice died in his throat. He swallowed. “Do what you must, then.” He gestured to the beautiful book on his bed, his breath catching in his throat at the mere memory of those glorious words. “It seems gentle William knew well enough what I was, and he forgave me of it better than I could have expected. How can I extend less to a lady who has offered me such kindness, and been so fair in asking leave?”


  


  


  Satyavati rested her chin on her hand, cupping the other one around a steaming cup of tea. Tony, at her right hand, poked idly at the bones of his tandoori chicken. Further down the table, Sienna Haverson and Bernard Ling were bent in intense conversation, and Keats seemed absorbed in tea and mango ice cream. Marlowe, still clumsy with a fork, proved extremely adept at navigating the intricacies of curry and naan as fingerfood and was still chasing stray tidbits of lamb vindaloo around his plate. She enjoyed watching her—him,she corrected herself, annoyed—eat; the weight he’d gained in the past months made him look less like a strong wind might blow him away.


  Most of the English Department was still on a quiet manhunt for whomever might have introduced the man to thelimerick.


  She lifted her tea; before she had it to her mouth, Tony caught her elbow, and Marlowe, looking up before she could flinch away, hastily wiped his hand and picked up a butterknife. He tapped his glass as Keats grinned across the table. Marlowe cleared his throat, and Haverson and Ling looked up, reaching for their cups when it became evident that a toast was in the offing.


  “To Professor Brahmaputra,” Marlowe said, smiling, in his still-strong accent. “Congratulations—”


  She set her teacup down, a flush warming her cheeks as glasses clicked and he continued.


  “—on her appointment to tenure. In whose honor I have composed a little poem—”


  Which was, predictably, sly, imagistic, andinventivelydirty. Satyavati imagined even her complexion blazed quite red by the time he was done with her. Keats’ laughter alone would have been enough to send her under the table, if it hadn’t been for Tony’s unsettling deathgrip on her right knee. “Kit!”


  He paused. “Have I scandalized my lady?”


  “Master Marlowe, you have scandalized the very walls. I trust that one won’t see print just yet!” Too much time with Marlowe and Keats: she was noticing a tendency in herself to slip into an archaic idiom that owed something to both.


  “Not until next year at the earliest,” he answered with a grin, but she saw the flash of discomfort that followed.


  After dinner, he came up beside her as she was shrugging on her cooling-coat and gallantly assisted.


  “Kit,” she said softly, bending close so no one else would overhear. He smelled of patchouli and curry. “You are unhappy.”


  “Madam.” A low voice as level as her own. “Not unhappy.”


  “Then what?”


  “Lonely.” Marlowe sighed, turning away


  “Several of the Emeritus Poets have married,” she said carefully. Keats eyed her over Marlowe’s shoulder, but the red-haired poet didn’t intervene.


  “I imagine it’s unlikely at best that I will find anyone willing to marry something neither fish nor fowl—” A shrug.


  She swallowed, her throat uncomfortably dry. “There’s surgery now, as we discussed—”


  “Aye. ‘Tis—” She read the word he wouldn’t say.Repulsive.


  Keats had turned away and drawn Tony and Sienna into a quiet conversation with Professor Ling at the other end of the table. Satyavati looked after them longingly for a moment and chewed her lower lip. She laid a hand on Kit’s shoulder and drew him toward the rest. “You are what you are,” she offered hopelessly, and on some fabulous impulse ducked her head and kissed him on the cheek, startled when her dry lips tingled at the contact. “Someone will have to appreciate that.”


  


  


  The door slides aside. He steps through the opening, following the strange glorious lady with the silver-fairy hair. The dusty scent of curry surrounds him as he walks into the broad spread of a balmy evening roofed with broken clouds.


  Christopher Marlowe leans back on his heels and raises his eyes to the sky, the desert scorching his face in a benediction.Hotter than Hell.He draws a single deep breath and smiles at the mountains crouched at the edge of the world, tawny behind a veil of summer haze, gold and orange sunset pale behind them. Low trees crouch, hunched under the potent heat. He can see forever across this hot, flat, tempestuous place.


  The horizon seems a thousand miles away.


  


  Ice


  


  


  


  


  The stallion was gnawed and bloody, but he was not dead.


  Snow fell between us, gentling the contours of the battlefield where my brethren had died with their backs to a raging ocean, but I could see him sprawled in the gathering drifts among the gaunt bodies of a half-dozen of Loki’s vile-wolves. A final abomination still panted nearby, a tar-colored monster struggling to rise as I approached. It had the strength neither to attack nor flee.


  I took a deep breath of the crystalline air, and with it came a realization: So the vile-wolves can be killed. And then I wondered, Why didn’t the valraven just fly up and escape them?


  An old wound, garnered fleeing, stung my thigh, and a hesitant step carried me toward him. I had lost my helmet somewhere; I shoved dirty-blonde braids long as my arms out of the way. Far below us, the ocean foamed against boulders and ice at the foot of the seacliffs. The stallion raised one of his twin heads, and thrashed his shattered wings. His brown eyes shone white-rimmed and wide with fear beneath the horns. His other head, the antlered one, flopped on a broken neck, tongue lolling between fanged teeth. Under the tattered velvet of his hide, his lungs heaved; the blood that frothed from his nostrils was painfully bright. His wings — which should have been improbably white as unicorns — were streaked and daubed with blood and filth, while his struggles had churned earth and snow and gore into a horrible mire. I am ashamed to say I hesitated.


  Oh, Muire, I thought, woman, for pity’s sake. So I went to him, kneeling down beside him in the ice and the mud and the blood. I reached out an uncertain hand for his porcelain muzzle, and I let what Light remained shine out of my eyes, feeling as if it faded already. I had never touched one of the valraven before: the angelic destriers were for better warriors than I.


  He grew quiet at my touch, and I almost wept at the terrible extent of his wounds. He sighed and pushed his face against me, as a horse might with a friend. That act, somehow, struck me with more pity and horror than any other thing that I had seen on all that cruel and terrible day. How many fallen? How many failures? And not the least of them mine. I struck the tear from my eye: I was not deserving of pity, even my own.


  The day had gone poorly for the Othinn’s children. Far greater of my brethren than I fell that day. I had seen Strifbjorn dragged down by the trickster’s hungry wolves; seen Menglad Brightwing die on a kiss, her will and being snuffed out like a candleflame; seen Arngeir thrown down and savaged by the tarnished.


  To my eternal shame and sorrow, I fled the field and lived, while my brethren fell like tears.


  Æorian’s weight across my back felt like a silent accusation. Only respect for the blade kept me from hurling her away. I was no longer fit to bear her.


  Instead, I spoke softly to the stallion. “The Aesir have failed,” I told him. “The enemy have the day, and the war, and you are dying, Bright one. Can I give you mercy?”


  He squealed in fury, knocking me onto my back as he surged upright, bracing himself spraddle-legged on broken limbs. LIVE! he demanded in my mind, more the shape of defiance than any sense of a word.


  I scrambled to my feet and stood, panting, facing him. Broken, unbowed, he met my gaze until I looked down and stepped away. I spread my hands so that he could see how the Light flickered back from them, rolling slowly up my arms as if being peeled away. Soon, the aura that shielded me would be gone.


  “I abandoned the Light,” I whispered, “and without it I can do nothing to heal you.”


  But then an edgy, grieving howl drifted to my ears from across the ice. I shuddered. The wounded vile-wolf twitched and whined, and I glanced reflexively at the sky. There were no stars to be seen and, not far away, the vile-wolves were hunting.


  “I will be quicker than they,” I told him. He seemed to shrug his broken wings and turned his face away from me, as if in dismissal. I shrugged as well, turning to leave him to his choice, there on the snow-silenced battlefield.


  But I passed too close to the crippled vile-wolf, which lunged and snapped at me with a moment’s desperate agility. I skittered back through the snow, tripping, and tumbled wildly into a bloodied drift. My fingers found the object I had fallen over, recognizing armor and cooling flesh. Suddenly, I understood why the valraven had not flown up, why he had stood and permitted himself to be savaged.


  I had fallen over the corpse of his rider, whom he would not have left while she yet breathed. The drifting snow had covered her. As I struggled to disentangle myself I saw the sword by her outstretched hand, ice freezing to the lashes of her open eyes, and the blood-spotted banner on which she had fallen. It was dark midnight blue, spangled in silver: starlight on the water.


  The stallion regarded me, and shame rose in me in response to the weight of his gaze. I stood and dried my hands carefully on my trousers before I drew Æorian and stood beside him.


  “What is my life worth, now, anyway?” I asked him conversationally. “As well die here with you as later, alone.”


  He snorted, crimson blood dripping from his nostrils. In pity I reached out and laid my hand against his cheek. No such courage in all the world, I thought, and made myself ready to die.


  Lean shadows drifting across the white distance, they came. Their ribcages protruded with eternal hunger; their backbones and tails were knobby and spined. Great splayed paws held them lightly on the snow, and their maws dripped slaver as they fell down on us like a breaking storm.


  It was a small pack, four of them — not the dozen it had taken to pull down Strifbjorn. Still, I was not Strifbjorn, and the crystal sword was dark in my hand.


  The first vile-wolf lunged in low while two others went wide to flank me. The fourth slunk around to the right side, apparently considering itself enough for one wounded valraven. The stallion somehow reared up on his taloned hind feet, striking out with cloven forehooves. The vile-wolf dodged away: the warsteed was too slow, too gravely wounded. When he came down, his hooves barely grazed the beast’s flank, and he fell heavily to his knees.


  I brought Æorian up from low guard in a sweeping blow, almost weeping at the darkness in her crystal blade. She connected with the vile-wolf, opening a gash along its ribs and belly. It was thrown back, but quickly rose to its feet and turned to nose the bloodless wound. Its molten, ravenous gaze returned to me, and the tail wagged once, twice, a third time in slow mockery.


  In utter silence, it lunged again.


  I had turned to deal with the two that were attempting to take my flank. Vile-wolves hunt like wolves; one distracts the prey while the rest make the true attack. I held Æorian in my hand like a lance, and the closest vile-wolf sheered off from her point.


  I spun slowly to keep my three vile-wolves in my sight. The last one skulked up to the downed valraven behind me with a mincing, predatory gait, but I had no attention to spare for it or him. I shook hair and sweat from my eyes, and raised my blade once more, feeling my lips curve back in a vicious smile.


  Perhaps a bit late, but I was dying now as I should have died that afternoon. There was some satisfaction to be had in it.


  And then, as things will in combat, everything happened at once.


  I caught a flurry of motion from the corner of my eye as the stallion suddenly, gracelessly, moved again. At that moment, all three of the vile-wolves stalking me lunged.


  Æorian seemed to move with a will of her own: she sang through the air in a hurtling arc and clove the first vile-wolf in two. It shrieked — a high, thin sound — and fell to the ground, forelimbs still scrabbling toward me. The second one fastened its jaws in my forearm only because I threw that arm up in front of my throat, while the third one tried to swing wide and hamstring me.


  Half spun about by the force of the vile-wolf’s assault, I glimpsed the source of the commotion behind me. The fourth vile-wolf had tried to tear out the stallion’s throat, thinking him finished. He was not; as I watched, his teeth clamped in the vile-wolf’s shoulder. That great white head snapped up to shake the foul creature like a terrier shakes a rat, and it screamed, screaming again when the valraven threw it against the ground. Unable to stand, he knelt on it and tore twitching gobs of darkness and bone out of it with his teeth.


  I brought Æorian down desperately, barely getting her blade in between the fangs of the attacking vile-wolf and my thigh. The other one dragged at my arm, still silent. Meanwhile, the front half of the one I had dismembered hauled itself toward me grimly, gold eyes narrow in concentration and hate. Forgetting myself, forgetting our defeat, in fear and in horror I called on the lost and fallen Light….


  And was answered by a flash and a flare in Æorian’s crystal blade — a surge of brilliance crackling from my eyes, streaming from my mouth, and shining madly from the wound in my arm. The valraven had torn the struggling vile-wolf’s flesh away from something red beneath its deathless hide; I saw him sink his teeth into that something and rip it free. The vile-wolf gave a horrible shriek.


  The circling beast leaped at me, and I swung Æorian in a flat curve that bisected its chest. The blade flamed and spat, and the vile-wolf came apart like a torn feather-pillow as Æorian pierced its heart. The one that had my arm released its hold and whirled to run, but I took two steps after it and drove the blade down between its shoulders, feeling the spine part and then the brief resistance of its unholy heart. It gave a despairing cry and expired.


  I glanced at the valraven, who had ripped the heart of the no-longer twitching vile-wolf in two. He cast it aside with something like disgust, and looked up at me.


  Ignoring the blood running down my arm, I turned back and dispatched the injured vile-wolf. Then I wiped Æorian on my trousers and slid her into her sheath. A proper cleaning would have to wait.


  I knelt beside the valraven again, and laid my hand on his shoulder. Kasimir, I heard inside my heart, and my eyes went wide. I knew the honor he did me. Only a valraven’s rider may know his name.


  “I am not worthy, Bright one.”


  He just snorted and let himself slump down in the bloody snow. Will you wait with me?


  It was not so much words as a desire, a feeling in my heart, and I nodded. And then I felt the Light singing within me and started to my feet. “Maybe,” I said aloud, “Maybe…”


  I shook my head, holding out my hands. A lacy cirrus of fire flickered along my skin. “I can try…” I whispered. I already knew his answer. Live.


  Miracles happen as they will. I spread my hands open, and I called on the Light.


  It was not as it had been in the past: I could not feel the overwhelming presence and comfort of the Light surround me. Rather, what I called came from within, and seemed limited in scope. The quality was different — rather than the certainty of what to do and how to do it, I knew what my options were: the mercy he had already refused… or a gamble on wild magic that might very well destroy us both.


  I knew I could not heal him. But perhaps I could turn him into something else. I chose, and called on the Light.


  The earth itself quivered and ruptured, deep and deep. The snow at the crevice melted instantly, the torn brown soil laid bare. The valraven shuddered, trying to surge to his feet, but quieted at my whispered plea. And then, bone edging through his skin, he did scramble up. Molten metal crawled from the earth, stinking of some chthonic forge, and when it touched his flesh he screamed. Oh, Light, I prayed, _what are you doing?


  There was no answer.


  I smelled scorching meat, heard it sizzle over his piteous cries. He shrieked, but he did not struggle, and I know not how, but he stood. Over the awful crying I heard the nauseating crack of twisted bones healing, of bent limbs straightening. The white-hot metal burned through him, reworked him inside and out, made him more than alive, something alien, something other…. And yet he endured. He lived on.


  I watched in awe and horror, heard my own voice as the voice of another. “Iron horse,” I whispered. “Iron angel…” I looked down at my hands.


  The Light had left them.


  Conscious, impassive now, he straightened slowly. Both heads on their long necks turned to regard me, white rings already fading around living brown eyes in sculptured faces. His new skin cooled, his new bones hardened, and his bright new wings opened and flexed, feather-perfect. I could hear the soft whisper of the tiny interlocking barbs on the pinions as he fanned his wings like a declaration of war. Hydraulics hissed as he took a step and a low, slow breath with the sound of a steam locomotive’s whistle blew from his nostrils. He shook out his mane, and each hair of it was a single, gleaming, steel-blue wire.


  The snow sublimated under his footsteps as he came to me, my clothes smoldering where he touched. I laid my hand flat against his shoulder and jerked it away in a moment, scalded.


  I took a step or two back.


  “What are you?” I whispered.


  Kasimir, he answered, as if in my ear. Sorcery and steel.


  “What are you?” I asked again, and his eyes were warm and soft.


  I am War.


  I turned my head, looked away. “Why did you tell me your name?” I knew the answer. “I am not worthy of you.”


  I would not choose one unworthy.


  “I fled.” He graced me with the steady regard of four patient eyes. “I fled the vile-wolves, and the tarnished ones, and I hid while our allies died.”


  Heat rolled from him; the heat of the forge, the heat of a summer’s day: a physical pressure. My torn arm ached: it was still bleeding. “I am a coward. I will bring you pain.”


  What pain could equal the pain of this creation? The antlered head ducked suddenly down, and he folded his wings neatly and began to vaporize the snow about his hooves with short, sharp nudges of his muzzle — shyly, and so like a horse. I turned away again. I was not worthy.


  “Kasimir,” I said softly, just to taste it once, to taste the wonder of his offer. “The Light has failed.”


  We are the Light that remains, he replied, and I could make no answer. He had not failed. He had not broken, and run. His honor was intact. How could I remain with him and face him?


  “No,” I said. “Oh, no…” And while I still could, I took the first step away.


  Behind me I heard the rattle and the rustle of his wings. When you name me, I shall come. A knowing feeling with his next words. You will come back to me. You are not so fallen as you think, and I am the coming Age of the World. With a masterful leap he was airborne and gone, and I was blessedly, terribly, finally alone.


  I stood on that battlefield a long time before I returned to myself. The snow fell all that night and into the morning, and the dawn was recognizable chiefly by a lightening of the gloom. The cold did not trouble me, and I did not feel the wind then as I would feel it later.


  In the end, the simple passage of time brought me back to my senses.


  I had no way to bury the bodies in the frozen ground and not enough fuel to raise a pyre for them. I labored in silence and with bare rest, piling up course upon course of stones there on the killing ground, at the edge of the cliff over the ocean where we had turned at bay. When I could not reach the top I packed snow into a ramp, up which I toiled until I had built a wall eight feet tall and a bowshot long. The wound in my arm healed quickly, although it left a white scar. I did not know cold, then. I did not know hunger, although to my sorrow I had known and quailed at fear.


  When I fell into a snowdrift and could not lift myself, I rested. I chewed snow from the battlefield for water — for thirst was beginning to haunt me — and sometimes that snow was frozen solid with the blood of my brethren. I built a wall. When the wall was built I stacked the bodies in its lee, course upon course of them, and by the time I had finished that task I felt the first stirrings of what I would eventually come to identify as hunger.


  There was nothing to eat. I am becoming mortal, I thought, and welcomed the seeming revelation. Mortals live a little, proscribed time, and then their shells are laid to rest, and their spirits hale off I know not where. Surprising, I know: but my kind and I were always firmly tied to the earth under our feet, the stars overhead, the Light upon the waters in the primeval darkness.


  I could do nothing for my hunger so I worked. I laid crystal blades in the hands of dead warriors, and I found ways to move the bodies of the valraven to lie among those of their masters. I buried the tarnished as well as the valkyries and the einherjar: we were brothers again, in death. The vile-wolves…I left them where they had fallen.


  It snowed and I was thankful for the snow, because I did not wish to look up and see the sun, or the stars. I found one crystal blade abandoned, washed up among the rocks, and I put her with the rest: Svanvítr, with a knotted brass pommel more elaborate than that of my own blade. I knew to whom she had belonged, although I sorrowed that I did not find his body among those of the tarnished.


  Ragnarok. It was prophesied. It was not foretold that any of us would survive.


  I walled the bodies around, stone upon stone, and then I levered up the slabs for the barrow’s roof and laid them in place. I grew thinner and paler as day piled upon day like stone upon stone. My strength waned at first, and then began to grow again, again far outstripping that of mortal Men. I did not call upon the aid of miracles: I feared I would be answered, and I feared more that I would not.


  In the end it was complete, and the snow stopped falling, and the clouds broke, and I stood over the grave and watched the sunrise paint the grey granite boulders with lichens of blood and time. I hoisted Æorian to my shoulder. I had thought of leaving her there, to mark the barrow, but it seemed… indecent. So I kept her. Instead, I plunged into a crevice the staff of a tattered standard of midnight blue, decorated with myriad tiny flaring four-pointed stars in glittering silver.


  The sun flamed, breathtaking, crimson and incarnadine and vermilion and hellebore and scarlet; I gasped in awe as it rose over the sea. I breathed it in with all my strength, coughing at the unexpected clash of cold air with my lungs. It was new, all new, and I hated every shiver and chilblain and cracked lip and droplet of snot.


  I thought of stepping into that sunrise from the top of the barrow. I pictured my fall, tumbling, and the wreck of my body on the sea-ripped boulders below. I imagined the brief sensation of flight, considered it very carefully, and I closed my eyes.


  I spread my arms wide, feeling the bitter sea-breeze tug at me, almost lifting me up, and I took a deep and singing breath. This time, I did not choke on it.


  I stepped forward, and the echo arrested my movement. Live. I struggled, tangled in a spiderweb of doubt, of despair, of self-hatred: I’m no good to anyone and it will be quicker than waiting fifty mortal years to die and no-one will grieve for me and Strifbjorn is dead anyway and who cares, who cares, who cares?


  Silence. Long, still, empty silence. And then his voice, or the memory of his voice: I was too far gone in hunger and grief and exhaustion to know which. Live, it said. One makes what difference one can.


  And the moment passed.


  I opened my eyes. The sunrise was over: there were splinters of gold dancing on the dark water far out to sea, and that was all. It looked like a path.


  I turned around and headed South, toward the lands of men.


  


  In the House of Aryaman,


  a Lonely Signal Burns


  


  


  


  


  Police Sub-Inspector Ferron crouched over the object she assumed was the decedent, her hands sheathed in areactin, her elbows resting on uniformed knees. The body (presumed) lay in the middle of a jewel-toned rug like a flabby pink Klein bottle, its once-moist surfaces crusting in air. The rug was still fresh beneath it, fronds only a little dented by the weight and no sign of the browning that could indicate an improperly pheromonetreated object had been in contact with them for over twenty-four hours. Meandering brownish trails led out around the bodylike object; a good deal of the blood had already been assimilated by the rug, but enough remained that Ferron could pick out the outline of delicate paw-pads and the brush-marks of long hair.


  Ferron was going to be late visiting her mother after work tonight.


  She looked up at Senior Constable Indrapramit and said tiredly, “So this is the mortal remains of Dexter Coffin?”


  Indrapramit put his chin on his thumbs, fingers interlaced thoughtfully before lips that had dried and cracked in the summer heat. “We won’t know for sure until the DNA comes back.” One knee-tall spit-shined boot wrapped in a sterile bootie prodded forward, failing to come within fifteen centimeters of the corpse. Was he jumpy? Or just being careful about contamination?


  He said, “What do you make of that, Boss?”


  “Well.” Ferron stood, straightening a kinked spine. “If that is Dexter Coffin, he picked an apt handle, didn’t he?”


  Coffin’s luxurious private one-room flat had been sealed when patrol officers arrived, summoned on a welfare check after he did not respond to the flat’s minder. When police had broken down the door—the emergency overrides had been locked out—they had found this. This pink tube. This enormous sausage. This meaty object like a child’s toy “eel,” a long squashed torus full of fluid.


  If you had a hand big enough to pick it up, Ferron imagined it would squirt right out of your grasp again.


  Ferron was confident it represented sufficient mass for a full-grown adult. But how, exactly, did you manage to just … invert someone?


  The Sub-Inspector stepped back from the corpse to turn a slow, considering circle.


  The flat was set for entertaining. The bed, the appliances were folded away. The western-style table was elevated and extended for dining, a shelf disassembled for chairs. There was a workspace in one corner, not folded away—Ferron presumed—because of the sheer inconvenience of putting away that much mysterious, technical-looking equipment. Depth projections in spare, modernist frames adorned the wall behind: enhanced-color images of a gorgeous cacaphony of stars. Something from one of the orbital telescopes, probably, because there were too many thousands of them populating the sky for Ferron to recognize the navagraha—the signs of the Hindu Zodiac, despite her education.


  In the opposite corner of the apt, where you would see it whenever you raised your eyes from the workstation, stood a brass Ganesha. The small offering tray before him held packets of kumkum and turmeric, fragrant blossoms, an antique American dime, a crumbling, unburned stick of agarbathi thrust into a banana. A silk shawl, as indigo as the midnight heavens, lay draped across the god’s brass thighs.


  “Cute,” said Indrapramit dryly, following her gaze. “The Yank is going native.”


  At the dinner table, two western-style place settings anticipated what Ferron guessed would have been a romantic evening. If one of the principles had not gotten himself turned inside out.


  “Where’s the cat?” Indrapramit said, gesturing to the fading paw-print trails. He seemed calm, Ferron decided.


  And she needed to stop hovering over him like she expected the cracks to show any second. Because she was only going to make him worse by worrying. He’d been back on the job for a month and a half now: it was time for her to relax. To trust the seven years they had been partners and friends, and to trust him to know what he needed as he made his transition back to active duty—and how to ask for it.


  Except that would mean laying aside her displacement behavior, and dealing with her own problems.


  “I was wondering the same thing,” Ferron admitted. “Hiding from the farang, I imagine. Here, puss puss. Here puss—”


  She crossed to the cabinets and rummaged inside. There was a bowl of water, almost dry, and an empty food bowl in a corner by the sink. The food would be close by.


  It took her less than thirty seconds to locate a tin decorated with fish skeletons and paw prints. Inside, gray-brown pellets smelled oily. She set the bowl on the counter and rattled a handful of kibble into it.


  “Miaow?” something said from a dark corner beneath the lounge that probably converted into Coffin’s bed.


  “Puss puss puss?” She picked up the water bowl, washed it out, filled it up again from the potable tap. Something lofted from the floor to the countertop and headbutted her arm, purring madly. It was a last-year’s-generation parrot-cat, a hyacinth-blue puffball on sun-yellow paws rimmed round the edges with brownish stains. It had a matching tuxedo ruff and goatee and piercing golden eyes that caught and concentrated the filtered sunlight.


  “Now, are you supposed to be on the counter?”


  “Miaow,” the cat said, cocking its head inquisitively. It didn’t budge.


  Indrapramit was at Ferron’s elbow. “Doesn’t it talk?”


  “Hey, Puss,” Ferron said. “What’s your name?”


  It sat down, balanced neatly on the rail between sink and counter-edge, and flipped its blue fluffy tail over its feet. Its purr vibrated its whiskers and the long hairs of its ruff. Ferron offered it a bit of kibble, and it accepted ceremoniously.


  “Must be new,” Indrapramit said. “Though you’d expect an adult to have learned to talk in the cattery.”


  “Not new.” Ferron offered a fingertip to the engineered animal. It squeezed its eyes at her and deliberately wiped first one side of its muzzle against her areactin glove, and then the other. “Did you see the cat hair on the lounge?”


  Indrapramit paused, considering. “Wiped.”


  “Our only witness. And she has amnesia.” She turned to Indrapramit. “We need to find out who Coffin was expecting. Pull transit records. And I want a five-hour phone track log of every individual who came within fifty meters of this flat between twenty hundred yesterday and when Patrol broke down the doors. Let’s get some technical people in to figure out what that pile of gear in the corner is. And who called in the welfare check?”


  “Not a lot of help there, boss.” Indrapramit’s gold-tinted irises flickscrolled over data—the Constable was picking up a feed skinned over immediate perceptions. Ferron wanted to issue a mild reprimand for inattention to the scene, but it seemed churlish when Indrapramit was following orders. “When he didn’t come online this morning for work, his supervisor became concerned. The supervisor was unable to raise him voice or text. He contacted the flat’s minder, and when it reported no response to repeated queries, he called for help.”


  Ferron contemplated the shattered edges of the smashed-in door before returning her attention to the corpse. “I know the door was locked out on emergency mode. Patrol’s override didn’t work?”


  Indrapramit had one of the more deadpan expressions among the deadpan-trained and certified officers of the Bengaluru City Police. “Evidently.”


  “Well, while you’re online, have them bring in a carrier for the witness.” She indicated the hyacinth parrot-cat. “I’ll take custody of her.”


  “How do you know it’s a her?”


  “She has a feminine face. Lotus eyes like Draupadi.”


  He looked at her.


  She grinned. “I’m guessing.”


  Ferron had turned off all her skins and feeds while examining the crime scene, but the police link was permanent. An icon blinked discreetly in one corner of her interface, its yellow glow unappealing beside the salmon and coral of Coffin’s taut-stretched innards. Accepting the contact was just a matter of an eye-flick. There was a decoding shimmer and one side of the interface spawned an image of Coffin in life.


  Coffin had not been a visually vivid individual. Unaffected, Ferron thought, unless dressing one’s self in sensible medium-pale brown skin and dark hair with classically Brahmin features counted as an affectation. That handle—Dexter Coffin, and wouldn’t Sinister Coffin be a more logical choice?—seemed to indicate a more flamboyant personality. Ferron made a note of that: out of such small inconsistencies did a homicide case grow.


  “So how does one get from this”—Ferron gestured to the image, which should be floating in Indrapramit’s interface as well—“to that?”—the corpse on the rug. “In a locked room, no less?”


  Indrapramit shrugged. He seemed comfortable enough in the presence of the body, and Ferron wished she could stop examining him for signs of stress. Maybe his rightminding was working. It wasn’t too much to hope for, and good treatments for post-traumatic stress had been in development since the Naughties.


  But Indrapramit was a relocant: all his family was in a village somewhere up near Mumbai. He had no people here, and so Ferron felt it was her responsibility as his partner to look out for him. At least, that was what she told herself.


  He said, “He swallowed a black hole?”


  “I like living in the future.” Ferron picked at the edge of an areactin glove. “So many interesting ways to die.”


  Ferron and Indrapramit left the aptblock through the crowds of Coffin’s neighbors. It was a block of unrelateds. Apparently Coffin had no family in Bengaluru, but it nevertheless seemed as if every (living) resident had heard the news and come down. The common areas were clogged with grans and youngers, sibs and parents and cousins—all wailing grief, trickling tears, leaning on each other, being interviewed by newsies and blogbots. Ferron took one look at the press in the living area and on the street beyond and juggled the cat carrier into her left hand. She slapped a stripped-off palm against the courtyard door. It swung open—you couldn’t lock somebody in—and Ferron and Indrapramit stepped out into the shade of the household sunfarm.


  The trees were old. This block had been here a long time; long enough that the sunfollowing black vanes of the lower leaves were as long as Ferron’s arm. Someone in the block maintained them carefully, too—they were polished clean with soft cloth, no clogging particles allowed to remain. Condensation trickled down the clear tubules in their trunks to pool in underground catchpots.


  Ferron leaned back against a trunk, basking in the cool, and yawned. “You okay, boss?”


  “Tired,” Ferron said. “If we hadn’t caught the homicide—if it is a homicide—I’d be on a crash cycle now. I had to re-up, and there’ll be hell to pay once it wears off.”


  “Boss—”


  “It’s only my second forty-eight hours,” Ferron said, dismissing Indrapramit’s concern with a ripple of her fingers. Gold rings glinted, but not on her wedding finger. Her short nails were manicured in an attempt to look professional, a reminder not to bite. “I’d go hypomanic for weeks at a time at university. Helps you cram, you know.”


  Indrapramit nodded. He didn’t look happy.


  The Sub-Inspector shook the residue of the areactin from her hands before rubbing tired eyes with numb fingers. Feeds jittered until the movement resolved. Mail was piling up—press requests, paperwork. There was no time to deal with it now.


  “Anyway,” Ferron said. “I’ve already reupped, so you’re stuck with me for another forty at least. Where do you think we start?”


  “Interview lists,” Indrapramit said promptly. Climbing figs hung with ripe fruit twined the sunfarm; gently, the Senior Constable reached up and plucked one. When it popped between his teeth, its intense gritty sweetness echoed through the interface. It was a good fig.


  Ferron reached up and stole one too.


  “Miaow?” said the cat.


  “Hush.” Ferron slicked tendrils of hair bent on escaping her conservative bun off her sweating temples. “I don’t know how you can wear those boots.”


  “State of the art materials,” he said. Chewing a second fig, he jerked his chin at her practical sandals. “Chappals when you might have to run through broken glass, or kick down a door?”


  She let it slide into silence. “Junior grade can handle the family for now. It’s bulk interviews. I’ll take Chairman Miaow here to the tech and get her scanned. Wait, Coffin was Employed? Doing what, and by whom?”


  “Physicist,” Indrapramit said, linking a list of coworker and project names, a brief description of the biotech firm Coffin had worked for, like half of Employed Bengaluru ever since the medical tourism days. It was probably a better job than homicide cop. “Distributed. Most of his work group aren’t even in this time zone.”


  “What does BioShell need with physicists?”


  Silently, Indrapramit pointed up at the vanes of the suntrees, clinking faintly in their infinitesimal movements as they tracked the sun. “Quantum bioengineer,” he explained, after a suitable pause.


  “Right,” Ferron said. “Well, Forensic will want us out from underfoot while they process the scene. I guess we can start drawing up interview lists.”


  “Interview lists and lunch?” Indrapramit asked hopefully.


  Ferron refrained from pointing out that they had just come out of an apt with an inside-out stiff in it. “Masala dosa?”


  Indrapramit grinned. “I saw an SLV down the street.”


  “I’ll call our tech,” Ferron said. “Let’s see if we can sneak out the service entrance and dodge the press.”


  


  


  Ferron and Indrapramit (and the cat) made their way to the back gate. Indrapramit checked the security cameras on the alley behind the block: his feed said it was deserted except for a waste management vehicle. But as Ferron presented her warrant card—encoded in cloud, accessible through the Omni she wore on her left hip to balance the stun pistol—the energyefficient safety lights ringing the doorway faded from cool white to a smoldering yellow, and then cut out entirely.


  “Bugger,” Ferron said. “Power cut.”


  “How, in a block with a sunfarm?”


  “Loose connection?” she asked, rattling the door against the bolt just in case it had flipped back before the juice died. The cat protested. Gently, Ferron set the carrier down, out of the way. Then she kicked the door in frustration and jerked her foot back, cursing. Chappals, indeed.


  Indrapramit regarded her mildly. “You shouldn’t have re-upped.”


  She arched an eyebrow at him and put her foot down on the floor gingerly. The toes protested. “You suggesting I should modulate my stress response, Constable?”


  “As long as you’re adjusting your biochemistry … ”


  She sighed. “It’s not work,” she said. “It’s my mother. She’s gone Atavistic, and—”


  “Ah,” Indrapramit said. “Spending your inheritance on virtual life?”


  Ferron turned her face away. Worse, she texted. She’s not going to be able to pay her archiving fees.


  —Isn’t she on assistance? Shouldn’t the dole cover that?


  —Yeah, but she lives in A.R. She’s always been a gamer, but since Father died … it’s an addiction. She archives everything. And has since I was a child. We’re talking terabytes. Petabytes. Yottabytes. I don’t know. and she’s after me to “borrow” the money.


  “Ooof,” he said. “That’s a tough one.” Briefly, his hand brushed her arm: sympathy and human warmth.


  She leaned into it before she pulled away. She didn’t tell him that she’d been paying those bills for the past eighteen months, and it was getting to the point where she couldn’t support her mother’s habit any more. She knew what she had to do. She just didn’t know how to make herself do it.


  Her mother was her mother. She’d built everything about Ferron, from the DNA up. The programming to honor and obey ran deep. Duty. Felicity. Whatever you wanted to call it.


  In frustration, unable to find the words for what she needed to explain properly, she said, “I need to get one of those black market DNA patches and reprogram my overengineered genes away from filial devotion.”


  He laughed, as she had meant. “You can do that legally in Russia.”


  “Gee,” she said. “You’re a help. Hey, what if we—” Before she could finish her suggestion that they slip the lock, the lights glimmered on again and the door, finally registering her override, clicked.


  “There,” Indrapramit said. “Could have been worse.”


  “Miaow,” said the cat.


  “Don’t worry, Chairman,” Ferron answered. “I wasn’t going to forget you.”


  The street hummed: autorickshaws, glidecycles, bikes, pedestrials, and swarms of foot traffic. The babble of languages: Kannada, Hindi, English, Chinese, Japanese. Coffin’s aptblock was in one of the older parts of the New City. It was an American ghetto: most of the residents had come here for work, and spoke English as a primary—sometimes an only—language. In the absence of family to stay with, they had banded together. Coffin’s address had once been trendy and now, fifty years after its conversion, was fallen on—not hard times, exactly, but a period of more moderate means. The street still remembered better days. It was bulwarked on both sides by the shaggy green cubes of aptblocks, black suntrees growing through their centers, but what lined each avenue were the feathery cassia trees, their branches dripping pink, golden, and terra-cotta blossoms.


  Cassia , Ferron thought. A Greek word of uncertain antecedents, possibly related to the English word cassia, meaning Chinese or mainland cinnamon. But these trees were not spices; indeed, the black pods of the golden cassia were a potent medicine in Ayurvedic traditions, and those of the rose cassia had been used since ancient times as a purgative for horses.


  Ferron wiped sweat from her forehead again, and—speaking of horses— reined in the overly helpful commentary of her classical education.


  The wall- and roofgardens of the aptblocks demonstrated a great deal about who lived there. The Coffin kinblock was well-tended, green and lush, dripping with brinjal and tomatoes. A couple of youngers—probably still in schooling, even if they weren’t Employment track—clambered up and down ladders weeding and feeding and harvesting, and cleaning the windows shaded here and there by the long green trail of sweet potato vines. But the next kinship block down was sere enough to draw a fine, the suntrees in its court sagging and miserable-looking. Ferron could make out the narrow tubes of drip irrigators behind crisping foliage on the near wall.


  Ferron must have snorted, because Indrapramit said, “What are they doing with their graywater, then?”


  “Maybe it’s abandoned?” Unlikely. Housing in the New City wasn’t exactly so plentiful that an empty block would remain empty for long.


  “Maybe they can’t afford the plumber.”


  That made Ferron snort again, and start walking. But she snapped an image of the dying aptblock nonetheless, and emailed it to Environmental Services. They’d handle the ticket, if they decided the case warranted one.


  The Sri Lakshmi Venkateshwara—SLV—was about a hundred meters on, an open-air food stand shaded by a grove of engineered neem trees, their panel leaves angling to follow the sun. Hunger hadn’t managed to penetrate Ferron’s re-upped hypomania yet, but it would be a good idea to eat anyway: the brain might not be in any shape to notice that the body needed maintenance, but failing to provide that maintenance just added extra interest to the bill when it eventually came due.


  Ferron ordered an enormous, potato-and-pea stuffed crepe against Indrapramit’s packet of samosas, plus green coconut water. Disdaining the SLV’s stand-up tables, they ventured a little further along the avenue until they found a bench to eat them on. News and ads flickered across the screen on its back. Ferron set the cat carrier on the seat between them.


  Indrapramit dropped a somebody-else’s-problem skin around them for privacy and unwrapped his first samosa. Flocks of green and yellow parrots wheeled in the trees nearby; the boldest dozen fluttered down to hop and scuffle where the crumbs might fall. You couldn’t skin yourself out of the perceptions of the unwired world.


  Indrapramit raised his voice to be heard over their arguments. “You shouldn’t have re-upped.”


  The dosa was good—as crisp as she wanted, served with a smear of red curry. Ferron ate most of it, meanwhile grab-and-pasting names off of Coffin’s known associates lists onto an interfaced interview plan, before answering.


  “Most homicides are closed—if they get closed—in the first forty-eight hours. It’s worth a little hypomania binge to find Coffin’s killer.”


  “There’s more than one murder every two days in this city, boss.”


  “Sure.” She had a temper, but this wasn’t the time to exercise it. She knew, given her family history, Indrapramit worried secretly that she’d succumb to addiction and abuse of the rightminding chemicals. The remaining bites of the dosa got sent to meet their brethren, peas popping between her teeth. The wrapper went into the recycler beside the bench. “But we don’t catch every case that flies through.”


  Indrapramit tossed wadded-up paper at Ferron’s head. Ferron batted it into that recycler too. “No, yaar. Just all of them this week.”


  The targeted ads bleeding off the bench-back behind Ferron were scientifically designed to attract her attention, which only made them more annoying. Some too-attractive citizen squalled about rightminding programs for geriatrics (“Bring your parents into the modern age!”), and the news—in direct, loud counterpoint—was talking about the latest orbital telescope discoveries: apparently a star some twenty thousand light years away, in the Andromeda Galaxy, had suddenly begun exhibiting a flickering pattern that some astronomers considered a possible precursor to a nova event.


  The part of her brain that automatically built such parallels said: Andromeda. Contained within the span of Uttara Bhadrapada. The twentysixth nakshatra in Hindu astronomy, although she was not a sign of the Zodiac to the Greeks. Pegasus was also in Uttara Bhadrapada. Ferron devoted a few more cycles to wondering if there was any relationship other than coincidental between the legendary serpent Ahir Budhnya, the deity of Uttara Bhadrapada, and the sea monster Cetus, set to eat—devour, the Greeks were so melodramatic—the chained Andromeda.


  The whole thing fell under the influence of the god Aryaman, whose path was the Milky Way—the Heavenly Ganges.


  You’re overqualified, madam. Oh, she could have been the professor, the academic her mother had dreamed of making her, in all those long hours spent in virtual reproductions of myths the world around. She could have been. But if she’d really wanted to make her mother happy, she would have pursued Egyptology, too.


  But she wasn’t, and it was time she got her mind back on the job she did have.


  Ferron flicked on the feeds she’d shut off to attend the crime scene. She didn’t like to skin on the job: a homicide cop’s work depended heavily on unfiltered perceptions, and if you trimmed everything and everyone irritating or disagreeable out of reality, the odds were pretty good that you’d miss the truth behind a crime. But sometimes you had to make an exception.


  She linked up, turned up her spam filters and ad blockers, and sorted more Known Associates files. Speaking of her mother, that required ignoring all those lion-headed message-waiting icons blinking in a corner of her feed—and the pileup of news and personal messages in her assimilator.


  Lions. Bengaluru’s state capitol was topped with a statue of a fourheaded lion, guarding each of the cardinal directions. The ancient symbol of India was part of why Ferron’s mother chose that symbolism. But only part.


  She set the messages to hide, squirming with guilt as she did, and concentrated on the work-related mail.


  When she looked up, Indrapramit appeared to have finished both his sorting and his samosas. “All right, what have you got?”


  “Just this.” She dumped the interview files to his headspace.


  The Senior Constable blinked upon receipt. “Ugh. That’s even more than I thought.”


  First on Ferron’s interview list were the dead man’s coworkers, based on the simple logic that if anybody knew how to turn somebody inside out, it was likely to be another physicist. Indrapramit went back to the aptblock to continue interviewing more-or-less hysterical neighbors in a quest for the name of any potential lover or assignation from the night before.


  It was the task least likely to be any fun at all. But then, Ferron was the senior officer. Rank hath its privileges. Someday, Indrapramit would be making junior colleagues follow up horrible gutwork.


  The bus, it turned out, ran right from the corner where Coffin’s kinblock’s street intercepted the main road. Proximity made her choose it over the mag-lev Metro, but she soon regretted her decision, because it then wound in a drunken pattern through what seemed like the majority of Bengaluru.


  She was lucky enough to find a seat—it wasn’t a crowded hour. She registered her position with dispatch and settled down to wait and talk to the hyacinth cat, since it was more than sunny enough that no one needed to pedal. She waited it out for the transfer point anyway: that bus ran straight to the U District, where BioShell had its offices.


  Predictable. Handy for head-hunting, and an easy walk for any BioShell employee who might also teach classes. As it seemed, by the number of Professor So-and-sos on Ferron’s list, that many of them did.


  Her tech, a short wide-bellied man who went by the handle Ravindra, caught up with her while she was still leaned against the second bus’s warm, tinted window. He hopped up the steps two at a time, belying his bulk, and shooed a citizen out of the seat beside Ferron with his investigator’s card.


  Unlike peace officers, who had long since been spun out as distributed employees, techs performed their functions amid the equipment and resources of a centralized lab. But today, Ravindra had come equipped for fieldwork. He stood, steadying himself on the grab bar, and spread his kit out on the now-unoccupied aisle seat while Ferron coaxed the cat from her carrier under the seat.


  “Good puss,” Ravindra said, riffling soft fur until he found the contact point behind the animal’s ears. His probe made a soft, satisfied beep as he connected it. The cat relaxed bonelessly, purring. “You want a complete download?”


  “Whatever you can get,” Ferron said. “It looks like she’s been wiped.


  She won’t talk, anyway.”


  “Could be trauma, boss,” Ravindra said dubiously. “Oh, DNA results are back. That’s your inside-out vic, all right. The autopsy was just getting started when I left, and Doc said to tell you that to a first approximation, it looked like all the bits were there, albeit not necessarily in the proper sequence.”


  “Well, that’s a relief.” The bus lurched. “At least it’s the correct dead guy.”


  “Miaow,” said the cat.


  “What is your name, puss?” Ravindra asked.


  “Chairman Miaow,” the cat said, in a sweet doll’s voice.


  “Oh, no,” Ferron said. “That’s just what I’ve been calling her.”


  “Huh.” Ravindra frowned at the readouts that must be scrolling across his feed. “Did you feed her, boss?”


  “Yeah,” Ferron said. “To get her out from under the couch.” He nodded, and started rolling up his kit. As he disconnected the probe, he said, “I downloaded everything there was. It’s not much. And I’ll take a tissue sample for further investigation, but I don’t think this cat was wiped.”


  “But there’s nothing—”


  “I know,” he said. “Not wiped. This one’s factory-new. And it’s bonded to you. Congratulations, Sub-Inspector. I think you have a cat.”


  “I can’t—” she said, and paused. “I already have a fox. My mother’s fox, rather. I’m taking care of it for her.”


  “Mine,” the cat said distinctly, rubbing her blue-and-yellow muzzle along Ferron’s uniform sleeve, leaving behind a scraping of azure lint. “I imagine they can learn to cohabitate.” He shouldered his kit. “Anyway, it’s unlikely Chairman Miaow here will be any use as a witness, but I’ll pick over the data anyway and get back to you. It’s not even a gig.”


  “Damn,” she said. “I was hoping she’d seen the killer. So even if she’s brand-new … why hadn’t she bonded to Coffin?”


  “He hadn’t fed her,” Ravindra said. “And he hadn’t given her a name.


  She’s a sweetie, though.” He scratched behind her ears. A funny expression crossed his face. “You know, I’ve been wondering for ages—how did you wind up choosing to be called Ferron, anyway?”


  “My mother used to say I was stubborn as iron.” Ferron managed to keep what she knew would be a pathetically adolescent shrug off her shoulders. “She was fascinated by Egypt, but I studied Classics—Latin, Greek, Sanskrit. Some Chinese stuff. And I liked the name. Ferrum, iron.


  She won’t use it. She still uses my cradlename.” Even when I’m paying her bills.


  The lion-face still blinked there, muted but unanswered. In a fit of irritation, Ferron banished it. It wasn’t like she would forget to call. Once she had time, she promised the ghost of her mother. Ravindra, she realized, was staring at her quizzically. “How did a classicist wind up a murder cop?”


  Ferron snorted. “You ever try to find Employment as a classicist?”


  Ravindra got off at the next stop. Ferron watched him walk away, whistling for an autorickshaw to take him back to the lab. She scratched Chairman Miaow under the chin and sighed.


  In another few minutes, she reached the University District and disembarked, still burdened with cat and carrier. It was a pleasant walk from the stop, despite the heat of the end of the dry season. It was late June, and Ferron wondered what it had been like before the Shift, when the monsoons would have started already, breaking the back of the heat.


  The walk from the bus took under fifteen minutes, the cat a dozy puddle. A patch of sweat spread against Ferron’s summerweight trousers where the carrier bumped softly against her hip. She knew she retraced Coffin’s route on those rare days when he might choose to report to the office.


  Nearing the Indian Institute of Science, Ferron became aware that clothing styles were shifting—self-consciously Green Earther living fabric and ironic, ill-fitting student antiques predominated. Between the buildings and the statuary of culture heroes—R. K. Narayan, Ratan Tata, stark-white with serene or stern expressions—the streets still swarmed, and would until long after nightfall. A prof-caste wearing a live-cloth salwar kameez strutted past; Ferron was all too aware that the outfit would cost a week’s salary for even a fairly high-ranking cop.


  The majority of these people were Employed. They wore salwar kameez or suits and they had that purpose in their step—unlike most citizens, who weren’t in too much of a hurry to get anywhere, especially in the heat of day. It was easier to move in the university quarter, because traffic flowed with intent. Ferron, accustomed to stepping around windowbrowsing Supplemented and people out for their mandated exercise, felt stress dropping away as the greenery, trees, and gracious old nineteenth and twentieth century buildings of the campus rose up on every side.


  As she walked under the chin of Mohandas Gandhi, Ferron felt the familiar irritation that female police pioneer Kiran Bedi, one of her own personal idols, was not represented among the statuary. There was hijra activist Shabnam Mausi behind a row of well-tended planters, though, which was somewhat satisfying.


  Some people found it unsettling to be surrounded by so much brick, poured concrete, and mined stone—the legacy of cooler, more energyrich times. Ferron knew that the bulk of the university’s buildings were more efficient green structures, but those tended to blend into their surroundings. The overwhelming impression was still that of a return to a simpler time: 1870, perhaps, or 1955. Ferron wouldn’t have wanted to see the whole city gone this way, but it was good that some of the history had been preserved.


  Having bisecting campus, Ferron emerged along a prestigious street of much more modern buildings. No vehicles larger than bicycles were allowed here, and the roadbed swarmed with those, people on foot, and pedestrials. Ferron passed a rack of share-bikes and a newly constructed green building, still uninhabited, the leaves of its suntrees narrow, immature, and furled. They’d soon be spread wide, and the structure fully tenanted.


  The BioShell office itself was a showpiece on the ground floor of a business block, with a live receptionist visible behind foggy photosynthetic glass walls. I’d hate a job where you can’t pick your nose in case the pedestrians see it. Of course, Ferron hadn’t chosen to be as decorative as the receptionist. A certain stern plainness helped get her job done.


  “Hello,” Ferron said, as the receptionist smoothed brown hair over a shoulder. “I’m Police Sub-Inspector Ferron. I’m here to see Dr. Rao.”


  “A moment, madam,” the receptionist said, gesturing graciously to a chair.


  Ferron set heels together in parade rest and—impassive—waited. It was only a few moments before a shimmer of green flickered across the receptionist’s iris.


  “First door on the right, madam, and then up the stairs. Do you require a guide?”


  “Thank you,” Ferron said, glad she hadn’t asked about the cat. “I think I can find it.”


  There was an elevator for the disabled, but the stairs were not much further on. Ferron lugged Chairman Miaow through the fire door at the top and paused a moment to catch her breath. A steady hum came from the nearest room, to which the door stood ajar.


  Ferron picked her way across a lush biorug sprinkled with violet and yellow flowers and tapped lightly. A voice rose over the hum. “Namaskar!”


  Dr. Rao was a slender, tall man whose eyes were framed in heavy creases. He walked forward at a moderate speed on a treadmill, and oldfashioned keyboard and monitor mounted on a swivel arm before him. As Ferron entered, he pushed the arm aside, but kept walking. An amber light flickered green as the monitor went dark: he was charging batteries now.


  “Namaskar,” Ferron replied. She tried not to stare too obviously at the walking desk.


  She must have failed.


  “Part of my rightminding, madam,” Rao said with an apologetic shrug. “I’ve fibromyalgia, and mild exercise helps. You must be the Sub-Inspector. How do you take your mandated exercise? You carry yourself with such confidence.”


  “I am a practitioner of kalari payat,” Ferron said, naming a South Indian martial art. “It’s useful in my work.”


  “Well,” he said. “I hope you’ll see no need to demonstrate any upon me. Is that a cat?”


  “Sorry, saab,” Ferron said. “It’s work-related. She can wait in the hall if you mind—”


  “No, not at all. Actually, I love cats. She can come out, if she’s not too scared.”


  “Oouuuuut!” said Chairman Miaow.


  “I guess that settles that.” Ferron unzipped the carrier, and the hyacinth parrot-cat sauntered out and leaped up to the treadmill’s handrail.


  “Niranjana?” Dr. Rao said, in surprise. “Excuse me, madam, but what are you doing with Dr. Coffin’s cat?”


  “You know this cat?”


  “Of course I do.” He stopped walking, and scratched the cat under her chin. She stretched her head out like a lazy snake, balanced lightly on four daffodil paws. “She comes here about twice a month.”


  “New!” the cat disagreed. “Who you?”


  “Niranjana, it’s Rao. You know me.”


  “Rrraaao?” she said, cocking her head curiously. Adamantly, she said, “New! My name Chairman Miaow!”


  Dr. Rao’s forehead wrinkled. To Ferron, over the cat’s head, he said, “Is Dexter with you? Is he all right?”


  “I’m afraid that’s why I’m here,” Ferron said. “It is my regretful duty to inform you that Dexter Coffin appears to have been murdered in his home sometime over the night. Saab, law requires that I inform you that this conversation is being recorded. Anything you say may be entered in evidence. You have the right to skin your responses or withhold information, but if you choose to do so, under certain circumstances a court order may be obtained to download and decode associated cloud memories. Do you understand this caution?”


  “Oh dear,” Dr. Rao said. “When I called the police, I didn’t expect—”


  “I know,” Ferron said. “But do you understand the caution, saab?”


  “I do,” he said. A yellow peripheral node in Ferron’s visual field went green.


  She said, “Do you confirm this is his cat?”


  “I’d know her anywhere,” Dr. Rao said. “The markings are very distinctive. Dexter brought her in quite often. She’s been wiped? How awful.”


  “We’re investigating,” Ferron said, relieved to be back in control of the conversation. “I’m afraid I’ll need details of what Coffin was working on, his contacts, any romantic entanglements, any professional rivalries or enemies—”


  “Of course,” Dr. Rao said. He pulled his interface back around and began typing. “I’ll generate you a list. As for what he was working on—I’m afraid there are a lot of trade secrets involved, but we’re a biomedical engineering firm, as I’m sure you’re aware. Dexter’s particular project has been applications in four-dimensional engineering.”


  “I’m afraid,” Ferron said, “that means nothing to me.”


  “Of course.” He pressed a key. The cat peered over his shoulder, apparently fascinated by the blinking lights on the monitor.


  The hyperlink blinked live in Ferron’s feed. She accessed it and received a brief education in the theoretical physics of reaching around threedimensional shapes in space-time. A cold sweat slicked her palms. She told herself it was just the second hypomania re-up.


  “Closed-heart surgery,” she said. During the medical tourism boom, Bengaluru’s economy had thrived. They’d found other ways to make ends meet now that people no longer traveled so profligately, but the state remained one of India’s centers of medical technology. Ferron wondered about the applications for remote surgery, and what the economic impact of this technology could be.


  “Sure. Or extracting an appendix without leaving a scar. Inserting stem cells into bone marrow with no surgical trauma, freeing the body to heal disease instead of infection and wounds. It’s revolutionary. If we can get it working.”


  “Saab … ” She stroked Chairman Miaow’s sleek azure head. “Could it be used as a weapon?”


  “Anything can be used as a weapon,” he said. A little too fast? But his skin conductivity and heart rate revealed no deception, no withholding. “Look, Sub-Inspector. Would you like some coffee?”


  “I’d love some,” she admitted.


  He tapped a few more keys and stepped down from the treadmill. She’d have thought the typing curiously inefficient, but he certainly seemed to get things done fast.


  “Religious reasons, saab?” she asked.


  “Hmm?” He glanced at the monitor. “No. I’m just an eccentric. I prefer one information stream at a time. And I like to come here and do my work, and keep my home at home.”


  “Oh.” Ferron laughed, following him across the office to a set of antique lacquered chairs. Chairman Miaow minced after them, stopping to sniff the unfamiliar rug and roll in a particularly lush patch. Feeling like she was making a huge confession, Ferron said, “I turn off my feeds sometimes too. Skin out. It helps me concentrate.”


  He winked.


  She said, “So tell me about Dexter and his cat.”


  “Well …” He glanced guiltily at Chairman Miaow. “She was very advanced. He obviously spent a great deal of time working with her. Complete sentences, conversation on about the level of an imaginative five-year old. That’s one of our designs, by the way.”


  “Parrot cats?”


  “The hyacinth variety. We’re working on an Eclectus variant for next year’s market. Crimson and plum colors. You know they have a much longer lifespan than the root stock? Parrot-cats should be able to live for thirty to fifty years, though of course the design hasn’t been around long enough for experimental proof.”


  “I did not. About Dr. Coffin—” she paused, and scanned the lists of enemies and contacts that Dr. Rao had provided, cross-referencing it with files and the reports of three interviews that had come in from Indrapramit in the last five minutes. Another contact request from her mother blinked away officiously. She dismissed it. “I understand he wasn’t born here?”


  “He traveled,” Dr. Rao said in hushed tones. “From America.”


  “Huh,” Ferron said. “He relocated for a job? Medieval. How did BioShell justify the expense—and the carbon burden?”


  “A unique skill set. We bring in people from many places, actually. He was well-liked here: his work was outstanding, and he was charming enough—and talented enough—that his colleagues forgave him some of the … vagaries in his rightminding.”


  “Vagaries … ?”


  “He was a depressive, madam,” Dr. Rao said. “Prone to fairly serious fits of existential despair. Medication and surgery controlled it adequately that he was functional, but not completely enough that he was always … comfortable.”


  “When you say existential despair … ?” Ferron was a past master of the open-ended hesitation.


  Dr. Rao seemed cheerfully willing to fill them in for her. “He questioned the worth and value of pretty much every human endeavor. Of existence itself.”


  “So he was a bit nihilistic?”


  “Nihilism denies value. Dexter was willing to believe that compassion had value—not intrinsic value, you understand. But assigned value. He believed that the best thing a human being could aspire to was to limit suffering.”


  “That explains his handle.”


  Dr. Rao chuckled. “It does, doesn’t it? Anyway, he was brilliant.”


  “I assume that means that BioShell will suffer in his absence.”


  “The fourth-dimension project is going to fall apart without him,” Dr. Rao said candidly. “It’s going to take a global search to replace him. And we’ll have to do it quickly; release of the technology was on the anvil.”


  Ferron thought about the inside-out person in the midst of his rug, his flat set for an intimate dinner for two. “Dr. Rao … ”


  “Yes, Sub-Inspector?”


  “In your estimation, would Dr. Coffin commit suicide?”


  He steepled his fingers and sighed. “It’s … possible. But he was very devoted to his work, and his psych evaluations did not indicate it as an immediate danger. I’d hate to think so.”


  “Because you’d feel like you should have done more? You can’t save somebody from themselves, Dr. Rao.”


  “Sometimes,” he said, “a word in the dark is all it takes.”


  “Dr. Coffin worked from home. Was any of his lab equipment there? Is it possible that he died in an accident?”


  Dr. Rao’s eyebrows rose. “Now I’m curious about the nature of his demise, I’m afraid. He should not have had any proprietary equipment at home: we maintain a lab for him here, and his work at home should have been limited to theory and analysis. But of course he’d have an array of interfaces.”


  The coffee arrived, brought in by a young man with a ready smile who set the tray on the table and vanished again without a word. No doubt pleased to be Employed.


  As Dr. Rao poured from a solid old stoneware carafe, he transitioned to small talk. “Some exciting news about the Andromeda Galaxy, isn’t it? They’ve named the star Al-Rahman.”


  “I thought stars were named by coordinates and catalogue number these days.”


  “They are,” Rao said. “But it’s fitting for this one have a little romance. People being what they are, someone would have named it if the science community didn’t. And Abd Al-Rahman Al-Sufi was the first astronomer to describe the Andromeda Galaxy, around 960 A.D. He called it the ‘little cloud.’ It’s also called Messier 31—”


  “Do you think it’s a nova precursor, saab?”


  He handed her the coffee—something that smelled pricy and rich, probably from the hills—and offered cream and sugar. She added a lump of the latter to her cup with the tongs, stirred in cream, and selected a lemon biscuit from the little plate he nudged toward her.


  “That’s what they said on the news,” he said.


  “Meaning you don’t believe it?”


  “You’re sharp,” he said admiringly.


  “I’m a homicide investigator,” she said.


  He reached into his pocket and withdrew a small injection kit. The hypo hissed alarmingly as he pressed it to his skin. He winced.


  “Insulin?” she asked, restraining herself from an incredibly rude question about why he hadn’t had stem cells, if he was diabetic.


  He shook his head. “Scotophobin. Also part of my rightminding. I have short-term memory issues.” He picked up a chocolate biscuit and bit into it decisively.


  She’d taken the stuff herself, in school and when cramming for her police exams. She also refused to be derailed. “So you don’t think this star—”


  “Al-Rahman.”


  “—Al-Rahman. You don’t think it’s going nova?”


  “Oh, it might be,” he said. “But what would say if I told you that its pattern is a repeating series of prime numbers?”


  The sharp tartness of lemon shortbread turned to so much grit in her mouth. “I beg your pardon.”


  “Someone is signaling us,” Dr. Rao said. “Or I should say, was signaling us. A long, long time ago. Somebody with the technology necessary to tune the output of their star.”


  “Explain,” she said, setting the remainder of the biscuit on her saucer.


  “Al-Rahman is more than two and a half million light years away. That means that the light we’re seeing from it was modulated when the first identifiable humans were budding off the hominid family tree. Even if we could send a signal back … The odds are very good that they’re all gone now. It was just a message in a bottle. We were here.”


  “The news said twenty thousand light years.”


  “The news.” He scoffed. “Do they ever get police work right?”


  “Never,” Ferron said fervently.


  “Science either.” He glanced up as the lights dimmed. “Another brownout.”


  An unformed idea tickled the back of Ferron’s mind. “Do you have a sunfarm?”


  “BioShell is entirely self-sufficient,” he confirmed. “It’s got to be a bug, but we haven’t located it yet. Anyway, it will be back up in a minute. All our important equipment has dedicated power supplies.”


  He finished his biscuit and stirred the coffee thoughtfully while he chewed. “The odds are that the universe is—or has been—full of intelligent species. And that we will never meet any of them. Because the distances and time scales are so vast. In the two hundred years we’ve been capable of sending signals into space—well. Compare that in scale to Al-Rahman.”


  “That’s awful,” Ferron said. “It makes me appreciate Dr. Coffin’s perspective.”


  “It’s terrible,” Dr. Rao agreed. “Terrible and wonderful. In some ways I wonder if that’s as close as we’ll ever get to comprehending the face of God.”


  They sipped their coffee in contemplation, facing one another across the tray and the low lacquered table.


  “Milk?” said Chairman Miaow. Carefully, Ferron poured some cream into a saucer and gave it to her.


  Dr. Rao said, “You know, the Andromeda Galaxy and our own Milky Way are expected to collide eventually.”


  “Eventually?”


  He smiled. It did good things for the creases around his eyes. “Four and a half billion years or so.”


  Ferron thought about Uttara Bhadrapada, and the Heavenly Ganges, and Aryaman’s house—in a metaphysical sort of sense—as he came to walk that path across the sky. From so far away it took two and a half million years just to see that far.


  “I won’t wait up, then.” She finished the last swallow of coffee and looked around for the cat. “I don’t suppose I could see Dr. Coffin’s lab before I go?”


  “Oh,” said Dr. Rao. “I think we can do that, and better.”


  The lab space Coffin had shared with three other researchers belied BioShell’s corporate wealth. It was a maze of tables and unidentifiable equipment in dizzying array. Ferron identified a gene sequencer, four or five microscopes, and a centrifuge, but most of the rest baffled her limited knowledge of bioengineering. She was struck by the fact that just about every object in the room was dressed in BioShell’s livery colors of emerald and gold, however.


  She glimpsed a conservatory through a connecting door, lush with what must be prototype plants; at the far end of the room, rows of condensers hummed beside a revolving door rimed with frost. A black-skinned woman in a lab coat with her hair clipped into short, tight curls had her eyes to a lens and her hands in waldo sleeves. Microsurgery?


  Dr. Rao held out a hand as Ferron paused beside him. “Will we disturb her?”


  “Dr. Nnebuogor will have skinned out just about everything except the fire alarm,” Dr. Rao said. “The only way to distract her would be to go over and give her a shove. Which—” he raised a warning finger “—I would recommend against, as she’s probably engaged in work on those next-generation parrot-cats I told you about now.”


  “Nnebuogor? She’s Nigerian?”


  Dr. Rao nodded. “Educated in Cairo and Bengaluru. Her coming to work for BioShell was a real coup for us.”


  “You do employ a lot of farang,” Ferron said. “And not by telepresence.” She waited for Rao to bridle, but she must have gotten the tone right, because he shrugged.


  “Our researchers need access to our lab.”


  “Miaow,” said Chairman Miaow.


  “Can she?” Ferron asked.


  “We’re cat-friendly,” Rao said, with a flicker of a smile, so Ferron set the carrier down and opened its door. Rao’s heart rate was up a little, and she caught herself watching sideways while he straightened his trousers and picked lint from his sleeve.


  Chairman Miaow emerged slowly, rubbing her length against the side of the carrier. She gazed up at the equipment and furniture with unblinking eyes and soon she gathered herself to leap onto a workbench, and Dr. Rao put a hand out firmly.


  “No climbing or jumping,” he said. “Dangerous. It will hurt you.”


  “Hurt?” The cat drew out the Rs in a manner so adorable it had to be engineered for. “No jump?”


  “No.” Rao turned to Ferron. “We’ve hardwired in response to the No command. I think you’ll find our parrot-cats superior to unengineered felines in this regard. Of course … they’re still cats.”


  “Of course,” Ferron said. She watched as Chairman Miaow explored her new environment, rubbing her face on this and that. “Do you have any pets?”


  “We often take home the successful prototypes,” he said. “It would be a pity to destroy them. I have a parrot-cat—a red-and-gray—and a golden lemur. Engineered, of course. The baseline ones are protected.”


  As they watched, the hyacinth cat picked her way around, sniffing every surface. She paused before one workstation in particular before cheek-marking it, and said in comically exaggerated surprise: “Mine! My smell.”


  There was a synthetic-fleece-lined basket tucked beneath the table. The cat leaned towards it, stretching her head and neck, and sniffed deeply and repeatedly.


  “Have you been here before?” Ferron asked.


  Chairman Miaow looked at Ferron wide-eyed with amazement at Ferron’s patent ignorance, and declared “New!”


  She jumped into the basket and snuggled in, sinking her claws deeply and repeatedly into the fleece.


  Ferron made herself stop chewing her thumbnail. She stuck her hand into her uniform pocket. “Are all your hyacinths clones?”


  “They’re all closely related,” Dr. Rao had said. “But no, not clones. And even if she were a clone, there would be differences in the expression of her tuxedo pattern.”


  At that moment, Dr. Nnebuogor sighed and backed away from her machine, withdrawing her hands from the sleeves and shaking out the fingers like a musician after practicing. She jumped when she turned and saw them. “Oh! Sorry. I was skinned. Namaskar.”


  “Miaow?” said the cat in her appropriated basket.


  “Hello, Niranjana. Where’s Dexter?” said Dr. Nnebuogor. Ferron felt the scientist reading her meta-tags. Dr. Nnebuogor raised her eyes to Rao. “And—pardon, officer—what’s with the copper?”


  “Actually,” Ferron said, “I have some bad news for you. It appears that Dexter Coffin was murdered last night.”


  “Murdered … ” Dr. Nnebuogor put her hand out against the table edge. “Murdered?”


  “Yes,” Ferron said. “I’m Police Sub-Inspector Ferron—” which Dr. Nnebuogor would know already. “—and I’m afraid I need to ask you some questions. Also, I’ll be contacting the other researchers who share your facilities via telepresence. Is there a private area I can use for that?”


  Dr. Nnebuogor looked stricken. The hand that was not leaned against the table went up to her mouth. Ferron’s feed showed the acceleration of her heart, the increase in skin conductivity as her body slicked with cold sweat. Guilt or grief? It was too soon to tell.


  “You can use my office,” Dr. Rao said. “Kindly, with my gratitude.”


  The interviews took the best part of the day and evening, when all was said and done, and garnered Ferron very little new information—yes, people would probably kill for what Coffin was—had been—working on. No, none of his colleagues had any reason to. No, he had no love life of which they were aware.


  Ferron supposed she technically could spend all night lugging the cat carrier around, but her own flat wasn’t too far from the University District. It was in a kinship block teaming with her uncles and cousins, her grandparents, great-grandparents, her sisters and their husbands (and in one case, wife). The fiscal support of shared housing was the only reason she’d been able to carry her mother as long as she had.


  She checked out a pedestrial because she couldn’t face the bus and she felt like she’d done more than her quota of steps before dinnertime—and here it was, well after. The cat carrier balanced on the grab bar, she zipped it unerringly through the traffic, enjoying the feel of the wind in her hair and the outraged honks cascading along the double avenues.


  She could make the drive on autopilot, so she used the other half of her attention to feed facts to the department’s expert system. Doyle knew everything about everything, and if it wasn’t self-aware or self-directed in the sense that most people meant when they said artificial intelligence, it still rivaled a trained human brain when it came to picking out patterns— and being supercooled, it was significantly faster.


  She even told it the puzzling bits, such as how Chairman Miaow had reacted upon being introduced to the communal lab that Coffin shared with three other BioShell researchers.


  Doyle swallowed everything Ferron could give it, as fast as she could report. She knew that down in its bowels, it would be integrating that information with Indrapramit’s reports, and those of the other officers and techs assigned to the case.


  She thought maybe they needed something more. As the pedestrial dropped her at the bottom of her side street, she dropped a line to Damini, her favorite archinformist. “Hey,” she said, when Damini answered.


  “Hey yourself, boss. What do you need?”


  Ferron released the pedestrial back into the city pool. It scurried off, probably already summoned to the next call. Ferron had used her override to requisition it. She tried to feel guilty, but she was already late in attending on her mother—and she’d ignored two more messages in the intervening time. It was probably too late to prevent bloodshed, but there was something to be said for getting the inevitable over with.


  “Dig me up everything you can on today’s vic, would you? Dexter Coffin, American by birth, employed at BioShell. As far back as you can, any tracks he may have left under any name or handle.”


  “Childhood dental records and juvenile posts on the Candyland message boards,” Damini said cheerfully. “Got it. I’ll stick it in Doyle when it’s done.”


  “Ping me, too? Even if it’s late? I’m upped.”


  “So will I be,” Damini answered. “This could take a while. Anything else?”


  “Not unless you have a cure for families.”


  “Hah,” said the archinformist. “Everybody talking, and nobody hears a damned thing anybody else has to say. I’d retire on the proceeds. All right, check in later.” She vanished just as Ferron reached the aptblock lobby.


  It was after dinner, but half the family was hanging around in the common areas, watching the news or playing games while pretending to ignore it. Ferron knew it was useless to try sneaking past the synthetic marble-floored chambers with their charpoys and cushions, the corners lush with foliage. Attempted stealth would only encourage them to detain her longer.


  Dr. Rao’s information about the prime number progression had leaked beyond scientific circles—or been released—and an endless succession of talking heads were analyzing it in less nuanced terms than he’d managed. The older cousins asked Ferron if she’d heard the news about the star; two sisters and an uncle told her that her mother had been looking for her. All the nieces and nephews and small cousins wanted to look at the cat.


  Ferron’s aging mausi gave her five minutes on how a little cosmetic surgery would make her much more attractive on the marriage market, and shouldn’t she consider lightening that mahogany-brown skin to a “prettier” wheatish complexion? A plate of idlis and sambaar appeared as if by magic in mausi’s hand, and from there transferred to Ferron’s. “And how are you ever going to catch a man if you’re so skinny?”


  It took Ferron twenty minutes to maneuver into her own small flat, which was still set for sleeping from three nights before. Smoke came trotting to see her, a petite-footed drift of the softest silver-and-charcoal fur imaginable, from which emerged a laughing triangular face set with eyes like black jewels. His ancestors has been foxes farmed for fur in Russia. Researchers had experimented on them, breeding for docility. It turned out it only took a few generations to turn a wild animal into a housepet.


  Ferron was a little uneasy with the ethics of all that. But it hadn’t stopped her from adopting Smoke when her mother lost interest in him. Foxes weren’t the hot trend anymore; the fashion was for engineered cats and lemurs—and skinpets, among those who wanted to look daring.


  Having rushed home, she was now possessed by the intense desire to delay the inevitable. She set Chairman Miaow’s carrier on top of the cabinets and took Smoke out into the sunfarm for a few minutes of exercise in the relative cool of night. When he’d chased parrots in circles for a bit, she brought him back in, cleaned his litterbox, and stripped off her sweatstiff uniform to have a shower. She was washing her hair when she realized that she had no idea what to feed Chairman Miaow. Maybe she could eat fox food? Ferron would have to figure out some way to segregate part of the flat for her … at least until she was sure that Smoke didn’t think a parrot-cat would make a nice midnight snack.


  She dressed in off-duty clothes—barefoot in a salwar kameez—and made an attempt at setting her furniture to segregate her flat. Before she left, she placed offering packets of kumkum and a few marigolds from the patio boxes in the tray before her idol of Varuna, the god of agreement, order, and the law.


  Ferron didn’t bother drying her hair before she presented herself at her mother’s door. If she left it down, the heat would see to that soon enough. Madhuvanthi did not rise to admit Ferron herself, as she was no longer capable. The door just slid open to Ferron’s presence. As Ferron stepped inside, she saw mostly that the rug needed watering, and that the chaise her mother reclined on needed to be reset—it was sagging at the edges from too long in one shape. She wore not just the usual noninvasive modern interface—contacts, skin conductivity and brain activity sensors, the invisibly fine wires that lay along the skin and detected nerve impulses and muscle micromovements—but a full immersion suit.


  Not for the first time, Ferron contemplated skinning out the thing’s bulky, padded outline, and looking at her mother the way she wanted to see her. But that would be dishonest. Ferron was here to face her problems, not pretend their nonexistence.


  “Hello, Mother,” Ferron said.


  There was no answer.


  Ferron sent a text message. Hello, Mother. You wanted to see me? The pause was long, but not as long as it could have been. You’re late, Tamanna. I’ve been trying to reach you all day. I’m in the middle of a run right now.


  I’m sorry, Ferron said. Someone was murdered.


  Text, thank all the gods, sucked out the defensive sarcasm that would have filled up a spoken word. She fiddled the bangles she couldn’t wear on duty, just to hear the glass chime.


  She could feel her mother’s attention elsewhere, her distaste at having the unpleasant realities of Ferron’s job forced upon her. That attention would focus on anything but Ferron, for as long as Ferron waited for it. It was a contest of wills, and Ferron always lost. Mother—


  Her mother pushed up the faceplate on the VR helmet and sat up abruptly. “Bloody hell,” she said. “Got killed. That’ll teach me to do two things at once. Look, about the archives—”


  “Mother,” Ferron said, “I can’t. I don’t have any more savings to give you.”


  Madhuvanthi said, “They’ll kill me.”


  They’ll de-archive your virtual history, Ferron thought, but she had the sense to hold her tongue.


  After her silence dragged on for fifteen seconds or so, Madhuvanthi said, “Sell the fox.”


  “He’s mine,” Ferron said. “I’m not selling him. Mother, you really need to come out of your make-believe world once in a while—”


  Her mother pulled the collar of the VR suit open so she could ruffle the fur of the violet-and-teal striped skinpet nestled up to the warmth of her throat. It humped in response, probably vibrating with a comforting purr. Ferron tried not to judge, but the idea of parasitic pets, no matter how fluffy and colorful, made her skin crawl.


  Ferron’s mother said, “Make-believe. And your world isn’t?”


  “Mother—”


  “Come in and see my world sometime before you judge it.”


  “I’ve seen your world,” Ferron said. “I used to live there, remember? All the time, with you. Now I live out here, and you can too.”


  Madhuvanthi’s glare would have seemed blistering even in the rainy season. “I’m your mother. You will obey me.”


  Everything inside Ferron demanded she answer yes. Hard-wired, that duty. Planned for. Programmed.


  Ferron raised her right hand. “Can’t we get some dinner and—”


  Madhuvanthi sniffed and closed the faceplate again. And that was the end of the interview.


  Rightminding or not, the cool wings of hypomania or not, Ferron’s heart was pounding and her fresh clothing felt sticky again already. She turned and left.


  When she got back to her own flat, the first thing she noticed was her makeshift wall of furniture partially disassembled, a chair/shelf knocked sideways, the disconnected and overturned table top now fallen flat.


  “Oh, no.” Her heart rose into her throat. She rushed inside, the door forgotten—


  Atop a heap of cushions lay Smoke, proud and smug. And against his soft gray side, his fluffy tail flipped over her like a blanket, curled Chairman Miaow, her golden eyes squeezed closed in pleasure.


  “Mine!” she said definitively, raising her head.


  “I guess so,” Ferron answered. She shut the door and went to pour herself a drink while she started sorting through Indrapramit’s latest crop of interviews.


  According to everything Indrapramit had learned, Coffin was quiet. He kept to himself, but he was always willing and enthusiastic when it came to discussing his work. His closest companion was the cat—Ferron looked down at Chairman Miaow, who had rearranged herself to take advantage of the warm valley in the bed between Smoke and Ferron’s thigh—and the cat was something of a neighborhood celebrity, riding on Coffin’s shoulder when he took his exercise.


  All in all, a typical portrait of a typical, lonely man who didn’t let anyone get too close.


  “Maybe there will be more in the archinformation,” she said, and went back to Doyle’s pattern algorithm results one more damn time.


  


  After performing her evening practice of kalari payat—first time in three days—Ferron set her furniture for bed and retired to it with her files. She wasn’t expecting Indrapramit to show up at her flat, but sometime around two in the morning, the lobby door discreetly let her know she had a visitor. Of course, he knew she’d upped, and since he had no family and lived in a thin-walled dormitory room, he’d need a quiet place to camp out and work at this hour of the night. There wasn’t a lot of productive interviewing you could do when all the subjects were asleep—at least, not until they had somebody dead to rights enough to take them down to the jail for interrogation.


  His coming to her home meant every other resident the block would know, and Ferron could look forward to a morning of being quizzed by aunties while she tried to cram her idlis down. It didn’t matter that Indrapramit was a colleague, and she was his superior. At her age, any sign of male interest brought unEmployed relatives with too much time on their hands swarming.


  Still, she admitted him. Then she extricated herself from between the fox and the cat, wrapped her bathrobe around herself, stomped into her slippers, and headed out to meet him in the hall. At least keeping their conference to the public areas would limit knowing glances later.


  He’d upped too. She could tell by the bounce in his step and his slightly wild focus. And the fact that he was dropping by for a visit in the dark of the morning.


  Lowering her voice so she wouldn’t trouble her neighbors, Ferron said, “Something too good to mail?”


  “An interesting potential complication.”


  She gestured to the glass doors leading out to the sunfarm. He followed her, his boots somehow still as bright as they’d been that morning. He must polish them in an anti-static gloss.


  She kicked off her slippers and padded barefoot over the threshold, making sure to silence the alarm first. The suntrees were furled for the night, their leaves rolled into funnels that channeled condensation to the roots. There was even a bit of chill in the air.


  Ferron breathed in gratefully, wiggling her toes in the cultivated earth. “Let’s go up to the roof.”


  Without a word, Indrapramit followed her up the winding openwork stair hung with bougainvillea, barren and thorny now in the dry season but a riot of color and greenery once the rains returned. The interior walls of the aptblock were mossy and thickly planted with coriander and other Ayurvedic herbs. Ferron broke off a bitter leaf of fenugreek to nibble as they climbed.


  At the landing, she stepped aside and tilted her head back, peering up through the potted neem and lemon and mango trees at the stars beyond. A dark hunched shape in the branches of a pomegranate startled her until she realized it was the outline of one of the house monkeys, huddled in sleep. She wondered if she could see the Andromeda Galaxy from here at this time of year. Checking a skymap, she learned that it would be visible—but probably low on the horizon, and not without a telescope in these light-polluted times. You’d have better odds of finding it than a hundred years ago, though, when you’d barely have been able to glimpse the brightest stars. The Heavenly Ganges spilled across the darkness like sequins sewn at random on an indigo veil, and a crooked fragment of moon rode high. She breathed in deep and stepped onto the grass and herbs of the roof garden. A creeping mint snagged at her toes, sending its pungency wide.


  “So what’s the big news?”


  “We’re not the only ones asking questions about Dexter Coffin.” Indrapramit flashed her a video clip of a pale-skinned woman with red hair bleached ginger by the sun and a crop of freckles not even the gloss of sunblock across her cheeks could keep down. She was broad-shouldered and looked capable, and the ID codes running across the feed under her image told Ferron she carried a warrant card and a stun pistol.


  “Contract cop?” she said, sympathetically.


  “I’m fine,” he said, before she could ask. He spread his first two fingers opposite his thumb and pressed each end of the V beneath his collarbones, a new nervous gesture. “I got my Chicago block maintained last week, and the reprogramming is holding. I’d tell you if I was triggering. I know that not every contract cop is going to decompensate and start a massacre.”


  A massacre Indrapramit had stopped the hard way, it happened. “Let me know what you need,” she said, because everything else she could have said would sound like a vote of non-confidence.


  “Thanks,” he said. “How’d it go with your mother?”


  “Gah,” she said. “I think I need a needle. So what’s the contractor asking? And who’s employing her?”


  “Here’s the interesting thing, boss. She’s an American too.”


  “She couldn’t have made it here this fast. Not unless she started before he died—”


  “No,” he said. “She’s an expat, a former New York homicide detective. Her handle is Morganti. She lives in Hongasandra, and she does a lot of work for American and Canadian police departments. Licensed and bonded, and she seems to have a very good rep.”


  “Who’s she under contract to now?”


  “Warrant card says Honolulu.”


  “Huh.” Ferron kept her eyes on the stars, and the dark leaves blowing before them. “Top-tier distributed policing, then. Is it a skip trace?”


  “You think he was on the run, and whoever he was on the run from finally caught up with him?”


  “It’s a working theory.” She shrugged. “Damini’s supposed to be calling with some background any minute now. Actually, I think I’ll check in with her. She’s late, and I have to file a twenty-four-hour report with the Inspector in the morning.”


  With a twitch of her attention, she spun a bug out to Damini and conferenced Indrapramit in.


  The archinformist answered immediately. “Sorry, boss,” she said. “I know I’m slow, but I’m still trying to put together a complete picture here. Your dead guy buried his past pretty thoroughly. I can give you a preliminary, though, with the caveat that it’s subject to change.”


  “Squirt,” Ferron said, opening her firewall to the data. It came in fast and hard, and there seemed to be kilometers of it unrolling into her feed like an endless bolt of silk. “Oh, dear … ”


  “I know, I know. Do you want the executive summary? Even if it’s also a work in progress? Okay. First up, nobody other than Coffin was in his flat that night, according to netfeed tracking.”


  “The other night upon the stair,” Ferron said, “I met a man who wasn’t there.”


  Damini blew her bangs out of her eyes. “So either nobody came in, or whoever did is a good enough hacker to eradicate every trace of her presence. Which is not a common thing.”


  “Gotcha. What else?”


  “Doyle picked out a partial pattern in your feed. Two power cuts in places associated with the crime. It started looking for more, and it identified a series of brownouts over the course of a year or so, all in locations with some connection to Dr. Coffin. Better yet, Doyle identified the cause.”


  “I promise I’m holding my breath,” Indrapramit said.


  “Then how is it you are talking? Anyway, it’s a smart virus in the power grids. It’s draining power off the lab and household sunfarms at irregular intervals. That power is being routed to a series of chargeable batteries in Coffin’s lab space. Except Coffin didn’t purchase order the batteries.”


  “Nnebuogor,” Ferron guessed.


  “Two points,” said Damini. “It’s a stretch, but she could have come in to the office today specifically to see if the cops stopped by.”


  “She could have … ” Indrapramit said dubiously. “You think she killed him because he found out she was stealing power? For what purpose?”


  “I’ll get on her email and media,” Damini said. “So here’s my speculation: imagine this utility virus, spreading through the smart grid from aptblock to aptblock. To commit the murder—nobody had to be in the room with him, not if his four-dimensional manipulators were within range of him. Right? You’d just override whatever safety protocols there were, and … boom. Or squish, if you prefer.”


  Ferron winced. She didn’t. Prefer, that was. “Any sign that the manipulators were interfered with?”


  “Memory wiped,” Damini said. “Just like the cat. Oh, and the other thing I found out. Dexter Coffin is not our boy’s first identity. It’s more like his third, if my linguistic and semantic parsers are right about the web content they’re picking up. I’ve got Conan on it too—” Conan was another of the department’s expert systems “—and I’m going to go over a selection by hand. But it seems like our decedent had reinvented himself whenever he got into professional trouble, which he did a lot. He had unpopular opinions, and he wasn’t shy about sharing them with the net. So he’d make the community too hot to handle and then come back as his own sockpuppet—new look, new address, new handle. Severing all ties to what he was before. I’ve managed to get a real fix on his last identity, though—”


  Indrapramit leaned forward, folding his arms against the chill. “How do you do that? He works in a specialized—a rarified—field. I’d guess everybody in it knows each other, at least by reputation. Just how much did he change his appearance?”


  “Well,” Damini said, “he used to look like this. He must have used some rightminding tactics to change elements of his personality, too. Just not the salient ones. A real chameleon, your arsehole.”


  She picked a still image out of the datastream and flung it up. Ferron glanced at Indrapramit, whose rakish eyebrows were climbing up his forehead. An East Asian with long, glossy dark hair, who appeared to stand about six inches taller than Dr. Coffin, floated at the center of her perceptions, smiling benevolently.


  “Madam, saab,” Damini said. “May I present Dr. Jessica Fang.”


  “Well,” Ferron said, after a pause of moderate length. “That takes a significant investment.” She thought of Aristotle: As the condition of the mind alters, so too alters the condition of the body, and likewise, as the condition of the body alters, so too alters the condition of the mind.


  Indrapramit said, “He has a taste for evocative handles. Any idea why the vanishing act?”


  “I’m working on it,” Damini said.


  “I’ve got a better idea,” said Ferron. “Why don’t we ask Detective Morganti?”


  Indrapramit steepled his fingers. “Boss… . ”


  “I’ll hear it,” Ferron said. “It doesn’t matter if it’s crazy.”


  “We’ve been totally sidetracked by the cat issue. Because Chairman Miaow has to be Niranjana, right? Because a clone would have expressed the genes for those markings differently. But she can’t be Niranjana, because she’s not wiped: she’s factory-new.”


  “Right,” Ferron said cautiously.


  “So.” Indrapramit was enjoying his dramatic moment. “If a person can have cosmetic surgery, why not a parrot-cat?”


  “Chairman Miaow?” Ferron called, as she led Indrapramit into her flat. They needed tea to shake off the early morning chill, and she was beyond caring what the neighbors thought. She needed a clean uniform, too.


  “Miaow,” said Chairman Miaow, from inside the kitchen cupboard. “Oh, dear.” Indrapamit followed Ferron in. Smoke sat demurely in the middle of the floor, tail fluffed over his toes, the picture of innocence. Ferron pulled wide the cabinet door, which already stood ten inches ajar. There was Chairman Miaow, purring, a shredded packet of tunafish spreading dribbles of greasy water across the cupboard floor.


  She licked her chops ostentatiously and jumped down to the sink lip, where she balanced as preciously as she had in Coffin’s flat.


  “Cat,” Ferron said. She thought over the next few things she wanted to say, and remembered that she was speaking to a parrot-cat. “Don’t think you’ve gotten away with anything. The fox is getting the rest of that.”


  “Fox food is icky,” the cat said. “Also, not enough taurine.”


  “Huh,” Ferron said. She looked over at Indrapramit. He looked back. “I guess she’s learning to talk.”


  They had no problem finding Detective Morganti. The redheaded American woman arrived at Ferron’s aptblock with the first rays of sunlight stroking the vertical farms along its flanks. She had been sitting on the bench beside the door, reading something on her screen, but she looked up and stood as Ferron and Indrapramit exited.


  “Sub-Inspector Ferron, I presume? And Constable Indrapramit, how nice to see you again.”


  Ferron shook her hand. She was even more imposing in person, tall and broad-chested, with the shoulders of a cartoon superhuman. She didn’t squeeze.


  Morganti continued, “I understand you’re the detective of record on the Coffin case.”


  “Walk with us,” Ferron said. “There’s a nice French coffee shop on the way to the Metro.”


  It had shaded awnings and a courtyard, and they were seated and served within minutes. Ferron amused herself by pushing the crumbs of her pastry around on the plate while they talked. Occasionally, she broke a piece off and tucked it into her mouth, washing buttery flakes down with thick, cardamom-scented brew.


  “So,” she said after a few moments, “what did Jessica Fang do in Honolulu? It’s not just the flame wars, I take it. And there’s no warrant for her that we could find.”


  Morganti’s eyes rose. “Very efficient.”


  “Thank you.” Ferron tipped her head to Indrapramit. “Mostly his work, and that of my archinformist.”


  Morganti smiled; Indrapramit nodded silently. Then Morganti said, “She is believed to have been responsible for embezzling almost three million ConDollars from her former employer, eleven years ago in the Hawaiian Islands.”


  “That’d pay for a lot of identity-changing.”


  “Indeed.”


  “But they can’t prove it.”


  “If they could, Honolulu PD would have pulled a warrant and virtually extradited her. Him. I was contracted to look into the case ten days ago—” She tore off a piece of a cheese croissant and chewed it thoughtfully. “It took the skip trace this long to locate her. Him.”


  “Did she do it?”


  “Hell yes.” She grinned like the American she was. “The question is—well, okay, I realize the murder is your jurisdiction, but I don’t get paid unless I either close the case or eliminate my suspect—and I get a bonus if I recover any of the stolen property. Now, ‘killed by person or persons unknown,’ is a perfectly acceptable outcome as far as the City of Honolulu is concerned, with the added benefit that the State of Hawaii doesn’t have to pay Bengaluru to incarcerate him. So I need to know, one cop to another, if the inside-out stiff is Dexter Coffin.”


  “The DNA matches,” Ferron said. “I can tell you that in confidence. There will be a press release once we locate and notify his next of kin.”


  “Understood,” Morganti said. “I’ll keep it under my hat. I’ll be filing recovery paperwork against the dead man’s assets in the amount of C$2,798,000 and change. I can give you the next of kin, by the way.”


  The data came in a squirt. Daughter, Maui. Dr. Fang-Coffin really had severed all ties.


  “Understood,” Ferron echoed. She smiled when she caught herself. She liked this woman. “You realize we have to treat you as a suspect, given your financial motive.”


  “Of course,” Morganti said. “I’m bonded, and I’ll be happy to come in for an interrogation under Truth.”


  “That will make things easier, madam,” Ferron said.


  Morganti turned her coffee cup in its saucer. “Now then. What can I do to help you clear your homicide?”


  Indrapramit shifted uncomfortably on the bench.


  “What did Jessica Fang do, exactly?” Ferron had Damini’s data in her case buffer. She could use what Morganti told her to judge the contract officer’s knowledge and sincerity.


  “In addition to the embezzling? Accused of stealing research and passing it off as her own,” Morganti said. “Also, she was—well, she was just kind of an asshole on the net, frankly. Running down colleagues, dismissing their work, aggrandizing her own. She was good, truthfully. But nobody’s that good.”


  “Would someone have followed him here for personal reasons?”


  “As you may have gathered, this guy was not diligent about his rightminding,” Morganti said. She pushed a handful of hair behind her shoulder. “And he was a bit of a narcissist. Sociopath? Antisocial in some sort of atavistic way. Normal people don’t just … walk away from all their social connections because they made things a little hot on the net.”


  Ferron thought of the distributed politics of her own workplace, the sniping and personality clashes. And her mother, not so much alone on an electronic Serengeti as haunting the virtual pillared palaces of an Egypt that never was.


  “No,” she said.


  Morganti said, “Most people find ways to cope with that. Most people don’t burn themselves as badly as Jessica Fang did, though.”


  “I see.” Ferron wished badly for sparkling water in place of the syrupy coffee. “You’ve been running down Coffin’s finances, then? Can you share that information?”


  Morganti said that he had liquidated a lot of hidden assets a week ago, about two days after she took his case. “It was before I made contact with him, but it’s possible he had Jessica Fang flagged for searches—or he had a contact in Honolulu who let him know when the skip trace paid off. He was getting ready to run again. How does that sound?”


  Ferron sighed and sat back in her chair. “Fabulous. It sounds completely fabulous. I don’t suppose you have any insight into who he might have been expecting for dinner? Or how whoever killed him might have gotten out of the room afterwards when it was all locked up tight on Coffin’s override?”


  Morganti shrugged. “He didn’t have any close friends or romantic relationships. Always too aware that he was living in hiding, I’d guess. Sometimes he entertained co-workers, but I’ve checked with them all, and none admits having gone to see him that night.”


  “Sub-Inspector,” Indrapramit said gently. “The time.”


  “Bugger,” Ferron said, registering it. “Morning roll call. Catch up with you later?”


  “Absolutely,” Morganti said. “As I said before, I’m just concerned with clearing my embezzling case. I’m always happy to help a sister officer out on a murder.”


  And butter up the local police, Ferron thought.


  Morganti said, “One thing that won’t change. Fang was obsessed with astronomy.”


  “There were deep-space images on Coffin’s walls,” Ferron said.


  Indrapramit said, “And he had offered his Ganesha an indigo scarf. I wonder if the color symbolized something astronomical to him.”


  “Indigo,” Morganti said. “Isn’t it funny that we have a separate word for dark blue?”


  Ferron felt the pedantry welling up, and couldn’t quite stopper it. “Did you know that all over the world, dark blue and black are often named with the same word? Possibly because of the color of the night sky. And that the ancient Greeks did not have a particular name for the color blue? Thus their seas were famously ‘wine-dark.’ But in Hindu tradition, the color blue has a special significance: it is the color of Vishnu’s skin, and Krishna is nicknamed Sunil, ‘dark blue.’ The color also implies that which is all-encompassing, as in the sky.”


  She thought of something slightly more obscure. “Also, that color is the color of Shani Bhagavan, who is one of the deities associated with Uttara Bhadrapada. Which we’ve been hearing a lot about lately. It might indeed have had a lot of significance to Dr. Fang-Coffin.”


  Morganti, eyebrows drawn together in confusion, looked to Indrapramit for salvation. “Saab? Uttara Bhadrapada?”


  Indrapramit said, “Andromeda.”


  Morganti excused herself as Indrapramit and Ferron prepared to check in to their virtual office.


  While Ferron organized her files and her report, Indrapramit finished his coffee. “We need to check inbound ships from, or carrying passengers from, America. Honolulu isn’t as prohibitive as, say, Chicago.”


  They’d worked together long enough that half the conversational shifts didn’t need to be recorded. “Just in case somebody did come here to kill him. Well, there can’t be that many passages, right?”


  “I’ll get Damini after it,” he said. “After roll—”


  Roll call made her avoidant. There would be reports, politics, wrangling, and a succession of wastes of time as people tried to prove that their cases were more worthy of resources than other cases.


  She pinched her temples. At least the coffee here was good. “Right. Telepresencing … now.”


  After the morning meeting, they ordered another round of coffees, and Ferron pulled up the sandwich menu and eyed it. There was no telling when they’d have time for lunch.


  She’d grab something after the next of kin notification. If she was still hungry when they were done.


  Normally, in the case of a next of kin so geographically distant, Bengaluru Police would arrange for an officer with local jurisdiction to make the call. But the Lahaina Police Department had been unable to raise Jessica Fang’s daughter on a home visit, and a little cursory research had revealed that she was unEmployed and very nearly a permanent resident of Artificial Reality.


  Just going by her handle, Jessica Fang’s daughter on Maui didn’t have a lot of professional aspirations. Ferron and Indrapramit had to go virtual and pull on avatars to meet her: Skooter0 didn’t seem to come out of her virtual worlds for anything other than biologically unavoidable crash cycles. Since they were on duty, Ferron and Indrapramit’s avatars were the standard-issue blanks provided by Bengaluru Police, their virtual uniforms sharply pressed, their virtual faces expressionless and identical.


  It wasn’t the warm and personal touch you would hope for, Ferron thought, when somebody was coming to tell you your mother had been murdered.


  “Why don’t you take point on this one?” she said.


  Indrapramit snorted. “Be sure to mention my leadership qualities in my next performance review.”


  They left their bodies holding down those same café chairs and waded through the first few tiers of advertisements—get-rich-quick schemes, Bollywood starlets, and pop star scandal sheets, until they got into the American feed, and then it was get-rich-quick schemes, Hollywood starlets, pornography, and Congressional scandal sheets—until they linked up with the law enforcement priority channel. Ferron checked the address and led Indrapramit into a massively multiplayer Artificial Reality that showed real-time activity through Skooter0’s system identity number. Once provided with the next-of-kin’s handle, Damini had sent along a selection of key codes and overrides that got them through the pay wall with ease.


  They didn’t need a warrant for this. It was just a courtesy call.


  Skooter0’s preferred hangout was a ‘historical’ AR, which meant in theory that it reflected the pre-twenty-first-century world, and in practice that it was a muddled-up stew of cowboys, ninjas, pinstripe suit mobsters, medieval knights, cavaliers, Mongols, and wild west gunslingers. There were Macedonians, Mauryans, African gunrunners, French resistance fighters and Nazis, all running around together with samurai and Shaolin monks.


  Indrapramit’s avatar checked a beacon—a glowing green needle floating just above his nonexistent wrist. The directional signal led them through a space meant to evoke an antediluvian ice cave, in which about two dozen people all dressed as different incarnations of the late-twentiethcentury pop star David Bowie were working themselves into a martial frenzy as they prepared to go forth and do virtual battle with some rival clade of Emulators. Ferron eyed a Diamond Dog who was being dressed in glittering armor by a pair of Thin White Dukes and was glad of the expressionless surface of her uniform avatar.


  She knew what they were supposed to be because she pattern-matched from the web. The music was quaint, but pretty good. The costumes … she winced.


  Well, it was probably a better way to deal with antisocial aggression than taking it out on your spouse.


  Indrapramit walked on, eyes front—not that you needed eyes to see what was going on in here.


  At the far end of the ice cave, four seventh-century Norse dwarves delved a staircase out of stone, leading endlessly down. Heat rolled up from the depths. The virtual workmanship was astounding. Ferron and Indrapramit moved past, hiding their admiring glances. Just as much skill went into creating AR beauty as if it were stone.


  The ice cave gave way to a forest glade floored in mossy, irregular slates. Set about on those were curved, transparent tables set for chess, go, mancala, cribbage, and similar strategy games. Most of the tables were occupied by pairs of players, and some had drawn observers as well.


  Indrapramit followed his needle—and Ferron followed Indrapramit— to a table where a unicorn and a sasquatch were playing a game involving rows of transparent red and yellow stones laid out on a grid according to rules that Ferron did not comprehend. The sasquatch looked up as they stopped beside the table. The unicorn—glossy black, with a pearly, shimmering horn and a glowing amber stone pinched between the halves of her cloven hoof—was focused on her next move.


  The arrow pointed squarely between her enormous, lambent golden eyes.


  Ferron cleared her throat.


  “Yes, officers?” the sasquatch said. He scratched the top of his head. The hair was particularly silky, and flowed around his long hooked fingernails.


  “I’m afraid we need to speak to your friend,” Indrapramit said.


  “She’s skinning you out,” the sasquatch said. “Unless you have a warrant—”


  “We have an override,” Ferron said, and used it as soon as she felt Indrapramit’s assent.


  The unicorn’s head came up, a shudder running the length of her body and setting her silvery mane to swaying. In a brittle voice, she said, “I’d like to report a glitch.”


  “It’s not a glitch,” Indrapramit said. He identified himself and Ferron and said, “Are you Skooter0?”


  “Yeah,” she said. The horn glittered dangerously. “I haven’t broken any laws in India.”


  The sasquatch stood up discreetly and backed away.


  “It is my unfortunate duty,” Indrapramit continued, “to inform you of the murder of your mother, Dr. Jessica Fang, a.k.a. Dr. Dexter Coffin.”


  The unicorn blinked iridescent lashes. “I’m sorry,” she said. “You’re talking about something I have killfiled. I won’t be able to hear you until you stop.”


  Indrapramit’s avatar didn’t look at Ferron, but she felt his request for help. She stepped forward and keyed a top-level override. “You will hear us,” she said to the unicorn. “I am sorry for the intrusion, but we are legally bound to inform you that your mother, Dr. Jessica Fang, a.k.a. Dr. Dexter Coffin, has been murdered.”


  The unicorn’s lip curled in a snarl. “Good. I’m glad.”


  Ferron stepped back. It was about the response she had expected.


  “She made me,” the unicorn said. “That doesn’t make her my mother. Is there anything else you’re legally bound to inform me of?”


  “No,” Indrapramit said.


  “Then get the hell out.” The unicorn set her amber gaming stone down on the grid. A golden glow encompassed it and its neighbors. “I win.”


  “Warehoused,” Indrapramit said with distaste, back in his own body and nibbling a slice of quiche. “And happy about it.”


  Ferron had a pressed sandwich of vegetables, tapenade, cheeses, and some elaborate and incomprehensible European charcuterie made of smoked vatted protein. It was delicious, in a totally exotic sort of way. “Would it be better if she were miserable and unfulfilled?”


  He made a noise of discontentment and speared a bite of spinach and egg.


  Ferron knew her combativeness was really all about her mother, not Fang/Coffin’s adult and avoidant daughter. Maybe it was the last remnants of Upping, but she couldn’t stop herself from saying, “What she’s doing is not so different from what our brains do naturally, except now it’s by tech/ filters rather than prejudice and neurology.”


  Indrapramit changed the subject. “Let’s make a virtual tour of the scene.” As an icon blinked in Ferron’s attention space, he added, “Oh, hey. Final autopsy report.”


  “Something from Damini, too,” Ferron said. It had a priority code on it. She stepped into a artificial reality simulation of Coffin’s apartment as she opened the contact. The thrill of the chase rose through the fog of her fading hypomania. Upping didn’t seem to stick as well as it had when she was younger, and the crashes came harder now—but real, old-fashioned adrenaline was the cure for everything.


  “Ferron,” Ferron said, frowning down at the browned patches on Coffin’s virtual rug. Indrapramit rezzed into the conference a heartbeat later. “Damini, what do the depths of the net reveal?”


  “Jackpot,” Damini said. “Did you get a chance to look at the autopsy report yet?”


  “We just got done with the next of kin,” Ferron said. “You’re fast—I just saw the icon.”


  “Short form,” Damini said, “is that’s not Dexter Coffin.”


  Ferron’s avatar made a slow circuit around the perimeter of the virtual murder scene. “There was a DNA match. Damini, we just told his daughter he was murdered.”


  Indrapramit, more practical, put down his fork in meatspace. His AR avatar mimicked the motion with an empty hand. “So who is it?”


  “Nobody,” Damini said. She leaned back, satisfied. “The medical examiner says it’s topologically impossible to turn somebody inside out like that. It’s vatted, whatever it is. A grown object, nominally alive, cloned from Dexter Coffin’s tissue. But it’s not Dexter Coffin. I mean, think about it—what organ would that be, exactly?”


  “Cloned.” In meatspace, Ferron picked a puff of hyacinth-blue fur off her uniform sleeve. She held it up where Indrapramit could see it.


  His eyes widened. “Yes,” he said. “What about the patterns, though?”


  “Do I look like a bioengineer to you? Indrapramit,” Ferron said thoughtfully. “Does this crime scene look staged to you?”


  He frowned. “Maybe.”


  “Damini,” Ferron asked, “how’d you do with Dr. Coffin’s files? And Dr. Nnebuogar’s files?”


  “There’s nothing useful in Coffin’s email except some terse exchanges with Dr. Nnebuogar very similar in tone to the Jessica Fang papers. Nnebuogar was warning Coffin off her research. But there were no death threats, no love letters, no child support demands.”


  “Anything he was interested in?”


  “That star,” Damini said. “The one that’s going nova or whatever. He’s been following it for a couple of weeks now, before the press release hit the mainstream feeds. Nnebuogar’s logins support the idea that she’s behind the utility virus, by the way.”


  “Logins can be spoofed.”


  “So they can,” Damini agreed.


  Ferron peeled her sandwich open and frowned down at the vatted charcuterie. It all looked a lot less appealing now. “Nobody came to Coffin’s flat. And it turns out the stiff wasn’t a stiff after all. So Coffin went somewhere else, after making preparations to flee and then abandoning them.”


  “And the crime scene was staged,” Indrapramit said.


  “This is interesting,” Damini said. “Coffin hadn’t been to the office in a week.”


  “Since about when Morganti started investigating him. Or when he might have become aware that she was on his trail.”


  Ferron said something sharp and self-critical and radically unprofessional. And then she said, “I’m an idiot. Leakage.”


  “Leakage?” Damini asked. “You mean like when people can’t stop talking about the crime they actually committed, or the person you’re not supposed to know they’re having an affair with?”


  An urgent icon from Ferron’s mausi Sandhya—the responsible auntie, not the fussy auntie—blinked insistently at the edge of her awareness. Oh Gods, what now?


  “Exactly like that,” Ferron said. “Look, check on any hits for Coffin outside his flat in the past ten days. And I need confidential warrants for DNA analysis of the composters at the BioShell laboratory facility and also at Dr. Rao’s apartment.”


  “You think Rao killed him?” Damini didn’t even try to hide her shock.


  Blink, blink went the icon. Emergency. Code red. Your mother has gone beyond the pale, my dear. “Just pull the warrants. I want to see what we get before I commit to my theory.”


  “Why?” Indrapramit asked.


  Ferron sighed. “Because it’s crazy. That’s why. And see if you can get confidential access to Rao’s calendar files and email. I don’t want him to know you’re looking.”


  “Wait right there,” Damini said. “Don’t touch a thing. I’ll be back before you know it.”


  “Mother,” Ferron said to her mother’s lion-maned goddess of an avatar, “I’m sorry. Sandhya’s sorry. We’re all sorry. But we can’t let you go on like this.”


  It was the hardest thing she’d ever said.


  Her mother, wearing Sekhmet’s golden eyes, looked at Ferron’s avatar and curled a lip. Ferron had come in, not in a uniform avatar, but wearing the battle-scarred armor she used to play in when she was younger, when she and her mother would spend hours Atavistic. That was during her schooling, before she got interested in stopping—or at least avenging—real misery.


  Was that fair? Her mother’s misery was real. So was that of Jessica Fang’s abandoned daughter. And this was a palliative—against being widowed, against being bedridden.


  Madhuvanthi’s lip-curl slowly blossomed into a snarl. “Of course. You can let them destroy this. Take away everything I am. It’s not like it’s murder.”


  “Mother,” Ferron said, “it’s not real.”


  “If it isn’t,” her mother said, gesturing around the room, “what is, then? I made you. I gave you life. You owe me this. Sandhya said you came home with one of those new parrot cats. Where’d the money for that come from?”


  “Chairman Miaow,” Ferron said, “is evidence. And reproduction is an ultimately sociopathic act, no matter what I owe you.”


  Madhuvanthi sighed. “Daughter, come on one last run.”


  “You’ll have your own memories of all this,” Ferron said. “What do you need the archive for?”


  “Memory,” her mother scoffed. “What’s memory, Tamanna? What do you actually remember? Scraps, conflations. How does it compare to being able to relive?”


  To relive it, Ferron thought, you’d have to have lived it in the first place. But even teetering on the edge of fatigue and crash, she had the sense to keep that to herself.


  “Have you heard about the star?” she asked. Anything to change the subject. “The one the aliens are using to talk to us?”


  “The light’s four million years old,” Madhuvanthi said. “They’re all dead. Look, there’s a new manifest synesthesia show. Roman and Egyptian. Something for both of us. If you won’t come on an adventure with me, will you at least come to an art show? I promise I’ll never ask you for archive money again. Just come to this one thing with me? And I promise I’ll prune my archive starting tomorrow.”


  The lioness’s brow was wrinkled. Madhuvanthi’s voice was thin with defeat. There was no more money, and she knew it. But she couldn’t stop bargaining. And the art show was a concession, something that evoked the time they used to spend together, in these imaginary worlds.


  “Ferron,” she said. Pleading. “Just let me do it myself.”


  Ferron. They weren’t really communicating. Nothing was won. Her mother was doing what addicts always did when confronted—delaying, bargaining, buying time. But she’d call her daughter Ferron if it might buy her another twenty-four hours in her virtual paradise.


  “I’ll come,” Ferron said. “But not until tonight. I have some work to do.”


  “Boss. How did you know to look for that DNA?” Damini asked, when Ferron activated her icon.


  “Tell me what you found,” Ferron countered.


  “DNA in the BioShell composter that matches that of Chairman Miaow,” she said, “and therefore that of Dexter Coffin’s cat. And the composter of Rao’s building is just full of his DNA. Rao’s. Much, much more than you’d expect. Also, some of his email and calendar data has been purged. I’m attempting to reconstruct—”


  “Have it for the chargesheet,” Ferron said. “I bet it’ll show he had a meeting with Coffin the night Coffin vanished.”


  Dr. Rao lived not in an aptblock, even an upscale one, but in the Vertical City. Once Damini returned with the results of the warrants, Ferron got her paperwork in order for the visit. It was well after nightfall by the time she and Indrapramit, accompanied by Detective Morganti and four patrol officers, went to confront him.


  They entered past shops and the vertical farm in the enormous tower’s atrium. The air smelled green and healthy, and even at this hour of the night, people moved in steady streams towards the dining areas, across lush green carpets.


  A lift bore the police officers effortlessly upward, revealing the lights of Bengaluru spread out below through a transparent exterior wall. Ferron looked at Indrapramit and pursed her lips. He raised his eyebrows in reply. Conspicuous consumption. But they couldn’t very well hold it against Rao now.


  They left the Morganti and the patrol officers covering the exit and presented themselves at Dr. Rao’s door.


  “Open,” Ferron said formally, presenting her warrant. “In the name of the law.”


  The door slid open, and Ferron and Indrapramit entered cautiously.


  The flat’s resident must have triggered the door remotely, because he sat at his ease on furniture set as a chaise. A gray cat with red ear-tips crouched by his knee, rubbing the side of its face against his trousers.


  “New!” said the cat. “New people! Namaskar! It’s almost time for tiffin.”


  “Dexter Coffin,” Ferron said to the tall, thin man. “You are under arrest for the murder of Dr. Rao.”


  As they entered the lift and allowed it to carry them down the external wall of the Vertical City, Coffin standing in restraints between two of the patrol officers, Morganti said, “So. If I understand this properly, you— Coffin—actually killed Rao to assume his identity? Because you knew you were well and truly burned this time?”


  Not even a flicker of his eyes indicated that he’d heard her.


  Morganti sighed and turned her attention to Ferron. “What gave you the clue?”


  “The scotophobin,” Ferron said. Coffin’s cat, in her new livery of gray and red, miaowed plaintively in a carrier. “He didn’t have memory issues. He was using it to cram Rao’s life story and eccentricities so he wouldn’t trip himself up.”


  Morganti asked, “But why liquidate his assets? Why not take them with him?” She glanced over her shoulder. “Pardon me for speaking about you as if you were a statue, Dr. Fang. But you’re doing such a good impression of one.”


  It was Indrapramit who gestured at the Vertical City rising at their backs. “Rao wasn’t wanting for assets.”


  Ferron nodded. “Would you have believed he was dead if you couldn’t find the money? Besides, if his debt—or some of it—was recovered, Honolulu would have less reason to keep looking for him.”


  “So it was a misdirect. Like the frame job around Dr. Nnebuogar and the table set for two … ?”


  Her voice trailed off as a stark blue-white light cast knife-edged shadows across her face. Something blazed in the night sky, something as stark and brilliant as a dawning sun—but cold, as cold as light can be. As cold as a reflection in a mirror.


  Morganti squinted and shaded her eyes from the shine. “Is that a hydrogen bomb?”


  “If it was,” Indrapramit said, “Your eyes would be melting.”


  Coffin laughed, the first sound he’d made since he’d assented to understanding his rights. “It’s a supernova.”


  He raised both wrists, bound together by the restraints, and pointed. “In the Andromeda Galaxy. See how low it is to the horizon? We’ll lose sight of it as soon as we’re in the shadow of that tower.”


  “Al-Rahman,” Ferron whispered. The lift wall was darkening to a smoky shade and she could now look directly at the light. Low to the horizon, as Coffin had said. So bright it seemed to be visible as a sphere.


  “Not that star. It was stable. Maybe a nearby one,” Coffin said. “Maybe they knew, and that’s why they were so desperate to tell us they were out there.”


  “Could they have survived that?”


  “Depends how close to Al-Rahman it was. The radiation—” Coffin shrugged in his restraints. “That’s probably what killed them.”


  “God in heaven,” said Morganti.


  Coffin cleared his throat. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”


  Ferron craned her head back as the point source of the incredible radiance slipped behind a neighboring building. There was no scatter glow: the rays of light from the nova were parallel, and the shadow they entered uncompromising, black as a pool of ink.


  Until this moment, she would have had to slip a skin over her perceptions to point to the Andromeda Galaxy in the sky. But now it seemed like the most important thing in the world that, two and a half million years away, somebody had shouted across the void before they died.


  A strange elation filled her. Everybody talking, and nobody hears a damned thing anyone—even themselves—has to say.


  “We’re here,” Ferron said to the ancient light that spilled across the sky and did not pierce the shadow into which she descended. As her colleagues turned and stared, she repeated the words like a mantra. “We’re here too! And we heard you.”
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  There had always been jobs that paid hardworking men well: men of scant social grace, men with histories, men of mahogany or copper or freckled skin unacceptable to their era. Paid well, that is, if you didn’t mind losing a few fingers, catching a red-hot rivet in a tin funnel—the way Clardy’s great-grandfather did—and didn’t mind the risk of dying, a stain like a burst mosquito, on the pavement eighty-six stories down.


  Pete Clardy’s family were ironworkers from way back. Buildings didn’t go up that way anymore, boots on steel. Which is why Clardy found himself hanging in microgravity in a bar called Mike’s on an unhappy excuse for a planetesimal.


  Clardy drank a beer, which was skunked, but he didn’t complain. It was all skunked; it was still beer. He had his spotless boot propped on a spotless bench and his back wedged into the corner where the yellow plastic wall met the grey one. He missed dirt sometimes, dammit.


  “Damn Finnegan anyway,” he muttered.


  Yurcic looked up from her own beer, polishing the sweat off the side onto her cheek before the droplets got big enough to drift. She cocked her head at him, shaved strip of artificially copper hair drifting across her forehead. “What?”


  “I said, ‘Damn Finnegan.’ For not putting up the cash for a wake.” Clardy drained his beer, punched another one—also skunked—and sipped more slowly.


  Yurcic shook her head. “Had a wife.”


  “I gotta kid. I still left you guys a little something, if….” Clardy knocked his own narrow, grease-black crest of hair out of his eyes. It was the same way his more-times-great-grandfather might have worn it. Clardy didn’t know the source of the tradition, but it was practical enough.


  “Yeah. If.” Yurcic took her beer a little more slowly. Wise, he thought, given that the compact, stocky, little body under her coverall couldn’t have pushed fifty-five kilos, Downside. Like Clardy, she kept one foot on the floor, white-clean magnetic boot holding her down. “You’ve got a kid?”


  “Girl.” He smiled, paternal pride wrinkling the corners of sharp, black eyes. “Sixteen. Smart. Mother won’t talk to me since I got out of the joint, but takes my money just fine. Katy—she’s gonna go to college.”


  “I’ve got a kid too,” she said. “Wish my old man had thought so highly of me.” Yurcic finished her beer. “You’re right. This ain’t much of a wake. Hel-lo….” He followed her gaze. “Fresh meat.” Spine stiffening just a little as he noticed the attenuated body in the white coveralls.


  She nodded. “That was quick.”


  “Spacer,” he said. “Look at the scrawny muscles. He’s from Outside, not even Upside.”


  “Must be off theEagle”TheBombay Eagle,a non-Company ship, had made station the day before. “What’s he doing in miner whites?”


  Clardy sucked his lip. “Floater got kicked off,” he said at last, with satisfaction, nipple of the beer clinking against his teeth. “Had to take an honest job. Screwed up aboard ship somehow, and they terminated his contract.”


  “Huh. How can you tell?”


  Clardy motioned with an index finger. A thick wad of synthetic covered the back of the floater’s hand. “They ripped his service chip. He can’t go home.” The spacer caught the line of his gaze and gave him a hesitant smile. Clardy glanced away.


  Yurcic laughed and killed her beer. “So either of uscango home, Clardy?” Clardy grunted. “Hope he’s not on my crew, that’s all.”


  


  


  He was.


  He offered to rope Clardy in, even, though the senior miner mocked him for his caution. “Booster pack,” Clardy said. “I drift, I come back.”


  The spacer—O’Shaughnessy, still wearing a thick head of red hair to go with the freckles—nodded. “Anybody come after me if I Fall?”


  “Got your pack on?”


  O’Shaughnessy nodded again. Clardy coughed in his hand before he pulled his own helmet on, sealing the zipstrip with a touch. He reached out, slammed and sealed the spacer’s faceplate, leaned their heads together. “Keep it on. It’s a long way Down. Outsider.”


  The spacer flinched away from the disdain in his voice. Clardy had reason to think of that later.


  


  


  “Pocahae,” Clardy muttered as he seated the last of ten charges, setting the detcord, and sealing the net around the little rock they’d picked out of the swarm of others. He fired his pack and backed away. It wasn’t his tribe, but what the hell: the sentiment applied.Today is a good day to die.


  The rock read rich in ferrous compounds, a good strike. A lot of them were water and hydrogen ice, useful, but the real money was in the high iron. More in the bank. If he lived long enough to put his kid through school, Clardy was going home with money to retire on not too long after it.


  High iron. A whole different meaning now than when his great-great-grandfather had worked the Empire State, his great-grandfather the World Trade Center. His People had been prized in the trades even then.


  Clardy’s forefathers weren’t afraid of heights. Clardy laughed at the thought and turned his head to regard the sprawl and wonder of the great seething sulfurous arch of the planet, ringed in a dirty white wedding band, covering half his horizon. The other way the view was cold and limitless, stars like floating phosphorescence in a bottomless sea.


  He looked over at O’Shaughnessy, clumsily tying off his side of the net that would hold the ore fragments together after the blast. The tow line was set. Clardy backed away. He didn’t bother to tell the new kid to find cover before they blasted.


  He’d learn or he wouldn’t last. Not like anybody would notice one less floater, Upside. Goddamned floaters. The old joke: Would you want your sister to marry one?


  Hell no. His sister had, and he’d never see her again. She’d signed aboard theMontreal,and theMontrealalmost never came home. She wouldn’t be back in-system from her first three legs, to Byhand and out to Yonder, until Clardy was ready to retire for real. Not that he expected to live that long.


  When he was being honest.


  The net wasn’t tight on O’Shaughnessy’s side, but Clardy didn’t mention that either. O’Shaughnessy’d learn. Or he wouldn’t last.


  Some old sense of honor might have twinged in Clardy, but he shook it off. Some people just didn’t belong up in the iron.


  He powered up his pack, and, streaming blue light like a toy model of a spaceman, took cover before the blast.


  


  


  It was a rock as big as his fist, and it blew through the too-loose net and ricocheted twice before it smacked Clardy square in the middle of his pack. Transferred momentum knocked him tumbling, but the rock chipped off enough velocity on the ricochets so the suit’s rigid shielding soaked up most of the impact. It didn’t hole him, and it didn’t break his back, but it knocked him in all the wrong directions.


  Spinning, Clardy fell Down.


  He cursed and keyed his pack. Nothing. Twisting his head in the helmet, he saw a thin, nauseating spiral of propellant tracing his somersault.


  “Clardy.Clardy!”A woman’s voice. Yurcic.


  “Yeah.”


  “Any control?”


  “Nothing. I’m not holed. Can you come and get me?”


  “Hell. Clardy….” Her hesitation was full of white-silver agony. The distant yellow sun was slipping around the curve of the big agate-hued planet, flaring the rings and the atmosphere into incandescent silhouette.


  Clardy took the second-coldest breath of his life. The coldest one, he thought, was yet to come. “Fuck it, Yurcic. You’ve got a kid.”


  She almost spat in her determination. “Clardy. I’ll come. For your girl’s sake—”


  “You try it, Liz Yurcic, and I’ll open my damn faceplate. You’ve got akid.”Nobody came Upside unless they needed the money, unless they had nothing to lose.


  A third voice. “I’ll go.”


  O’Shaughnessy.


  “Don’t you come Down here, floater,” Clardy said.


  “Hah. I’ve got a window. Hang tough, Clardy, you’re not Falling that fast.” Yet. “Kick your beacon on.”


  That used up power. “Die faster,” Clardy answered.


  “Freeze or Fall, dirt-foot,” the spacer said.


  Hell. Clardy keyed his beacon and watched the planet turn.


  It was a pretty thing: swirls of sulfur and water ice banding the surface of the atmosphere. The pressure got so intense at the bottom, Clardy had heard, that the gasses took on the qualities of metals. Whatever the hell that meant.


  Guess that would be some low iron, then, he thought with detached humor, watching the damn thing come to kill him.


  Nah. Floater’s right. You’ll freeze before you Fall.


  He wondered if it was already getting a bit chilly.


  Sorry, Katy. Wanted to come to your graduation, when your ma couldn’t keep us apart anymore. I’ve never been a good man. But I did want to come to your graduation.


  The big, old planet spun, or maybe it was Clardy spinning; it was so hard to tell. Falling ain’t so bad. Wish I could have kept that stupid floater from coming after me, though, Clardy thought, and his radio buzzed.


  “I’ve got a visual on you,” O’Shaughnessy said in his ear. “Looks like you’ve got a little atmosphere leak after all. Just a trace though, I’ll patch it.”


  Clardy mumbled something, feeling sleepy. Something tugged at his suit, and he swatted at it, worsening the tumble. A hard jerk of inertia, and the spinning stopped.


  A lungful of fresh air, and his head stopped spinning too. “How the hell did you catch up to me?”


  O’Shaughnessy laughed at him, face to face behind the helmet, hooking him under the armpits with both forearms. “Dead reckoning, dirt-foot. I grew up playing tag in this shit.” He jerked his head back over his shoulder at the infinitesimally receding planet. “Spacers aren’t afraid of Falling. Besides, it was my side of the net that tore. I owed it to you.”


  Clardy shook his head, swallowed blood from a bitten lip so the blobs wouldn’t smear his mask. “Damnfool floater.” He stopped. “No, damnfool me. I saw the net was rigged wrong. I figured it would teach you a lesson.”


  “You were right,” O’Shaughnessy said. “Think maybe you learned one too.” And here’s the fucking moral of the fucking story, Clardy thought. “Yeah?”


  “Yeah. Next time, you’ll let me clip your safety line before you try to kill me, you stupid son of a bitch.”


  


  


  “I still don’t like you,” he said, when they had been silent too long. O’Shaughnessy laughed and punched him on the shoulder through his suit. “And I still don’t give a shit whether you like me or not.” He paused. “What’s your kid’s name? Yurcic said you had a kid.”


  She had. “Katy,” Clardy said, reluctantly. Not wanting to share her. “I’ve never met her. Her mom keeps me away.”


  “Pretty name,” O’Shaughnessy said. “Figure she deserves to meet her old man some day?”


  “Figure if her old man deserves to meet her.” The seasick yellow planet spun under the floater’s boots, but that wasn’t where Clardy’s dizziness came from. “Figure if she’ll want to when it’s time. Her mom’s got the right of it, O’Shaughnessy. I ain’t no good father. I ain’t no good man.”


  Clardy felt O’Shaughnessy’s shoulders rise and fall inside his suit, knew it for a shrug and a dismissal. Moving on. “Figure a man learns something new every day.”


  


  Orm the Beautiful


  


  


  


  


  Orm the Beautiful sang in his sleep, to his brothers and sisters, as the sea sings to itself. He would never die. But neither could he live much longer.


  Dreaming on jewels, hearing their ancestor-song, he did not think that he would mind. The men were coming; Orm the Beautiful knew it with the wisdom of his bones. He thought he would not fight them. He thought he would close the mountain and let them scratch outside.


  He would die there in the mosther-cave, and so stay with the Chord. There was no one after him to take his place as warden, and Orm the Beautiful was old.


  Because he was the last warden of the mother-cave, his hoard was enormous, chromatic in hue and harmony. There was jade and lapis—the bequests of Orm the Exquisite and Orm the Luminous, respectively—and chrysoprase and turquoise and the semiprecious feldspars. There were three cracked sections of an amethyst pipe as massive as a fallen tree, and Orm the Beautiful was careful never to breathe fire upon them; the stones would jaundice to smoke color in the heat.


  He lay closest by the jagged heap of beryls—green as emerald, green as poison, green as grass—that were the mortal remains of his sister, Orm the Radiant. And just beyond her was the legacy of her mate, Orm the Magnificent, charcoal-and-silver labradorite overshot with an absinthe shimmer. The Magnificent’s song, in death, was high and sweet, utterly at odds with the aged slithering hulk he had become before he changed.


  Orm the Beautiful stretched his long neck among the glorious rubble of his kin and dozed to their songs. Soon he would be with them, returned to their harmony, their many-threaded round. Only his radiance illuminated them now. Only his eye remembered their sheen. And he too would lose the power to shine with more than reflected light before long, and all in the mother-cave would be dark and full of music.


  He was pale, palest of his kin, blue-white as skimmed milk and just as translucent. The flash that ran across his scales when he crawled into the light, however, was spectral: green-electric and blue-actinic, and a vermilion so sharp it could burn an afterimage in a human eye.


  It had been a long time since he climbed into the light. Perhaps he’d seal the cave now, to be ready.


  Yes.


  When he was done, he lay down among his treasures, his beloveds, under the mountain, and his thoughts were dragonish.


  But when the men came they came not single spies but in battalions, with dragons of their own. Iron dragons, yellow metal monsters that creaked and hissed as they gnawed the rocks. And they brought, with the dragons, channeled fire.


  There was a thump, a tremble, and sifting dust followed. Cold winter air trickling down the shaft woke Orm the Beautiful from his chorale slumber.


  He blinked lambent eyes, raising his head from the petrified, singing flank of Orm the Perspicacious. He heard the crunch of stone like the splintering of masticated bones and cocked his head, his ears and tendrils straining forward.


  And all the Chord sang astonishment and alarm.


  It had happened to others. Slain, captured, taken. Broken apart and carried off, their memories and their dreams lost forever, their songs stripped to exiled fragments to adorn a wrist, a throat, a crown. But it had always been that men could be turned back with stone.


  And now they were here at the mother-cave, and undaunted to find it sealed.


  This would not do. This threatened them all.


  Orm the Beautiful burst from the mountain wreathed in white-yellow flames. The yellow steel dragon was not too much larger than he. It blocked the tunnel mouth; its toothed hand raked and lifted shattered stone. Orm the Beautiful struck it with his claws extended, his wings snapping wide as he cleared the destroyed entrance to the mother-cave.


  The cold cut through scale to bone. When fire did not jet from flaring nostrils, his breath swirled mist and froze to rime. Snow lay blackened on the mountainside, rutted and filthy. His wings, far whiter, caught chill carmine sparks from the sun. Fragile steel squealed and rent under his claws.


  There was a man in the cage inside the mechanical dragon. He made terrible unharmonious noises as he burned. Orm the Beautiful seized him and ate him quickly, out of pity, head jerking like a stork snatching down a frog.


  His throat distended, squeezed, smoothed, contracted. There was no time to eat the contraption, and metal could not suffer in the flames. Orm the Beautiful tore it in half, claw and claw, and soared between the discarded pieces.


  Other men screamed and ran. Their machines were potent, but no iron could sting him. Neither their bullets nor the hammer-headed drill on the second steel dragon gave him pause. He stalked them, pounced, gorged on the snap-shaken dead.


  He pursued the living as they fled, and what he reached he slew. When he slithered down the ruined tunnel to the others, they were singing, gathered, worried. He settled among their entwined song, added his notes to the chords, offered harmony. Orm the Beautiful was old; what he brought to the song was rich and layered, subtle and soft.


  They will come again, sang Orm the Radiant.


  They have found the mother-cave, and they have machines to unearth us, like a badger from its sett, sang Orm the Terrible from his column of black and lavender jade.


  We are not safe here anymore, sang Orm the Luminous. We will be scattered and lost. The song will end, will end.


  His verse almost silenced them all. Their harmony guttered like a fire when the wind slicks across it, and for a moment Orm the Beautiful felt the quiet like a wire around his throat. It was broken by the discord of voices, a rising dissonance like a tuning orchestra, the Chord all frightened and in argument.


  But Orm the Courtly raised her voice, and all listened. She was old in life and old in death, and wise beyond both in her singing. Let the warden decide.


  Another agreed, another, voice after voice scaling into harmony.


  And Orm the Beautiful sat back on his haunches, his tail flicked across his toes, his belly aching, and tried to pretend he had any idea at all how to protect the Chord from being unearthed and carted to the four corners of the world.


  “I’ll think about it when I’ve digested,” he said, and lay down on his side with a sigh.


  Around him the Chord sang agreement. They had not forgotten in death the essentialities of life.


  With the men and their machines came memory. Orm the Beautiful, belly distended with iron and flesh, nevertheless slept with one eye open. His opalescence lit the mother-cave in hollow violets and crawling greens. The Chord sang around him, thinking while he dreamed. The dead did not rest, or dream.


  They only sang and remembered.


  The Chord was in harmony when he awoke. They had listened to his song while he slept, and while he stretched—sleek again, and the best part of a yard longer—he heard theirs as well, and learned from them what they had learned from his dinner.


  More men would follow. The miners Orm the Beautiful had dined on knew they would not go unavenged. There would be more men, men like ants, with their weapons and their implements. And Orm the Beautiful was strong.


  But he was old, and he was only one. And someone, surely, would soon recall that though steel had no power to harm Orm the Beautiful’s race, knapped flint or obsidian could slice him opal hide from opal bone.


  The mother-cave was full of the corpses of dragons, a chain of song and memory stretching aeons. The Chord was rich in voices.


  Orm the Beautiful had no way to move them all.


  Orm the Numinous, who was eldest, was chosen to speak the evil news they all knew already. You must give us away, Orm the Beautiful.


  Dragons are not specifically disallowed in the airspace over Washington, D.C., but it must be said that Orm the Beautiful’s presence there was heartily discouraged. Nevertheless, he persevered, holding his flame and the lash of his wings, and succeeded in landing on the National Mall without destroying any of the attacking aircraft.


  He touched down lightly in a clear space before the National Museum of Natural History, a helicopter hovering over his head and blowing his tendrils this way and that. There were men all over the grass and pavements. They scattered, screaming, nigh-irresistible prey. Orm the Beautiful’s tailtip twitched with frustrated instinct, and he was obliged to stand on three legs and elaborately clean his off-side fore talons for several moments before he regained enough self-possession to settle his wings and ignore the scurrying morsels.


  It was unlikely that he would set a conducive tone with the museum’s staff by eating a few as a prelude to conversation.


  He stood quietly, inspecting his talons foot by foot and, incidentally, admiring the flashes of color that struck off his milk-pale hide in the glaring sun. When he had been still five minutes, he looked up to find a ring of men surrounding him, males and a few females, with bright metal in their hands and flashing on the chests of uniforms that were a blackblue dark as sodalite.


  “Hello,” Orm the Beautiful said, in the language of his dinner, raising his voice to be heard over the clatter of the helicopter. “My name is Orm the Beautiful. I should like to speak to the curator, please.”


  The helicopter withdrew to circle, and the curator eventually produced was a female man. Orm the Beautiful wondered if that was due to some halfremembered legend about his folk’s preferences. Sopranos, in particular, had been popular among his kin in the days when they associated more freely with men.


  She minced from the white-columned entry, down broad shallow steps between exhibits of petrified wood, and paused beyond the barricade of yellow tape and wooden sawhorses the blue-uniformed men had strung around Orm the Beautiful.


  He had greatly enjoyed watching them evacuate the Mall. The curator wore a dull suit and shoes that clicked, and her hair was twisted back on her neck. Little stones glinted in her earlobes: diamonds, cold and common and without song.


  “I’m Katherine Samson,” she said, and hesitantly extended her tiny soft hand, half-retracted it, then doggedly thrust it forward again. “You wished to speak to me?”


  “I am Orm the Beautiful,” Orm the Beautiful replied, and laid a cautious talon-tip against her palm. “I am here to beg your aid.”


  She squinted up and he realized that the sun was behind him. If its own brilliance didn’t blind her pale man’s eyes, surely the light shattering on his scales would do the deed. He spread his wings to shade her, and the ring of blue-clad men flinched back as one—as if they were a Chord, though Orm the Beautiful knew they were not.


  The curator, however, stood her ground.


  His blue-white wings were translucent, and there was a hole in the leather of the left one, an ancient scar. It cast a ragged bright patch on the curator’s shoe, but the shade covered her face, and she lowered her eye-shading hand.


  “Thank you,” she said. And then, contemplating him, she pushed the sawhorses apart. One of the blue men reached for her, but before he caught her arm, the curator was through the gap and standing in Orm the Beautiful’s shadow, her head craned back, her hair pulling free around her temples in soft wisps that reminded Orm the Beautiful of Orm the Radiant’s tawny tendrils. “You need my help? Uh, sir?”


  Carefully, he lowered himself to his elbows, keeping the wings high. The curator was close enough to touch him now, and when he tilted his head to see her plainly, he found her staring up at him with the tip of her tongue protruding. He flicked his tongue in answer, tasting her scent.


  She was frightened. But far more curious.


  “Let me explain,” he said. And told her about the mother-cave, and the precious bones of his Chord, and the men who had come to steal them. He told her that they were dead, but they remembered, and if they were torn apart, carted off, their song and their memories would be shattered.


  “It would be the end of my culture,” he said, and then he told her he was dying.


  As he was speaking, his head had dipped lower, until he was almost murmuring in her ear. At some point, she’d laid one hand on his skull behind the horns and leaned close, and she seemed startled now to realize that she was touching him. She drew her hand back slowly, and stood staring at the tips of her fingers. “What is that singing?”


  She heard it, then, the wreath of music that hung on him, thin and thready though it was in the absence of his Chord. That was well. “It is I.”


  “Do all—all your people—does that always happen?”


  “I have no people,” he said. “But yes. Even in death we sing. It is why the Chord must be kept together.”


  “So when you said it’s only you … ”


  “I am the last,” said Orm the Beautiful.


  She looked down, and he gave her time to think.


  “It would be very expensive,” she said, cautiously, rubbing the fingertips together as if they’d lost sensation. “We would have to move quickly, if poachers have already found your … mother-cave. And you’re talking about a huge engineering problem, to move them without taking them apart. I don’t know where the money would come from.”


  “If the expense were not at issue, would the museum accept the bequest?”


  “Without a question.” She touched his eye-ridge again, quickly, furtively. “Dragons,” she said, and shook her head and breathed a laugh. “Dragons.”


  “Money is no object,” he said. “Does your institution employ a solicitor?”


  The document was two days in drafting. Orm the Beautiful spent the time fretting and fussed, though he kept his aspect as nearly serene as possible. Katherine—the curator—did not leave his side. Indeed, she brought him within the building—the tall doors and vast lobby could have accommodated a far larger dragon—and had a cot fetched so she could remain near. He could not stay in the lobby itself, because it was a point of man-pride that the museum was open every day, and free to all comers. But they cleared a small exhibit hall, and he stayed there in fair comfort, although silent and alone.


  Outside, reporters and soldiers made camp, but within the halls of the Museum of Natural History, it was bright and still, except for the lonely shadow of Orm the Beautiful’s song.


  Already, he mourned his Chord. But if his sacrifice meant their salvation, it was a very small thing to give.


  When the contracts were written, when the papers were signed, Katherine sat down on the edge of her cot and said, “The personal bequest,” she began. “The one the museum is meant to sell, to fund the retrieval of your Chord.”


  “Yes,” Orm the Beautiful said.


  “May I know what it is now, and where we may find it?”


  “It is here before you,” said Orm the Beautiful, and tore his heart from his breast with his claws.


  He fell with a crash like a breaking bell, an avalanche of skim-milkwhite opal threaded with azure and absinthe and vermilion flash. Chunks rolled against Katherine’s legs, bruised her feet and ankles, broke some of her toes in her clicking shoes.


  She was too stunned to feel pain. Through his solitary singing, Orm the Beautiful heard her refrain: “Oh, no, oh, no, oh, no.”


  Those who came to investigate the crash found Katherine Samson on her knees, hands raking the rubble. Salt water streaked opal powder white as bone dust down her cheeks. She kissed the broken rocks, and the blood on her fingertips was no brighter than the shocked veins of carnelian flash that shot through them.


  Orm the Beautiful was broken up and sold, as he had arranged. The paperwork was quite unforgiving; dragons, it seems, may serve as their own attorneys with great dexterity.


  The stones went for outrageous prices. When you wore them on your skin, you could hear the dragonsong. Institutions and the insanely wealthy fought over the relics. No price could ever be too high.


  Katherine Samson was bequeathed a few chips for her own. She had them polished and drilled and threaded on a chain she wore about her throat, where her blood could warm them as they pressed upon her pulse. The mother-cave was located with the aid of Orm the Beautiful’s maps and directions. Poachers were in the process of excavating it when the team from the Smithsonian arrived.


  But the museum had brought the National Guard. And the poachers were dealt with, though perhaps not with such finality as Orm the Beautiful might have wished.


  Each and each, his Chord were brought back to the Museum. Katherine, stumping on her walking cast, spent long hours in the exhibit hall. She hovered and guarded and warded, and stroked and petted and adjusted Orm the Beautiful’s hoard like a nesting falcon turning her eggs. His song sustained her, his warm bones worn against her skin, his voice half-heard in her ear.


  He was broken and scattered. He was not a part of his Chord. He was lost to them, as other dragons had been lost before, and as those others his song would eventually fail, and flicker, and go unremembered.


  After a few months, she stopped weeping.


  She also stopped eating, sleeping, dreaming.


  Going home.


  They came as stragglers, footsore and rain-draggled, noses peeled by the sun. They came alone, in party dresses, in business suits, in outrageously costly T-shirts and jeans. They came draped in opals and platinum, opals and gold. They came with the song of Orm the Beautiful warm against their skin.


  They came to see the dragons, to hear their threaded music. When the museum closed at night, they waited patiently by the steps until morning. They did not freeze. They did not starve.


  Eventually, through the sheer wearing force of attrition, the passage of decades, the museum accepted them. And there they worked, and lived, for all time.


  


  


  And Orm the Beautiful?


  He had been shattered. He died alone.


  The Chord could not reclaim him. He was lost in the mortal warders, the warders who had been men.


  But as he sang in their ears, so they recalled him, like a seashell remembers the sea.


  


  Needles


  


  


  


  


  The vampires rolled into Needles about three hours before dawn on a Tuesday in April, when the nights still chilled between each scorching day. They sat as far apart from each other as they could get, jammed up against the doors of a ’67 Impala hardtop the color of dried blood, which made foracresof bench seat between them. Billy, immune to irony, rested his fingertips on the steering wheel, the other bad-boy arm draped out the open window. Mahasti let her right hand trail in the slipstream behind the passenger mirror, like a cherub’s stunted wing.


  Mahasti had driven until the sun set. After that, she’d let Billy out of the trunk and they had burned highway all night south from Vegas through Cal-Nev-Ari, over the California border until they passed from the Mojave Desert to the Mohave Valley. Somewhere in there the 95 blurred into cohabitation with Interstate 40, and then they found themselves cruising the Mother Road.


  “Get your kicks,” Billy said, “on Route 66.”


  Mahasti ignored him.


  They had been able to smell the Colorado from miles out, the river and the broad green fields that wrapped the tiny desert town like a hippie skirt blown north by prevailing winds. Most of the agriculture clung along the Arizona side, the point of Nevada following the Colorado down until it ended in a chisel tip like a ninja sword pointed straight at the heart of Needles.


  “Bad feng shui,” Billy said, trying again. “Nevada’s gonna stab California right in the balls.”


  “More like right in the water supply,” Mahasti said, after a pause long enough to indicate that she’d thought about leaving him hanging but chosen, after due consideration, to take pity. Sometimes it was good to have somebody to kick around a little. She was mad at him, but he was still her partner.


  She ran her left hand through her hair, finger-combing, but even at full arm’s stretch, fingertips brushing the windshield, she didn’t reach the end of the locks. “If they thought they could get away with it.”


  She curled in the seat to glance over her shoulder, as if something might be following. But the highway behind them was as empty as the desert had been. “We should have killed them.”


  “Aww,” Billy said. “You kill every little vampire hunter who comes along, pretty soon no vampire hunters. And then what would we do for fun?”


  She smiled in spite of herself. It had been a lot of lonely centuries before she found Billy. And Billy knew he wasn’t in charge.


  He feathered the gas; the big engine growled. He guided the Impala toward an off ramp. “Does this remind you of home?”


  “Because every fucking desert looks alike? There’s no yucca in Baghdad.” She tucked a thick strand of mahogany-black hair behind one rose-petal ear. “Like I even know what Baghdad looks like anymore.”


  The door leaned into her arm as the car turned, pressing lines into the flesh. The dry desert wind stroked dry dead skin. As they rolled up to a traffic signal, she tilted her head back and scented it, curling her lip up delicately, like a dog checking for traces of another dog.


  “They show it on TV,” Billy said.


  “They show it blown up on TV,” she answered. “Who the fuck wants to look at that? Find me a fucking tattoo parlor.”


  “Like that’ll change you.” He reached across the vast emptiness of the bench seat and brushed her arm with the backs of his fingers. “Like anything will change you. You’re dead, darlin’. The world doesn’t touch you.”


  When you were one way for a long time, it got comfortable. But every so often, you had to try something new. “You never know until you try.”


  “Like it’ll be open.” The Impala ghosted forward with pantherine power, so smooth it seemed that the wheels had never quite stopped turning. “It’s three in the morning. Even the bars are closed. You’ll be lucky to find an all-night truck stop.”


  She looked out the window, turning away. The soft wind caught her voice and blew it back into the car with her hair. “You wanna try to make L.A. by sunup? It’s all the same to me, but I know you don’t like the trunk.”


  “Hey,” Billy said. “There’s a Denny’s. Maybe one of the waitresses is knocked up. That’d be okay for both of us.”


  “They don’t serve vampires.” Mahasti pulled her arm back inside, turned to face front. With rhythmic push-pull motions, she cranked the window up. “Shut up already and drive.”


  * * * *


  


  Colorado River Florist. Spike’s Bar-B-Que. Jack in the Box. Dimond and Sons Needles Mortuary. Spike’s Saguaro Sunrise Breakfast. First Southern Baptist Church (Billy hissed at it on principle) and the Desert Mirage Inn. A Peanuts cartoon crudely copied on the sign over a tavern. Historic Route 66 (“The Mother Load Road,” Billy muttered) didn’t look much as it had when the Impala was young, but the motel signs were making an effort.


  Of Needles itself, there wasn’t muchtherethere, which was a good thing for the vampires: they crisscrossed the whole downtown in the hollow dark before Billy pulled over to a curb and pointed, but it took them less than a hour.


  Mahasti leaned over to follow the line of his finger. A gray corner-lot house with white trim and a yard overrun by Bermuda grass and mallow huddled in the darkness. It was doing a pretty good impression of a private residence, except for the turned-off neonOPENsign in the window and the painted shingle hanging over the door.


  “Spike’s Tattoo,” she said. “Pun unintended?”


  As they exited the car, heavy swinging doors glossy in the street-lit darkness, Billy cupped his hands and lit a cigarette. It flared bright between streetlights. “Why is everything in this damned town named after some Spike guy?”


  Mahasti tugged her brown baby-doll tee smooth from the hem. An octopus clutching a blue teddy bear stretched across her insignificant breasts. Billy liked Frye boots and black dusters. Mahasti kicked at a clod with fuchsia Crocs, the frayed hems of her jeans swaying around skinny ankles. “Because he lives in the desert near here.”


  Billy gave her a dour look over the ember of the cigarette. He took a drag. It frosted his face in orange.


  “Peanuts?”she tried, but the blank look deepened. “Snoopy’s brother? It’s their claim to fame.”


  Billy didn’t read the newspapers. It wasn’t even worth a shrug. He flipped the cigarette into the road.


  He was dead anyway. He hadn’t been getting much good out of it.


  “Come on.” Gravel crunched on the dirty road as he strode forward. “Let’s go ruin somebody’s morning.”


  Mahasti steepled her fingers. “I’ll be right back. I’m just going to walk around the block.”


  * * * *


  


  Spike’s Tattoo bulwarked the boundary between the commercial and the residential neighborhoods. Mahasti turned her back on Billy and walked away, up a quiet side street lined on either side by low block houses with tar-shingled roofs that wouldn’t last a third of a Minnesota winter.


  They didn’t have to.


  Mahasti moved through the night as if she were following a scent, head tilted to one side or the other, nostrils flaring, the indrawn air hissing through her arched, constricted throat.


  Billy came up behind her. “You smell anything?”


  She shot him a look. “Your fucking menthol Camels.”


  He smiled. She jerked her chin at the gravel side drive that gave access to the gate into the backyard of Spike’s. “I’m taking that one. You better go roll a wino or something.”


  “Bitch,” he said without heat. “I’ll wait at the front door, then.”


  He spun on the scarred ball of his cowboy boot. He was lean, not too tall, stalking down the street as if the ghosts of his spurs should be jingling. The black duster flared behind him like a mourning peacock’s tail, but for once he hadn’t shot the collar. A strip of brown skin with all the blood red dropped out showed between his coarse black hair and the plaid band of his cowboy shirt. Even as short as that, the hair was too straight to show any kind of curl.


  She sighed and shook her head and turned away.


  * * * *


  


  “Tucson was fucking prettier.” Mahasti could bitch all she wanted. There was no one to hear.


  The houses here had block walls around the back, water-fat stretches of grass in the front. The newer neighborhoods might be xeriscaped, but in the 1940s a nice lawn was a man’s God-given American right, and no mere inconvenience like the hottest desert in North America was going to stop him from having one. She walked up a cement sidewalk between stubby California fan palms on the street side and fruitless mulberry in the yards, still pausing every few feet to cast left and right and sniff the air.


  She finished her stroll around the block and found herself back at Spike’s Tattoo. A sun-beat gray house, paint peeling on the south side, it wore its untrimmed pomegranate hedge like a madman’s fishy beard. The side door was sunken, uninviting, between shaggy columns of leaves and branches. A rust-stained motorboat, vinyl canopy tattered, blocked the black steel gate that guarded the passage between the side drive and the backyard.


  Mahasti, who’d been sticking to the outside sidewalks on the block she was walking, looked both ways down the street and crossed, fetching up in the streetlight shadow of one of those stubby palms. She eyed the house as she walked into the side yard. It eyed her back—rheumy, snaggled, discontented.


  She looked away. Then she stepped out of her squishy plastic shoes (“What will they think of next?” Billy had said, when she’d pulled them from a dead girl’s feet outside of Winnemucca) and lofted from ground to boat deck to balance atop the eight-foot gate in a fluid pair of leaps, pausing only for a moment to let her vulture shadow fall into the gravel of the yard.


  She spread her arms and stepped down lightly, stony gravel silent under her brown bare foot, the canopy of her hair trailing like a comet tail before swinging forward heavily and cloaking her crouched body to the ankles. It could trap no warmth against her, but it whisked roughly on the denim of her jeans.


  Hair, it turned out, actuallydidkeep growing after you were dead.


  She tilted her head back, sniffing again, eyes closed to savor. When she smiled, it showed white, even, perfectly human teeth. When she uncoiled and glided forward it was one motion, smooth as any dancer. “Everything we need.”


  There was a dog in the yard, stretched out slumbering on a pallet made of heaped carpet squares. The third security window—long, narrow, and a foot over her head—that she tried with her palms pressed flat against its glass slid open left to right. There were no screens.


  Hands on the window ledge, she chinned herself. In a cloak of red-black hair robbed of color by the darkness, she slid inside.


  It was a cold space of tile illuminated by a yellow nightlight: the bathroom. Mahasti’s bare dead feet were too dry to stick to the linoleum, her movements too light to echo. The door to the hall stood ajar. She slipped sideways through it without touching and paused just outside. The rasp of human breathing, human heartbeat, was stentorian. Their scent saturated the place.


  Three. Infant, woman, and man.


  Mahasti slithered around the open bedroom door, past the crib, one more shadow among shadows. The little boy slept on his stomach, knees drawn up under him, butt a round crooked mountain under the cheap acrylic blanket.


  When Mahasti picked him up, he woke confused and began to cry. The parents roused an instant after, their heat crystal-edged against the dimness, fumbling in the dark. “Your turn,” the man said, and rolled over, while the woman slapped at her nightstand until her fingers brushed against her eyeglass frames.


  “You probably have a gun in the nightstand.” Mahasti hooked the hem of the octopus shirt and rucked it up over her gaunt, cold belly, revealing taut flesh and stretch marks. She slung the baby against her shoulder with her left hand. “I don’t think you want to do that.”


  The woman froze; the man catapulted upright, revealing a torso streaked with convoluted lines of ink.Hisfeet made a moist noise on the floor.


  “Lady,” the man said, “who the hell are you? No wetback fucking junkie is gonna come in my house.…”


  “You shouldn’t put a child to sleep on his stomach.”


  The baby’s wails came peacock sharp, peacock painful. She cupped him close, feeling the hammering of his tiny heart. She freed her breast one-handed and plugged him onto the nipple with the deftness of practice.


  He made smacking sounds at first, then settled down contented as her milk let down. Warmth spread through her, or perhaps the chill drained from her dead flesh to his living.


  The vampire didn’t take her eyes off the man, and he didn’t move toward the nightstand. The mother—a thick-shouldered woman bare-legged in an oversized shirt—stayed frozen, her hands clawed at her sides, her head cocked like a bird’s. An angry mother falcon, contemplating which eye to go after first.


  Mahasti moved. She closed, lifted the woman up one-handed, and tossed her across the room. Trivial, and done in the space of a blink; the mother had more hang-time than it took Mahasti to return to her original place by the door. The man jumped back, involuntarily, as the mother hit the wall beside him. “Shit,” he said, crouching beside her. “Shit, shit, shit.”


  The woman pushed herself up the wall, blood smearing from a swollen lip, a cheek split over the bone.


  “What’s your son’s name?” Mahasti said, threat implicit in her tone. The babe had not shifted.


  The mother settled back on her heels, but the stretched tension in the tendons of her hands did not ease. “Alan.” She gulped air. “Please don’t hurt him. We have a little money. We don’t have any drugs—”


  Mahasti stood away from the door. “We’re going out front,” she said to the man. “And then you’re going to open the front door.”


  It took thirty seconds and a glare from the woman before the man decided to comply. Once he had, though, he moved quickly around the bed and past Mahasti. He was lean as a vampire himself, faded tattoos winding down the ropy stretched-rubber architecture of his torso to vanish into striped cotton pajamas.


  He paused in the doorway and glanced back once at the nightstand. Mahasti coughed.


  He stepped into the hall. The woman made a noise low in the back of her throat, as involuntary as an abandoned dog.


  “You, too.” Mahasti snuggled the baby closer to her breast. “Go with him. Do what I say and you won’t get hurt.”


  * * * *


  


  She made them precede her down the short hall to the front of the house, which had been converted into the two rooms of the tattoo parlor. A counter constructed of two-by-fours and paneling divided the living room. Cheaply framed flash covered every wall.


  Bullet-headed as a polar bear, sparing Mahasti frequent testing glances, the man went to the door. He turned the lock and pulled it open, revealing Billy with his hat pulled low, on the other side of the security door. A muscle jumped in his jaw as the man opened that lock, too, and stepped back, as if he could make himself flip the lever but not—quite—turn the handle.


  “Invite him in,” Mahasti said.


  She came from another land, where the rules were different. But unfair as it was, Billy was cursed to play the game of the invader.


  “Miss—,” the woman said, pleading. “Please. I’ll give you anything we have.”


  “Invite,” Mahasti said, “him in.”


  “Come in,” the man said, in a low voice, but perfectly audible to a vampire’s ears.


  Billy’s hat tilted up. In the shadow of the brim, his irises glittered violet with eyeshine.


  He opened the security door—it creaked rustily—stepped over the threshold, and tossed Mahasti’s Crocs at her feet. “Your shoes.”


  “Thanks.”


  He shut the security door behind him. The woman jerked in sympathy to the metallic scrape of the lock. An hour still lacked to dawn, but that didn’t concern the rooster that crowed outside, greeting the first translucency of the indigo sky. Dawn would come soon, but for now all that light was good for was silhouetting the shark-tooth range of mountains that gave Needles its name.


  The man drew back beside the woman, against the counter. “What do you want?”


  The baby, cool and soft, had fallen asleep on Mahasti’s warm breast. She gently disconnected him and tugged her shirt down. “I want you to change me. Change me forever. I want a tattoo.”


  * * * *


  


  She told him to freehand whatever he liked. He studied her face while she gave him her left arm. Billy held the kid for insurance, grumbling about the delay. The mother went around hanging blankets over the windows and turning on all the lights.


  “What are you?” he asked.


  “A ‘wetback fucking junkie,’” she mimicked, cruelly accurate. “Do you think if you talk to me you’ll build a connection, and it will keep you safe?”


  He looked down at his tools, at the transfer paper on the book propped on his lap. “You don’t have much accent for a wetback.”


  He glanced up at Billy and the baby, lips thin.


  Mahasti held out her right hand. “Give me Alan, please. He needs to suckle.”


  “Ma’am.” The woman pinned the last corner of a blanket and stepped back from the window. “Please. I’m his mother—”


  Billy glared her still and silent, though even the force of his stare could not hush the sobs of her breath. He slid the baby into the crook of Mahasti’s arm, supporting its head until the transfer was complete.


  “When I learned what would become your language”—Mahasti spoke to the man as if none of the drama had occurred—“it was across a crusader’s saddle. I was too young, and the child the bastard got on me killed me coming out.” She smiled, liver-dark lips drawn fine. “And when I was dead I rose up and I returned the favor, to both of them.”


  He drew back from her needle teeth when she smiled. His hands shook badly enough that he lifted his pencil from the paper and pulled in a steadying breath. Without meeting her eyes, he went back to what he had been drawing once more.


  At Mahasti’s other breast, the child suckled. The touch still warmed her.


  “Somebody will notice when we don’t open,” the woman said. “Someone will know there’s something wrong.”


  “Maybe,” Mahasti said. “In a week or two. You people never want to get involved in a goddamned thing. So shut up and let him fucking draw.”


  He drew, and he showed her. A lotus, petals like a crown, petals embracing the form of a newborn child. “White,” he said. “Stained with pink at the heart.”


  “White ink.” She held up her brown arm for inspection. “You can do that?”


  He nodded.


  If a child changed her once, maybe a child could change her again. She said, “You’ve got through the daylight to make me happy. When the sun goes down we’re moving on.”


  He didn’t ask “and?” Neither did the mother.


  As if they had anyway, Billy said, “And there’s two ways we can leave you when we go.”


  “I’ll get clean needles,” said the man.


  * * * *


  


  Billy paced while the man worked on Mahasti’s arm and the baby dozed off against her breast once more. Dimly, Mahasti heard the flutter of a heart. The woman finally sat down on the couch in the waiting area and pulled her knees up to her chest. The man kept wanting to talk. The dog barked forlornly in the yard.


  After several conversational false starts, while the ink traced the arched outlines of petals across Mahasti’s skin and the at first insistently ringing phone went both unanswered and more frequently quiet, he said, “So if she was a kidnapped Persian princess, what were you?”


  Billy skipped a boot heel off the floor and turned, folding his arms. “Maybe I was Billy the Kid.”


  Mahasti snorted. “Billy the Kid wasn’t an Indian.”


  “Yeah? You think anybody would have written it down if he was? What if I was an iron-fingered demon? I wouldn’t needyouto get me invited in.”


  With a cautious, sidelong glance at Mahasti, the man said, “What’s an iron-fingered demon?”


  “If I were an iron-fingered demon,” Billy said, “I could eat livers, cause consumption, get on with my life. Unlife. But no,youget to be alamashtu.AndIhad to catch the white man’s bloodsucker disease.”


  Mahasti spoke without lifting her head, or her gaze from the man’s meticulous work. The lotus taking shape on her skin was a thing of beauty. Depth and texture. No blood pricked from her skin to mar the colors, which were dense and rich. “Youcouldbe an iron-fingered demon. If you were a Cherokee. Which you aren’t.”


  “Details,” he said. “Details. First I’m too Indian, then I’m not the right kind of Indian? Fuck you very much.”


  “Billy,” Mahasti said, “shut up and let the man work or we won’t be ready to go when the sun sets.”


  She was a desert demon, the sun no concern. It was on Billy’s behalf that they stalled.


  The dog’s barking had escalated to something regular and frantic. A twig cracked in the yard.


  Mahasti looked at the man, at the cold baby curled sleeping in the corner of her arm. She lifted her chin and stared directly, unsettlingly, at the woman. “Mommy?”


  The mother must have been crying silently, curled in her corner of the couch, because she stammered over a sob. “Yes?”


  “You’ve been such a good girl, I’m going to give you Alan back. You and Billy can take him to the bedroom. I know you’re not going to try anything silly.”


  The woman’s hands came up, clutched at air, and settled again to clench on the sofa beside her bare legs. “No.”


  Mahasti looked at the man. “And you won’t do anything dumb either, will you?”


  He shook his head. Under the lights, his scrawny shoulders had broken out in a gloss of sweat. “That’s good, Cathy,” he said. The eye contact between him and the woman was full of unspoken communication. “You take Alan and put him to bed.”


  “Here,” Mahasti said, offering him up, his heartbeat barely thrumming against her fingertips. She tingled, warm and full of life. “He’s already sleeping.”


  * * * *


  


  Billy sat cross-legged on the unmade bed, his boot heels denting the mattress. The woman pulled all the toys and pillows from the crib and lay the baby on his back atop taut bedding. She moved tightly, elbows pinned to her rib cage, spine stiff. He slouched, relaxed.


  Until the front door slammed open.


  “Fucking vampire hunters.” He was in the hall before the words finished leaving his mouth, the woman behind him bewildered by the fury of his passage. A spill of sunlight cut the floor ahead, but the corner of the wall kept it from flooding down the corridor.


  Billy paused in the shadow of the hall.


  * * * *


  


  Three men burst into the front room—one weedy, one meaty, and one perfectly average in every way except the scars. Mahasti moved from the chair, the disregarded needle blurring a line of white across her wrist, destroying the elegance of the artist’s design. The artist threw himself into a corner behind the counter. By the time he got there and got his back against the wall, the fight was over.


  The perfectly average man was fast enough to meet her there, in the sunlight, and twist her un-inked right arm up behind her in a bind. The silver knife in his left hand pricked her throat. An image of a Persian demon, inscribed on the blade, flashed sunlight into Mahasti’s eyes.


  “Well, fuck,” she said.


  The meaty one grabbed her free hand and slapped a silver cuff around it.


  “Silence,lamashtu,” the vampire hunter growled, shaking her by her twisted arm. “Call the other out, so I can burn him, too. You’ll terrorize no more innocents.”


  She rolled her eyes. “He’s not coming out when there’s daylight in the room.”


  “Really?” he laughed. “Your protector thinks so little of you?”


  “I’m my own protector, asshole,” she said, and kicked back to break the bone of his thigh like a fried chicken wing.


  She threw the meaty one down the hall to Billy, and ripped the throat out of the weedy one while the perfectly average one was still screaming his way to the floor.


  She shut the door before she killed him. The noise was going to bring the neighbors around. Then she went to help Billy drag the third body up to the pile, and make sure the woman hadn’t run out the back in the confusion.


  She was still crouched by the crib. Mahasti left her there and met Billy in the hall. “See?” he said. “More fun if you don’t use ’em up all at once.”


  Mahasti said, “He had a knife with an image of Pazazu etched on it. That could have been the end ofallour fun.”


  “He got prepared before he followed us here.” Billy grimaced. “They’re getting smarter.”


  “Not smart enough to use it before asking questions, though.”


  Mahasti jerked her thumb over her shoulder, toward the rear of the house. The white lotus and babe, blurred on her wrist, shone in the dark. She felt different. Maybe. She thought she felt different now.


  She said, “What about them? If there are any more hunters they will be able to answer questions.”


  “We could take them with us. Hostages. The Impala’s got a six-body trunk. It’s cozy, but it’s doable.”


  “Fuck it,” Mahasti said. “They’ll be a load. It’ll be a long fucking drive. Leave them.”


  “Fine,” Billy said. “But you got what you needed from the kid.Istill have to get a snack first.”


  * * * *


  


  He met her on the concrete stoop two minutes later, licking a split lip. Smoke curled from his fingers as he pulled his hat down hard, shading his face from the last crepuscular light of the sun. “Cutting it close.”


  “The car has tinted windows,” she said. “Come on.”


  * * * *


  


  Traffic thinned as the night wore on, and the stark, starlit landscape grew more elaborately beautiful. Mahasti read a book by Steinbeck, the lotus flashing every time she turned a page. Billy drove and chewed his thumb.


  When the sky was gray, without turning, she said, “Pity about the kid.”


  “What do you care? He was just gonna die anyway.” He paused. “Just like we don’t.”


  She sighed into the palm of her hand, feeling her own skin chilling like age-browned bone. There was no pain where the needles had worked her skin—but therewaspain in her empty arms, in her breasts taut again with milk already. “Mommy’s going to miss him.”


  Billy’s shrug traveled the length of his arms from his shoulders to where his wrists draped the wheel. “Not for as long as I’d miss you.”


  They drove a while in silence. Without looking, she reached out to touch him.


  A thin line of palest gold shivered along the edge of the world. Billy made a sound of discontent. Mahasti squinted at the incipient sunrise.


  “Pull over. It’s time for you to get in the trunk.”


  He obeyed wordlessly, and wordlessly got out, leaving the parking brake set and the door standing open. She popped the trunk lid. He lay back and settled himself on the carpet, arms folded behind his head. She closed the lid on him and settled back into the car.


  Her unmarred brown left arm trailed out the window in the sun. Tonight, somewhere new, they’d do it all over again.


  Once in a while, Billy was right. Nothing changed them. She could touch the world, but the world never touched her.


  The Impala purred as she pulled off the shoulder and onto the road. Empty, and for another hour it would remain so.


  


  The Devil You Don’t


  


  


  


  


  The stranger’s wide-brimmed hat a cast a darkness across his face that the slanting sun could not relieve. He forked a dust-dun gelding as if he slept there, his big, spare frame draped in a worn poncho that might once have been black, his shadow spreading ragged black wings over the earth behind him and the flanks of his pale dappled mount. The gelding’s trudging feet raised yellow puffs of dust from the hardpan between the sagebrush; perfectly round, they tasted of fear.


  No-one stepped into the street to meet him. A curious hush descended over our little town, which squatted on the edge of the desert like a sunbaked lizard on a rock.


  I didn’t go out tomeethim, either; I was already strolling down Main Street’s clapboard sidewalk in my severe rust-and-grey dress, an open parasol shading my head. I wore a blued-steel, ivory-handed eight-shooter strapped to my hip and a derringer tucked into my corset, but my ancient and powerful sword was hidden under the floor of a little three-room house on the outskirts of town. It didn’t suit the times.


  Following my Sunday evening habit, I was on my way to dinner at the Ivory Dog.


  The stranger’s gaze swept over me without pausing. His eyes burned turquoise above a dust-streaked red bandanna, his nose gaunt and broken behind it. I didn’t think he’d miss much, but I strolled along the right-hand side of the street, and the bustle of my skirt hid the gun hung on my left hip. What passed for women’s clothing in this country and century was awkward—worse than thebliautsandsurcoteswe robed ourselves in, when the world and I were young.


  But here, out from under the eye of the fervent new Church that was rising in the Old World, I could be a schoolteacher and a doctor. I was of service, and the restlessness of my shame and failure only chewed my heels a little, in this place, and that only deep in the night.


  I turned sideways and slipped into the saloon, as if disconcerted by the stranger’s gaze. Something about it, indeed, disturbed me: something about he and his horse the color of desert sand and salt flats. I felt him appraise and dismiss me: small, drab, inconsequential. It did not distress me to be underestimated.


  Duncan behind the bar glanced up at me when I entered, smiling across the room. Half-a-dozen customers, including old John Jeremiah Kale, the cattleman, dotted the big dim room, but the bartender managed a grin only for me. A big man, Miles Duncan, with flaming red hair, missing two fingers on his left hand and one on his right. He used to be a railwayman, a switcher. When the cars claimed his dexterity, he took to tending bar, and he kept a ten gauge under it and his old fiddle hung up on the wall behind.


  “Evening, Miss Maura,” he greeted me in his slow, endless drawl. It wasn’t my name, but it was close enough, and the one he knew my by, and it would do. I had been living in Pitch Creek for two years. The name I was using, Maura MacAydan—‘fire-child’—amused me, and was close enough to the real one that I turned around when I heard it called. And though the islanders are dark, if any commented that ‘MacAydan’ did not go with my dust-fair hair and pale grey eyes, I could always smile and answer, “It doesn’t, does it?” People don’t ask a lot of questions on frontiers.


  Duncan’s hand trembled as he slid my whiskey across the bar, betraying nervousness, as did a quick flicker of desert-sky eyes toward the door. “Booth in the back?”


  “If you please, Duncan.” I liked Duncan. He reminded me of one of my long-dead brothers, a Child of the Light named Arngeir whom I’d watched die on a snowy battlefield, over a thousand years before.


  As I slipped around the corner of the bar and picked up my drink, I murmured so just he and Kale could hear me, “Trouble brewing?”


  Duncan looked puzzled, but Kale shrugged, tipped his bottle and then set it back. “Question of the devil you know and the devil you don’t,” he answered, just as softly.


  “Where’s Sheriff Brady?” I asked. Rumor had it Marlowe Brady beat his wife, who was the mayor’s daughter, but the mayor didn’t seem to care and Brady had a shining star, so there wasn’t a hell of a lot to be done about it.


  A gnawing unease chased the whisky down my throat. Well, perhaps I could have done something, but in the time since the Light failed, I’ve learned a few things. One is that Evil persists in the world, and another is that no good deed goes unpunished, and the third… The third thing I’ve learned is that even my kind can grow tired, in time.


  And sometimes the best place for a blazing sword is wrapped in oilcloth, under the parlor floor.


  Kale snorted into his liquor. “Passed out under a cot in his jail, no doubt. He was on a two-day bender as of Friday evening, and I didn’t see him in church this morning.”


  “Liz Brady was there,” Duncan offered. The sheriff’s wife never missed a sermon. I nodded and would have replied, but there was a heavy step on the creaking wood porch and Kale’s head hunkered down over his shoulders again in the posture of an indifferent drunk. Both hands curled loosely around his squat blue drinking bowl as though he cradled something precious. I ducked into that dark booth that Duncan had mentioned and watched the stranger’s entrance in the bartender’s looking glass.


  The stranger had pulled the bandanna down off his face, revealing a nose even more broken than it had seemed on the street. White lines of scars bisected it in two places, standing out stark against the sun-leathered brown of his skin. His left cheekbone had also been shattered long ago, and his face was not symmetrical.Pistol-whipped, I thought.Probably left for dead.They didn’t look like the kind of scars you got when somebody just wanted to teach you a lesson.


  Grey hair poked out from under his dust-covered black hat, and the blue eyes were framed by grizzled brows. He frowned—no,sneeredat the world with lips that betrayed a certain sensuality, arrogance, and old pain.


  Met by silence, he surveyed the Dog from the doorway, and then his bootnails clicked as he stepped inside. His spurs made a little sound as he walked, reminding me of the sound made by a rattlesnake, or dried leaves blowing across stone. His step was certain, although he walked with the heavy trace of a limp. I stifled a familiar sensation below my breastbone, a rising answer to his purpose as the Light within me sought to flare in response.


  This man traveled on the purpose for which I was made, and which I abandoned, so many centuries ago.


  He had come in the name of vengeance.


  A rush of lavender scent and musk, the rustle of satin and lace. Susie intercepted him five steps into the room. Her locks were gold, her looks were free, and if a superabundance of makeup and care made her look older than her twenty-two years, that was the price of her profession. Her dress was deep scarlet today, and she moved with surprising grace for all its weight and her tottering shoeheels. Duncan was sweet on her, but Susie said she’d rather whore any day than ever rely on another man’s kindness again.


  “Hey there, stranger,” she cooed, “Buy a girl a drink?” She laid one manicured hand on his arm as he glanced down at her. Susie was not a little woman, but this stranger was one long pour of ice. His grimace deepened, and he shook his head.


  “You ain’t the lady I was looking for,” he muttered. His voice ran over me like charged fluid: the voice of my brother. A voice I had last heard raised in wrath and fury, on a battlefield long ago… a battlefield I survived, to my eternal disgrace, because I fled it, while my brethren’s blood and vitals stained the snow. It was all I could do to keep my seat, and not rise and spin and cry his name.It’s not Strifbjorn,I calmed myself.You buried Strifbjorn. And besides, this man doesn’t look like him.I swallowed, studying that ruined old face in the looking glass. Look under the scars.What do you see?


  His reflected eyes met mine, a puzzled expression clouding them. He must have seen my head jerk up and my body shudder when he spoke. I was grateful for the shadows of the booth, more grateful to see no shadow of recognition in his eyes—which were too blue, anyway, not the Light-filled silver of my long-dead brother’s.Worlds and centuries away. It cannot be him.


  But it felt like him. I wondered if he might somehow have returned, be looking for me, to deal out the wrath I so richly deserved. And then I dismissed the thought as his gaze turned away from me, disinterested again.


  Duncan’s help, Millie, brought me over my chicken and biscuits a moment later, and the stranger’s eyes skipped from the mirror to Duncan’s face. The stranger stepped forward, brushing past Susie as if she wasn’t there. “You the proprietor?” he asked Duncan, meeting the bigger man’s eyes. Duncan nodded, and men cleared out from between the two of them.


  “Miles Duncan,” Duncan told him, his thick lips twitching just a bit. “What can I get you?”


  The stranger nodded, as if Duncan had asked him his name. “They call meStagolee. And I’ll have what the little lady in the corner is having.”


  He means me,I realized, feeling the weight of his eyes in the mirror again.Stagolee. The name nagged at me until I remembered where I’d heard it before. An old ballad, in another place, in a different time, about a bad man by that name, who gunned down a lady’s lover and was slain by the lady in turn.


  Four hundred years before, in another part of the world.


  He did not, to my relief, sit down beside me. I picked at my meal in silence as he sat at the bar and nursed one whiskey and ate and ate some more. When I could no longer stomach staring at my trencher, I got up to leave, almost forgetting my parasol. There was no way out but past him, and when I stepped out of the booth he knew about the pistol. His gaze was cool, appraising. I left without looking back.


  


  


  The night came on with an unusual thunderstorm: almost no rain, savage heat lightning. The misting precipitation dampened the weathered sides of my house, which had been whitewashed once and might someday be again. Thick walls and a sod roof muffled the thunder. But I lay awake in my bed, the image of Strifbjorn’s ruined face before my eyes, and I wondered what had come before, and what might happen next.


  The knock came before sunrise. I opened the door on it carelessly, inured by years of peaceful living, expecting a frantic mother or husband who would drag me into the night with my little black bag in hand, to the sound of my chestnut mare’s grumpy snorts and stamps. Instead, a specter leaned out of the darkness beyond my door, a nothing drizzle splattering off his hat and onto my porch, his gun already in his hand. He pointed it at my midsection and smiled. “Miss MacAydan,” Stagolee whispered, “I do hope you won’t mind if I come in.”


  I nodded and backed up a step, feeling my skin itch as it tried to crawl out of the path of a potential bullet. I didn’t enjoy having bows pointed at me when I was far more immortal than I am had become, and experience and improved technology had not improved the sensation. Stagolee held the weapon with familiar ease, and I did as I was told. “Come on in then, Mister Stagolee.”


  He grimaced and dripped on my knotted rag rug. “Not Mister,” he answered. I turned my back on him, praying that he wouldn’t shoot a woman in a nightgown in the back, trying to look small and slack and harmless. “You’re the doctor in this pissant town.”


  I nodded. “And the schoolmistress.” I took two steps forward, did not hear him following, glanced back. He was right behind me, and I suppressed a shudder. His spurs hadn’t even jangled. “Can I take you into the parlor? Get you a cup of tea or a drink? You must be wet through…”


  His laugh was a flat, bitter thing like burned coffee. “Please yourself, Miss MacAydan. I just want a few answers.”


  I entered the parlor and sat, and he and the gun followed me. I moved fairly quickly, and he never complained, and the barrel of the revolver never wavered. Worse and worse. I tried to keep my own expression pleasant, but felt it sliding toward a frown.This is not Strifbjorn. Not my brother. Strifbjorn is dead. This is simply someone very much like him, as is bound to be born every once in a very long life.


  “What are the questions, Stagolee?”


  I had chosen a hard, straight-backed chair. The one facing it was deeper and softer, difficult to get out of. He defeated my purpose by sitting on the edge of the desk. Damn and damn him.


  His lips writhed into something that might be a smile. “I’m looking for a woman named Elizabeth Browning.” He hesitated. “At least, that was her name. She married a man named Marlowe Brady.” The gun never shivered. I felt its point of aim like a pressure—a slow, unwelcome caress.


  “He’s the sheriff in this town. What’s your interest in Liz?”


  That cruel, crooked smile crept an inch wider. “Suppose I tell you? What do you care? You’re awful brave, for a lady with a revolver pointed at her belly.”


  “This is not the first time I’ve had a gun pointed at me,” I mentioned casually. I was searching his eyes for any sign of recognition, finding only that confused familiarity.


  He nodded. “I imagine not. No tears or hysterics, and you carry that pistol of yours like you know how to use it. You haven’t got it now, though, and no fast draw in the world could save you if you did.”


  “I know.” I sighed, and forced myself to sit back. “What do you want to know about Liz?”


  It took five minutes. When it was over, he had me stand and turn to face the wall. I heard the click of the hammer being cocked, and braced myself to drop, spin, and kick. His breathing stopped, and I began to move…


  Only to find myself facing an empty room.


  


  


  I was up before sunrise, and I did not put on a dress. I dressed in canvas pants and flannel shirt like any man, high boots on my small feet. I had my red mare, Rowan, saddled before my bad-tempered brown and gold cock crew. As my housekeeper walked up to my door I bid her good day and rode off toward town.


  Rowan was feeling her oats, or perhaps the tension running down the reins made her prance. The earth showed no dampness from the night’s drizzle, the early mist burning off without a trace. Another suffocating day, a prickle of anticipation soaking the air, and the restive mare between my legs did nothing to reassure me. I checked my gun twice, and stopped outside of town to chamber a eighth and final round.


  Duncan was sweeping the porch of the Dog. He glanced up grimly as I hitched Rowan out front. “You usually walk.”


  “Today is different. What do you know about this Stagolee?”


  He studied me intently for a moment. “Trousers suit you, Miss Maura. But this is no mess for you to be interfering in.” He turned back to his broom, though the porch was twice swept already.


  “Stagolee showed up on my doorstep last night with a gun, Miles,” I said. “I want the story. I don’t want to get involved. I’m out of the business of rescuing maidens. But I do want to know what’s going on in this town.”


  I’d never called him by his given name before, and he studied me. He grimaced then, and nodded, and leaned the broom up against the wall. “Come inside then. No sense standing out in the heat.”


  A hawk called over the desert as I followed him into the Dog. He sat me down and poured us both black coffee settled with eggshell, before sliding into a chair across from me. “What did he want?”


  I drank the coffee, all but boiling, bitter and good. “Liz Brady. If I’ve ever treated her for anything.”


  “And?”


  “I haven’t. So he left.”


  Miles Duncan picked up a spoon and turned it over. Fluid light caught in the bowl, and he held it there like a magician might. For a moment, my breath ached painfully homesick in my throat. “It’s an old scandal, Miss Maura. It doesn’t bear much repeating. Mayor Browning doesn’t like to hear it told.”


  James Browning was a great tall bear of a man, with hair that had been gold before it burned to ash and muttonchop sideburns. A widower in his late fifties, and if he wasn’t any better than he should be he didn’t seem a lot worse, either. I cupped my mug in both hands and nodded encouragingly, but Duncan just sat for a long moment and stared up at the dust-covered old violin that hung on the wall above the looking glass behind the bar.


  “I had the story from Bart Cashman,” he said finally, “Who had the Dog before I did. It’s a local legend, but it’s not told much these days…


  “It was about thirty years ago, the first time Stagolee came into Pitch Creek. Mayor Browning was Sheriff Browning in those days, and he had a pretty young wife, and… Well, he had a pretty young wife, and that Stagolee was a handsome man, they say. About a year after Stagolee came into town looking for work, he and Celia Browning slipped out again together, she leaving behind her house and husband, he all his clothes in John Kale’s bunkhouse, except what he had on his back.


  “Browning was wild, and lit out after him—after them—like a madman. He came back two weeks later with a bullethole in his knee, a baby girl swaddled in a rabbit’s skin, and his wife’s body sewn into a canvas sack. He put it about that Stagolee abandoned Celia when labor took her, and she bled to death birthing the child.”


  Duncan paused to finish his coffee. “So I’d say the sonofabitch has balls, walking back in here. I can’t for the life of me imagine what he wants.”


  I remembered what Kale said to me, soft and low, and I found myself nodding. “I think I understand.”


  Duncan raised an eyebrow, but I shook my head. “I’m not involved.”


  “Uh huh,” he answered, pouring more coffee into the bowls. “Me neither.”


  I sipped my coffee. “Miles, did I ever tell you I used to play the fiddle?”


  “Really?” He fussed with the spoon some more, balancing it across his mutilated hand. He looked up at last and met my eyes. “So did I.”


  


  


  Things learned before the Light failed can deceive, now. I knew Strifbjorn. I knew him to be stronger, faster, wiser, more skillful and more honorable than I. I also knew that I had been tougher and smarter and a damn sight meaner, once upon a time. Now all I had to do was remember that Stagolee was not, could not be Strifbjorn. Because otherwise I would expect him to react as Strifbjorn would react, and that could be fatal. Strifbjorn might have pointed a revolver at me—if revolvers had been invented—but Strifbjorn was dead. Unless I had been somehow deceived into believing I had buried his half-eaten corpse. But that is another story entirely.


  Yes, Strifbjorn might have pointed a revolver at me. Stagolee might have pulled the trigger.


  Pausing in the street, I realized I could still smell him, in my mind: damp leather, horse sweat and gun oil. Fear cramped my tongue like a mouthful of dust. I shook my hair back out of my eyes and turned toward the railing where my mare was hitched, put one boot into her near-side stirrup.


  I can’t say why or how I found myself walking into the jailhouse.


  Marlowe Brady sat with his feet propped up on his battered flat-top desk, a half-penny Lone Rider serial with a lurid cover open on top of the shotgun propped across his knees. His lips moved as he read, but at least he was trying.


  His dark hair was greasy and unwashed, but his clothes were spotless and his silver star shone more like a moon, it was so brightly polished. He glanced up as I came in: he had the jowls of an bullfighting dog and the shoulders to match.


  “Afternoon, Miss Maura.” There was a faint sneer in his voice, but he swung his feet down off the desk. My spine locked: I might be shamed and exiled, but I had once been accustomed to a certain amount of respect.


  “Afternoon, Sheriff.”


  I could feel his gaze traveling the length of my body, lingering at my crotch. I simply stared back at him, knowing how cold my grey eyes got when the Light wasn’t in them. “And what brings you here, little lady?”


  I drew up a chair, because he had not asked me to sit. “I have a question for you, Sheriff. What was your wife’s mother like?”


  He began to start upright, and then forced himself to lean back into the chair. Deliberately, he turned his head and spat. His dark eyes swiveled back to me, and he grimaced. “She was a whore. Maybe I shouldn’t say that in front of a lady…”…but you ain’t dressed like no lady, Ma’am. “…and maybe I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, but she was a thief and a liar and a loose woman and she deserved what she got. Why the hell should I be telling you this?”


  I smiled and stood, and turned back from the threshold to regard him. He knew already, of course. But it felt good to say it, anyway. “Because Stagolee is back in town.”


  I left him sputtering. By the time he reached the doorway to stop me, I had slipped around the corner and was gone.


  Stagolee might be better than I was. But Brady was a bully and a fool.


  


  


  I walked and thought for a little while before heading back to the Dog. Too long, it turned out: a big, big man with very little swagger, leaning only slightly on the walking stick he used to counter a left knee that would not bend, Mayor Browning sauntered up to me as I was climbing the stairs to the otherwise deserted porch of the saloon. He laid a heavy, paternal hand on my shoulder and smiled. “Aren’t you all gussied up?”


  He stepped back a pace as I raised my eyes to his, letting a little of the Light show in them. “Evening, Mayor. What can I do for you tonight?”


  “Evening, Ma’am.” He paused. “My son in law tells me you know something about this… Stagolee.” His mouth twisted as though the name tasted bad on his tongue.


  “I’ve seen him around,” I offered. I could feel him searching my face for the lie.


  Browning shook his head at last. “Liz isn’t safe with him here,” he told me. “That murdering son of a bitch is going to swing.”


  “He scares me,” I said, quite, quite honestly. “I worry about what he’s going to do.” The threat in his voice might have been more than he had intended me to hear; his next words confirmed it.


  “You just be careful, little girl.” He smiled, patted my shoulder once more. “And keep away from that Stagolee. He’s been the death of women before.”


  And he turned and stumped away, leaning on his came, and I fought the urge to let my left hand fall to my gun. He tried to look fatherly and safe and stolid and slow. But the porch didn’t creak under his footsteps, and he was two hundred fifty if he was a stone, and not more than twenty of that was where it should not be.


  Light and shadows. And damn it toHel.


  


  


  The next dawn was just coiling across the sere landscape when I saw Marlowe Brady shutting the door of his house behind him and swinging into the saddle of his horse before heading into town. Rowan, hidden by half-light and a stand of creosote, wanted to stamp and snort when the rangy bay went by, but I quieted her with a hand on her nose and left her tied behind the brush as I walked up to the door.


  Muire, you really ought to know well enough to stay the Hel out of other people’s marriages by now.


  I knocked anyway.


  The knees of Liz Brady’s calico dress were dirty and she held a scrub brush in her right hand: she had been waxing the kitchen floor. The dress was too hot for the weather, though, and though she’d splashed her face at the kitchen pump when she heard my knock, she could not hide the redness of her eyes. She moved stiffly, as if her bones ached.


  “Hi, Missus Brady. May I come in for a minute?” My voice and face were as open and honest as I could make them. She hesitated, glanced over her shoulder. I stepped forward.


  “I don’t know, Miss MacAydan. I’m awful busy…”


  I lowered my voice. “Liz, let me in. Your husband’s gone to town. It will be safe for a moment.”


  My candor shocked her, and she stepped back the quarter-inch necessary for me to bustle past. She trailed me into her own kitchen forlorn as a shadow, and I looked from her to the half-waxed floor and found myself thinking about the oddity in the way she moved. Then I sat myself firmly down at the kitchen table while she hovered over me, wringing her hands on the handle of her brush. “Miss MacAydan…”


  “Liz, call me Maura,” I interrupted. “And listen. You have to get out of this house, and do it now, before he kills you.”


  “He’d never hurt me,” she began, and then she dropped the brush in terror as I surged across the floor toward her and caught her wrists in both hands. She screamed—in agony, not in fear—tears starring her eyes. She glanced down then, the pain in her face replaced by awe and then terror as I stripped the long sleeves back from her arms with casual, inhuman strength and a horrid rending of cloth.


  Black, cracked scabs encircled her wrists almost completely, thicker and worse by the knobs of the slender, birdlike bones. The marks were laid over other, older scars, and I had seen enough prisoners in my long life to recognize the like.


  She was not much bigger than I, and infinitely less strong. I thought of Brady’s bulldog shoulders, and felt the blinding white current of my rage rise up in me.


  “Not Stagolee,” I told her. “I’m not worried about Stagolee hurting you. Brady, Liz. And Browning too.”


  


  


  A short ride and a pot of tea later, I got her settled at the Ivory Dog. Then I got back on my red mare, rode home, and got the crowbar from the tool room in the little barn. I paced up and down the length of my house, swinging that short length of iron in my hand. The sun was moving faster than I wanted it to, and I had no way to control too many of the players in this little game.


  I kicked the wall, cursed hard when an oil lamp tumbled and broke against the raw pine wallboards. Then I hefted the wrecking bar in my hands and started ripping up the parlor floor.


  


  


  The sun ached on my head, despite the welcome shade of my hat. Liz lay hiding in the cool back room where Duncan kept his bed, three floors below, bandages seemingly all over her body. Duncan was with her, and the Dog was shuttered and closed, just like the rest of Main Street.


  I lay on my belly on the roof, a carbine and my revolver by my side, and waited for the short shadows to appear on the street below. Sweat prickled out across my neck; lank strands of hair clung to my forehead. A familiar-unfamiliar weight rested between my shoulderblades—the sheath of a sword I had not touched in years. I stole a pull from my water bottle without raising my head, tasted leather and warm spit.


  A horse stamped in the corral down the street, followed by the jingle of chains. The reek of my own sweat, oil and powder, horse manure, the midden out back of the Dog clogged my nose. A hawk called, far off, answered by another. Lovers or enemies: no way to tell from the sound of their cries. The tar on the roof under my hands was melting. I thought of the texture of things with no place on this world, in this time. Sealing wax, ski resin, rosin for a fiddle’s bow.


  No, rosin belongs here.


  Stagolee stepped into the street first, and my thumb moved with practiced strength on the safety of the carbine. He glanced around, but from where he stood he never could have seen something that was not a breeze ruffle the white eyelet curtains in the half-open window of the upstairs bedroom of Miss Pamela’s boarding house, across the street. I did, however, and I saw as well the gleam of steel and a flash of ash-colored hair.


  My carbine roared and choked simultaneously with the tigerlike cough of the rifle. The gun slammed into my shoulder, and a pane of glass starred and shattered. In the street, I heard Stagolee grunt and then curse.


  Another gunshot rang out of the first floor of the Ivory Dog. I was already moving when the shotgun roared its answer.


  I abandoned the carbine on the roof: it would only have impeded me. Perhaps the leap was superhuman: had I not been what I am, I would not have cared to try it. As it was, the three-story drop to the ground was jarring, but my knees took most of the shock of landing. Crouched, I rolled with the landing, letting gravity take me to one side with a wind-breaking thud. I needed to keep moving, suspecting that I hadn’t done more than wing Browning. The sword across my back bruised my spine.


  Blood lay like a banner in the street, but no body. I gasped painfully as I dragged myself to my feet, pulling my sword over my shoulder and into my right hand.


  She flared suddenly at my touch, singing with a lost and abandoned Light that might have brought tears to my eyes another day. I had more immediate concerns. Raising the sword-bearing arm to protect my face from the shards of broken glass, I threw myself in through the tavern window.


  The big window at the front of the Dog had been broken before, but usually as a result of the forceful expulsion of a brawler. It exploded inward quite satisfactorily, and I caught Marlowe Brady with most of my meager weight across the back of his neck. The eight-shooter skated out of his hand and across Duncan’s polished pine floor, fetching up against the base of the upright piano with a musical thump, which was echoed by the sound of the pommel of my blazing sword striking the back of Brady’s head and Brady’s forehead striking the floor. He fell quiet, and I rolled off him and around behind the bar.


  The bullet had gone through Miles Duncan and broken the looking glass. The blood had already slowed to a trickle, still pulsing weakly from the ragged wound in his side. I knelt in the puddles and spatters of it, remembering other pools of red, another time. As I reached for him he shook his head and might have coughed, but he had no air in his lungs to do it with. His maimed right hand lay inches from where the shotgun had fallen after discharging its useless burden into the bar-room ceiling. It made an interesting tattoo, and would make a better story, one day.


  “Miles…”


  “Doesn’t hurt,” he mouthed, and then paused as if to gather breath and strength. He braved a painful smile. “Miss Maura…”


  “My fault, Miles…”


  “No blame… Miss…”


  I shook my head. “My name is Muire, Miles. Long story.”


  His hand clutched mine weakly. “Always knew… on the lam…” His face contorted as he struggled to breathe. “Last request, Muire?”


  “Name it.” My words had the force of a vow.


  “Bar goes to Liz…” I nodded, and he shook his head to say he wasn’t finished. “And Susie. You take my fiddle.”


  “A treasure.” I squeezed his hand, not caring now if he knew my strength, and let the Light come into my eyes—perhaps to comfort him. His eyes widened, though whether he saw me or Death I will never know. “Scared.” A long pause. “See you in Hel…”


  “You’re going to Halla, Miles.” I felt myself smile. “I know it for a fact.”


  “Never was a… churchgoing man…”


  “Churchgoing’s got nothing to do with it. They’ll take you in or they’ll have me to answer to.”


  Surely I was not lying. Surely, though the Light has failed, souls like his are not lost forever? Surely, somewhere, I have some authority still.


  He drew it in, what I knew would be his final breath, and expelled it with a silent tumble of words. I heard them anyway. ” …angel? On the lam?”


  There was blood on my hands as I closed his eyes, blood on my hands as I picked up his shotgun and stood, just in time to hear the click behind me of a hammer being pulled back. I tensed, and heard that soft, sharp voice cut through the smoke of death and gunpowder. “Don’t worry, Miss MacAydan. I know whose side you’re on now.”


  I turned around slowly. Stagolee stood over Marlowe Brady, on booted foot on the unconscious man’s back, a revolver in his right hand. He looked directly at me and smiled a crooked smile, showing three missing teeth on the ruined side of his face. Then he glanced back down at Brady and shot him once, fastidiously, in the back of the head.


  My shock must have shown, because he grinned at me again and stepped around the sudden runnel of blood and brains that dribbled across the floor to mingle with Duncan’s. Stagolee’s left arm hung stupidly useless, and his own blood dripped from the fingers of that hand. “Browning,” I said to him, and he nodded.


  “Missed him,” he answered. “Son of a whore.”


  “Browning killed her. Liz’s mom, I mean.”


  Stagolee pulled Duncan’s apron from a hook behind the bar, laid his gun on the counter, and began to improvise a sling. After half a useless, one-handed minute, he looked at me with something that might have been pleading in another man. “What do you say, Doc?”


  I bound his arm up while he remained silent, pouring himself a shot into an unbloodied wooden bowl and downing it with his other hand. Then he turned his head and spat, while I stared at him expectantly.


  “Yeah, I guess he did.” He looked at me straight, then, as I tested my knots. I felt his brutality in that sea-blue gaze, and I remembered how he had smiled as he killed the helpless sheriff. “And another thing.”


  I nodded. I already knew. “She’s your little girl, isn’t she? Liz.” I felt desolation in the look he shot me like ice in my heart.


  “She is not to know,” he answered, pouring himself another drink. “Her momma deserved better men, and so does she.”


  I took the little bowl out of his hand and downed the whiskey myself. “She knows. She figured it all out herself.”


  He looked at me, and his lip twitched. “Knew I was going to like you.”


  The last piece of the puzzle fell into place then, with a satisfying click. “Kale knew too. He called you in, didn’t he? For Liz’s sake.”


  Stagolee just stared at me, eyes like chips of glass as he picked up the bottle and took three hard swallows. I watched the air bubble up in the bottle. He set it down with a click, wiped his mouth on his sleeve.


  I set down the bowl. “Browning’s still out there. I think I tagged him.”


  Stagolee looked at his gun, lying on the bar. He fumbled it open, replaced the empty, clicked it shut. It made a satisfying sound, like a closing door. He nodded his shaggy, gaunt grey head. “Believe you did. Hard man to kill, though.”


  The back of his hand rubbed across his cheekbone as he said it, and as it concealed the ruined half of his face I looked into the face of my brother: weary, fallen, lost and broken, but once far more worthy than I. I wondered if it would not have been better, to lose immortality and memory both, rather than to continue on as I have, as I will. I smiled at him, and laid a hand on his arm. “Come on, Strifbjorn. We’ve got a man to kill.”


  He reacted as if I’d poured whiskey down his throat when he was expecting iced tea. “Where did you hear that name?”


  I picked up the eight shooter and held it out to him, butt first. He gawked at it for a moment as if it had grown eyes and were staring back, but he took it. “I have the second sight,” I told him. “Come on. Time’s wasting.”


  But Browning was gone. There was some blood upstairs at Pamela’s and his best horse was gone from the ranch house, and his track led out into the desert. It made me damned uncomfortable to know he was still out there, but it wasn’t my vengeance to follow.


  Stagolee never came back into town. The last I saw of him, he was slumped in the saddle of his good-looking dappled dun horse, riding into the West with his shadow stretched out before him, looking for vengeance still.


  I kept that fiddle.


  


  Sleeping Dogs Lie


  


  


  


  


  Liam dreams of flying. Overlong nails scrabbling cement, coarse black fur matted and filthy against skin that would show flaking and raw in the light. But the basement is cool in the summer, and Liam, hungry, sleeps. And whines.


  But the whines are laughter. Until he wakes.


  


  


  Strong hand lifting him from mother’s too-warm belly, Liam cries as he soars through the air. Eyes blind, ears deaf. The rush of wind, and then the sweetness of milk: goat’s milk, warmed on the stove, doled from an eyedropper: fevered, his mother cannot feed him. Belly full, he flies again, into the wrestling embrace of his nine brothers and sisters, mother’s soft kisses as another puppy flies through the big, invisible sky to be fed.


  


  


  Liam knows not to go to the stairs when the basement door opens. He sits up, whining again at the shaft of light. He can’t fly in the light. Can’t fly with his eyes open. And he won’t lethimknow. It’s Liam’s secret.


  Liam’s secret. Secret like Liam’s name. Good dogs don’t keep secrets.


  But Liam’s learned to lie.


  “Dinner, Luke,”hesays—not the big, warm hands but the boots and the pail. “Outside.” He comes down the stairs and opens the basement hatchway and Liam follows him into the yard, to the chain. He lies down under the tree and noses fallen apples whilehehalf-fills a bowl with kibble from the mouse-nibbled bag in the shed. A grey squirrel eyes him without compassion from the branches, and Liam braces his front feet and lurches up. Squirrels are not tolerated. The whole litter learned that, a snarl of dark fur and giant paws in pursuit of mother and the big, light-colored dog that she wouldn’t let close toher puppies,even when he whined. Even when he laughed.


  “Luke. Down.”


  But squirrels.


  Liam lies down, although the pressure hurts his bony elbows. The bare ground under the apple tree is softer than the basement concrete.Heleaves the food and goes inside. It’s almost enough to fill Liam’s belly. Once the door is shut, Liam drinks yesterday’s water and paces, although his head hurts and the ache between his ribs makes him dizzy. Squirrels are not tolerated, and he watches the grey villain race up and down the trunk, chattering.


  Liam knows if he could bark and throw himself into the air, eyes closed, he could fly. If he could fly, he could make the squirrel pay for its temerity. Somewhere in the sky is where the food is. Round the tree he paces, chain grinding the bare ring deeper, and the squirrel finds his hole for the night. Liam stands up on his chain and dances, but he knows better than to speak, and you can’t fly if you’re silent, and he doesn’t dare close his eyes. He couldn’t get far on the chain anyway, and Liam’s dreams are a secret.


  The house lights dim and silence follows, but the summer night is warm, and Liam, hungry, sleeps.


  And dreams of flying.


  


  


  thizwunwilbeeahpeht,the big, warm hands say, and then they make other noises as they cuddle Liam close to a neck that smells like coffee and sugar.He,the one who’ll be the pails and the boots someday, makes noises too—friendly noises—and then hands are soft on his ears and different hands are holding him. Liam squirms, because the hands don’t know how, but they’re gentle enough and he calms down slightly.amgunnacalimLuke.


  Brothers and sisters have left before him, so Liam knows what will happen next. “Hey Luke!” the new voice says,wannacumhoamanmeetmykids?Liam knows about car rides from vaccinations and having his ears cropped and trips to dog shows and puppy classes. He knows about grass and backyards and the big blue sky and he knows that squirrels aren’t tolerated, and the one who will be boots and pails laughs and laughs and laughs when puppy-Liam barrels out the back door after them, forgetting to close his eyes so he can fly.


  Liam sleeps on the boy’s bed that night, and the girl’s bed the night after that. They tease and make him jump to snap cookies out of their hands and laugh when he laughs back at them—kiy yi yi kiy yi yi.


  But Liam gets big, and barking and jumping aren’t cute anymore. And big people have work, and children have school, and long-coated dogs need grooming if they’re going to be clean enough to come in the house. Nevermind that they chew when they’re lonely.


  


  


  Liam dreams of flying, and warm hands hold him up.


  Car doors slam, and Liam shivers and whines in his sleep. He dreams about car rides sometimes too, but those dreams and those whines aren’t like the ones where he’s flying. There’s not so much laughing. His paws scrabble in the dirt, dew-claws grown long and curled back into the flesh of his leg. He squeezes his eyes tight so he won’t see the sunlight. He’s flying.


  yushuldhavecaldmesuunersays the voice in his dreams, andcanyookeephim-foraweekuntilayefindahome.The big, warm hands’ voice, but Liam knows better than to believe it. He hears the voice often, but he never feels the hands. He buries his face in his paws. He wants to laugh. He wants to keep flying. It’s the way to catch squirrels. He knows, because he hasn’t caught one yet.


  He’s confident he will someday.


  “Come here, Luke.” No help for it. Liam opens his eyes and stands up, rattle of chain and he’s moving.


  Good boy, nice boy. Remember me?


  The hands aren’t as big as they used to be, but they’re just as warm. Liam flinches from the trembling fury he feels in them as they touch his ribs, his matted fur.Oh poor Liam.


  Liam.


  Hishands. His name. And the rage in those fingers isn’t for him, he realizes, leaning against her legs when she stands up and unhooks his chain,never-mindahlltaykimnow. sunnuvabitch.


  Nevermind.


  Liam.


  


  


  Liam hits the screen door running, sails through the air from the top step, hits the oak at the peak of his arc, eyes closed and fur a black banner of war flying long around him, singing out his secret in a series of joyous yelps.Ki yi yi yi yi yi.He scrabbles after the squirrel by sound, chatter of challenge and then nails on the bark as it dives into its hole. Acorns rain down around him and twigs catch in his coat. Squirrels are not tolerated. Over the ringing of his barks he hears voices:ahnevasawadogflybefore.


  Yoonevvasawwadogthathaddalearn


  


  The Inevitable Heat


  Death of the Universe


  


  


  


  


  She cuts him from the belly of a shark.


  If this were another kind of story, I should now tell you, fashionably, that the shark is not a shark. That she is not a she and he is not a he. That your language and symbology do not suffice for my purposes, and so I am driven to speak in metaphor, to construct three-dimensional approximations of ten-dimensional realities. That you are inadequate to the task of comprehension.


  Poppycock.


  You are a God.


  The shark is a shark. A Great White, Carcharodon carcharias, the sublime killer. It is a blind evolutionary shot-in-the-dark, a primitive entity unchanged except in detail for—by the time of our narrative—billions of years.


  It is a monster wonderful in its adequacy: the ultimate consumer. So simple in construction: over eighteen feet long, pallid on the belly and shades of gray above, in general form comprised of two blunt-ended, streamlined, flexible, muscular and cartilaginous cones. One is squat and one is tapered. They are joined together base to base.


  It is a sort of meat ramjet. Water runs through, carrying oxygen, which is transferred to the blood by a primitive gill arrangement. At the tapered end are genitalia and propulsion. At the thick end are lousy eyesight, phenomenal olfactory and electrical senses, and teeth.


  In the middle is six meters of muscle and an appetite.


  Beginner’s luck; a perfect ten.


  They are the last creatures in the universe, he and she and the shark. The real world, outside, is running down, and the world they inhabit is a false, constructed world.


  But it is a real shark. Fishy blood slimes her hands as she slits its belly with the back-curve of knives that are a part of her, extruded from her hands at need. She grows extra arms as convenient, to hold the wound open while she drags him free.


  The shark’s skin is silky-slick and sandpaper-rough simultaneously, scraping layers of material from the palms of her hands. The serrations on her blades are like those of the shark’s teeth, ragged jags meshing like the rollers of a thresher.


  There had been three living things left in their world.


  Now there are two.


  She cuts him from the belly of a shark. Allowing himself to be swallowed was the easiest way to beach and kill the monster, which for humane reasons must be dead before the next stage of their plan.


  He stands up reefed in gnawed car tires and bits of bungee cord, and picks rubber seaweed from his teeth. They are alone on a boat in a sea like a sunset mirror. The sky overhead is gray metal, and a red sun blazes in it. It is a false sun, but it is all they have.


  They have carefully hoarded this space, this fragment of creation, until the very end. They have one more task to fulfill.


  As for him, how can he survive being swallowed by a shark? If entropy itself comes along and eats you, breaks you down, spreads you out thin in a uniform dispersal permeating its meat and cartilage—if it consumes, if it digests you—surely that’s the end? Entropy always wins.


  Final peace in the restless belly of a shark, nature’s perpetual motion machine. Normally, it would be the end.


  But he is immortal, and he cannot die.


  There, under the false and dying sun, becalmed on a make-believe sea, they do not make love. She is a lesbian. He is sworn to a celibate priesthood. They are both sterile, in any case. They are immortal, but their seed has been more fortunate.


  Instead, he picks the acid-etched rubber and bits of diode from his hair and then dives into the tepid sea. The first splash washes the shark’s blood and fluids away.


  The water he strokes through is stagnant, insipid. The only heartbeat it has known in lifetimes is the shark’s. And now that the shark’s is stilled, it won’t know the man’s. His heart does not beat. Where blood and bone once grew is a perfect replica, a microscopic latticework of infinitesimal machines.


  He dives for the bottom. He does not need to breathe.


  This desolate sea is little enough, but it is all there is. Outside the habitat, outside the sea and the sun and the boat and the gape-bellied corpse of the shark, outside of the woman and the man, nothing remains.


  Or not nothing, precisely. But rather, an infinite, entropic sea of thermodynamic oatmeal. A few degrees above absolute zero, a few scattered atoms more populated than absolute vacuum. Even a transfinite amount of stuff makes a pretty thin layer when you spread it over an infinite amount of space.


  Suffice it to say there is no place anyplace out there; every bit of it is indistinguishable. Uniform.


  The universe has been digested.


  While the man swims, the woman repairs the shark.


  She doesn’t use needles and thread, lasers or scalpels. She has tools that are her hands, her body. They will enter the shark as they entered her, millennia ago, and remake the shark as they remade her, until it is no longer a consuming machine made of muscle and sinew, but a consuming machine made of machines.


  They are infinitesimal, but they devour the shark in instants. As they consume it, they take on its properties—the perfect jaws, the perfect strength, the slick-sharp hide. The shark, mercifully dead, feels no pain.


  The woman is more or less humane.


  When the machines reach the animal’s brain, they assume its perfect appetite as well. Every fishy thought. Every animal impulse, every benthic memory, are merely electrical patterns flickering dark in already-decaying flesh. They are consumed before they can vanish.


  The shark reanimates hungry.


  She heaves it over the side with her six or eight arms, into the false, dead sea, where the man awaits it. It swims for him, driven by a hunger hard to comprehend—a ceaseless, devouring compulsion. And now it can eat anything. The water that once streamed its gills in life-giving oxygen is sustenance, now, and the shark builds more shark-stuff to incorporate it.


  The man turns to meet it and holds up his hands.


  When its jaws close, they are one.


  


  The being that results when the shark and the man unify, their machinememories interlinking, has the shark’s power, its will, its insistent need. Its purpose.


  The man gives it language, and knowledge, and will. It begins with the false world, then—the sea and the ship, and the gray metal sky, and the make-believe sun. These are tangible.


  The woman, like the man, like the shark-that-has-become, is immortal, and she cannot die.


  The shark will consume her last of all.


  Consider the shark. An engine for converting meat into motion. Motion generates heat. Heat is entropy. Entropy is the grand running-down of the clock that is the universe.


  The shark-that-has-become does nothing but eat. Time is irrelevant. What now the puny unwindings of planet and primary, of star and galaxy? There is no night. There is no day.


  There are only the teeth of the shark, vacuuming the cosmos. Enormous electromagnetic webs spin out from its ever-growing maw, sweeping sparse dust and heat into its vasty gullet. The shark grows towards infinity.


  The dead universe is swept.


  The woman follows.


  You are a God. For forty hundred thousand million days and forty hundred thousand million nights, the shark carries you under its unbeating heart. And when all space lie clean and empty, polished and waiting, you turn to her. You will consume her, last of all.


  There will be nothing when she is gone. The entire universe will have passed down your throat, and even your appetite must be assuaged. And if it is not, you will devour yourself.


  A machine can manage that.


  You wonder what it will be like not to hunger, for a while.


  But as you turn to swallow her, she holds up her hand. Her small, delicate hand that compasses galaxies—or could, if there were any left to compass.


  Now, it cups the inverse glow of a naked singularity, as carefully hoarded as the shark, as the false-world that was the first thing to fall to the shark-that-has-become. She casts it before you, round and rolling, no bigger than a mustard seed.


  You lunge. It’s hard and heavy going down, and you gulp it sharply. A moment later, she follows, a more delicate mouthful, consumed at leisure.


  She joins the man and the shark in your consciousness. And it is her knowledge that calms you as you fall into the singularity you’ve swallowed, as you—the whole universe of you—is compacted down, swept clean, packed tight.


  When you have all fallen in on yourself, she says, there will be a grand and a messy explosion. Shrapnel, chunks and blobs and incandescent energy. The heat and the fires of creation.


  The promise of rebirth.


  But for now, collapsing, the shark has consumed all there is to consume. The shark is a perfect machine.


  And at the end of the world the shark is happy, after all.


  


  Tiger! Tiger!


  


  


  


  


  What of the hunting, hunter bold?


  Brother, the watch was long and cold.


  What of the quarry ye went to kill?


  Brother, he crops in the jungle still.


  Where is the power that made your pride?


  Brother, it ebbs from my flank and side.


  Where is the haste that ye hurry by?


  Brother, I go to my lair—to die!


  —RUDYARD KIPLING


  


  


  


  It was in India, on the high Malwa Plateau in July of 1882, that I chanced to make the acquaintance of an American woman whom I have never forgotten and undertake an adventure which I have long waited to recount. The monsoon was much delayed that hot and arid summer, and war raged between the British and the Russians in nearby Afghanistan—another move on the chessboard of the “Great Game.” No end was yet in sight to either problem when I, Magnus Larssen,shikari,was summoned to the village of Kanha to guide a party in search of tiger.


  My gunbearer (who was then about fifteen) and I arrived some ten days before the shooters, and arranged to hire a cook, beaters, andmahoutsand prepare a base of operations. On the first full day of our tenancy, I was sitting at my makeshift desk when “Rodney” came into my tent, ferment glistening in his brown eyes. “The villagers are very excited, sahib,” he said.


  “Unhappy?” I felt myself frown.


  “No, sahib. They are relieved. There is a man-eater.” He danced an impatient jig in the doorway.


  I raised an eyebrow and stretched in my canvas chair. “Driven to it by the drought?”


  “The last month only,” he answered. “Three dead so far, and some bullocks. It is a female, they think, and she is missing two toes from her right front foot.”


  I sipped my tea as I thought about it, and at last I nodded. “Good. Perhaps we can do them a favor while we’re here.”


  After some days of preparation, we took transportation into Jabalpur to meet the train from Bhopal. The party was to be seven: six wealthy British and European men and the woman, an American adventuress and singer traveling in the company of a certain Count Kolinzcki, an obese Lithuanian nobleman.


  The others consisted of a middle-aged, muttonchopped English gentleman, Mr. Northrop Waterhouse, with adolescent sons James and Conrad; Graf Baltasar von Hammerstein, a very Prussian fellow of my long acquaintance, stout in every sense of the word; and Dr. Albert Montleroy, a fair-haired Englishman, young around the eyes.


  As they disembarked from the train, however, it was the lady who caught my attention. Fair-haired, with a clean line of jaw and clear eyes, she was aged perhaps twenty-two, but her beauty was not the sort that required youth to recommend it. She wore a very practical walking dress in sage green, fashionably tailored, and her gloves and hat matched her boots very well. I noticed that she carried her own gun case as well as her reticule.


  “Ah, Magnus!” Von Hammerstein charged down the iron steps from the rail coach and clasped my hand heavily, in the European style. “Allow me to present your charges.” Remembering himself, he turned to the American, and I saw that she was traveled enough to recognize his courtesy. “Fraulein, this gentleman is the noted author and hunter of heavy game, Mr. Magnus Larssen. Magnus, may I present the talented contralto, Miss Irene Adler.”


  


  


  “So what is this I hear about a mankiller,shikari?” The older Waterhouse boy, James, was talking. “On the train, we heard a rumor that a dozen men had been found mauled and disemboweled!”


  “Lad,” his father warned, with a glance to the woman. She looked up from her scarcely touched sherry.


  I think Miss Adler winked. “Pray, sir, do not limit the conversation on my behalf. I am here to hunt, just as the rest of you, and I have visited rougher surroundings than this.”


  Montleroy nodded in the flicker of lantern light. The boys had collected the supper dishes, and we were each relaxing with a glass. “Yes, if we’re to have a go at this man-eater, let’s by all means hear the details. It’s safest and best.”


  “Very well,” I allowed, after a moment. “There have been three victims so far, and a number of cattle. It seems that the tigress responsible is wounded and taking easy prey. All of the bodies have been mauled and eaten; that much is true. The details are rather horrible.”


  Horrible indeed. The eyes had been eaten out of their heads, and the flesh off the faces. The bodies had been dismembered and gnawed. If it had not been for the fact that the only prints close to the bodies were those of the wounded tiger, I might have been tempted to think of some more sinister agency: perhaps agents of a Thuggee cult. I was not, however, about to reveal those facts in mixed company, Miss Adler’s high opinion of her own constitution notwithstanding.


  Across the room, I saw the younger Waterhouse boy, Conrad, shudder. I shook my head. Too young.


  


  


  Thick leaves and fronds brushed the flanks of our elephants as they stepped out of the cool of the jungle and into more dappled shade. The ground cover cracked under their feet as we emerged from the sal trees into a small meadow. From there, we could catch a glimpse of the grasslands sweeping down a great, horseshoe-shaped valley to the banks of the Banjar River.


  “This heat is beastly, Mr. Larssen!” the count complained.


  I glanced across the red-and-gold knotted carpets spanning the broad back of the elephant we shared with Miss Adler. I sweated even in my shaded perch, and I did not envy themahoutsperched astride the beasts’ necks in the brutal light of the sun, but I presumed they must be more accustomed by blood and habituation to this barbarous calescence. “It is India, Count,” I replied—perhaps more dryly than necessary.


  “And the insects are intolerable.” Kolinzcki’s humor did not seem to extend to irony. I raised an eyebrow and returned my attention to the trail, keeping my pot gun to hand and an eye out for edible game, as the beaters took a large portion of their pay in meat.


  My mind drifted as I sought any spoor or scat of our quarry. A strange, oppressive silence hung on the air, and there was no trace of moisture upon the breeze. I felt a chill of unease upon my neck—or perhaps it was only the shade of the trees as our mounts carried us back down the jungle trail.


  I felt the need to break the uncanny quietude. “The tiger,” I said to Miss Adler and her companion, “is the true king of the jungle. No mere lion can compare to him for ferocity, intelligence, or courage. He fears nothing and will easily turn the tables on a hunter.”


  “That is why we ride elephants?” The Lithuanian’s accent could have been better, but his speech was comprehensible.


  I nodded. “Tigers respect elephants, and the reverse is true as well. One will not trouble the oth—”


  A great outcry among the monkeys and the birds in the jungle on our left ended my lecture. I heard an intermittent crashing in the bamboo as an antelope sprinted away. Our tiger was on the move.


  Our beaters fanned toward the jungle, several of them disappearing from sight among the trees. One or two glanced back at us before vanishing into the brush, understandably apprehensive: there was at least one tiger in that cover who had learned the taste of man.


  I directed themahoutsback to the clearing, where we could intercept the line of beaters. The good doctor and von Hammerstein were mounted on the second beast, and Mr. Waterhouse with his two sons rode the final one. Rodney walked alongside with a cargo of rifles. Count Kolinzcki fumbled with his gun, and I made a note to myself to keep an eye on the Lithuanian, in case he should require assistance. Miss Adler quietly and efficiently broke her under/over Winchester and made it ready on her own.


  We reached the clearing in good order and took a moment to array ourselves. The cries of the beaters rang out—“bAgha! bAgha!”—“Tiger! Tiger!”


  She was within their net and moving toward us. Miss Adler drew a deep breath to steady herself, and I restrained myself from laying a hand on her shoulder to calm her. A glance at her lovely face, however, showed only quiet resolve.


  Von Hammerstein also readied his gun, as did the Waterhouses and the doctor. Not intending to shoot, I foolishly failed to exchange the bolt-action .303 Martini-Lee for my double rifle.


  The moment stretched into silence. I found myself counting my breaths, gaze fixed on the wall of brush.“Mir Shikar,”von Hammerstein began—luckily, for as I turned toward my stout and stalwart old friend, I saw the tigress lunge.


  The tricky old killer had somehow doubled back and come up upon our flank. She was too close, perhaps a stride away. She made one gigantic bound out of the brush and was airborne even as I whipped my rifle around.


  In that instant, my eye photographed her—the twisted forefoot, the sad traces of mange and hunger, the frantic golden eye—and my finger tightened on the trigger.


  To no avail. With a hollow click, the rifle failed to discharge. It seemed an eon as I worked the bolt—jammed—and tossed it aside, extending my hand down to Rodney for the .534 Egyptian. In the instant before my fingers closed on the warm Turkish walnut of the stock, I heard two weapons roar and sudden plumes of acrid white smoke tattered in the hot breeze. The shots caught the tigress in side and breast, tumbling her over and backward.


  She dragged herself upright, and Mr. Waterhouse fired as well, squinting along the barrel like a professional as he put a third and final bullet into the defiant cat. She made a little coughing sound and expired, her body going fluid in each joint.


  I glanced around before sliding off my elephant. Miss Adler had broken her Winchester and was calmly replacing the cartridge she had expended into the creature’s breast. Von Hammerstein was also dismounting his beast, keeping his weapon at the ready in case he was forced to fire again.


  I bent over to examine the kill, and found myself straightening abruptly, scanning the jungle for any sign of movement. I saw only our returning beaters.


  Von Hammerstein saw it and laid a questioning eye on me.


  “Her teeth,” I said thickly. “There must be a second cat. This one might bring down a man, but she could never manage a bullock. Not with that crippled foot, and the ruined teeth.”


  It was then that I heard a sound like a throbbing drumbeat, distant but distinct. I did not know what made it, and my curiosity was piqued.


  I would give anything to have remained so ignorant.


  Three of the beaters did not come out of the woods, nor were their bodies found.


  


  


  A search until nightfall failed to turn up the men—or, in fact, any trace of a second tiger. Reluctantly, we reunited and turned for the camp, our beaters muttering in dissatisfaction. We resolved to resume the hunt in the morning, and hopefully find traces of the victims and whatever cat had taken them. Dr. Montleroy did get a lucky shot at a leopard, and brought it down, so we had two trophies: the elderly tigress, and a beautiful spotted cat perhaps seven feet in length.


  Dinner that night was a somber affair, despite the excellent food: bread of a flat sort stuffed with potato, vegetables curried with tomato and onion, mutton spiced and baked in a clay pot. It was a great relief when the Lithuanian Count pressed Miss Adler to entertain us by singing, and she obliged. Even without accompaniment, her contralto was superb and much relieved our heavy hearts.


  My sleep, when it came, was troubled by the sounds of a quiet argument nearby—the voice of Miss Adler demanding, “But you must give it back to me!” And a male rumble—stubborn, I thought—replying. A lovers’ quarrel, perhaps.


  I am not sure what brought me from my cot, other than the sort of prurience that a man does not like to admit. I wondered what he had of hers, of course, and a gentleman does not leave a lady alone in a tight spot, even when that lady is an adventuress.


  It was Kolinzcki whom she argued with, for I recognized his voice as I moved closer to the wall of my tent, feeling my way barefoot in the unrelieved darkness. He switched languages, and she followed. I was surprised to be able to understand them somewhat, for I speak no Lithuanian. But the disagreement they conducted in low tones was in Russian, and that language I have a fair command of.


  “It was not yours to take,” Miss Adler whispered, urgency resonating in her trained voice. “Do you know what you’ll be unleashing?”


  “It is unleashed already,” Kolinzcki replied. “I merely bring our noble friends the means to control it.”


  She sighed, the harsh Russian tongue taking on a certain fluidity when she spoke it. “It is not so simple as that, and you know it. It will be a great embarrassment for my friends in Prague if I cannot return their property. If it seems they are cooperating with the Tsar, it will go hard for them.”


  He was silent, and she continued in a voice I barely heard under the sawing of insects. “Have I not done everything you asked?”


  It was obvious to me that the Count was blackmailing the lovely singer, and I made up my mind to intervene. But as my hand was on the tent flap, I heard again the low, resonant throbbing that had so startled us in the afternoon. Outside, Miss Adler gave a little cry of surprise, and as I came around the corner to confront them, I heard him say in English, “And that is the reason why I cannot oblige you, my dear, as well you know. Perhaps when we are back in civilized lands, we can discuss this again.”


  She stepped close to him and laid her hand on his arm. “Of course, darling.”


  Then perhaps a lovers’ quarrel after all, and already made up for. Silent in bare feet, I returned to my sleepless bed, unaccountably disappointed, and harboring suspicions I did not care to address. Who was I, a Norwegian, to care what alliances and wars the Tsar and the British Queen make against and upon each other? They seemed determined to tear Afghanistan in two between them, in their so-called Great Game: an endless series of imperialist intrigues and battles. A game, to my eye, whose chiefest victims were simple folk like my Rodney. The best the rest of us—I thought then—could manage was a sort of detached distaste for the whole proceedings.


  The morning found us all awake early and unsettled. It was bold young James Waterhouse who sought me out before we mounted our elephants.“Shikari,”he said—they had picked up the usage from von Hammerstein and thought it delightfully quaint. “Did you hear that noise again last night?”


  I hesitated. “The drumming? I did indeed.” I said no more, but he must have noted my frown.


  He pressed me. “That wasn’t an animal noise, was it? I heard it when we killed the tiger.”


  It had absorbed my thoughts through the night, when I wasn’t distracted by the implications of the argument between the Lithuanian—or perhaps not Lithuanian—Count and the fair Miss Adler. It wasn’t quite exactly a drumming: it was more a … heartbeat. It was true; it didn’t sound like an animal noise. But it didn’t sound precisely like a human noise either.


  “I don’t know,” I answered uncomfortably. “I haven’t heard it before.” I turned to aid Miss Adler in climbing the rope ladder to our elephant. Truthfully, the count required more assistance, and as I helped him up, his waistcoat gaped and I noticed the golden hilt of a dagger secreted within it. Great-grandfather’s hunting knife, no doubt: too showy, but not a bad precaution. He rose a bare notch in my estimation.


  


  


  There were some clouds on the horizon, and I thought the wind might carry a taint of moisture. I was eager to find the second cat and travel deeper into the jungle, perhaps to seek a third. We were past due for weather, and monsoon would mean the end of our hunt.


  My party were on edge, made nervy no doubt both by the loss of the beaters the day before and by the close call with the tiger. Still no sign had been found of the missing men—even of a scuffle—and I found myself tending toward the explanation that they had deserted. Conrad seemed spooked, and I permitted the brothers to ride my elephant while Miss Adler and her escort traveled with Mr. Waterhouse.


  Instead of skirting the forest, we resolved to plunge into it, and search among the bamboo and the sal trees for the second man-eater. I found myself eager as a young man, and by the time we broke for luncheon we had covered some miles into the thicker part of the forest. We found a little clearing in which to enjoy our cold curry and venison with the native bread. I sat beside von Hammerstein, while noting that Miss Adler had taken a place some distance from her Count. I wondered.


  I kept the Egyptian close to hand, in case our man-eater should be drawn out by the scent of food or prey, but lunch passed uneventfully. We resolved to take a short siesta on the grass in the appalling heat of the afternoon with some of the beaters standing guard.


  I again caught a glimpse of clouds massed on the horizon, but they seemed no closer than they had been in the morning, so I determined that we should press on after resting, but I must have dozed. I was awakened with a start by the sound of crashing in the brush—something sprinting straight for us. I scrambled to my feet, clutching my rifle. I noticed that the rest had dozed as well—except Miss Adler, who was on her feet, straightening from adjusting the Count’s jacket, and loyal Rodney, who was chatting with one of the beaters in their native Hindi.


  I brought my weapon to bear on the sound. The beaters moved rapidly out of the line of fire, and I did not spare a glance for the others.


  It was no tiger that broke the screen of trees, but a man, ragged and hungry looking, on the verge of exhaustion, bare feet bloodied as if from some long journey. He did not look Indian but rather Arab—Afghan, perhaps? I cautiously lowered my rifle, and he collapsed at my feet with a cry.


  He babbled a few words in a tongue I did not understand. I again shifted my estimation of Count Kolinzcki, as I noticed it was he who first came to the man’s side, bending over him. I watched warily for a moment. The Arab seemed no threat, however, and I gestured Rodney to bring water as I crouched beside him as well. My bearer had just begun to cross the clearing, leaving his post at my shoulder, when the eldest elephant threw up her trunk and trumpeted in alarm.


  A stray breeze brought a whiff of scent to my nostrils: char and hot metal. I cast about for any sign of smoke and noticed the elephants rocking nervously. It seemed obvious to me at that time that they had scented fire, for I knew then of no beast that could so disturb them.


  I was both right and wrong.


  “Mount!” I cried. The Waterhouses began immediately to move toward the elephants while Dr. Montleroy and von Hammerstein helped the beaters grab up our possessions. I reached down with some thought of assisting the prostrate Arab, but Kolinzcki was already dragging him to his feet.


  The Arab grabbed Kolinzcki by the collar, and the fat Count knocked his grubby hand aside. And then, looking startled and sick, the Count pressed his right hand to his breast, with the expression of a man who realizes that his watch has gone missing from his waistcoat.


  I remembered the argument of the night before, and Miss Adler bent over his supine form as he slept, but the rush of events did not permit me to inquire.


  I barely caught a glimpse of it before it was among us: it came silent as a wisp of smoke, disturbing the vines and brush not at all. It glowed, even in the incandescence of the afternoon, with a light like a coal, and across the back it bore stripes like char. It possessed the rough form of a tiger, but it stank like a forest fire and its maw was a lick of flame.


  It sprang to the back of the smallest elephant with an easy leap, transfixing Conrad Waterhouse with its burning gaze. Even as the elephant panicked, he froze like a bird charmed by a snake. The Creature’s blazing claws scorched down her sides, leaving rents in her thick hide that I wouldn’t have credited to an ax. She screamed and reared up, ponderously reaching over her shoulder in an attempt to dislodge the predator. Her panic knocked Conrad from his feet, and I did not see him move again. His brother lunged across the path of the Creature to shield the fallen boy with his body: a brave and futile gesture.


  The Creature avoided the elephant’s wild blows contemptuously, plunging to the soft earth like a cannonball as all three of our mounts stampeded and the injured elephant’s foot struck James.


  The beaters andmahoutsscattered. The Creature casually disemboweled the closest man: it never even turned its head, already gathering itself for another pounce. Even as I leveled my weapon I knew it was hopeless. I squeezed the trigger and the rifle hammered my shoulder once, and again. Rodney sprinted back to me, my Purdey clutched in his hand. He had two cartridges between his fingers, drawn from the loops on his vest, and he had the rifle broken, loading both barrels simultaneously as he ran.


  The good doctor stood rooted in shock. I heard the report of von Hammerstein’s gun and, a second later, that of Miss Adler’s. I released my empty weapon as Rodney, spitting fragments of words in his excitement, smoothly handed me the replacement. Mr. Waterhouse was turning to cover the beast with shaking hands, unable to fire as long as we stood behind it, craning his neck in an attempt to see both the quarry and his two sons.


  The animal stalked forward, opening its flame-rimmed maw, and I heard again the sound I had compared to the pounding of drums or the throb of a mighty heart. The roar went on and on, and my heart quailed and my hands shook as it slunk one pad-footed step forward.


  I readied my useless weapon, determined to die fighting, and Miss Adler loosed her second shot. The bullet ruptured the hide of the beast and a ripple shuddered across its surface as if she had tossed a rock into water. A few spattering droplets of fire shot up, falling to the grass, where they smoked and vanished.


  Count Kolinzcki staggered back, down on one knee in fright and despair, his hand dropping from his breast to fumble with his weapon. Von Hammerstein held his fire. I knew he would be waiting for a shot at the eye—a forlorn hope, but the one I clung to as well.


  The thunder of hooves spoiled my aim. I raised my gaze from my gun sight to witness the arrival of the proverbial cavalry. A lathered bay gelding—of Arab stock, to guess by its small stature and luxurious mane—charged out of the bamboo in full flight. Its flanks heaved and blood-flecked foam flew from its bit. On its back was a mustachioed officer, who hauled up short on the reins and virtually lifted his mount into the air.


  It was a prodigious leap: the little horse’s hindquarters bunched and released, and it sailed up and over the back of the Creature. The tigerlike thing twisted in a fruitless attempt to score the horse with its claws, and then recoiled as the rider hurled some sort of pouch at its face. Whatever it was, it hurt! The Creature throbbed again, searing the depths of my ears, and turned and bounded away.


  The officer hauled his horse to a stop and whirled it about on its haunches—an unequaled display of horsemanship. The little bay half reared in protest of the hard handling, and then settled down, pawing and snorting.


  The officer gentling it with a hand on its neck was a man of middle years, his hair iron gray as was his copious mustache. He had a high forehead and a sensual twist to his mouth, and his eyes glittered still with the excitement of the hunt.


  At the appearance of the officer, the Arab turned as if to flee, and almost ran directly into me. He still wove on his feet, and I detained him easily enough.


  “Sir,” Miss Adler said, first in command of her wits, “we are indebted to you beyond any repayment.”


  “Miss,” he replied, “it is my privilege to serve. And now we must be away, before it returns.”


  I identified the British insignia upon his uniform. “Colonel, I thank you as well. I am Magnus Larssen, these good people’s guide. We have wounded.” The beater who had been disemboweled by the Creature was dead or dying quickly, but I could see James picking himself up painfully, his father crouching beside him with an expression of terrible grief. Dr. Montleroy was already trotting to their side.


  “Colonel Sebastian Moran, Her Majesty’s First Bengalore Pioneers,” he said. I noticed that in addition to a sidearm and saber, there was an elephant gun sheathed on his saddle in much the fashion that the Americans carry their buffalo rifles.


  Von Hammerstein and Rodney were crouched where the Creature had been. Rodney held up a burst leather water bottle: the object that the colonel had thrown in its face.


  “There’s no spoor, sahib,” Rodney said. “It leaves no marks in the grass. Like smoke. There are”—a silence—“specks of molten lead.”Bullets,he did not say.


  I felt a cold, thickening sensation in my belly: fear.


  “Shikari,”began the colonel, but then he hesitated with a glance to the grief-stricken father, and began to dismount and unlimber his gun. “The young man looks well enough to ride. Have him sling the boy over my saddle. We must make it to the river by nightfall.”


  He spared a glance for the Arab, and another caress for the exhausted horse. “This man is my prisoner. I pursued him from the border, and I will be bringing him back with me.”


  Kolinzcki, rising to his feet, seemed about to protest, but something in the glitter of the colonel’s eyes silenced him. For myself, I merely nodded, and went with von Hammerstein to collect the casualties.


  


  


  The events of that afternoon return to me now only as a heat-soaked blur. We walked only when we could run no longer. Waterhouse clung to the stirrup of the colonel’s horse, trotting alongside it as he steadied his sons. Conrad still breathed, but he had not regained consciousness, and I believed James was suffering an internal injury: he grew ever whiter and more silent, and most of our water went to him.


  I knew the Creature stalked us, as wounded cats will, for every so often I caught a taste of its red scent upon the breeze, and the gelding was hot-eyed and terrified. I feared the poor beast’s wind was broken: it wheezed through every breath and staggered under its double burden, but it kept up gamely.


  The colonel had bound the Arab’s hands before him with a leather strap. Through this means, Moran contrived to keep the prisoner upright and moving, although he was staggering from exhaustion.


  I came up beside him when we had not been moving long and leaned into his ear. “The Arab is a Tsarist agent?”


  “Of a sort,” he said, one wary eye on the individual in question. “A tribal shaman. A personage. And an Afghan, not an Arab.” He raked me with a sidelong glance and I nodded to encourage his discourse. “He was traveling to India with an entourage. We stopped the rest at the border, but this one got through. Fortunately, I’ve apprehended him before …” His voice trailed off. “What are your politics, Larssen?”


  “I haven’t any.”


  He grunted. “Get some.” And walked away.


  My especial burden was the fat Count, who staggered along in our wake and complained. Miss Adler kept along nicely, bearing her own distress very well, despite suspicious looks from the Count. Almost, I thought he was about to break into open argument with her, but he directed a hard look at Moran and kept his comments to the heat.


  Finally, in the haze of heat and despair, Moran turned on the Count. “If you don’t stop whining, I’ll send you back in pieces!” he snapped, shaking his gun for emphasis.


  The Count halted. “A common Englishman does not call me a fool!” he replied sharply. “I am accustomed to a dignified pace, and if this Norwegian idiot had not led us into the lair of monsters”—a rude gesture in my direction—“we’d all be bathed and fed by now!”


  The colonel’s prisoner chose this moment to break in, gesticulating and seeming to berate the Count, shrieking in anger. The Count listened for a moment, and shook his head. He glanced around in appeal. “Do any of you understand this barbarian?” he asked, glancing from one to another.


  None answered, but Moran’s eyebrow rose in silent speculation.


  


  


  Night came on more quickly than I could have imagined. My feet were bloody in my boots, and sun blisters rose along the length of my nose where my helmet did not shade it. I grew deaf to the hum of insects, the chatter of monkeys and birds. The sole promise of relief was the black storm front piling up on the horizon: the long-overdue monsoon, racing northward to greet us. Whenever I found the strength to raise my head, I glanced at those bulging clouds, prayerful, but they never seemed closer. As if some invisible army held them besieged, they roiled and tore, but could not advance.


  Dr. Montleroy sought me out as the afternoon waned into evening. “I’m going to lose James unless I can get him to help, and quickly. I may anyway, but there’s still time to try.”


  “What does his father say?” I croaked.


  “He knows,” Montleroy answered, with a glance over his shoulder to the white-faced man. “It is one son or neither.”


  I nodded once. “Take all the water. Go.”


  We pulled Conrad down off the exhausted gelding over James’s feeble protests, and the good doctor swung up behind. Moran poured water for the horse into his hat, and the animal sucked it up in a single desperate draft. “Go like the wind,” he said to it, and slapped it hard across the flank. It startled and bolted, Montleroy and James bent low over its neck.


  “Godspeed,” said Miss Adler from beside me. I glanced around in surprise. It was then that I noticed that the Count was missing.


  


  


  No one had seen him fall behind, and we could not turn back. Mr. Waterhouse, von Hammerstein, and I took turns carrying Conrad, who drifted in a fever. He mumbled strange phrases in a language I had never heard, but which seemed to discomfit Moran’s prisoner greatly.


  The prisoner attempted to speak to me, but I could only shake my head at his foreign tongue. He tried von Hammerstein as well, to equally little avail, and Moran did not interfere. I had the distinct impression that the colonel watched out of the corner of his eye, as if observing our faces for any sign of comprehension, but the chattering of the monkeys meant more, at least to me.


  With her paramour gone, Miss Adler stalked up to the front of the group. It was she who first identified the clearing where we had killed the tigress. We paused for breath, and the prisoner threw himself down in the long grass and panted.


  “Two more miles to the river,” she said, in a flat and hopeless tone, resting the Winchester’s stock on the ground. Moran glanced from her to the rapidly darkening sky and grunted. Waterhouse’s face clenched in terror and I knew it was not for himself that he feared.


  “We could try to run it,” offered von Hammerstein. He shifted the still form of Conrad Waterhouse on his shoulder and stared out toward the grasslands, a calculating look on his face. “Could you keep up, miss?”


  The woman frowned. “I daresay.” She bent down to unlace her boots while Rodney held the Winchester. She stepped out of them and knotted them over her shoulder.


  The monkeys fell silent. The prisoner started up, eyes staring, and he cried aloud—“Ia! Ia Hastur cf’ayah ‘vugtlagln Hastur!”—and then, in mangled Hindi, “The burning one comes!” His eyes shimmered insanely. His voice was exultant. I wondered why he had not spoken Hindi before, at least to myself or Rodney.


  “Run,” Moran shouted, yanking on the leather strap, and we ran.


  The six of us, Moran dragging his captive, pelted out of the sal and down the slope of the land toward the riverbank. Around us the grass burned from gold to bloody in the light of the sunset. An enormous orb, already half concealed by the horizon, lit the scene like the plains of hell.


  I ran with my hand clenched on my rifle, heedless of clutching grasses. Rodney darted ahead with one hand on von Hammerstein’s arm, nearly dragging the laden man. Conrad bounced on his back, voice raised in a peculiar shriek, raving a string of words that pained my ears.


  The ground blurred under my feet, and as I passed Miss Adler I caught her elbow and dragged her along—she was running well, but my legs were longer. Ahead of me, I saw Moran give an assisting shove to Waterhouse and turn around to yank the leather strap again. His prisoner simply piled into him, swinging his hands like a club, teeth bared to bite.


  “The dagger!” he shrieked in broken Hindi, foam flying from his teeth. “You fool, or it will have us all!”


  Moran moved with the speed of a man half his age. “Go on,” he yelled at me as I moved to help him. He ducked under the prisoner’s swing and brought his gun butt up under the man’s jaw. As I pelted past, the Arab tumbled boneless to the ground, and Moran raised his weapon.


  I flinched, expecting a shot, but Moran snarled as he hauled the prisoner to his feet.


  I caught my breath in my teeth. It hurt. “Not … going to make it,” Miss Adler groaned between breaths.


  A lone tree rose before us as I stole a glance over my shoulder. We were less than halfway to the river, and I could see the red glow of the sunset matched by an answering inferno only yards behind.


  Von Hammerstein and Waterhouse had reached the same conclusion, for as we drew up we saw them crouched in the grass. Rodney stood just behind them, his eyes very white and wide in his mahogany face. He clapped my shoulder as I passed him, and I realized that he was younger than Conrad Waterhouse, over whose raving form he stood guard.


  “Good lad,” I said to him, which seemed wholly inadequate, and I came and stood beside him. I remembered that we had given all our water to James, and nevertheless I found my fear lifting. I was resigned.


  Moran came up to us and took in the situation with a nod. We turned at bay, the devil before us and the sunset at our backs.


  It let us see it coming—a glowing specter in the darkness, a demon of flame and fear. It leaped through the tall grass toward me—a bound of perhaps forty feet. I caught a very clear view of it as it gathered itself. Flaming eyes glittered at me with unholy intelligence in the moment before it leaped.


  I felt something rise in my heart under that regard, an antique horror such as I had never known, and I heard Waterhouse whimper—or perhaps I myself moaned aloud in fear. Words seemed to form in my mind, words of invocation that I both knew and did not know, powerful and ancient and evil as maggots in my soul:“Iä! Iä Hastur …”


  I emptied the .534 at it, to no effect. Beside me, I heard von Hammerstein’s gun choke and roar twice. He reached for a second one. The reek of powder hung thick upon the air.


  The beast was in midair—it was among us—Conrad had risen to his feet with madness on his face and thrown himself at Rodney. Waterhouse caught the blow, staggered, and bore the boy over onto the ground, kneeling on his chest and bearing his hands down only with great difficulty. Rodney never flinched.


  I dropped the empty weapon. “Boy.Gun!”


  Rodney snapped the Purdey into my hand, and I aimed along the barrel with a prayer to Almighty God on my lips. Moran was distracted from his prisoner, shaking his weapon loose and raising it in a futile and beautiful gesture. His luxurious mustache draped across the scrollwork on the gun as he sighted, and he placed two shots directly into the beast’s eye as it lunged.


  The flaming paw hurt not at all. It struck me high on the thigh, and I felt a distinct shattering sensation, but there was no pain. I lost the Purdey, and I saw poor Rodney hurled aside by a second thunderous blow. He fell like a broken doll, and he did not rise. Mr. Waterhouse started up to defend his boy, and was knocked backward fifteen feet into the tree before its next blow crushed von Hammerstein against the earth. I felt the impact from where I lay.


  Moran turned with his gun, coolly tracking the Creature. He did not see his prisoner rise up from the ground clutching a rock in his bound hands, and my shout came too late. Even as he spun, the villain laid him out.


  Then, suddenly, Miss Irene Adler was standing behind the prisoner, something glittering in her hand. She drew her arm back, and with a Valkyrie shout she plunged the Count’s dagger deep into the Arab’s back. The man stiffened, shuddered, and clawed, tied hands thrust into the air as if to drag Miss Adler off his back. I was eerily reminded of the poor, wounded elephant.


  He sagged to his knees as the Creature snarled its throbbing snarl and spun about on its haunches. It took a step toward Miss Adler and screamed as only a cat can scream.


  The prisoner fell to the ground dead, and Miss Adler stood defiant and braced behind the corpse, ready for whatever death might find her. Seeming unaffected by the death of the Arab, the Creature crouched to leap. Pain grinding in my broken leg, I started to drag myself upright with some futile idea of hurling myself on the thing.


  At that moment, the rain came.


  The monsoon was upon us like a wall of glass, and the Creature screamed again—this time, in agony. It turned this way and that, frantic to escape the raindrops, like a dog that seeks to elude a beating. Each drop sizzled and steamed as it struck, and with each drop the devil’s light flickered, spots appearing on its hide like the speckles on a coal sprinkled with water.


  It twisted about itself, shrieking, and finally seemed to collapse. A sickening scent of char rose from the wet ashes that were all that remained.


  My leg flared at last into agony, and a black tunnel closed upon my sight.


  


  


  I groaned and opened my eyes on a vision of bedraggled and ineffable beauty tucking a jeweled dagger into her reticule. There was a tarpaulin under me—wet, but drier than the ground—and another one hung over the branches of the tree to shield me from the worst of the rain. I recognized it as gear Rodney had carried. Moran lay beside me, under a blanket, quite still.


  She laid a damp cloth on my forehead and smoothed back my hair before she stood. “Your leg is broken. I beg you to forgive me for leaving you in such straits, Mr. Larssen. I assure you I will send help, but I must leave at once: it is a delicate matter, and vital to the security of a certain Baltic nobleman that the theft of this dagger from his household never be proven—either by the English or the Russians.”


  “Wait,” I cried. “Miss Adler—Irene—”


  “You may certainly call me Irene,” she replied, something like amusement in her voice. I saw that her gloves were burned through, and the palms of her hands were blistered.


  I tried for a moment to formulate a question, but words failed me. “What has happened here?” I finally asked her, trusting that she would understand.


  “I am afraid you have been rather overtaken by events, my dear Mr. Larssen … Magnus. As have we all. I came here to retrieve this dagger, which was stolen from a friend of mine. The rather vile Mr. Kolinzcki, whom I fear is neither a Count nor a Lithuanian but an agent of the Tsar, stole it and brought it here with the intention of providing it to this Afghan sorcerer.”


  She spurned the corpse with her toe.


  “For all I know, he intended some foul ritual of human sacrifice, which may have greatly discomfited the British army. At the very least, it seems to have had the power to control that.” She gestured expressively to the pile of ashes. “A pity I had to kill him. I imagine he would have befuddled British intelligence greatly, if they had the chance to interrogate him. But once I understood that he was somehow holding back the storm …”


  “Monsoon. If I may be so bold as to correct a lady.”


  “Monsoon.” She smiled.


  “But how? You cannot tell me how?” I wished I could grit my teeth against the pain in my leg, but they chattered so that I could not manage it. I did not look to where Rodney lay, out in the cold rain.


  “It seems that there are things in heaven and earth that lie beyond our ken as Western minds of scientific bent.”


  I nodded and a wave of pain and nausea threatened to overwhelm me. “The Count?” I asked.


  She lifted her strong shoulders and let them drop, her expression dark. “Left behind and eaten, I presume. I assure you that your assistance has been invaluable, and that the war in Afghanistan may now come to a close.”


  She set a pan of rainwater and a loaded pistol close by my hand. “The colonel is alive but unconscious—it seems the blow rendered him insensate.” A final hesitation, before she turned to go.


  She turned back, and seemed to study my face for a moment. I hoped I saw something like affection there. “I am also very sorry about Rodney.”


  It was a very long, cold night then, but the villagers and Dr. Montleroy came for me in the morning. We did not speak, then or ever, of the thing we had seen.


  James survived, although Conrad never regained himself. I had occasional dealings after with Colonel Moran, until he left the region for cooler climes. I understand he has come to a very bad end.


  As for Miss Adler—her, I never saw again. But my dreams are haunted to this day by her face and, less pleasantly, by those eerie words—Iä! Iä Hastur cf’ayah ‘vugtlagln Hastur!—and I have never since been able to take up a gun for sport.


  


  Love Among the Talus


  


  


  


  


  You cannot really keep a princess in a tower. Not if she has no brothers and must learn statecraft and dancing and riding and poisons and potions and the passage of arms, so that she may eventually rule.


  But you can do the next best thing.


  In the land of the shining empire, in a small province north of the city of Messaline and beyond the great salt desert, a princess with a tip-tilted nose lived with her mother, Hoelun Khatun, the Dowager Queen. The princess—whose name, it happens, was Nilufer—stood tall and straight as an ivory pole, and if her shoulders were broad out of fashion from the pull of her long oak-white bow, her dowry would no doubt compensate for any perceived lack of beauty. Her hair was straight and black, as smooth and cool as water, and even when she did not ride with her men-at-arms, she wore split, padded skirts and quilted, paneled robes of silk satin, all emerald and jade and black and crimson embroidered with gold and white chrysanthemums.


  She needed no tower, for she was like unto a tower in her person, a fastness as sure as the mountains she bloomed beside, her cool reserve and mocking half-lidded glances the battlements of a glacial virginity.


  Her province compassed foothills, and also those mountains (which were called the Steles of the Sky). And while its farmlands were not naturally verdant, its mineral wealth was abundant. At the moderate elevations, ancient terraced slopes had been engineered into low-walled, boggy paddies dotted with unhappy oxen. Women toiled there, bent under straw hats, the fermenting vegetation and glossy leeches which adhered to their sinewy calves unheeded. Farther up, the fields gave way to slopes of scree. And at the bottoms of the sheer, rising faces of the mountains, opened the nurturing mouths of the mines.


  The mines were not worked by men; the miners were talus, living boulders with great stone-wearing mouths. The talus consumed ore and plutonic and metamorphic rocks alike (the sandstones, slates, schists, and shales, they found to be generally bereft of flavor and nutrition, but they would gnaw through them to obtain better) and excreted sand and irregular ingots of refined metal.


  The living rocks were gentle, stolid, unconcerned with human life, although casualties occurred sometimes among the human talus-herders when their vast insensate charges wholly or partially scoured over them. They were peaceful, though, as they grazed through stone, and their wardens would often lean against their rough sides, enjoying the soothing vibrations caused by the grinding of their gizzards, which were packed with the hardest of stones. Which is to say carborundum—rubies and sapphires—and sometimes diamonds, polished by ceaseless wear until they attained the sheen of tumbled jewels or river rock.


  Of course, the talus had to be sacrificed to retrieve those, so it was done only in husbandry. Or times of economic hardship or unforeseen expense. Or to pay the tithe to the Khagan, the Khan of Khans might-helive-forever, who had conquered Nilufer’s province and slain her father and brother when Nilufer was but a child in the womb.


  There had been no peace before the Khagan. Now the warring provinces could war no longer, and the bandits were not free to root among the spoils like battle ravens. Under the peace of the Khanate and protection of the Khagan’s armies, the bandit lords were often almost controlled.


  So they were desperate, and they had never been fastidious. When they caught one of the talus, they slaughtered it and butchered the remains for jewels, and gold, and steel.


  As has been mentioned, the princess of the land had no brothers, and the Khatun, finding it inexpedient to confine her only daughter until marriage (as is the custom of overzealous guardians in any age), preferred to train her to a terrifying certainty of purpose and to surround her with the finest men-at-arms in the land. To the princess and to her troop of archers and swordsmen, not incidentally, fell the task of containing the bandit hordes.


  Now, the bandits, as you may imagine, had not been historically wellorganized. But in recent years they had fallen under the sway of a new leader, a handsome strong-limbed man who some said had been a simple talus-herder in his youth, and others said was a Khanzadeh, a son of the Khagan, or the son in hiding of one of the Khagan’s vanquished enemies, who were many. Over the course of time, he brought the many disparate tribes of bandits together under one black banner, and taught them to fletch their arrows with black feathers.


  Whether it was the name he had been given at the cradleboard, none knew, but what he called himself was Temel.


  To say that Nilufer could not be kept in a tower implies unfairly that she did not dwell in one, and that, of course, would be untrue. Her mother’s palace had many towers, and one of those—the tallest and whitest of the lot—was entirely Nilufer’s own. As has been noted, the Khatun’s province was small—really no more than a few broad plateaus and narrow valleys— and so she had no need of more than one palace. But as has also been described, the Khatun’s province was wealthy, and so that palace was lavish, and the court that dwelled within it thrived.


  Nilufer, as befitted a princess who would someday rule, maintained her own court within and adjacent her mother’s. This retinue was made up in part of attendants appointed by the Khatun—a tutor of letters, a tutor of sciences, a tutor of statecraft and numbers; a dancing-master; a master of hawk and horse and hound; a pair of chaperones (one old and smelling of sour mare’s milk, the other middle-aged and stern); three monkish warrior women who had survived the burning of their convent by the Khagan some seventeen years before, and so come into the Khatun’s service—and in part of Nilufer’s own few retainers and gentlewomen, none of whom would Nilufer call friend.


  And then of course there was the Witch, who came and went and prophesied and slept and ate as she pleased, like any cat.


  On summer evenings, seeking mates, the talus crept from the mines to sing great eerie harmonies like the wails of wetted crystal. Nilufer, if she was not otherwise engaged, could hear them from her tower window.


  Sometimes, she would reply, coaxing shrill satiny falls of music from the straight white bone of her reed flute. Sometimes, she would even play for them on the one that was made of silver.


  Late one particular morning in spring, Nilufer turned from her window six towering stories above the rocky valley. The sun was only now stretching around the white peaks of the mountains, though gray twilight had given a respectable light for hours. Nilufer had already ridden out that morning, with the men-at-arms and the three monkish women, and had practiced her archery at the practice stumps and at a group of black-clad bandits, slaying four of seven.


  Now, dressed for ease in loose garments protected by a roll-sleeved smock, she stood before an easel, a long, pale bamboo brush dipped in rich black ink disregarded in her right hand as she examined her medium. The paper was absorbent, thick. Soft, and not glossy. It would draw the ink well, but might feather.


  All right for art, for a watercolor wash or a mountainscape where a certain vagueness and misty indirection might avail. But to scribe a spell, or a letter of diplomacy, she would have chosen paper glazed lightly with clay, to hold a line crisply.


  Nilufer turned to the Witch, darting her right hand unconsciously at the paper. “Are you certain, old mother?”


  The Witch, curled on a low stool beside the fire although the day was warm, lifted her head so her wiry gray braids slid over the motley fur and feathers of her epaulets. The cloak she huddled under might be said to be gray, but that was at best an approximation. Rather it was a patchwork thing, taupes and tans and grays and pewters, bits of homespun wool and rabbit fur and fox fur all sewed together until the Witch resembled nothing so much as a lichen-crusted granite boulder.


  The Witch showed tea-stained pegs of teeth when she smiled. She was never certain. “Write me a love spell,” she said.


  “The ink is too thin,” Nilufer answered. “The ink is too thin for the paper. It will feather.”


  “The quality of the paper is irrelevant to your purpose,” the Witch said. “You must use the tools at hand as best you can, for this is how you will make your life, your highness.”


  Nilufer did not turn back to her window and her easel, though the sun had finally surmounted the peaks behind her, and slanted light suffused the valley. “I do not care to scribe a love spell. There is no man I would have love me, old mother.”


  The Witch made a rude noise and turned back to the fire, her lids drawing low over eyes that had showed cloudy when the dusty light crossed them. “You will need to know the how of it when you are Khatun, and you are married. It will be convenient to command love then, your highness.”


  “I will not marry for love,” said the princess, cold and serene as the mountains beyond her.


  “Your husband’s love is not the only love it may be convenient to command, when you are Khatun. Scribe the spell.”


  The Witch did not glance up from the grate. The princess did not say but I do not care to be Khatun.


  It would have been a wasted expenditure of words.


  Nilufer turned back to her easel. The ink had spattered the page when she jerked her brush. The scattered droplets, like soot on a quartz rock, feathered there.


  The princess did not sleep alone; royalty has not the privilege of privacy. But she had her broad white bed to herself, the sheets and featherbed tucked neatly over the planks, her dark hair and ivory face stark against the snowy coverlet. She lay on her back, her arms folded, as composed for slumber as for death. The older chaperone slept in a cot along the east side of the bed, and the youngest and most adamant of the monkish warrior women along the west side. A maid in waiting slept by the foot.


  The head of the bed stood against the wall, several strides separating it from the window by which stood Nilufer’s easel.


  It was through this window—not on the night of the day wherein the princess remonstrated with the Witch, but on another night, when the nights had grown warmer—that the bandit Temel came. He scaled the tower as princes have always come to ladies, walking up a white silken rope that was knotted every arm’s-length to afford a place to rest his feet and hands. He slipped over the window-sill and crouched beside the wall, his gloved hands splayed wide as spiders.


  He had had the foresight to wear white, with a hood and mask covering his hair and all his face but for his eyes. And so he almost vanished against the marble wall.


  The guardians did not stir. But Nilufer sat up, dark in her snowy bed, her hair a cold river over her shoulder and her breasts like full moons beneath the silk of her nightgown, and drew a breath to scream. And then she stopped, the breath indrawn, and turned first to the east and then to the west, where her attendants slumbered.


  She let the breath out.


  “You are a sorcerer,” she told him, sliding her feet from beneath the coverlet. The arches flexed when she touched the cold stone floor: of a morning, her ladies would have knelt by the bed to shoe her. Scorning her slippers, she stood.


  “I am but a bandit, princess,” he answered, and stood to sweep a mocking courtesy. When he lifted his head, he looked past a crescent-shaped arrowhead, down the shaft into her black, unblinking eye, downcast properly on his throat rather than his face. She would never see him flinch, certainly not in moonlight, but he felt his eyelids flicker, his cheeks sting, a sharp contraction between his shoulder blades.


  “But you’ve bewitched my women.”


  “Anyone can scribe a spell,” he answered modestly, and then continued: “And I’ve come to bring you a gift.”


  “I do not care for your gifts.” She was strong. Her arms, as straight and oak-white as her bow where they emerged from the armscyes of her night-gown, did not tremble, though the bow was a killing weapon and no mere toy for a girl.


  His smile was visible even through the white silk of his mask. “This one, you will like.”


  No answer. Her head was straight upon the pillar of her neck. Even in the moonlight, he could see the whitening of her unprotected fingertips where they hooked the serving. A quarter-inch of steady flesh, that was all that stayed his death.


  He licked his lips, wetting silk. “Perhaps I just came to see the woman who would one day be Nilufer Khatun.”


  “I do not care to be Khatun,” Nilufer said.


  The bandit scoffed. “What else are you good for?”


  Nilufer raised her eyes to his. It was not what women did to men, but she was a princess, and he was only a bandit. She pointed with her gaze past his shoulder, to the easel by the window, on which a sheet of paper lay spread to dry overnight. Today’s effort—the ideogram for foundation—was far more confident than that for love had been. “I want to be a Witch,” she said. “A Witch and not a Queen. I wish to be not loved, but wise. Tell your bandit lord, if he can give me that, I might accept his gift.”


  “Only you can give yourself that, your highness,” he said. “But I can give you escape.”


  He opened his hand, and a scrap of paper folded as a bird slipped from his glove. The serving, perhaps, eased a fraction along the ridges of her fingerprints, but the arrow did not fly.


  The bandit waited until the bird had settled to the stones before he concluded, “And the bandit lord, as you call him, has heard your words tonight.”


  Then the arrow did waver, though she steadied it and trained it on his throat again. “Temel.”


  “At her highness’ service.”


  Her breath stirred the fletchings. He stepped back, and she stepped forward. The grapnel grated softly on the stone, and before she knew it, he was over the sill and descending, almost silently but for the flutter of slick white silk.


  Nilufer came to her window and stood there with the string of her long oak-white bow drawn to her nose and her rosebud lips, her left arm untrembling, the flexed muscles in her right arm raising her stark sinews beneath the skin. The moonlight gilded every pricked hair on her ivory flesh like frost on the hairy stem of a plant. Until the bandit prince disappeared into the shadow of the mountains, the point of her arrow tracked him. Only then did she unbend her bow and set the arrow in the quiver—her women slept on—and crouch to lift the paper bird into her hand.


  Red paper, red as blood, and slick and hard so that it cracked along the creases. On its wings, in black ink, was written the spell-word for flight.


  Blowing on fingers that stung from holding the arrow drawn so steady, she climbed back into her bed.


  In the morning, the Khagan’s caravan arrived to collect his tithe. The Khagan’s emissary was an ascetic, moustached man, graying at the temples. The Witch said that he and the Khagan had been boys together, racing ponies on the steppes.


  Hoelun Khatun arranged for him to watch the butchering of the talus from whose guts the tribute would be harvested, as a treat. There was no question but that Nilufer would also attend them.


  They rode out on the Khatun’s elderly elephant. An extravagance, on the dry side of the mountains. But one that a wealthy province could support, for the status it conferred.


  A silk and ivory palanquin provided shade, and Nilufer thought sourly that the emissary was blind to any irony, but her face remained expressionless under its coating of powder as her feathered fan flicked in her hand. The elephant’s tusks were capped with rubies and with platinum, a rare metal so impervious to fire that even a smelting furnace would not melt the ore. Only the talus could refine it, though once they excreted it, it was malleable and could be easily worked.


  As the elephant traveled, Nilufer became acquainted with the emissary. She knew he watched her with measuring eyes, but she did not think he was covetous. Rather she thought more tribute might be demanded than mere stones and gold this time, and her heart beat faster under the cold green silk of her robes. Though her blood rushed in her ears, she felt no warmer than the silk, or than the talus’ tumbled jewels.


  The elephant covered the distance swiftly. Soon enough, they came to the slaughtering ground, and servants who had followed on asses lifted cakes and ices up onto the carpet that covered the elephant’s back.


  Despite its size and power, the slaughter of the talus was easily done. They could be lured from place to place by laying trails of powdered anthracite mixed with mineral oil; the talus-herders used the same slurry to direct their charges at the rock faces they wished mined. And so the beast selected for sacrifice would be led to the surface and away from others. A master stone-mason, with a journeyman and two apprentices, would approach the grazing talus and divine the location of certain vulnerable anatomic points. With the journeyman’s assistance, the mason would position a pointed wrecking bar of about six feet in length, which the brawny apprentices, with rapid blows of their sledges, would drive into the heart—if such a word is ever appropriate for a construct made of stone—of the talus, such that the beast would then and there almost instantly die.


  This was a hazardous proceeding, more so for the journeyman—rather trapped between the rock and the hammers, as it were—than the master or the apprentices. Masons generally endeavored to produce a clean, rapid kill, for their own safety, as well as for mercy upon the beast. (The bandits were less humane in their methods, Nilufer knew, but they too got the job done.) She licked crystals of ice and beet sugar from her reed straw, and watched the talus die.


  


  On the ride back, the emissary made his offer.


  Nilufer sought Hoelun Khatun in her hall, after the emissary had been feted through dinner, after the sun had gone down. “Mother,” she said, spreading her arms so the pocketed sleeves of her over-robe could sweep like pale gold wings about her, “will you send me to Khara-Khorin?”


  The possibility beat in her breast; it would mean dangerous travel, overland with a caravan. It would mean a wedding to Toghrul Khanzadeh, the sixth son of the Khagan, whom Nilufer had never met. He was said to be an inferior horseman, a merely adequate general, far from the favorite son of the Khagan and unlikely, after him, to be elected Khan of Khans.


  But the offer had been for a consort marriage, not a morganatic concubinage. And if Toghrul Khanzadeh was unlikely to become Khagan, it was doubly unlikely that when his father died, his brothers would blot out his family stem and branch to preclude the possibility.


  Hoelun Khatun rose from her cushions, a gold-rimmed china cup of fragrant tea in her right hand. She moved from among her attendants, dismissing them with trailing gestures until only the Witch remained, slumped like a shaggy, softly snoring boulder before the brazier.


  The hall echoed when it was empty. The Khatun paced the length of it, her back straight as the many pillars supporting the arched roof above them. Nilufer fell in beside her, so their steps clicked and their trains shushed over the flagstones.


  “Toghrul Khanzadeh would come here, if you were to marry him,” said Nilufer’s mother. “He would come here, and rule as your husband. It is what the Khagan wants for him—a safe place for a weak son.”


  Nilufer would have wet her lips with her tongue, but the paint would smear her teeth if she did so. She tried to think on what it would be like, to be married to a weak man. She could not imagine.


  She did not, she realized, have much experience of men.


  But Hoelun Khatun was speaking again, as they reached the far end of the hall and turned. “You will not marry Toghrul Khanzadeh. It is not possible.”


  The spaces between the columns were white spaces. Nilufer’s footsteps closed them before and opened them behind as she walked beside her mother and waited for her to find her words.


  Hoelun Khatun stepped more slowly. “Seventeen years ago, I made a bargain with the Khagan. Seventeen years, before you were born. It has kept our province free, Nilufer. I did what he asked, and in repayment I had his pledge that only you shall rule when I am gone. You must marry, but it is not possible for you to marry his son. Any of his sons.”


  Nilufer wore her face like a mask. Her mother’s training made it possible; another irony no one but she would ever notice “He does not mean to stand by it.”


  “He means to protect a weak son.” Hoelun Khatun glanced at her daughter through lowered lashes. “Parents will go to great lengths to protect their children.”


  Nilufer made a noncommittal noise. Hoelun Khatun caught Nilufer’s sleeve, heedless of the paper that crinkled in the sleeve-pocket. She said, too quickly: “Temel could rise to be Khagan.”


  Nilufer cast a glance over her shoulder at the Witch, but the Witch was sleeping. They were alone, the princess and her mother. “Khan of Khans?” she said, too mannered to show incredulity. “Temel is a bandit.”


  “Nonetheless,” Hoelun Khatun said, letting the silk of Nilufer’s raiment slip between her fingers. “They say the Khagan was a prince of bandits when he was young.”


  She turned away, and Nilufer watched the recessional of her straight back beneath the lacquered black tower of her hair. The princess folded her arms inside the sleeves of her robes, as if serenely.


  Inside the left one, the crumpled wings of the red bird pricked her right palm.


  That night, in the tower, Nilufer unfolded the spell-bird in the darkness, while her attendants slept. For a rushed breathless moment her nightrobes fell about her and she thought that she might suffocate under their quilted weight, but then she lifted her wings and won free, sailing out of the pile of laundry and into the frost-cold night. Her pinions were a blur in the dark as a dancing glimmer drew her; she chased it, and followed it down, over the rice-paddies where sleepless children watched over the tender seedlings, armed with sticks and rocks so wild deer would not graze them; over the village where oxen slept on their feet and men slept with their heads pillowed in the laps of spinning women; over the mines where the talus-herders mostly slumbered and the talus toiled through the night, grinding out their eerie songs.


  It was to the mountains that it led her, and when she followed it down, she found she had lost her wings. If she had been expecting it, she could have landed lightly, for the drop was no more than a few feet. Instead she stumbled, and bruised the soles of her feet on the stones.


  She stood naked in the moonlight, cold, toes bleeding, in the midst of a rocky slope. A soft crunching vibration revealed that the mossy thing looming in the darkness beside her was a talus. She set out a hand, both to steady herself on its hide and so it would not roll over her in the dark, and so felt the great sweet chime roll through it when it begin to sing. It was early for the mating season, but perhaps a cold spring made the talus fear a cold and early winter, and the ground frozen too hard for babies to gnaw.


  And over the sound of its song, she heard a familiar voice, as the bandit prince spoke behind her.


  “And where is your bow now, Nilufer?”


  She thought he might expect her to gasp and cover her nakedness, so when she turned, she did it slowly, brushing her fingers down the hide of the hulk that broke the icy wind. Temel had slipped up on her, and stood only a few armlengths distant, one hand extended, offering a fur-lined cloak. She could see the way the fur caught amber and silver gleams in the moonlight. It was the fur of wolves.


  “Take it,” he said.


  “I am not cold,” she answered, while the blood froze on the sides of her feet. Eventually, he let his elbow flex, and swung the cloak over his shoulder.


  When he spoke, his breath poised on the air. Even without the cloak she felt warmer; something had paused the wind, so there was only the chill in the air to consider. “Why did you come, Nilufer?”


  “My mother wants me to marry you,” she answered. “For your armies.”


  His teeth flashed. He wore no mask now, and in the moonlight she could see that he was comely and well-made. His eyes stayed on her face. She would not cross her arms for warmth, lest he think she was ashamed, and covering herself. “We are married now,” he said. “We were married when you unfolded that paper. For who is there to stop me?”


  There was no paint on her mouth now. She bit her lip freely. “I could gouge your eyes out with my thumbs,” she said. “You’d make a fine bandit prince with no eyes.”


  He stepped closer. He had boots, and the rocks shifted under them. She put her back to the cold side of the talus. It hummed against her shoulders, warbling. “You would,” he said. “If you wanted to. But wouldn’t you rather live free, Khatun to a Khagan, and collect the tithes rather than going in payment of them?”


  “And what of the peace of the Khanate? It has been a long time, Temel, since there was war. The only discord is your discord.”


  “What of your freedom from an overlord’s rule?”


  “My freedom to become an overlord?” she countered.


  He smiled. He was a handsome man.


  “How vast are your armies?” she asked. He was close enough now that she almost felt his warmth. She clenched her teeth, not with fear, but because she did not choose to allow them to chatter. In the dark, she head more singing, more rumbling, Another talus answered the first.


  “Vast enough.” He reached past her and patted the rough hide of the beast she leaned upon. “There is much of value in a talus.” And then he touched her shoulder, with much the same affection. “Come, princess,” he said. “You have a tiger’s heart, it is so. But I would make this easy.”


  She accepted the cloak when he draped it over her shoulders and then she climbed up the talus beside him, onto the great wide back of the ancient animal. There were smoother places there, soft with moss and lichen, and it was lovely to lie back and look at the stars, to watch the moon slide down the sky.


  This was a feral beast, she was sure. Not one of the miners. Just a wild thing living its wild slow existence, singing its wild slow songs. Alone, and not unhappy, in the way such creatures were. And now it would mate (she felt the secnd talus come alongside, though there was no danger; the talus docked side by side like ships, rather than one mounting the other like an overwrought stallion) and it might have borne young, or fathered them, or however talus worked these things.


  But Temel warmed her with his body, and the talus would never have the chance. In the morning, he would lead his men upon it, and its lichen and moss and bouldery aspect would mean nothing. Its slow meandering songs and the fire that lay at its heart would be as nothing. It was armies. It was revolution. It was freedom from the Khan.


  He would butcher it for the jewels that lay at its heart, and feel nothing.


  Nilufer lay back on the cold stone, pressed herself to the resonant bulk and let her fingers curl how they would. Her nails picked and shredded the lichen that grew in its crevices like nervous birds picking their plumage until they bled.


  Temel slid a gentle hand under the wolf-fur cloak, across her belly, over the mound of her breast. Nilufer opened her thighs.


  She flew home alone, wings in her window, and dressed in haste. Her attendants slept on, under the same small spell which she had left them, and she went to find the Witch.


  Who crouched beside the brazier, as before, in the empty hall. But now, her eyes were open, wide, and bright.


  The Witch did not speak. That fell to Nilufer.


  “She killed my father,” Nilufer said. “She betrayed my father and my brother, and she slept with the Khagan, and I am the Khagan’s daughter, and she did it all so she could be Khatun.”


  “So you will not marry the Khanzadeh, your brother?”


  Nilufer felt a muscle twitch along her jaw. “That does not seem to trouble the Khagan.”


  The Witch settled her shoulders under the scrofular mass of her cloak. “Before I was the Witch,” she said, in a voice that creaked only a little, “I was your father’s mother.”


  Nilufer straightened her already-straight back. She drew her neck up like a pillar. “And when did you become a Witch and stop being a mother?”


  The Witch’s teeth showed black moons at the root where her gums had receded. “No matter how long you’re a Witch, you never stop being a mother.”


  Nilufer licked her lips, tasting stone grit and blood. Her feet left red prints on white stone. “I need a spell, grandmother. A spell to make a man love a woman, in spite of whatever flaw may be in her.” Even the chance of another man’s child?


  The Witch stood up straighter. “Are you certain?”


  Nilufer turned on her cut foot, leaving behind a smear. “I am going to talk to the emissary,” she said. “You will have, I think, at least a month to make ready.”


  Hoelun Khatun came herself, to dress the princess in her wedding robes. They should have been red for life, but the princess had chosen white, for death of the old life, and the Khatun would permit her daughter the conceit. Mourning upon a marriage, after all, was flattering to the mother.


  Upon the day appointed, Nilufer sat in her tower, all her maids and warriors dismissed. Her chaperones had been sent away. Other service had been found for her tutors. The princess waited alone, while her mother and the men-at-arms rode out in the valley before the palace to receive the bandit prince Temel, who some said would be the next Khan of Khans. Nilufer watched them from her tower window. No more than a bowshot distant, they made a brave sight with banners snapping.


  But the bandit prince Temel never made it to his wedding. He was found upon that day by the entourage and garrison of Toghrul Khanzadeh, sixth son of the Khagan, who was riding to woo the same woman, upon her express invitation. Temel was taken in surprise, in light armor, his armies arrayed to show peace rather than ready for war.


  There might have been more of a battle, perhaps even a the beginnings of a successful rebellion, if Hoelun Khatun had not fallen in the first moments of the battle, struck down by a bandit’s black arrow. This evidence of treachery from their supposed allies swayed the old queen’s men to obey the orders of the three monkish warrior women who had been allies of the Khatun’s husband before he died. They entered the fray at the Khanzadeh’s flank.


  


  Of the bandit army, there were said to be no survivors.


  No one mentioned to the princess that the black fletchings were still damp with the ink in which they had been dipped. No one told her that Hoelun Khatun had fallen facing the enemy, with a crescent-headed arrow in her back.


  And when the three monkish warrior women came to inform Nilufer in her tower of her mother’s death and found her scrubbing with blackened fingertips at the dark drops spotting her wedding dress, they also did not tell her that the outline of a bowstring still lay livid across her rosebud mouth and the tip of her tilted nose.


  If she wept, her tears were dried before she descended the stair.


  Of the Dowager Queen Nilufer Khatun—she who was wife and then widow of Toghrul Khanzadeh, called the Barricade of Heaven for his defense of his father’s empire from the bandit hordes at the foothills of the Steles of the Sky—history tells us little.


  But, that she died old.


  


  Swell


  


  


  


  


  Of course you notice the blind girl.


  After you’ve packed up the merchandise table and started clearing the stage, she lingers, beached with small white hands wrapping the edges of her little café table like bits of seaweed dried there. She clings to scarred black wood as if something might sweep her adrift and drown her.


  The crowd breaks and washes around her, flowing toward the door. The wrist loop of her white cane pokes over the back of her chair like a maritime signal flag, in case you somehow missed the opacity of her face-wrapping black shades in the near-dark of the club. And still she remains, a Calypso on her tiny island, while you coil patch cables and slide your warm mahogany fiddle into its case, while the café staff lift chairs onto tables and bring the house lights up glaringly bright, until you start to wonder if whoever she’s waiting for is coming to assist her.


  The tall redheaded bartender polishes glasses, her apron tossed over the Sam Adams Boston Lager draft handle. Up in the crude timber-built mezzanine, institutional stoneware makes flat clicking sounds and sticky food smells as someone piles it into a washtub. Your sweat’s turned cold with the stage lights off, and your flat shoes reek of spilled beer. You’re just packing the fiddle pickup into its hand-cut foam when you see Little Eddie the house manager (littleto keep him straight fromBigEddie the redheaded bartender) come through the kitchen doors and notice the blind girl.


  He starts forward, turning sideways to miss skinny dreadlocked Clara as she pauses with the washtub full of plates, but you set the pickup on the closed fiddle case and hop off the riser so you can get to the girl first. Nobody needs Little Eddie at the end of a bad night. You’ve had enough bad nights here to know.


  He sees you coming and lets his steps go purposeless, turning to stack the glasses on the worst table in the joint—behind the pillar, next to the kitchen—so he can keep a hairy eyeball on you. You come over to the blind girl’s table, careful to make some noise, and stop four feet from her.


  “Miss, do you need some help?”


  She doesn’t lift her chin to seek your voice, which makes you think she’s been blind since birth. She does tilt her head, however, a vertical crease appearing on her brow.


  “You’re the singer,” she says. She sounds like the cold outside has gotten into her sinuses, her voice rough as if its nap caught on a sandpaper throat. “Has everyone gone home, then? I like to wait for the crowds to clear.”


  When she lets go of the table-edge, you can imagine you hear her flesh peel free of the wood. It wobbles as she releases it, rocking back and forth on crooked coaster feet for a moment before settling down with a little list to the left. House left. Her left. Your right.


  “Everybody’s gone,” you say. “We’re closing up. Do you have somebody to help you get home?”


  “Oh,” she says, “I can manage.”


  She’s plain, with bland colorless hair to go with the transparent skin, but even stuffy and hoarse, her voice lifts the fine hairs on your nape like a breath.


  Dubiously, you glance at the light jacket draping her chair, the summerweight, girl-cut t-shirt stretched over her bony shoulders. Even more dubiously, you glance at the door. Each time it opens, the cold washes into the café. Each time, it takes two seconds for the cold to cross the open floor and curdle on your skin.


  Of course, she can’t read your body language. So you clear your throat and say, “You know it’s January out there.”


  “I know my way home.” As if to prove her point, she stands and gathers her red-tipped cane and jacket. She starts working her way into the latter one sleeve at a time, but the cane gets in her way. You’d offer to take it, but there’s no way to catch her eye.


  “Sure,” you say. “But I can drop you. I’m parked out back.”


  “You want me to get into a car with a stranger?”


  You laugh. “What’s going to happen?”


  “Sometimes serial killers have women who find victims for them,” she says, and you’d think she was totally sincere if the corner of her mouth wasn’t turning upward just a little.


  “You can call home before we leave and tell them I’m bringing you. And everybody here will see us leave together.”


  She’s on the hook, but it’s not set yet. She chews the inside of her cheek.


  “I’ll even warm the car up before I bring it around,” you promise, and just like that she says, “Okay.”


  She moves toward you, cane swinging, and you stand aside. She taps expertly towards the door. You follow her from the music hall, thinking that it’s weird that after all that she didn’t give you a chance to go and fetch the car. She’s still going to have to wait while you load your gear.


  


  


  One nice thing about a blind girl: you don’t have to be embarrassed by the un-vacuumed state of your ride. Or the fact that it’s a Corolla with a quarter million touring miles on it. It used to be red about six years ago.


  You know you shouldn’t ask her, but who can resist? After she gives you directions you ask, “So how did you like the show?”


  Her silence is enough warning to brace yourself for honesty. But then what she says is thoughtful, and not as bad as you were expecting. “You still sound like everybody else,” she says. “But that won’t be forever. You’ll find your voice.”


  You nod, and realize again that she can’t see you. You know you’re generic. Everybody starts off generic. All garage bands sound the same, as a girl you used to know liked to say. So you’re generic. But you’re still growing. It’s a slow, painful process, though, and there’s always the fear you’ll die before you finish.


  Evolution is the most awful god of all.


  “That stuff you sing about,” she said. “You really believe it?”


  “I believe it’s important to say it out loud,” you say, because you have to say something. She makes a little noise of consideration or disapproval, like a thumped violin, and you’re afraid to ask which.


  You can’t really talk, so you just reach across the center console and touch the back of her hand, lightly, with two fingers. The side road whirs by under the Toyota’s wheels, the verges studded with bare trees burnt-bone stark against dirty snow. The blind girl’s not wearing any gloves. You don’t think she had any. Her hand is cold.


  Cold flesh, not the surface cold of human chill with the sense of warmth under it, but cold to the bone.


  “You must be freezing!”


  “I’m always cold,” she says, and pulls her hand away. “Bad circulation. I was born that way.”


  “What’s your name?” you ask, because it seems like a good way to apologize.


  She says “Ashley,” you think, but when you repeat it she corrects you. She has to say it twice more before it dawns that what she’s saying isAisling, only she’s pronounced it the Irish way, correctly.


  By the time you’ve repeated it to her satisfaction, you’re wondering how she meant to walk all the way out here with no sidewalks and no sight. And who on earth would let her try it. She can’t be more than seventeen. Even if you weren’t sure from her skin, she doesn’t have on the purple wristband the café uses for over twenty-one.


  “What does your house look like?” you ask.


  “It has a big porch,” she says. “The front lawn is overgrown but there’s a slate walk. The trees kind of clear out around it. When the echoes get sharp you’re nearly there.”


  Of course, you think, but then you deserve it for asking what the place looks like, don’t you? And up ahead you can see a break in the trees, a place where the headlights stop catching on crossed black trunks.


  “The driveway’s not plowed,” you say, pulling up to the curb. There’s a tromp line through the snow which must mark out the route of that slate path, and—as promised—a big deep three-season porch that wraps the front of the ramshackle, light-colored farmhouse like a grin.


  “We don’t have a car,” she says.


  There’s no porch light, and the light pole in the stand of birches by the street looks like it hasn’t worked in years. White paint shags from the cast iron like the bark of the young trees that surround it, all clearly delineated in moonlight amplified by snow.


  She opens the car door while you’re still wondering if you should get out and help her, but the stiffness in her neck says she wants to do this for herself, and she doesn’t seem to have any problem finding the path through the snow. Her cane seems to waver before her like a snake’s tongue tasting the air.


  “Thank you,” she says. She shuts the door and moves forward confidently. Caught on the horns of your dilemma, you opt to drape your hands over the steering wheel and watch, just watch. To make sure she gets into the house, that’s all.


  She climbs the snowy steps without mishap. The lights in the house don’t come on when she rattles the porch door open and steps inside.


  The door is shut behind her before you realize you never told her your name, and she never asked it.


  


  


  You keep a musician’s schedule, but when you wake up early the next afternoon you haven’t overslept. You’ve still got a couple hours of daylight and it’s Tuesday, so no gig tonight, though you’re supposed to be driving to Boston on Thursday and Albany Friday night. The memory of the girl and the steps haunts you all through cold spaghetti breakfast, too much coffee, a shower that washes the stiff stage sweat from your hair. At least you don’t reek of cigarettes, the way you used to after a gig back when you started.


  It’s not until you’re wrapping the robe around your shoulders that you realize the steps Aisling climbed last night had not been shoveled, and that while there were footsteps leading towards the house, there hadn’t been any leading in the door.


  You’re skinning into jeans, wool socks, a thermal top and flannel shirt before you realize you’ve made a decision. More coffee tumbles, black, into a travel mug, and with a jingle of metal you lock the door behind you.


  It’s crisp clear winter as you descend the wooden steps, ice melt crunching under lace-up boots, but the air breathed through the alpaca scarf your sister knitted is warm and smells of lanolin. You scrape the windows of the Toyota, saving gas and the environment by choosing not to warm it up before you climb in and drive away. It starts on the second attempt, grinding and complaining, but bumps out of the driveway easily enough, as if it were just following its nose.


  You remember the way, and twenty minutes later you’re pulled up in front of Aisling’s house.


  In daylight, it looks even more disreputable. The gutters along the edge of the porch roof sag. One has frozen saplings sprouting. You pull the Toyota over into the snow bank until the tires crunch on ice and get out. Even though this is the country, city habits die hard. You lock the doors behind.


  It’s cold enough that the snow squeaks under your boots, and the sun hasn’t yet made a brittle crust on top. You stride through it, noticing two sets of footprints—one big and one small, one boots and one sneakers—and stop by the front porch door. Footprints lead around the side of the house, off towards the oak wood, but on the steps only two trails break: one up and one down.


  The ones leading down cross over the ones leading up.


  You fish a miniature Maglite out of your pocket and shine it through a grimed louvered window, though you already suspect what you’re going to see inside. Boxes, torn and waterstained. Mouse droppings. Blown leaves curled like brown dead spiders. There are footprints in the dirt on the boards, but they stop right inside the door and turn around.


  A ghost-story chill chases around your shoulders, or maybe that’s just the wind sneaking between your scarf and your hat. Deep in the woods, the metallic call of a cardinal blurs through naked branches:wheet,wheet,chipchipchipchipchipchip. Nobody lives here, and hasn’t in years.


  You catch yourself looking over your shoulder and shake your head. No one is sneaking up behind you and you’d be sure to hear them crunching if they were. Still, when you step back from the window, you hunch your shoulders at more than the cold.


  The trail leads around the left side of the house. You stuff your gloved hands into your coat pockets and rub the sleek case of your cellphone with leathered fingertips. You’d call 911, but what would you tell them?I dropped a girl off here late last night and I’m not sure she was really blind?You’re not even sure if she was reallyhere.


  If you call, you won’t have to find what you might find in a snowdrift. But then if you call and there’s nothing, what will that look like? Better to go check for yourself, just to make sure.


  Maybe somebody was waiting here for her. There’s the other set of footprints. Maybe there’s a carriage house around back, an in-law apartment or something, and that’s where people live.


  Sniffing deeply, you can imagine you smell woodsmoke. But when you come around the corner into the back yard, there’s nothing but those two sets of tracks, still laid over one another, one big and one little. They cross the yard diagonally, past a trio of blueberry bushes in torn wire cages, and vanish among the trees. The snow is well-trampled, too: you don’t think these are the marks of only one passage, or even just a couple.


  You glance over your shoulder again. Then, shoulder squared, eyes front, you start forward, whistling the jaunty cardinal’s song back at him.


  You hope to see him flicker through the trees—red wings would be a welcome distraction from a world of white and black—but the only movement is the pall of your breath hung on the air, the way it curls to either side when you move through it. A hundred yards into the trees, just the other side of a snowy scramble over a humped stone wall that must once have marked a field boundary, the paths diverge—larger booted footsteps back towards the road, smaller sneakers deeper into the wood.


  “Two roads diverged in a snowy wood,” you mutter, conflating two poems, but Frost isn’t here to correct your misquotation and, furthermore, it amuses you. The problem is, neither of them looks particularly less-traveled. But you’re guessing that the smaller feet must be Aisling’s, which means you should go that way. Deeper into the woods, in the fading afternoon.


  Well, if it gets dark, you have a flashlight.


  The wool socks and your insulated boots keep your toes warm, so when they start to hurt it’s just from walking downhill and getting jammed up against the front of the boots. The slope turns into a hill, and at the bottom of the hill you spot a broad swift brook, running narrow now between ice-gnarled stony banks. The chatter of the water against stone reaches you along with the smell.


  Somebody told you once that ice and water don’t smell. When the scent of this fills you up, you wonder if their nose was broken. It’s clean and sharp and somehow, counterintuitively,earthy. Rich. Satisfying.


  Aisling’s trail—if it is Aisling’s trail—ends at the ice.


  “Shit!” You slalom down the slope, though there’s no point in hurrying. Whatever happened here happened hours ago, and there’s no sign of Aisling. Her footprints vanish when they reach the stream.


  There’s an obvious course of action. Wool socks will keep your feet warm even wet, your boots are reasonably waterproof, and it’ll be safer to splash through the water than try to walk on the icy rocks. As you teeter into the brook, arms outstretched, an icy gout leaps up inside the leg of your jeans. You’d shriek, but the cold is so intense it’s silencing.


  You’re committed now. You turn upstream, at a guess, because a guess is all you have. Some other bird is singing now, something more flutelike and complicated than the cardinal, and it seems to come from this direction. Under the circumstances, music seems as good a guide as any.


  You’re still trying to decide if you’ve chosen the right direction when the brook vanishes among jumbled boulders into the side of the hill.


  “Well, fuck,” you say. Water can go where you can’t. Downstream, then, you think, and turn.


  The music is coming from out of the ground. An acoustic illusion, some trick of how sound conducts around the stones. But you turn back nonetheless, unable to resist the lure of a mystery, and inch closer to the stones. Wool socks or not, your toes numb in their boots. Despite that, when you kick a rock by accident the pain spikes to your knee.


  When you put a hand on the rocks and lean into the gap, the echoes tell you it goes on. The entrance is tight, but you could squeeze through without stripping. The rock under your hand tells you something else, too: it’s a known cave, one with regular visitors. The stone is polished as if in a tumbler, rubbed smooth by many years of passages, the wear of cloth against stone.


  You grope in your pocket for the light, twist it on. The floor’s all mud within, frozen and sticky, but you can see a trail down the corridor where someone’s crunched through surface ice into the muck beneath.


  Inside, the singing reverberates. There’s no mistaking it now: it’s a human voice, distorted by resonances, rippling with overtones and echoes. And it’s singing one of your songs.


  Your heart squeezes so hard it chokes you, a triphammer beat of relief and excitement and fear. You have to clear your throat twice to speak, but when you get your voice unstuck you shape a breath and call out “Aisling?”


  The singing stops, but the echoes trail, complexifying before they die. Away in the cave you hear a splash, and that echoes too.


  “Aisling? I have a light. Talk to me, so I can find you?”


  There’s a pause, when you expected hysterical calls for help. And then she says, “I’m back where the water is. Come and find me.”


  You follow the stream again, this time through the muddy deposits and then over clean stones. Your light skitters over gray and black and pale, streaks and circles, and some of that must be fossils because you don’t think stones grow in those shapes. You’ve always heard that the dark in a cave is supposed to be oppressive, that the weight of stone over your head should press you down. But it’s peaceful here, quiet and sweet, calm as a cathedral. The water rings on stone like a Zen fountain, and Aisling sings harmonies around it to guide you.


  The deeper into the cave you get, the warmer the air becomes. Notwarm, actually, but no longer freezing either. The mud underfoot stops crunching, and when the stream drops off sharply you step out of the flow and onto the well-worn trail beside it.


  When you step on the bra, you almost drop your light.


  It’s a black bra, the stiff seamless under-a-t-shirt kind, and piled beside it, soaked on the cave floor, are white panties and a thin blue t-shirt. No jeans and no shoes. Sometimes, don’t people get crazy with hypothermia and take off their clothes because they think they’re dying of heat when they’re already freezing?


  “Aisling?”


  “Down here,” she says. “In the water.”


  You shine the light down, to where the cave opens away from a winding braided channel and becomes something like a room. Its rays reflect from a rippled surface, the limpid waters of an underground lake, so transparent that even with the flashlight glare you can see the weird white limestone structures that hump and glide across its bottom. And you can see Aisling in the water,throughthe water, her colorless hair all around her like seaweed, teacup breasts white as the rock she floats over, the featureless flesh where her eyes should be, the wide slash of her lipless mouth, and the ragged plumy sweep of her long, light-scattering tail.


  “You’re a mermaid,” you say, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Listening to your own level voice shocks you more, right now, than Aisling does. “You’re a mermaid in a cave.”


  “Very good,” she tells you, her voice a reedy, layered thing. “Most people are much worse about denying the evidence of their eyes. Come on in, my darling. The water’s fine.”


  


  


  The water, in point of fact, is freezing, or very nearly so. Ice crystals brush your naked arms and legs, the water sucking heat from your liver and ovaries. You start to shiver before you’re even fully immersed, a bone-rattling chill that makes you fear for your tongue should you attempt to speak. And yet still you walk to her, until the cave water laps your collarbones like desperate tongues, until the finny spikes of her webbed outreached fingertips scratch the calluses on your own.


  The flashlight, left propped on a stone, spreads sallow light around the cave, inadequate to touch its corners. The blind mermaid still seems clearly delineated, as if she collected light or as if some inner light illuminated her. Maybe mermaids are bioluminescent. Maybe nobody’s ever done the research.


  Don’t be an idiot.Theresearch?


  Her knobbled-slick hands close on your wrists and she draws you into water so cold you can’t feel it, can’t really feel the moment when your feet lose contact with the knobbled-slick limestone floor. Her brawny tail pries between your legs, fish-slippery, hard muscle rasping-rough with the scales that sparkle. Fins hook your ankles, glass-sharp on knobby bone, and her hands glide wide on your scapulae, so you can feel the prickle of their roughness and also the way your bony edges press into her palms. She has breasts, and why on earth would a mermaid have milk and mammal breasts when she is so obviously not a mammal? But there they are, floating against your own, nipples as hard and white as the rest of her.


  When she kisses you on the mouth you feel the prick of all her sharp sharp teeth. You kiss her back, eyes drifting closed, shivering so hard you barely find her mouth, and her best of voices whispers, “Open your eyes.”


  You do, and see the dim light glitter on the cave roof as she floats you. The cold is sinking deep, deep into your meat and organs, so you shake already like a woman in orgasm.


  The blind mermaid doesn’t care. You put your hands in the dilute cloud of her hair, so she pulls against your grip as she kisses down your throat—leaving rings of pinpricks on your collarbone—down the slopes of your breasts until you grind against her strong uncooperative body, arching back, crying out.


  She scrapes your belly like rough stone, her hands pressing the small of your back up to hold your face in air. She hums to you as she kisses until you could drown here, drown in her voice, drown in this desperate cold and die happy. Water falls from the cave roof, strikes your mouth and eyes. You imagine the stalactites it’s forming, each single droplet a force for legacy.


  “Sing for me,” she says, half-underwater. Her lips scrape the skin over your hip ridge until you whine. She likes to kiss where the bones come up under the surface of your body like gliding fish. “Sing for me, or I kiss no more.”


  “Cold,” you manage, though it falls from you like a whisper. Your teeth aren’t knocking themselves to pieces in your head anymore. You think that means you’re dying: that your body won’t shiver anymore.


  “Sing,” she says, with a flicker of her tongue that—cold or not—makes you cry.


  So you sing in the mermaid’s arms, in whispers and tiny sharp gasps of breath that blue your lips with cold, expecting her touch will be your death and not caring, for the beauty of the frozen song.


  


  


  You awaken stiff and alone with your scrapes and bruises, when you expected not to awaken at all. Someone has heaped stained cloth and a torn old sleeping bag under and over you. In sleep you’ve curled tight as a grub, your abdominal muscles aching with contraction. There’s light: it must be the next morning.


  You hope it’s only the next morning. When you lift your head, you realize that you’re not in the cave any longer.


  You lie on a plywood floor before the soot-stained brick pad that supports a cast-iron woodstove. The walls are peeling metal and seem very close to either side and from about waist-height they’re mostly made of rows of windows, as if you were in an airplane fuselage. The windows are covered in a layer of transparent plastic, condensation misting the enclosed side and turning to frost on the metal-framed windows.


  That woodstove ripples with heat. Radiant energy flattens against your face, picking moisture from your cheeks and eyelids. You turn from it and try to find the strength to roll away, but your arms won’t move you, so you pull the edge of the sleeping bag up as a shield, instead and assess the damage.


  Your skin burns everywhere she kissed you, swollen in chilblains red as lipstick prints. They smart when you press them, though your fingertips are cold enough that all you can feel is how much they hurt when you touch anything.


  The plywood shudders with footsteps, and this time the adrenaline gives you enough energy to sit. Half-sit, anyway, slumped forward on locked elbows with your hair draggled in your eyes like a shipwrecked survivor pushing herself up from the surf. You feel castaway, cast-off. Seawracked and adrift, or maybe fetched up hard against the rocks and dashed there.


  “Oh, good,” a voice says, too loud. “You lived. Don’t bother talking until you can look at me. Save your strength, ‘cause I can’t hear you.”


  You get your head up as he squats down, scarred boots laced only partway and the ragged cuffs of his dungarees spattered with salt and mud and (mostly) sawdust. He’s a white guy, hair gray and thinning on top and not long. His cheeks were clean-shaven about three days ago: now silver hairs sparkle against dull skin. He’s not a big guy and he’s not a young guy, and even though he’s dirty and ragged and you’re naked on the floor under a pile of rags he doesn’t make you scared. You wonder if you’ll ever feel scared again, after the cave, after the mermaid inside it.


  He tugs the sleeping bag up over your shoulders with a rough-skinned hand and steps back. “I’ll get you some coffee,” he says. “And some clothes.”


  By the time he comes back with a flannel shirt, t-shirt, cardigan, and too-big men’s jeans washed soft, you’ve managed to edge away from the crisping heat of the woodstove and get yourself wedged into a ladderback chair. An enamel pan sits atop the stove, steam rising from the water that must be simmering inside, but you can’t tell that it’s making any difference to the humidity. A few steps away from the stove, you can feel the baffling cold seeping through the metal walls of what you now realize is an ancient schoolbus, probably up on blocks and definitely not in any condition to ever go anywhere again, because from here you can see the holes in the firewall where the steering column and gearshift used to go.


  He leaves the clothes and turns his back, except you’re not sure you can get the pants on by yourself. You’d call him, but you don’t know his name, and after you say “Hey!” a couple of times you remember what he said about not being able to hear, and how loud he spoke.


  Well, you made it into the chair. You can probably make it into the trousers.


  With a little help from the chair you do. You’re pulling the flannel shirt over the t-shirt when he comes back with a big blue plastic travel mug with a gas station logo on the side. It steams when he gives it over. Some of the warmth within seeps through the empty spaces between its inner and outer walls and stings your hands, but you cup it close anyway. It’s white, which makes it cool enough to drink, and you don’t stop until you’ve drained it to the bottom. It tastes like oily vanilla creamer and boiled coffee grounds and enough sugar to make your teeth ache and leave grit on your tongue and at the bottom of the cup, which right this second makes it the best thing you’ve ever tasted.


  When you hand the cup back to the man, he fills it up from a thermos that sits on a knocked-together wood table along one side of the schoolbus. He must sleep underneath it, because a cot mattress is just visible behind the curtains tacked up to its underside. The second mug of coffee you cradle between your palms and savor, and when he’s looking at your mouth you say, “Thank you.”


  Your voice startles you a little. Maybe it’s the cold stopping up your ears, but it sounds plummier and more resonant than it should.


  “T’ain’t nothing,” he says, and grins. “You’re not the first one to meet the girl in the cave and come off worse—and better—for it.” He touches his ear. “I can’t hear her singing anymore, but I keep an eye out for anybody else who does.”


  “Are there a lot of us?”


  He shrugs. “Every five, ten years or so. It’s been a while since the last one. You’ll probably more or less recover, given time.”


  “More or less?” You swallow more coffee, scrub the sweet sand of sugar across your palate with your tongue.


  “Don’t expect you won’t be changed. By the way, I’m Marty.”


  “I’m Missy,” you say, which is what your mom called you when she wasn’t mad. You nerve yourself, as if bracing against some cold that’s inside you, and say, “She’s under my skin.”


  “She gets there,” he says. “What are you going to do about it?”


  You shrug. He hands you a pair of wool socks—your own socks, washed out and damp still.


  “I’ve got some work,” he says. “You’re welcome to stay in here until you feel well enough to go. There’s soup in the cupboard. You can heat it on the stove if you want.”


  He points, tins in a series of stacked Guida crates. You see Progresso lentil, Campbell’s clam chowder. Boxes of crackers stuffed inside plastic freezer bags so the mice don’t smell them.


  “Thanks,” you say. “I’m good. What kind of work?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Your work,” you say. “What kind of work do you do?”


  “Oh.” He stares down at his hands. “I make dulcimers and stuff.”


  “You’re a musician?” He’s not looking at you when you say it, though, and you have to repeat.


  He shakes his head. “Luthier,” he says. His eyes slide shyly aside. “I make instruments for other people. Do you want to see my shop?”


  


  


  You put on your boots, which he must have rescued from the cave also. When you get outside in the cold, you realize that the schoolbus is parked in a clearing in the midst of a winter-bare multiflora rose and blackberry bramble, the canes bent and the sprays of withered crimson hips, no bigger than the head of a big sewing pin, bowed under tiny hats of snow. Beyond them, reached by tunnel-like paths that Marty must clear with a machete during the growing season, lies a ring of trees—the border of the woods, with its cave and its mermaid.


  Other than the cold and the thorns, the first thing you notice when you step outside is the hum of a diesel generator, isolated off to the side in a little tin shack, its feet propped off the ground on cinder blocks. Marty’s “shop” proves to be a wooden shed, also on blocks from what you can see through the snow, up against the side of the schoolbus so the bus serves as a windbreak. On the far side is the rusted out corpse of a DeSoto, the hood tatted to lacework by years.


  The shed’s other three walls have hay bales stacked against them, which might make you worry about fire, but the hay looks so wet it wouldn’t burn if you soaked it in gasoline.


  When he opens the door, heat comes out like a sticky wall. You hear the crackle of a woodstove in here too, and smell sharp sweet frankincense. A handful of resin smokes on the iron stove lid, giving the sixteen-by-sixteen room funereal or cathedral airs. Sawdust covers the floor inside, worktables lining every wall, lathes and sanders greased and dirty. Shaker pegboards circle eighteen inches below the topwall, unfinished instruments dangling by their necks. Dulcimers, yes. Mandolins, basses, guitars. A single white unsanded fiddle hanging from a neck like the wrung neck of a swan, like the curled tendril of a fern.


  You draw a breath full of sawdust and incense and think,Too perfect. You might even say it, but Marty wouldn’t hear you, and sometimes talking to yourself is really talking to be overheard. So you wait until he turns to check your reaction, moving into the warm shop with the snow dripping off your cuffs, and you say, “You made all these?”


  “Every one.” He reaches out and taps the hull of a double bass, the face striped purpleheart and rosewood and something gold. It thumps like a melon, sweet and ripe, so you wonder if he can feel the resonance through lingering fingertips.


  “Do you sell them?” You want to touch the jazz guitar hanging over the lathe. Its faceplate is honey-colored, riddled with holes from worms that must have worked in the tree after it was fallen. The neck is mahogany, and it too has small scars, the imperfections of salvaged wood.


  “I give them away,” he says, and lifts down the guitar you were eyeing. It’s finished and strung; he sets an electric tuner on the bench and bends over the strings. You probably couldn’t tune as fast by ear as he does in his deafness.


  When he’s done, he scoops up the beast and holds it out to you like a toddler, archtop gleaming under the worklights. It’s strung left-handed, and you wonder how he knew.


  He says, “Care to try her?”


  Your cold-stung fingers itch for it. “Give them away?” you ask. “How can you afford that?”


  He gestures around and grins. “It doesn’t take a lot of money to live like this, and I made some when I was young. When I still played myself, a little. Go on, take the guitar.”


  He has a point there. So you lift the guitar off his palms and stroke it for a second, finding where your hands should fall. You glance up, about to ask him what he wants to hear, and find him staring at your fingers. Oh, of course.


  So you pick out a Simon and Garfunkel tune, because it’s easy and fun and suits the instrument. And then you play a little Pete Seeger something, until your cracked fingertips start to more-than-sting. You don’t bother singing: Marty’s not listening, and you want to hear theguitar. You’d give it back, but it feels good in your arms, close and friendly, so you let it sit there and puppy-snuggle for a minute while you chat. You play a couple of bars of “Peggy Sue” and a couple of bars of “I Wanna Be Sedated,” and it all sounds good. You expect a little buzz at the bottom of the neck, but it’s clean all the way down.


  “Who do you give them away to?”


  “Deserving folks,” he says. “Folks with music people listen to. Folks whose music makes a better world. That one’s yours.”


  Your right hand locks on the neck. “I can’t take this.”


  “I made it for you,” he says. “The siren called you, Missy. There’s no two ways about it. That there’s your guitar.”


  


  


  You’d have expected to be too ill and exhausted to continue your vest-pocket tour, but you wake up rested and strong on Thursday, and in fine voice as if in spite of having been half-drowned in ice water and left on the stones. You hum to yourself in the mirror while you fix your hair, and you pick out a white button shirt and patchwork vest with swingy glass bead fringe across the chest to pull on over threadbare jeans. Spiked up hair and too much makeup gives you cheekbones that will read from stage. You’re getting too old for the scapegrace gamine schtick.


  At the last minute, as you’re packing up the Toyota, you decide to bring the new guitar.


  Boston and Albany are great, better than good, CDs flying out of the booth, and in Albany you pick up a gig in Portsmouth for May and a business card from a booking agent who sounds six kinds of excited and impressed.


  “You’re a lot better live,” she says, tossing bottle-red hair behind her shoulder. “We need to get you into bigger venues, get some quality production on those CDs.”


  You think you like her.


  Two weeks later, when you make it back to play for the Eddies again, you’ve figured out something is up. The crowd treats you differently since the mermaid. It’s not about the guitar, nice as the guitar is, because you experiment with using other instruments and it doesn’t seem to change anything.


  You have to stop yourself from scanning the crowd for the mermaid.She won’t be here, you tell yourself, wondering why it’s so hard to believe.


  It’s no surprise when Little Eddie sidles up after the second set and asks you for a return booking in another four weeks, at the same fee. You tell him you have to check your calendar and your booking agent will call him. You make a note to negotiate him up, and sharply.


  But when he walks away, you catch Big Eddie looking over the bar at you and you can see the shine in her eyes. That rattles you. Big Eddie doesn’t get like that. She never lets anything get under her skin.


  You walk over on the excuse of a beer—the second set ends and the café closes before last call, so it’s still legal to serve—and drape yourself over a stool.


  Big Eddie slides it in front of you and says, “What did you do to your voice?”


  “Does it sound bad?” You clear your throat, sip beer, and try again. “I kind of fell in some water and wound up with hypothermia on a hike, and it’s sounded funny since.”


  You didn’t miss the way your voice has changed, and not just the timbre: it’s your phrasing and your range as well. It took a little while and some messing around with a digital recorder to understand what you were hearing. The tentativeness, the derivative garage-band sound the mermaid commented on, have been washed from your music, leaving something etched and rough-edged and labyrinthine as sea caves.


  You love it. You haven’t been able to stop singing—to the cat, to yourself, in the shower, walking down the street—since she kissed you. Your new voice fills you up, clothes you in bright glory. You know how everyone else who hears it feels, because you feel it too.


  Eddie says, “No, no. It sounds great. But it doesn’t sound like you.”


  


  


  You have to bang on the door of Marty’s shop to get his attention. When the door creaks open on sawdust-clogged hinges, he blinks at the brightness of sun off snow and covers it by pushing up his safety glasses. “Problem with the guitar, Missy?”


  “Actually, just the opposite,” you say, shaping the words so he can read them on your lips and tongue. “The guitar is wonderful. It’s something else I need to give back, and I was hoping you’d come with me. Because I don’t know what I’ll do if I hear her singing. I’d really—” You look down in embarrassment, force yourself to look up again. If he can’t see your face, he can’t understand what you’re saying. “—I’d really owe you one.”


  You already owe him one. More than one. Closer to a dozen. Your impression that he’s a good guy is reinforced by the fact that he hangs the goggles on a nail inside the shop threshold, pulls his coat and gloves on without a word, and only pauses long enough to padlock the door.


  


  


  You go down into the earth like pilgrims, making obeisance to the gods of deep places, sometimes scraping on your bellies over rough stones. Marty takes you deeper and by different passages than you went before, and all you can do is follow. You can’t talk to him in the dark, not unless you make him turn and shine his light into your face, and so you listen to what he has to say instead.


  “I had a daughter your age,” he says, and you notice the verb tense and don’t ask, just let your fingers brush the back of his wrist. In the cave, echoing from stone, shimmering from the moving surface of the underground river, his voice takes on the resonances and harmonics that have come to invest your own.


  But then he adds, “She was a guitar player too.” And, after another moment, “Kids are stupid. And maybe God protects fools, drunks and musicians, but all three at once is a bit much to ask of anybody.”


  You touch his shoulder in the dark, and realize it wasn’t the deafness that made him give up playing. He leans into it for a second before walking forward, placing feet carefully on the rippled stones, ducking sideways to bend under a low roof. Water’s worn scallops on the floor of the cave; they look like ripples in sand where a river’s flowed over it. Wave patterns, sine patterns, like sound.


  Water and music are the same thing, at the core.


  You stop at the edge of a pool deeper and wider and even more pellucid than the one in which you met the mermaid before. The water moves only where slow drips scatter into it from the ceiling, the beams of your flashlight and Marty’s scattering where they’re reflected.


  You half-expected the mermaid to be waiting, maybe even for her to sing you in, but the only sound is the arrhythmic plink of droplets. She’s taken what she wanted and given what she chose to give. She’s done and the rest is yours now.


  Except you want it all to be yours, earned, not borrowed glory. You wonder if Marty—if anyone—can get her to let you go this time, let you come up out of the darkness again. You wonder if she’ll be angry that you’re rejecting her gift. You wonder what she’ll say, and if she’ll curse you.


  You breathe deep of wet air to fill yourself up, and nerve yourself to call her up with your song. Because even if it’s quick and easy, even if you’ve already paid for it, even if it’s the most beautiful sound you’ll ever make, you don’t want to echo her voice forever.


  You want to grow your own.


  


  One-Eyed Jack


  And the


  Suicide King


  


  


  


  


  It’s not a straight drop. Rather, the Dam is a long sweeping plunge of winter-white concrete: a dress for a three-time Las Vegas bride withoutquitethe gall to show up in French lace and seed pearls. If you face Arizona , Lake Mead spreads out blue and alien on your left hand, inside a bathtub ring of Colorado River limestone and perchlorate drainage from wartime titanium plants. Unlikely as canals on Mars, all that azure water rimmed in massive red and black rock; the likeness to an alien landscape is redoubled by the Dam’s louvered concrete intake towers. At your back is the Hoover Dam visitor’s center, and on the lake side sit two art-deco angels, swordcut wings thirty feet tall piercing the desert sky, their big toes shiny from touches for luck.


  That angled drop is on your right.À main droite.Downriver. To California . The same way all those phalanxes and legions of electrical towers march.


  It’s not a straight drop. Hoover ‘s much wider at the base than at the apex, where a two-lane road runs, flanked by sidewalks. The cement in the Dam’s tunnel-riddled bowels won’t be cured for another hundred years, and they say it’ll take a glacier or a nuke to shift the structure. Its face is ragged with protruding rebar and unsmoothed edges, for all it looks fondant-frosted and insubstantial in the asphyxiating light of a Mojave summer.


  Stewart had gotten hung up on an upright pipe about forty feet down the rock face beside the dam proper, and it hadn’t killed him. I could hear him screaming from where I stood, beside those New Deal angels. I winced, hoping he died before the rescue crews got to him.


  Plexiglas along a portion of the walkway wall discourages jumpers and incautious children: a laughable barrier. But then, so is Hoover itself—a fragile slice of mortal engineering between the oppressive rocks, more a symbol interrupting the flow of the sacred Colorado than any real, solid object.


  Still. It holds the river back, don’t it?


  Stewart screamed again—a high, twisting cry like a gutted dog. I leaned against the black diorite base of the left-hand angel, my feet inches from this inscription: 2,700 BC IN THE REIGN OF THE PHARAOH MENKAURE THE LAST GREAT PYRAMID WAS BROUGHT TO COMPLETION. I bathed in the stare of a teenaged girl too cool to walk over and check out the carnage. She checked me out instead; I ignored her with all the cat-coolness I could muster, my right hand hooked on the tool loop of my leather cargo pants.


  With my left one, I reached up to grasp the toe of the angel. Desert-cooked metal seared my fingers; I held on for as long as I could before sticking them in my mouth, and then reached up to grab on again, making my biceps ridge through my skin.Eeny, Meeny, Miney, Moe.Eyepatch and Doc Martens, diamond in my ear or not, the girl eventually got tired of me. I saw her turn away from the corner of my regular eye.


  They were moving cars off the Dam to let emergency vehicles through, but the rescue chopper would have to come from Las Vegas. There wasn’t one closer. I checked my watch. Nobody was looking at me anymore, despite dyed matte-black hair, trendy goatee and the sunburned skin showing through my torn sleeveless shirt.


  Which was the plan, after all.


  I released the angel and strolled across the mosaic commemorating the dedication of the Dam. Brass and steel inlaid in terrazzo express moons and stars: Alcyone, B Tauri and Mizar. Marked out among them are lines of inclination and paths of arc. The star map was left for future archaeologists to find if they wondered at the Dam’s provenance: a sort of “we were here, and this is what we made you” signature scrawled on the bottom of a glue-and-glitter card. A hundred and twenty miles north of here, we’re leaving them another gift: a mountain full of spent nuclear fuel rods, and scribed on its surface a similar message, but that one’s meant to say “Don’t Touch.”


  Some card.


  The steel lines describe the precession of equinoxes and define orbital periods. They mark out a series of curves and angles superimposed across the whole night sky and the entire history of civilized mankind, cutting and containing them as the Dam cuts and contains the river.


  It creeps me out. What can I say?


  THEY DIED TO MAKE THE DESERT BLOOM, an inscription reads across the compass rose and signs of the zodiac on my left, and near my feet CAPELLA. And ON THIS 30TH DAY OF THE MONTH OF SEPTEMBER IN THE YEAR (INCARNATIONIS DOMINICAE ANNO MCMXXXV) 1935, FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT, 32ND PRESIDENT OF THESE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA DEDICATED TO THE SERVICE OF OUR PEOPLE THIS DAM, POWER PLANT, AND RESERVOIR. A little more than ten years before Bugsy Siegel gave us the Flamingo Hotel and the Las Vegas we know and love today, but an inextricable link in the same unholy chain none the less. I try to be suitably grateful.


  But Bugsy was from California.


  I passed over or beside the words, never stopping, my ears full of Stewart’s screaming and the babble of conversation, the shouts of officers, the wail of sirens. And soon, very soon, the rattle of a helicopter’s rotors.


  The area of terrazzo closest to the angels’ feet is called the Wheel of Time. It mentions the pyramids, and the birth of Christ, and the Dam. It ends in the year A.D. 14,000. The official Dam tour recommends you stay home that day.


  Alongside these dates is another:


  EARLY PART OF A.D. 2,100


  Slipped in among all the ancient significances, with a blank space before it and the obvious and precise intention that it someday be filled to match the rest.


  Stewart screamed again. I glanced over my shoulder; security was still distracted. Pulling a chisel from my spacious pocket, I crouched on the stones and rested it against the top of the inscription. I produced a steel-headed mallet into my other hand. When I lifted the eyepatch off myotherwiseeye, I saw the light saturating the stone shiver back from the point of my chisel like a prodded jellyfish. There was some power worked into it. A power I recognized, because I also saw its potential shimmer through my eye where my left one saw only the skin of my own hand. The Dam, and me. Something meant to look like something else.


  Card tricks.


  The lovely whistle-stop oasis called Las Vegas became a minor metropolis—by Nevada standards—in large part by serving gambling, whiskey and whores to the New Deal workers who poured these concrete blocks. Workers housed in Boulder City weren’t permitted such things within town limits. On Friday nights they went looking for a place to spend some of the money they risked their lives earning all week. Then after a weekend in Sin City , they were back in harness seven hundred feet above the bottom of Black Canyon come Monday morning, nine a.m.


  Ninety-six of them died on the Dam site. Close to three hundred more succumbed to black lung and other diseases. There’s a legend some of them were entombed within the Dam.


  It would never have been permitted. A body in the concrete means a weakness in the structure, and Hoover was made to last well past the date I was about to obliterate with a few well-placed blows. “Viva Las Vegas,” I muttered under my breath, and raised the hammer. And then Stewart stopped screaming, and a velvety female purr sounded in my ear. “Jack, Jack, Jackie.”


  “Goddess.” I put the tools down and stood up, face inches from the face of the most beautiful woman in the world. “How did you know where to find me?”


  She lowered tar-black lashes across a cheek like cream and thrust a narrow swell of hip out, pouting through her hair. The collar of her sleeveless blouse stood crisp-pressed, framing her face; I wondered how she managed it in a hundred-twenty. “I heard a rumor you meant to deface my Dam,” she said with a smile that bent lacquered lips in a mockery of Cupid’s little red bow. The too-cool teenager was staring at Goddess now, brow wrinkled as if she thought Goddess must be somebody famous and couldn’t quite place who. Goddess gets that reaction a lot.


  I sighed. Contrived as she was, she was still lovelier than anything real life could manage. “You’re looking a little peaked these days, Goddess. Producers got you on a diet again? And it’s my Dam, honey. I’m Las Vegas. Your turf is down the river.”


  Her eyes flashed. Literally. I cocked an ear over my shoulder, but still no screaming. Which—dammit—meant that Stewart was probably dead, and I was out of time. Otherwise I would have bent down in front of her and done it anyway.


  “It’s not polite to ask a lady what she does to maintain her looks, darling. And I say Hoover belongs to L.A. You claim, what—ten percent of the power and water?” She took a couple of steps to the brass Great Seal of California there at the bottom of the terrazzo, front and center among the plaques to the seven states that could not live without the Colorado, and twice as big as the others. Immediately under the sheltering wings of a four-foot bas-relief eagle. She tapped it with a toe. The message was clear.


  I contented myself with admiring the way her throat tightened under a Tiffany collar as I shrugged and booted my hammer aside. Out of my left eye, I saw herotherwise—a swirl of images and expectations, a casting-couch stain and a shattered dream streetwalking on Sunset Boulevard. “You still working by yourself, Goddess? Imagine it’s been lonely since your boyfriend died.”


  Usually there are two or three of us to a city. And we can be killed, although something new comes along eventually to replace us. Unless the city dies too: then it’s all over. Her partner had gotten himself shot up in an alleyway. Appropriate.


  “I get by,” she answered with a Bette Davis sigh.


  I was supposed to go over and comfort her. Instead, I flipped my eyepatch down. Goddess makes me happy I don’t like girls. She’s a hazard to navigation for those who do. “I was just leaving. We could stop at that little ice cream place in Boulder City for an avocado-baconburger.”


  A surprised ripple of rutabaga-rutabagas ran through the crowd on the other sidewalk, and I heard officers shouting to each other. Stewart’s body must have vanished.


  “Ugh,” Goddess said expressively, the corners of her mouth turning down under her makeup.


  “True. You shouldn’t eat too much in a sitting; all that puking will ruin your teeth.” I managed to beat my retreat while she was still hacking around a suitably acid response.


  Traffic wasn’t moving across the dam yet, but I’d had the foresight to park the dusty-but-new F150 in the lot in Arizona, so all I had to do was walk across the Dam—on the lake side: there was still a crowd on the drop side—and haul Stewart (by the elbow) away from the KLAS reporter to whom he was providing an incoherently homosexual man-on-the-spot reaction. He did that sort of thing a lot. Stewart was the Suicide King. I kissed him as I shoved him into the truck.


  He pulled back and caught my eye. “Did it work?”


  “Fuck, Stewart. I’m sorry.”


  “Sure,” he said, leaning across to open the driver’s-side door. “You spend fifteen minutes impaled on a rusty chunk of steel and then I’ll tell you, ‘Sorry.’ What happened?”


  “Goddess.”


  He didn’t say anything after that: just blew silky blond hair out of eyes bluer than the desert sky and put his hand on my knee as we drove south through Arizona, down to Laughlin, and came over the river and back up through the desert wastes of Searchlight and CalNevAri. In silence. Going home.


  


  


  We parked the truck in the Four Queens garage and went strolling past the courthouse. The childhood-summer drone of cicadas surrounded us as we walked past the drunks and the itinerant ministers. We strolled downtown arm in arm, toward the Fremont Street Experience, daring somebody to say something.


  The Suicide King and me. Wildcards, but only sometimes. In a city with streets named for Darth Vader and for Seattle Slew, we are the unseen princes. I said as much to Stewart.


  “Or unseen queens,” he joked, tugging me under the arch of lights roofing Fremont Street . “What happened back there?”


  Music and cool air drifted out the open doorways of casinos, along with the irresistible chime of the slot machines that are driving out the table games. I saw the lure of their siren song in the glassy eyes of the gamblers shuffling past us. “Something must have called her. I was just going to deface a national landmark. Nothing special.”


  Someone jostled my arm on myotherwiseside, blind with the eyepatch down. I turned my head, expecting a sneering curse. But he smiled from under a floppy moustache and a floppier hat, and disappeared into Binion’s Horseshoe. I could pick the poker players out of the herd: they didn’t look anaesthetized.Thatone wasn’t a slot zombie. There might be life in my city yet.


  Stewart grunted, cleaning his fingernails with a pocketknife that wasn’t street-legal by anyone’s standards. Sweat marked half-moons on his red-striped shirt, armholes and collar. “And Goddess showed up. All the way from the City of Angels .”


  “Hollywood and Vine.”


  “What did she want?”


  “The bitch said it was her fucking Dam.” I turned my head to watch another zombie pass. A local. Tourists mostly stay down on the Strip these days, with its Hollywood assortment of two-dimensional mockeries of exotic places. Go to Las Vegas and never see it.


  I’m waiting for the Las-Vegas themed casino: somewhere between Paris, Egypt, Venice, and the African coast. Right in the middle of the Strip. This isn’t the city that gave Stewart and me birth. But this is the city I now am.


  “Is it?”


  “I don’t know. Hoover should be ours by rights. But it called her: that’s the only thing that makes sense. And I’m convinced that empty date forges a link between Vegas and L.A. It’s as creepy as the damned Mayan calendarendingin 2012.”


  He let go of my arm and wandered over to one of the antique neon signs. Antique by Vegas standards, anyway. “You ever think of all those old towns under the lake, Jack? The ones they evacuated when the reservoir started to fill?”


  I nodded, although he wasn’t looking and I knew he couldn’t hear my head rattle, and I followed him through the neon museum. I think a lot about those towns, actually. Them, and the Anasazi, who carved their names and legends on every wind-etched red rock within the glow of my lights and then vanished without a whisper, as if blown off the world by that selfsame wind. And Rhyolite, near Beatty, where they’re building the nuke dump: it was the biggest city in Nevada in 1900 and in 1907 it was gone. I think about the Upshot Knothole Project: these downtown hotels are the older ones, built to withstand the tremors from the above-ground nuclear blasts that comprised it. And I think too of all the casinos that thrived in their day, and then accordioned into dust and tidy rubble when the men with the dynamite came.


  Nevada has a way of eating things up. Swallowing them without a trace.


  Except the Dam, with that cry etched on its surface. And a date that hasn’t happened yet. Remember. Remember. Remember me.


  Stewart gazed upward, his eyes trained on Vegas Vic: the famous neon cowboy who used to wave a greeting to visitors cruising into town in fin-tailed Cadillacs—relegated now to headliner status in the Neon Museum. He doesn’t wave anymore: his hand stays upraised stiffly. I lifted mine in a like salute. “Howdy,” I replied.


  Stewart giggled. “At least they didn’t blow him up.”


  “No,” I said, looking down. “They blew the fuck out of Bugsy, though.”


  Bugsy was a California gangster who thought maybe halfway up the Los Angeles highway, where it crossed the Phoenix road, might be a good place for a joint designed to convert dirty money into clean. It so happened that there was already a little town with a light-skirt history huddled there, under the shade of tree-lined streets. A town with mild winters and abundant water.Las Vegasmeansthe meadowsin Spanish. In the middle of the harsh Mojave, the desert bloomed. And there’s always been magic at a crossroads. It’s where you go to sell your soul.


  I shifted my eyepatch to get a lookotherwise. Vic shimmered, a twist of expectation, disappointment, conditioned response. My right eye showed me the slot-machine zombies as a shuffling darkness, Stewart a blinding white light, a sword-wielding spectre. A demon of chance. The Suicide King, avatar of take-your-own-life Las Vegas with its record-holding rates of depression, violence, failure, homelessness, DUI. The Suicide King, who cannot ever die by his own hand.


  “I can see why she feels at home here,” Stewart said to Vic’s neon feet.


  “Vic’s a he, Stewart. Unless that was a faggot ‘she,’ in which case I will send the ghosts of campiness—past present and future—to haunt your bed.”


  “She. Goddess. She seems at home here.”


  “I don’t want her at home in my city,” I snapped as if it cramped my tongue. It felt petty. And good. “The bitch has her own city. And sucks enough fucking water out of my river.”


  He looked at me shyly through a fall of blond bangs. I thought about kissing him, and snorted instead. He grinned. “Vegas is nothing but a big fucking stage set wrapped around a series of strip malls, anymore. What could be more Hollywood?”


  I lit a cigarette, because everybody still smokes in Vegas—as if to make up for California—and took a deep, acrid drag. When I blew smoke back out it tickled my nostrils. “I think that empty inscription is what locks us to L.A. “


  Stewart laced his arm through mine again. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and it will turn out to be the schedule for The Big One.”


  I pictured L.A. tumbling into the ocean, Goddess and all, and grinned back. “I was hoping to get that a little sooner. So what say we go back to the Dam tonight and give it another try?”


  “What the hell do we have to lose?”


  


  


  The trooper shone his light around the cab and the bed of the truck, but didn’t make us get out despite three A.M. and no excuse to be out but stargazing at Willow Beach . Right after the terrorist attacks, it was soldiers armed with automatic weapons. I’m not sure if the Nevada State Police are an improvement, but this is the world we have to live in, even if it is under siege. Stewart, driving, smiled and showed ID, and then we passed through winding gullies and out onto the Dam.


  It was uncrowded in the breathless summer night. The massive lights painting its facade washed the stars out of the desert sky. Las Vegas glowed in the passenger-side mirror from behind the mountains as Stewart parked the truck on the Arizona side. On an overcast night, the glow is greenish—the reflected lights of the MGM Grand. That night, clear skies, and it was the familiar city-glow pink, only brighter and split neatly by the ascending Luxor light like a beacon calling someone home.


  I’d been chewing my thumb all evening. Stewart rattled my shoulder to get me to look up. “We’re here. Bring your chisel?”


  “Better,” I said, and reached behind the seat to bring out the tire iron and a little eight-pound hammer. The sledge dropped neatly into the tool loop of my cargo pants. I tugged a black denim jacket on over the torn shirt and slid the iron into the left-hand sleeve. “Now I’m ready.”


  He disarmed the doors and struggled out of the leather jacket I’d told him was too hot to wear. “Why you always gotta break things you don’t understand?”


  “Because they scare me.” I didn’t think he’d get it, but he was still sitting behind the wheel thinking when I walked around and opened his door. The alarm had rearmed; it wailed momentarily but he keyed it off in irritation and hopped down, tossing the jacket inside. “It’s got to relate to how bad things have gotten. It’s a shadow war, man. This Dam isforsomething.”


  “Of course it’s for something.” Walking beside me, he shot me that blue-eyed look that made me want to smack him and kiss him all at once. “You know what they used to say about the Colorado before they built it—too thick to drink, and too thin to plow. The Dam is there to screw up the breeding cycles of fish, make it possible for men to live where men shouldn’t be living. Make a reservoir. Hydroelectric power. Let the mud settle out. It’s there to hold the river back.”


  It’s there to hold the river back.“I was thinking just that earlier,” I said as we walked across the floodlit Dam. The same young girl from that afternoon leaned out over the railing, looking down into the yawning, floodlit chasm. I wondered if she was homeless and how she’d gotten all the way out here—and how she planned to get back.


  She looked up as we walked past arm in arm, something reflected like city glow in her eyes.


  The lure of innocence to decadence cuts both ways: cities and angels, vampires and victims. Sweet-eyed street kid with a heart like a knife. I didn’t even need to flip up my eyepatch to know for sure. “What’s your name?” I let the tire iron slip down in my sleeve where I could grab it. “Goddess leave you behind?”


  “Goddess works for me,” she said, and raised her right fist. A shiny little automatic glittered in it, all blued steel with a viper nose. It made a 40’s movie tableau, even to the silhouetting spill of floodlights and the way the wind pinned the dress to her body. She smiled. Sweet, venomous. “And you can call me Angel. Drop the crowbar, kid.”


  “It’s a tire iron,” I answered, but I let it fall to the cement. It rang like the bell going off in my head, telling me everything made perfect sense. “What the hell do you want with Las Vegas , Angel?” I thought I knew all the West-coast animae.She must be new.


  She giggled prettily. “Look at you, cutie. Just as proud of your little shadow city as if it really existed.”


  I wished I still had the tire iron in my hand. I would have broken it across her face.


  “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Stewart. Bless him. He jerked his thumb up at the light smirching the sky. “What do you call that?”


  She shrugged. “A mirage shines too, but you can’t touch it. All you need to know is quit trying to break my Dam. You must be Jack, right? And this charming fellow here—” she took a step back so the pistol still covered both of us, even as Stewart dropped my hand and edged away.Stewart.“This must be the Suicide King. I’d like you both to work for me too.”


  The gun oscillated from Stewart’s midsection to mine. Angel’s hand wasn’t shaking. Behind her, I saw Goddess striding up the sidewalk, imperious in five-hundred dollar high-heeled shoes.


  “I know what happens,” I said. “All that darkness has to go somewhere, doesn’t it? Everything trapped behind the Dam. All the little ways my city echoes yours, and the big ones too. And Nevada has a way of sucking things up without a trace.


  “The Dam is a way to control it. It’s a way to hold back that gummy river of blackness. And Las Vegas is the reservoir that lets you meter it out and use when you want it.


  “Let me guess. You need somebody to watch over Hoover . And the magic built into it, which will be complete sometime after the concrete cures.”


  Stewart picked up the thread as Goddess pulled a little pearl-handled gun out of her pocketbook as well. He didn’t step forward, but I felt him interpose himself.Don’t! Don’t.“Let me guess,” he said. “The early part of 2100? What happens then?”


  “Only movie villains tell all in the final reel.” Goddess had arrived.


  Angel cut her off. “Gloating is passé.” She smiled. “L.A. is built on failure, baby. I’m a carnivore. All that pain has to go somewhere. Can’t keep it inside: it would eat me up sure as I eat up dreams. Gotta have it for when I need it, to share with the world.”


  “The picture of Dorian Gray,” Stewart said.


  “Call it the picture of L.A.” She studied my face for a long time before she smiled. All that innocence, and all that cool calculated savagery just under the surface of her eyes. “Smart boys. Imagine how much worse I would be without it. And it doesn’t affect the local ecology all that much. As you noted, Jackie, Nevada ‘s got a way of making things be gone.”


  “That doesn’t give you the right.”


  Angel shrugged, as if to say,What are rights?“All chiseling that date off would do is remove the reason for Las Vegas to exist. It would vanish like the corpse of a twenty-dollar streetwalker dumped in the high desert, and no one would mark its passing. Boys, you’re notreal.”


  I felt Stewart swelling beside me, soul-deep offended. It was my city. His city. And not some vassal state of Los Angeles . “You still haven’t said what happens in a hundred years.”


  Goddess started to say something, and Angel hushed her with the flat of her outstretched hand. “L.A.,” she said, that gesture taking in everything behind her: Paris, New York, Venice, shadows of the world’s great cities in a shadow city of its own—“Wins. The spell is set, and can’t be broken. Work for me. You win too. What do you say to that, Jack?”


  “Angel, honey. Nobody really talks like that.” I started to turn away, laying a hand on Stewart’s arm to bring him with me. The sledgehammer nudged my leg.


  “Boys,” Goddess said. Her tone was harsh with finality.


  Stewart fumbled in his pocket. I knew he was reaching for his knife. “What are you going to do,” he asked, tugging my hand, almost dragging me away. “Shoot me in the back?”


  I took a step away from Goddess, and from Angel. And the Stewart caught my eye with a wink, and—Stewart!—kept turning, and he dropped my hand….


  The flat clap of a gunshot killed the last word he said. He pitched forward as if kicked, blood like burst berries across his midsection, front and back. I spun around as another bullet rang between my Docs. Goddess skipped away as I lunged, shredding the seam of my pants as I yanked the sledgehammer out. It was up like a baseball bat before Stewart hit the ground. I hoped he had his knife in his hand. I hoped he had the strength to open a vein before the wound in his back killed him.


  I didn’t have time to hope anything else.


  They shot like L.A. cops—police stance, wide-legged, braced and aiming to kill. I don’t know how I got between the slugs. I felt them tug my clothing; one burned my face. But I’m One-Eyed Jack, and my luck was running. Cement chips stung my face as a bullet ricocheted off the wall and out over Lake Mead . Behind Angel and Goddess, a light pulsed like Stewart’s blood and a siren screamed.


  Stewart wasn’t making any sound now and I forced myself not turn and look back at him. Instead, I closed the distance, shouting something I don’t recall. I think I split Goddess’ lovely skull open on the very first swing. I know I smashed Angel’s arm, because her gun went flying before she ran. Ran like all that practice in the sands of Southern California came in handy, fit—no doubt—from rollerblading along the board walk. My lungs burned after three steps. The lights were coming.


  Almost nobodyrunsin Las Vegas , except on a treadmill. It’s too fucking hot. I staggered to a stop, dropped the hammer clanging as I stepped over Goddess’ shimmering body, and went back for Stewart.


  His blood was a sticky puddle I had to walk through to get to him. He’d pushed himself over on his side, and I could hear the whimper in his breath, but the knife had fallen out of his hand. “Jack,” he said. “Can’t move my fingers.”


  I picked it up and opened it. “Love. Show me where.”


  “Sorry,” he said. “Who the hell knew they could shoot so fucking well?” It came up on his lips in a bubble of blood, and it had to behishand. So I folded his fingers around the handle and guided the blade to his throat.


  The sirens and lights throbbed in my head like a Monday-morning migraine. “Does it count if I’m pushing?”


  He giggled. It came out a kicked whimper. “I don’t know,” he said through the bubbles. “Try it and see.”


  I pushed. Distorted by a loudspeaker, the command to stop and drop might have made me jump another day, but Stewart’s blood was sudden, hot and sticky-slick as tears across my hands. I let the knife fall and turned my back to the road. Down by my boots, Stewart started to shimmer. We were near where Angel had been leaning out to look down the face of the Dam. The Plexiglas barriers and the decorated tops of the elevator shafts started five feet on my right.


  “One-Eyed Jacks and Suicide Kings are wild,” I muttered, and in two running steps I threw myself over the wall. Hell, you never know until you try it. A bullet gouged the walltop alongside the black streaks from the sole of my Doc.


  The lights on the Dam face silvered it like a wedding cake. It didn’t seem like such a long way to fall, and the river was down there somewhere. A gust of wind just might blow me wide enough to miss the blockhouse at the bottom.


  If I got lucky.


  


  


  From the outside northbound lane on the 95, I spotted the road: more of a track, by any reasonable standard. The white Ford pickup dragged across the rumble strip and halted amid scattering gravel. It had still had Stewart’s jacket thrown across the front seat after I bribed impound. Sometimes corruption cuts in our favor. A flat hard shape patted my chest from inside the coat’s checkbook pocket, and the alarm armed itself a moment after I got out.


  Two tracks, wagon wheel wide, stretched through a forest of Joshua trees like prickly old men hunched over in porcupine hats, abutted by sage and agave. The desert sky almost never gets so blue. It’s usually a washed out-color: Mojave landscapes are best represented in turquoise and picture jasper.


  A lot of people came through here—enough people to wear a road—and they must have thought they were going someplace better. California, probably. I pitched a rock at a toxic, endangered Gila monster painted in the animal gang colors of don’t-mess-with-me and then I sat down on a dusty rock and waited. And waited. And waited, while the sun skipped down the flat horizon and the sky greyed periwinkle and then indigo. Lights rippled on across the valley floor, chasing the shadow of the mountain. From my vantage in the pass between the mountains, I made out the radioactive green shimmer of the MGM Grand, the laser-white beacon off the top of the Luxor, the lofted red-green-lavender Stratosphere. The Aladdin, the Venetian, the Paris. The amethyst and ruby arch of the Rio . New York , New York . And the Mirage. Worth a dry laugh, that.


  Symbols of every land, drawing the black energy to Vegas. A darkness sink. Like a postcard. Like the skyline of a city on the back of a one-eyed jack in a poker deck with the knaves pulled out.


  It glittered a lot, for a city in thrall.


  There was a fifth of tequila in Stewart’s coat. I poured a little libation on an agave, lifted up my eyepatch and splashed some in myotherwiseeye. I took a deep breath and stared down on the valley. “Stewart,” I said to my city. “I don’t know if you’re coming back. If anybody squeaks through on a technicality, man, it should be you. And I haven’t seen your replacement yet. So I keep hoping.” I hadn’t seen Angel either. But I hadn’t been down to the Dam.


  Another slug of liquor. “Bugsy, you son of a bitch. You brought me here, didn’t you? Me and Stew. You fixed the chains tight, the ones the Dam forged. And it didn’t turn out quite the way you anticipated. Because sometimes we’re wild cards, and sometimes we’re not, and what matters is how you call the game.”


  I drank a little tequila, poured a little on the ground. If you’re going to talk to ghosts, it doesn’t hurt to get them drunk. Ask a vodun if you don’t believe me.


  My glittering shadow city—all cheap whore in gaudy paint that makes her look older, much older, and much, much tireder than she is—she’ll suck up all the darkness that bitch Angel can throw at her, and I swear someday the dam will burst and the desert will suck the City of Angels up too. Nevada has a way of eating things whole. Swallowing them without a trace. Civilizations, loved ones, fusion products.


  There’s a place to carve one more Great Event on the memoried surface of the Dam. And I mean to own that sucker, before Angel carves her city’s black conquest in it. I’ve still got a hundred years or so to figure out how to do it.


  Meanwhile, my city glitters like a mirage in the valley. Sin City . Just a shadow of something bigger. But a shadow can grow strangely real if you squint at it right, and sometimes a mirage hides real water.


  This is my city, and I’m her Jack. I’m not going anywhere.


  


  Cryptic Coloration


  


  


  


  


  Katie saw him first. The next-best thing to naked, in cutoff camouflage pants and high-top basketball sneakers and nothing else, except the thick black labyrinth of neo-tribal ink that covered his pale skin from collarbones to ankle-bones. He shone like piano keys, glossy-sleek with sweat in a sultry September afternoon.


  Katie already had Melissa’s sleeve in her hand and was tugging her toward the crosswalk. Gina trailed three steps behind. “We have got to go watch this basketball game.”


  “What?” But then Melissa’s line of sight intersected Katie’s and she gasped. “Oh my fuck, look at all that ink. Do you think that counts as a shirt or a skin?” Melissa was from Boston, but mostly didn’t talk like it.


  “Never mind the ink,” Katie said. “Look at his triceps.”


  Little shadowed dimples in the undersides of his arms, and all Katie could think of for a moment was that he wasn’t terribly tall, and if she had been standing close enough when he raised his hands to take a pass she could have stood on tiptoe and licked them. The image dried her mouth, heated her face.


  Melissa would have thought Katie silly for having shocked herself, though, so she didn’t say anything.


  Even without the ink, he had the best body on the basketball court. Hard all over, muscle swelling and valleying as he sprinted and side-stepped, chin-length blond hair swinging in his eyes. He skittered left like a boxer, turned, dribbled between his legs—quadriceps popping, calves like flexed cables—caught the ball as it came back up and leaped. Parabolic, sailing. Sweat shook from his elbows and chin as he released.


  A three-point shot. A high geometric arch.


  Denied when a tall black boy of eighteen or so tipped it off the edge of the basket, jangling the chain, and fired back to half court, but that didn’t matter. Katie glanced over her shoulder to make sure Gina was following.


  “God,” Melissa purred. “I love New York.”


  Katie, mopping her gritty forehead with the inside of her T-shirt collar, couldn’t have agreed more.


  So it was mid-September and still too hot to think. So she was filthy just from walking through the city air.


  You didn’t get anything like the blond boy back home in Appleton.


  Melissa was a tall freckled girl who wore her hair in red pigtails that looked like braided yarn. She had a tendency to bounce up on her toes that made her seem much taller, and she craned over the pedestrians as they stepped up onto the far curb. “There’s some shade by the—oh, my god would you look at that?”


  Katie bounced too, but couldn’t see anything except shirts. “Mel!”


  “Sorry.”


  Flanking Gina, two steps ahead of her, they moved on. Melissa was right about the shade; it was cooler and had a pretty good view. They made it there just as the blond was facing off with a white-shirted Latino in red Converse All-Stars that were frayed around the cuffs. “Jump ball,” Gina said, and leaned forward between Katie and Melissa.


  The men coiled and went up. Attenuated bodies, arching, bumping, big hands splayed. Katie saw dark bands clasping every finger on the blond, and each thumb. More ink, or maybe rings, though wouldn’t it hurt to play ball in them?


  The Latino was taller; the blond beat him by inches. He tagged the ball with straining fingertips, lofted it to his team. And then he landed lightly, knees flexed, sucked in a deep breath while his elbows hovered back and up, and pivoted.


  It wasn’t a boy, unless a man in his early thirties counted.


  “Holy crap,” said Gina, who only swore in Puerto Rican. “Girls, that’s Doctor S.”


  Wednesday at noon, the three mismatched freshman girls who sat in the third row center of Matthew Szczegielniak’s 220 were worse than usual. Normally, they belonged to the doe-eyed, insecure subspecies of first-year student, badly needing to be shocked back into a sense of humor and acceptance of their own fallibility. A lot of these young girls reminded Matthew of adolescent cats; trying so hard to look serene and dignified that they walked into walls.


  And then got mad at you for noticing.


  Really, that was even funnier.


  Today, though, they were giggling and nudging and passing notes until he was half-convinced he’d made a wrong turn somewhere and wound up teaching a high school class. He caught the carrot-top mid-nudge while mid-sentence (Byron, Scott), about a third of the way through his introductory forty minutes on the Romantic poets, and fixed her with a glare through his spectacles that could have chipped enamel.


  A red tide rose behind her freckles, brightening her sunburned nose. Her next giggle came out a squeak.


  “Ms. Martinchek. You have a trenchant observation on the work of Joanna Baillie, perhaps?”


  If she’d gone any redder, he would have worried about apoplexy. She stared down at her open notebook and shook her head in tiny quick jerks.


  “No, Doctor S.”


  Matthew Szczegielniak rubbed his nose with the butt of his dry-erase marker, nudging his spectacles up with his thumbnail. He wasn’t enough of a problem child to make his students learn his last name—even the simplified pronunciation he preferred—though the few that tried were usually good for endless hours of entertainment.


  Besides, Matthew was a Mage. And magic being what it was, he would be hard put to imagine a more counterproductive activity than teaching three hundred undergrads a semester how to pronounce his name.


  Enough heat of embarrassment radiated from Melissa’s body to make Katie lean on her opposite elbow and duck her head in sympathy. She kept sneaking looks at Doctor S, trying to see past the slicked ponytail, the spectacles, the arch and perfectly bitchy precision of his lecturing style to find the laughing half-naked athlete of the day before.


  She’d thought he was probably gay.


  Sure, books, covers, whatever. It was impossible to believe in him exultant, shaking sweat from his hair, even though she’d seen it, even though the image fumed wisps of intrigue through her pelvis. Even though she could see the black rings on every finger and each thumb, clicking slightly when he gestured. She couldn’t understand how she had never noticed them before. And never noticed the way he always dressed for class, though it was still hotter than Hades; the ribbed soft-colored turtleneck that covered him from the backs of broad hands to the tender flesh under his throat, the camel- or smoke- or charcoal-colored corduroy blazer that hid the shape of his shoulders and the width of his chest.


  It was maddening, knowing what was under the clothes. She wondered if the barbaric tattoos extended everywhere, and flushed, herself, at least as bright as Melissa. And then brighter, as she felt the prof ’s eyes on her, as if he was wondering what she was thinking that so discomfited her.


  Oh, lord, but wouldn’t that have hurt?


  On the other hand, he’d had the insides of his arms done, and the inner thighs. And that was supposed to hurt like anything, wasn’t it?


  And then she noticed that his left ear was pierced top to bottom, ten or a dozen rings, and sank down in her chair while she wondered what else he might have had done. And why she’d never noticed any of it—the rings, the earrings, the ink, the muscles—any of it, before.


  “Oh, God,” she whispered without moving her lips. “I’m never going to make it through this class.”


  But she did. And leaned up against the wall beside the door afterwards, shoulder-to-shoulder with Melissa while they waited for Gina to come out. Quiet, but if anybody was going to do something crazy or brave or both, it would be her. And right now, she was down at the bottom of the lecture hall, chatting up the professor.


  “Oh, God,” Katie moaned. “I’m going to have to switch sections. I didn’t hear a word he said.”


  “I did. Oh, God. He knows my name.” Melissa blushed the color of her plastic notebook cover all over again. Her voice dropped, developed a mocking precision of pronunciation. “Ms. Martinchek, maybe you can tell me about Joanna Ballyhoo … ”


  “Baillie.” Gina, who came up and stood on tiptoe to stick a purple Postit note to Melissa’s tit. “He wrote it down for me. This way you can impress him next week.”


  Melissa picked the note off her chest and stared at it. “He uses purple Post-it notes?”


  “I was right,” Katie said. “He’s gay.”


  “Do you want to find out?”


  “Oh, and how do you propose we do that? Check the BiGALA membership roster?” Melissa might be scoffing, but her eyes were alight. Katie swallowed.


  Gina checked her wristwatch. She had thick brown-black hair swept up in a banana clip, showing tiny curls like inverted devil horns at her pale nape. “He’s got office hours until three. I say we grab some lunch and drop off our books, and then when he leaves we see where he goes.”


  “I dunno.” Katie crossed her arms over her notebook. “It’s not like playing basketball with your shirt off is a crime … ”


  “It’s not like following someone to see where they go is a crime, either,” Melissa pointed out. “We’re not going to … stalk him.”


  “No, just stalk him.”


  “Katie!”


  “Well, it’s true.” But Melissa was looking at her, and … she had come to Manhattan to have adventures. “What if we get caught?”


  “Get caught … walking down a public street?”


  Right. Whatever. “We could just look him up in the phone book.”


  “I checked. Not listed, amigas. Maybe it’s under his boyfriend’s name.”


  Even Melissa blinked at her this time. “Jesus Christ, Gomez. You’re a criminal mastermind.”


  Those same three girls were holding up the wall when Matthew left the lecture theatre, climbing up the stairs to go out by the top door. He walked past, pretending not to notice them, or the stifled giggles and hiccups that erupted a moment later.


  He just had time to grab a sandwich before his office hours. Almost one o’clock; probably nothing left but egg salad.


  He needed the protein anyway.


  He supplemented the sandwich with two cartons of chocolate milk, a bag of sourdough pretzels and three rip-top packets of French’s mustard, and spread the lot out on his desk while he graded papers for his Renaissance drama class. With luck, no students would show up except a lonely or neurotic or favor-currying Ph.D. candidate, and he could get half of the papers done today.


  He had twenty-four sophomores and juniors, and of the first ten papers, only two writers seemed to understand that The Merry Wives of Windsor was supposed to be funny. One of those was a Sociology major. Matthew was a failure as a teacher. He finished the sandwich, blew crumbs off his desk so he wouldn’t leave mayonnaise fingerprints on the essays, and tore open the pretzels before he sharpened his red pencil one more time.


  Honey mustard would have been better. He should get some to stick in his desk. Unless it went bad. Honey didn’t go bad, and mustard didn’t go bad. Logically, an amalgam would reflect the qualities of both.


  The spike of ice and acid through the bones of his hands originated from his iron Mage’s rings, and it not only made him drop a pretzel— splattering mustard across the scarred wooden desk—but it brought him to his feet before he heard the police sirens start.


  He glanced at the clock. Five more minutes. “That which thou hast promised thou must perform,” he said, under his breath.


  He left his lunch on the desk and found his keys in his pocket on the way to the door.


  Their quarry almost ran them over as they were on their way in to start stalking him. Katie sidestepped quickly, catching Gina across the chest with a straight left arm. Melissa managed to get herself out of the way.


  Doctor S. was almost running. His corduroy jacket flapped along the vent as he skidded between pedestrians, cleared four concrete steps in a bounce, and avoided a meandering traffic jam of students with as much facility as he’d shown on the basketball court. And if Katie had begun to suspect that it was just a bizarre case of mistaken identity, the toreador sidestep around the lady with the baby carriage would have disabused her. Doctor S. moved with a force and grace that were anything but common to academia.


  Katie turned to follow him. It was only a small gesture to catch Gina’s wrist, and without more urging, Gina trotted along beside her. Which was good, because Gina was strong and stubborn, even if she was only three apples high. Melissa took two more beats to get started, but her longer legs soon put her into the lead. “Slow down,” Katie hissed, afraid that he would notice them running after him like three fools in a hurry, but frankly, he was getting away.


  So when Melissa glared at her, she hustled, like you do. And Gina actually broke into a trot.


  Doctor S. strode east on 68th, against traffic, towards the park. He never glanced over his shoulder, but kept rubbing his hands together as if they pained him. Maybe the rings were the magnet kind, for arthritis or something. RSI.


  “I can’t believe I never noticed he wears all those rings.”


  “I can’t believe I never noticed the muscles,” Melissa answered, but Gina said “Rings?”


  “On all his fingers?” Melissa was too busy dodging pedestrians to give Gina the were you born that stupid or do you practice hard? look, and Katie was as grateful as she could spare breath for. They were disrupting traffic flow, the cardinal sin of New York’s secular religion. Katie winced at another glare. Somebody was going to call her a fucking moron any second. Gina sounded completely bemused. “I never noticed any rings.”


  Doctor S. continued east on 68th past Park Ave., down the rows of narrow-fronted brick buildings with their concrete window ledges. By the time he crossed Madison Ave., she was sure he was headed for the park. Every so often he actually skipped a step, moving as fast as he possibly could without breaking into a purse-snatcher sprint.


  . . . he wasn’t going to the park.


  Halfway between Park and Fifth Avenue—which, of course, unlike Park, was on the park—traffic was gummed up behind flashing lights and restraining police. Doctor S. slowed as he approached, stuffing his hands back into his pockets—“Would you look at that?” Gina said, and Katie knew she, too, had suddenly noticed the rings—and dropping his shoulders, smallifying himself. He merged with the gawking crowd; Katie couldn’t believe how easily he made himself vanish. Like a praying mantis in a rosebush; just one more green thorn-hooked stem.


  “Okay,” Melissa said, as they edged through bystanders, trying not to shove too many yuppies in the small of the back. “Stabbing?”


  “Sidewalk pizza,” Gina the Manhattanite said, pointing up. There was a window open on the sixth floor of one of the tenements, and Katie glimpsed a blue uniform behind it.


  “Somebody jumped?”


  “Or was pushed.”


  “Oh, God.”


  Gina shrugged, but let her hip and elbow brush Katie’s. Solace, delivered with the appearance of nonchalance. And then, watching Doctor S. seem to vanish between people, betrayed only be metallic gleams of light off slick hair. She could pick him out if she knew where to look, if she remembered to look for the tan jacket, the hair. Otherwise, her eyes seemed to slide off him. Creepy, she thought. He’s almost not really there.


  And then she thought of something else. And maybe Melissa did too, because Melissa said, “Guys? What’s he doing at a crime scene?”


  “Or accident scene,” Gina said, unwilling to invest in a murder without corroboration.


  “Maybe he’s a gawker.”


  “Ew.” Katie tugged Gina’s sleeve. “We should see if we can get closer. He probably won’t notice us.” And then she frowned. “How did he know about it?”


  “Maybe he has a police scanner in his office?”


  “So he’s a vulture.”


  “Maybe he’s an investigator. You know. Secret, like.”


  Katie rolled her eyes. “Right. Our gay college prof is Spiderman.”


  Gina snorted. “Hey. Everybody knows that Spidey and Peter Parker have a thing.”


  Melissa hunched down so her head wouldn’t stick up so far above the crowd. Her hair was as bad as Doctor S.’s, and she didn’t have his knack for vanishing into the scenery. “Gina,” she said, “you go up, and tell us what’s going on.”


  “I’ve seen dead people, chica.”


  “You haven’t seen this one,” Melissa said. “Go on. It might be important.”


  Gina shrugged, rolled her eyes, and started forward. And Melissa was right; a five foot tall Latina in gobs of eyeliner did, indeed, vanish into the crowd. “Criminal mastermind,” Melissa said.


  Katie grinned, and didn’t argue.


  This was the part of the job that Matthew liked least. There was no satisfaction in it, no resolution, no joy. The woman on the pavement was dead; face down, one arm twisted under her and the other outflung. She’d bounced, and she hadn’t ended up exactly where she’d hit. She’d been wearing a pink blouse. Someone in the crowd beside him giggled nervously.


  Matthew figured she hadn’t jumped. He checked his wards—passunnoticed, which was not so strong as a pass-unseen, and considerably easier to maintain—and the glamours and ghosts that kept him unremarkable His hands still ached; he really wished somebody would come up with a system for detecting malevolent magic that didn’t leave him feeling like a B-movie bad guy was raking his fingerbones around with a chilled ice pick.


  He pulled his cell phone from his pocket, buttoned the middle button on his jacket, and hit speed dial. He was one of five people who had the Promethean archmage’s reach-me-in-the-bathtub number; he didn’t abuse the privilege.


  “Jane Andraste,” she said, starting to speak before the line connected.


  He hadn’t heard it ring on his end. “What’s going on?”


  “Apparent suicide at Fifth and 68th.” He checked his watch. “It tickles.


  I’m on the scene and going to poke around a little. Are any of the responders our guys?”


  “One second.” Her voice muffled as she asked someone a question; there was a very brief pause, and she was back on the line. “Marla says Marion Thornton is en route. Have you met her?”


  “Socially.” By which he meant, at Promethean events and rituals. There were about two hundred Magi in the Greater New York area, and like Matthew, most of them held down two jobs: guardian of the iron world by night, teacher or artist or executive or civil servant by day.


  They worked hard. But at least none of them had to worry about money.


  The Prometheus Club provided whatever it took to make ends meet. “I’ll look for her.”


  “She’ll get you inside,” Jane said. “Any theories yet?”


  Matthew crouched amid rubberneckers and bent his luck a little to keep from being stepped on. The crowd moved around him, but never quite squeezed him off-balance. Their shadows made it hard to see, but his fingers hovered a quarter-inch from a dime-sized stain on the pavement, and a chill slicked through his bones. “Not in a crowd,” he said, and pulled his hand back so he wouldn’t touch the drip accidentally. “Actually, tell Marion to process the inside scene on her own, would you? And not to touch anything moist with her bare hand, or even a glove if she can help it.”


  “You have a secondary lead?”


  “I think I have a trail.”


  “Blood?”


  It had a faint aroma, too, though he wouldn’t bend close. Cold stone, guano, moist rancid early mornings full of last winter’s rot. A spring and barnyard smell, with an underlying acridness that made his eyes water and his nose run. He didn’t wipe his tears; there was no way he was touching his face after being near this.


  He dug in his pocket with his left hand, cradling the phone with the right. A moment’s exploration produced a steel disk the size of a silver dollar. He spat on the underside, balanced it like a miniature tabletop between his thumb and first two fingers, and then turned his hand over. A half-inch was as close as he dared.


  He dropped the metal. It struck the sidewalk and bonded to the concrete with a hiss, sealing the stain away.


  “Venom,” Matthew said. “I’ve marked it. You’ll need to send a containment team. I have to go.”


  When he stood, he looked directly into the eyes of one of his giggly freshmen.


  “Ms. Gomez,” he said. “Fancy meeting you here. Sorry I can’t stay to chat.”


  Gina was still stammering when she came back. “Did you see that? Did you see that?”


  Katie hadn’t. “Just the backs of a bunch of tall people’s heads. What happened?”


  “I was trying to stay away from him,” Gina said. “And he just appeared right beside me. Poof. Poof!”


  “Or you weren’t looking where you were going,” Katie said, but Melissa was frowning. “Well?”


  “He did just pop up out of nowhere,” Melissa said. “I was watching Gina, and he kind of … materialized beside her. Like he stood up all of a sudden.”


  “He’s the devil.” Gina shook her head, but she sounded half-convinced.


  Katie patted her on the shoulder, woven cotton rasping between her fingertips and Gina’s flesh. “He could have been tying his shoe.”


  “Right,” Gina said, stepping out from under Katie’s hand. She pointed back to the crowd. “Then where did he go?”


  Even glamoured, he couldn’t run from a murder scene. The magic relied on symbol and focus; if he broke that, he’d find himself stuck in a backlash that would make him the center of attention of every cop, Russian landlady, and wino for fifteen blocks. So instead he walked, fast, arms swinging freely, trying to look as if he was late getting back from a lunch date.


  Following the smell of venom.


  He found more droplets, widely spaced. In places, they had started to etch asphalt or concrete. Toxic waste indeed; it slowed him, because he had to pause to tag and seal each one.


  How it could move unremarked through his city, he did not know. There were no crops here for its steps to blight nor wells for its breath to poison.


  Which was not to say it did no harm.


  These things—some fed on flesh and some on blood and bone. Some fed on death, or fear, or misery, or drunkenness, or loneliness, or love, or hope, or white perfect joy. Some constructed wretchedness, and some comforted the afflicted.


  There was no telling until you got there.


  Matthew slowed as his quarry led him north. There were still too many bystanders. Too many civilians. He didn’t care to catch up with any monsters in broad daylight, halfway up Manhattan. But as the neighborhoods became more cluttered and the scent of uncollected garbage grew heavy on the humid air, he found more alleys, more byways, and fewer underground garages.


  If he were a cockatrice, he thought he might very well lair in such a place. Somewhere among the rubbish and the poison and the broken glass. The cracked concrete, and the human waste.


  He needed as much camouflage to walk here undisturbed as any monster might.


  His hands prickled ceaselessly. He was closer. He slowed, reinforcing his wards with a sort of nervous tic: checking that his hair was smooth, his coat was buttoned, his shoes were tied. Somehow, it managed to move from its lair to the Upper East Side without leaving a trail of bodies in the street. Maybe it traveled blind. Or underground; he hadn’t seen a drop of venom in a dozen blocks. Worse, it might be invisible.


  Sometimes … often … otherwise things had slipped far enough sideways that they could not interact with the iron world except through the intermediary of a Mage or a medium. If this had happened to the monster he sought, then it could travel unseen. Then it could pass by with no more harm done than the pervasive influence of its presence.


  But then, it wouldn’t drip venom real enough to melt stone.


  Relax, Matthew. You don’t know it’s a cockatrice. It’s just a hypothesis, and appearances can be deceptive.


  Assuming that he had guessed right could get him killed.


  But a basilisk or a cockatrice was what made sense. Except, why would the victim have thrown herself from her window for a crowned serpent, a scaled crow? And why wasn’t everybody who crossed the thing’s path being killed. Or turned to stone, if it was that sort of cockatrice?


  His eyes stung, a blinding burning as if he breathed chlorine fumes, etchant. The scent was as much otherwise as real; Matthew suffered it more than the civilians, who would sense only the miasma of the streets as they were poisoned. A lingering death.


  He blinked, tears brimming, wetting his eyelashes and blurring the world through his spectacles. A Mage’s traveling arsenal was both eclectic and specific, but Matthew had never before thought to include normal saline, and he hadn’t passed a drugstore for blocks.


  How the hell is it traveling?


  At last, the smell was stronger, the cold prickle sharper, on his left. He entered the mouth of a rubbish-strewn alley, a kind of gated brick tunnel not tall or wide enough for a garbage truck. It was unlocked, the grille rusted open; the passage brought him to a filthy internal courtyard. Rows of garbage cans—of course, no dumpsters—and two winos, one sleeping on cardboard, one lying on his back on grease-daubed foam reading a two-month-old copy of Maxim. The miasma of the cockatrice—if it was a cockatrice—was so strong here that Matthew gagged.


  What he was going to do about it, of course, he didn’t know.


  His phone buzzed. He answered it, lowering his voice. “Jane?”


  “The window was unlocked from the inside,” she said. “No sign of forced entry. The resident was a fifty-eight-year-old unmarried woman, Janet Stafford. Here’s the interesting part—”


  “Yes?”


  “She had just re-entered secular life, if you can believe this. She spent the last thirty-four years as a nun.”


  Matthew glanced at his phone, absorbing that piece of information, and put it back to his ear. “Did she leave the church, or just the convent?”


  “The church,” Jane said. “Marion’s checking into why. You don’t need to call her; I’ll liaise.”


  “That would save time,” Matthew said. “Thank you.” There was no point in both of them reporting to Jane and to each other if Jane considered the incident important enough to coordinate personally.


  “Are you ready to tell me yet what you think it might be?”


  Matthew stepped cautiously around the small courtyard, holding onto his don’t-notice-me, his hand cupped around the mouthpiece. “I was thinking cockatrice,” he said. “But you know, now maybe not certain. What drips venom, and can lure a retired nun to suicide?”


  Jane’s breath, hissing between her teeth, was clearly audible over the cellular crackle. “Harpy.”


  “Yeah,” Matthew said. “But then why doesn’t it fly?”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “Right now? Question a couple of local residents,” he said, and moved toward the Maxim-reading squatter.


  The man looked up as he approached; Matthew steeled himself to hide a flinch at his stench, the sore running pus down into his beard. A lot of these guys were mentally ill and unsupported by any system. A lot of them also had the knack for seeing things that had mostly dropped otherwise, as if in being overlooked themselves they gained insight into the half-lit world.


  And it didn’t matter how he looked; the homeless man’s life was still a life, and his only. You can’t save them all. But he had a father and mother and a history and a soul like yours.


  His city, which he loved, dehumanized; Matthew considered it the responsibility that came with his gifts to humanize it right back. It was in some ways rather like being married to a terrible drunk. You did a lot of apologizing. “Hey,” Matthew said. He didn’t crouch down. He held out his hand; the homeless man eyed it suspiciously. “I’m Matthew. You have absolutely no reason to want to know me, but I’m looking for some information I can’t get from just anybody. Can I buy you some food, or a drink?”


  Later, over milkshakes, Melissa glanced at Katie through the humidityfrizzled curls that had escaped her braid and said, “I can’t believe we lost him.”


  The straw scraped Katie’s lip as she released it. “You mean he gave us the slip.”


  Melissa snorted. On her left, Gina picked fretfully at a plate of French fries, sprinkling pinched grains of salt down the length of one particular fry and then brushing them away with a fingertip. “He just popped up. Right by me. And then vanished. I never took my eyes off him.”


  “Some criminal mastermind you turned out to be,” Katie said, but her heart wasn’t in it. Gina flinched, so Katie swiped one of her fries by way of apology. A brief but giggly scuffle ensued before Katie maneuvered the somewhat mangled fry into her mouth. She was chewing salt and starch when Melissa said, “Don’t you guys think this is all a little weird?”


  Katie swallowed, leaving a slick of grease on her palate. “No,” she said, and slurped chocolate shake to clear it off. Her hair moved on her neck, and she swallowed and imagined the touch of a hand. A prickle of sensation tingled through her, the same excitement she felt at their pursuit of Doctor S., which she had experienced only occasionally while kissing her boyfriend back home. She shifted in her chair. “I think it’s plenty weird.”


  She wasn’t going to ask the other girls. Melissa had a boyfriend at Harvard that she traded off weekends with. Gina was … Gina. She picked up whatever boy she wanted, kept him a while, put him down again. Katie would rather let them assume that she wasn’t all that innocent. Not that they’d hate her. But they’d laugh.


  “What are we going to do about it?” she asked, when Melissa kept looking at her. “I mean, it’s not like he did something illegal.”


  “You didn’t see the body up close.”


  “I didn’t. But he didn’t kill her. We know where he was when she fell.”


  Gina’s mouth compressed askew. But she nodded, then hid her face in her shake.


  Melissa pushed at her frizzing hair again. “You know,” she said, “he left in a hurry. It’s like a swamp out there.”


  “So?”


  “So. Do you suppose his office door sticks?”


  “Oh, no. That is illegal. We could get expelled.”


  “We wouldn’t take anything.” Melissa turned her drink with the tips of her fingers, looking at them and the spiraling ring left behind on the tabletop, not at Katie’s eyes. “Just see if he has a police scanner. And look for his address.”


  “I’m not doing that,” Katie said.


  “I just want to see if the door is unlocked.”


  Melissa looked at Gina. Gina shrugged. “Those locks come loose with a credit card, anyway.”


  “No. Not just no.”


  “Oh, you can watch the stairs,” Gina said, sharp enough that Katie sat back in her chair. Katie swallowed, and nodded. Fine. She would watch the goddamned stair.


  “You want to finish?” she asked.


  Gina pushed her mangled but uneaten fries away. “No, baby. I’m done.”


  The man’s name was Henry; he ate an extraordinary amount of fried chicken from a red paper bucket while Matthew crouched on the stoop beside him, breathing shallowly. The acrid vapors of whatever Matthew hunted actually covered both the odor of unwashed man and of dripping grease, and though his eyes still watered, he thought his nose was shutting down in protest. Perversely, this made it easier to cope.


  “No,” Henry said. He had a tendency to slur his speech, to ramble and digress, but he was no ranting lunatic. Not, Matthew reminded himself, that it would matter if he was. “I mean, okay. I see things. More now than when I got my meds”—he shrugged, a bit of extra crispy coating clinging to his moustache—“I mean, I mean, not that I’m crazy, but you see things out of the corner of your eye, and when you turn? You see?”


  He was staring at a spot slightly over Matthew’s left shoulder when he said it, and Matthew wished very hard that he dared turn around and look. “All the damned time,” he said.


  The heat of the cement soaked through his jeans; the jacket was nearly unbearable. He shrugged out of it, laid it on the stoop, and rolled up his sleeves. “Man,” Henry said, and sucked soft meat off bones. “Nice ink.”


  “Thanks,” Matthew said, turning his arms over to inspect the insides. “Hurt much? You don’t look like the type.”


  “Hurt some,” Matthew admitted. “What sort of things do you see? Out of the corners of your eyes?”


  “Scuttling things. Flapping things.” He shrugged. “When I can get a drink it helps.”


  “Rats? Pigeons?”


  “Snakes,” Henry said. He dropped poultry bones back into the bucket.


  “Roosters.”


  “Not crows? Vultures?”


  “No,” Henry said. “Roosters. Snakes, the color of the wall.”


  “Damn.” Matthew picked up his coat. “Thanks, Henry. I guess it was a cockatrice after all.”


  What happened was, Katie couldn’t wait on the stairs. Of course she’d known there wasn’t a chance in hell that she could resist Melissa. But sometimes it was better to fool yourself a little, even if you knew that eventually you were going to crack.


  Instead, she found herself standing beside Gina, blocking a sight line with her body, as Gina knocked ostentatiously on Doctor S.’s door. She slipped the latch with a credit card—a gesture so smooth that Katie could hardly tell she wasn’t just trying the handle. She knocked again and then pulled the door open.


  Katie kind of thought she was overplaying, and made a point of slipping through the barely opened door in an attempt to hide from passers-by that the room was empty.


  Melissa came in last, tugging the door shut behind herself. Katie heard the click of the lock.


  Not, apparently, that that would stop anybody.


  Katie put her back against the door beside the wall and crossed her arms over her chest to confine her shivering. Gina moved into the office as if entranced; she stood in the center of the small cluttered room and spun slowly on her heel, hands in her hip pockets, elbows awkwardly cocked. Melissa slipped past her—as much as a six foot redhead could slip—and bent over to examine the desk, touching nothing.


  “There has to be a utility bill here or something, right? Everybody does that sort of thing at work … ”


  Gina stopped revolving, striking the direction of the bookshelves like a compass needle striking north—a swing, a stick, a shiver. She craned her neck back and began inspecting titles.


  It was Katie, after forcing herself forward to peer over Gina’s shoulder, who noticed the row of plain black hardbound octavo volumes on one shelf, each with a ribbon bound into the spine and a date penned on it in silver metallic ink.


  “Girls,” she said, “do you suppose he puts his address in his journal?”


  Gina turned to follow Katie’s pointing finger and let loose a string of Spanish that Katie was pretty sure would have her toenails smoking if she understood a word. It was obviously self-directed, though, so after the obligatory flinch, she reached past Gina and pulled the most recently dated volume from the shelf.


  “Can I use the desk?” The book cracked a little under the pressure of her fingers, and it felt lumpy, with wavy page-edges. If anything was pressed inside, she didn’t want to scatter it.


  Melissa stood back. Katie laid the book carefully on an uncluttered portion of the blotter and slipped the elastic that held it closed without moving the food or papers. The covers almost burst apart, as if eager to be read, foiling her intention to open it to the flyleaf and avoid prying. The handwriting was familiar: she saw it on the whiteboard twice a week. But that wasn’t what made Katie catch her breath.


  A pressed flower was taped to the left-hand page, facing a column of text. And in the sunlight that fell in bars through the dusty blind, it shimmered iridescent blue and violet over faded gray.


  “Madre di Dio,” Gina breathed. “What does it say?”


  Katie nudged the book further into the light. “14 October 1995,” she read. “Last year, Gin.”


  “He probably has the new one with him. What does it say?”


  “It says ‘Passed as a ten?’ and there’s an address on Long Island. Flanagan’s, Deer Park Avenue. Babylon. Some names. And then it says ‘pursuant to the disappearance of Sean Roberts—flower and several oak leaves were collected from a short till at the under-twenty-one club.’ And then it says ‘Faerie money?’ Spelled F-a-e-r-i-e.”


  “He’s crazy,” Gina said definitively. “Schizo. Gone.”


  “Maybe he’s writing a fantasy novel.” Katie wasn’t sure where her stubborn loyalty came from, but she was abruptly brimming with it. “We are reading his private stuff totally out of context. I don’t think it’s fair to judge by appearances.”


  Gina jostled her elbow; Katie shrugged the contact off and turned the page. Another record of a disappearance, this one without supporting evidence taped to the page. It filled up six pages. After that, a murder under mysterious circumstances. A kidnapping … and then some more pages on the Roberts disappearance. A broken, bronze-colored feather, also taped in, chimed when she touched it. She jerked her finger back.


  One word underneath. “Resolved.” And a date after Christmastime.


  Doctor S., it seemed, thought he was a cop. A special kind of … supernatural cop.


  “It sounds like Nick Knight,” Melissa said. Katie blinked, and realized she had still been reading out loud.


  “It sounds like a crazy man,” Gina said.


  Katie opened her mouth, and suddenly felt as if cold water drained down her spine. She swallowed whatever she had been about to say and flipped the journal to the flyleaf. There was indeed an address, on West 60th. “He’s not crazy.” Not unless I am.


  “Why do you say that?” Melissa, gently, but Gina was looking at Katie too—not suspicious, or mocking, anymore, but wide-eyed, waiting for her to explain.


  “Guys,” Katie said, “He’s a magician or something. Remember how he vanished on Gina? Remember the ink that you somehow just don’t see? Remember the damned invisible rings?”


  Melissa sucked her lower lip in and released it. “So did he kill that woman or not?”


  “I don’t know,” Katie said. “I want him to be a good guy.”


  Gina patted her shoulder, then reached across to also pat the journal with her fingertips. “I say we go to his apartment and find out.”


  There were drawbacks to being a member of Matthew’s society of Magi. For one thing, nobody else liked them. And with good reason; not only was the Prometheus Club full of snobs, Capitalists, and politicians, but its stated goal of limiting and controlling the influence of wild magic in the world put him in sworn opposition to any hedge-witch, Satanist, purveyor of herbs and simples, houngan, or priest of Santeria he might want to contract with for ritual supplies.


  Such as, say, a white, virgin cockerel.


  New York City was not bereft of live poultry markets, but given his rather specific needs, Matthew wasn’t sure he wanted to trust one of those. He’d hate to find out at the last minute, for example, that his bird had had a few sandy feathers plucked. Or that it was, shall we say, a little more experienced than Matthew was himself.


  And then there was the recent influenza scare, which had closed several poultry markets. And what he really needed, now that he thought about it, was an illegal animal; a fighting cock.


  He booted his desktop system, entered an IP address from memory, wended his way through a series of logon screens, and asked about it on the Promethean message board.


  Fortunately, even if Matthew didn’t know something, it was a pretty good bet that somebody in Prometheus would.


  Before close of business, he was twenty blocks north again, edging through a flaking avocado-green steel door into the antechamber of a dimly lit warehouse that smelled of guano and sawdust and corn and musty feathers. It drove the eyewatering stench of the cockatrice from Matthew’s sinuses, finally, and seemed in comparison such a rich, wholesome smell that he breathed it deep and fast. He coughed, sneezed, and waved his hand in front of his face. And then he did it again, feeling as if the inside of his head were clean for the first time in hours.


  There was a desk in a cage—not unlike the ones inhabited by the clucking, rustling chickens, but far larger—behind the half-wall at the far end of the dirty, hall-like room. Matthew approached it; a stout woman with her white hair twisted into a bun looked up from her game of solitaire.


  He cleared his throat. “I need to buy a cockerel.”


  “I’ve got some nice Bantams,” she said through the grate. “And a couple of Rhode Island Reds.” Not admitting anything; those weren’t fighting cocks. “You got a place to keep it? There are zoning things.”


  “It just needs to be pure white.” He hesitated. “Or pure black.”


  She reached up casually and dropped the shutter in his face. Of course. He sighed, and rapped on the grate, rattling the metal behind it. No answer. He rapped again, and again.


  Five minutes later she cracked it up and peered under the bottom, through the little hole for passing papers and money back and forth. He caught a glimpse of bright black eyes and a wrinkled nose. “I’m not selling you any bird for your Satanic rituals, young man.”


  No, but you’ll sell me one for bloodsports? Matthew sighed again and stuck his hand through the slot, nearly getting his fingers up her nose. She jerked back, but he caught the edge of the shutter before she could slide it closed again. His biceps bulged inside his shirt sleeve; his tendons dimpled his wrist. She leaned on the shutter, and couldn’t shift him.


  “Young man.” A level, warning tone. She didn’t look intimidated.


  Oh, what the hell. “It’s for the cockatrice,” he said.


  Her hand relaxed, and the weight of the shutter lifted. She slid it up; it thumped when it reached the top. “Why didn’t you say so? About time somebody took care of that thing. Though I notice you didn’t give a shit when it was just in East Harlem.”


  Matthew glanced aside. The cops were always the last to know.


  She hesitated. “You’ll need a human virgin too.”


  “Don’t worry,” he said, biting the inside of his cheek. “I’ve got that covered.”


  When he returned home, there was a woman waiting in his apartment. Not surprising in itself; Jane had a key and the passcode for the locks. But it wasn’t Jane. It was the homicide detective, Marion Thornton.


  She had an outdoorswoman’s squint and silky brown hair that framed her long cheekbones in feathered wings; it made her look like a brighteyed Afghan hound. She showed him her badge and handed him back the keys before he was fully in the door.


  “The victim was an alcoholic,” Marion said, re-locking the door as Matthew put his chicken on the counter. It was in a cardboard animal carrier. Occasionally a glossy jet-black beak or a malevolent eye would appear in one of the holes along the top. It scuffed and kicked. He pushed it away from the counter edge and it grabbed at him, as he thought of a line from a Russian fairy tale: Listen, Crow, crow’s daughter! Serve me a certain service—


  “The nun was a drunk?”


  “To put it crudely. And we found another possible for the same bogey, about three days ago. Elderly man, never married, lived alone, drank like a fish. We’re continuing to check back for others.” She flipped pages in her report pad. “Here’s something interesting. He was castrated in a farming accident when he was in his teens.”


  “Oh,” Matthew said. “It’s always virgins, isn’t it?”


  “For dragons and unicorns, anyway,” Marion answered. “But I’d guess you’re correct. And more than that. Heavy drinkers. Possibly with some talent; a link my … secular … colleagues won’t come up with is that Promethean records show that we considered inviting both of these victims for apprenticeship when they were young.”


  “So they saw things,” Matthew said, thinking of Henry, living on the monster’s doorstep. If the thing had a preference for sexually inexperienced prey, that would explain why it hadn’t eaten him yet. Well, if Matthew was prepared to make a few conjectures. “Do you think it wanted them because they drank, or they drank because they saw things?”


  “We operate on the first assumption.” Marion picked her way around him, leaned down to peer into the animal carrier. She pulled back as a grabbing beak speared at her eye. “Vicious.”


  “I sure hope so.”


  “Jane said you had a possible ID on the bogey?”


  He knelt down and began peeling the rug back, starting beside the inside wall of the living room. “The black cock isn’t enough of a hint?”


  “Basilisk.”


  “That’s a weasel. Cockatrice, I’m guessing. Though how it lured its victim into hurling herself from her window is beyond me. You’re describing very specialized prey.”


  She straightened up and arched, cracking her spine. She picked a spoon off the breakfast bar and turned it, considering the way the light pooled in the bowl. “Call it one in ten thousand? Then the Greater New York metropolitan area has, what, two thousand more just like ’em?”


  “Something like that,” Matthew said, and pinched the bridge of his nose. A dust bunny was stuck to the heel of his hand; he blew it off. When he opened his eyes, he found her staring at him, tongue-tip peeking between her lips.


  “Want to make sure we’re safe?” she said, with a grin. The spoon glittered as she turned it beside her face. “I’m off duty. And your chicken won’t mind.” She held up her left hand and showed him a plain gold band. “No hassles.”


  He bit his lower lip. Matthew had practice. And years of careful sublimation—which was, of course, the point: sacrifice made power. He also had a trick of flying under the gaydar, of making straight women think he was gay and gay men think he was straight. All just part of the camouflage.


  He hated having to say no. “Sorry,” he said. “That’s a lovely offer. But I need a virgin for the cockatrice already, and it beats having to send out.”


  She laughed, of course.


  They never believed him.


  “Come on,” he said. “Help me ensorcel this chicken.”


  Doctor S. lived in Midtown West, on 60th near Columbus Ave. It was kind of a hike, but they got there before sunset. It wouldn’t get dark for an hour, but that was only because the afternoons were still long. By the time they paused down the block Katie’s stomach was rumbling. That milkshake was only good for so long.


  The spot they picked to loiter had a clear view of the front door of Doctor S.’s brown brick apartment building. “Nice place for a junior professor,” Melissa said, and for ten seconds she sounded like she was from Boston, all right.


  Katie looked at Gina and made big eyes and whimpering noises, but it was Melissa who went and got convenience store hot dogs, Diet Pepsi, and a bag of chips. They ate in the shade on the north side of the building, the heat soaking from the stones, their hair lank and grimy with the city air. Katie scratched her cheek and brought her fingernails away sporting black crescents. “Ew.”


  “Welcome to New York,” Gina said, which was what she said every time Katie complained.


  Katie had nearly stopped complaining already. She scratched her nails against her jeans until most of the black came out and finished her hot dog one-handed, then wiped the grime from her face with the napkin before drying her hands. It worked kind of halfway—good enough, anyway, that when Melissa splashed ice water from a sport bottle into everyone’s cupped hands and Katie in turn splashed it onto her face, she didn’t wind up feeling like she’d faceplanted into a mud puddle.


  The second handful, she drank, and only realized she had been carrying a heat headache when the weight of it faded. “All right,” she said, and took the bottle from Melissa to squirt some on her hair. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”


  “Unfortunately, apparently Doctor S. isn’t,” Melissa said, reclaiming the bottle to drink. She tilted her head back, her throat working, and as she lowered it a droplet ran from the corner of her mouth. “No, wait, spoke too soon.”


  Katie stepped behind the pole of a street lamp—silly, because Doctor S. wasn’t even looking in their direction—and caught sight of his stiff little blond ponytail zigzagging through the crowd. He was wearing another sort-of costume—Katie wondered what he wore when he wore what he liked, rather than what suited his role—a well-cut gray suit with a fabulous drape. A woman in a navy pantsuit, whose light flyaway hair escaped its pins around a long narrow face, walked alongside him. Her stride was familiar. She had a white cardboard pet carrier slung from her left hand; Katie could not see what was in it, but it swung as if something was moving slightly inside.


  “Isn’t that the cop who showed up where the woman jumped?”


  Katie glanced at Gina and back at the woman, a stuttering doubletake. It was. Not the same outfit, and her hair was clipped back aggressively now— though it wasn’t staying restrained—but the woman was conspicuous. “Well,” Katie said, feeling as if she watched the words emerge from a stranger’s mouth, “we could follow him and find out where they’re going.”


  Neither Matthew nor Marion was particularly sanguine about attacking on a cockatrice in the dark. They had to take the subway across the island (at least the cockerel was quiet, huddled in the bottom of its carrier) but still ascended to the surface with light to spare. It roused the bird; Matthew heard it shift, and Marion kept her fingers well clear of the air holes. It was, as promised, aggressive.


  Matthew shoved down guilt and substantial apprehension. There was no other choice, and power grew out of sacrifices.


  They found the courtyard without a problem, that tunnel-like entrance with its broken gate leaving rust on Matthew’s clothes as they slipped through. He wasn’t wearing his usual patrol clothes, a zipped camouflage jacket and boots enchanted to pass-unnoticed, but a gray silk suit with a linen shirt and a silver, red, and navy tie. A flask in an inside pocket tapped his ribs when he moved. He looked like a dot com paper millionaire on his way to a neck-or-nothing meeting with a crotchety venture capitalist who was going to hate his ponytail.


  His clothes today, and the quick preliminary ritual they’d performed in his living room, were not designed to conceal him, to occlude his power, but rather to draw the right attention. If you squinted at him with otherwise eyes, he would shine. And other than his rings and the earrings and the pigment in the ink under his skin, he wasn’t wearing any iron, as he might have been if they went to face something Fae.


  Iron was of no use against a cockatrice. Except in one particular, and so two steel gaffs wrapped in tissue paper nested in the bottom of Matthew’s trouser pocket. He touched them through fabric like a child stroking a favorite toy and drew his hand back when they clinked.


  “This is it,” he said.


  Marion set the carrier down. “Nice place you’ve got here, Matthew. Decorate it yourself?” From the way her nose was wrinkling, she picked out the acid aroma of the monster as well.


  Henry and his comrade at arms were nowhere to be seen. Matthew hoped they had taken his advice and moved on. He hated working around civilians.


  Without answering Marion, he kicked aside garbage, clearing a space in the center of the court. The windows overlooking it remained unoccupied, and if for some reason they did not continue so, Marion had a badge.


  She helped Matthew sketch a star overlaid on a circle in yellow sidewalk chalk. They left one point open, facing south by Marion’s compass. When they were done, Matthew dusted his hands, wiped them on his handkerchief, and reached into his pockets for the spurs, the flask, and something else—a leather hood of the sort used by falconers to quiet their birds.


  “Ready?”


  She nodded. “Where’s the lair?”


  He patted himself on the chest—“the s.o.b. comes to us”—and watched her eyes widen. She had thought he was kidding.


  They always did.


  Well, maybe someday he could catch a unicorn.


  “It’s okay,” he said, when her blush became a stammer. “Let’s get the knives on this chicken.”


  It took both of them, crouched on either side, to open the box and hood the bird without harming it. It exploded into Matthew’s grip as Marion pried open the flaps; he caught at it, bungled the grab and got pecked hard for his pains. Somehow he got the bird pressed to his chest, a struggling fury of iridescent black plumage, and caged it in his blunt hands. It felt prickly and slick and hotter than blood under the feathers. He smoothed its wings together and restrained the kicking legs, while Marion dodged the jabbing beak. Once in darkness it quieted, and Marion strapped the three-inch gaffs over its own natural spurs.


  When they were done, it looked quite brave and wicked, the gleam of steel on rainbow-black. Marion stroked its back between Matthew’s fingers, her touch provoking a tremor when she brushed the back of his hand. “Fucking abomination.”


  She meant cockfighting, not the bird. Matthew set the cockerel down and moved his hands away. It sat quietly. “How do you think I feel?”


  She shrugged. Still crouched, she produced a pair of handcuffs and a silken hood from her tan leather handbag. Matthew bent over to pick up the flask. “God, I hate this part.”


  He prized it open with his thumb and upended it over his mouth. The fumes of hundred-and-fifty-proof rum made him gasp; he choked down three swallows and stopped, doubled over, rasping.


  Matthew didn’t often drink.


  But that would be enough for the spell.


  Light-headed, now, sinuses stinging from more than the reek of the cockatrice, Matthew handed Marion the flask and then his spectacles, feeling naked without them. He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand, fine hairs harsh on his lips. Four steps took him through the open end of the pentagram.


  He turned back and faced Marion. With the silk of the hood draped over his forearm, he handcuffed himself—snugly: he did not want his body breaking free while he was not in it.


  They weren’t replaceable.


  He took one more deep breath, closed his eyes on Marion’s blurry outline, and with his joined wrists rattling pulled the hood over his head.


  In the dark underneath, sounds were muffled. Concentrated rum fumes made his eyes water, but at least he could no longer smell the cockatrice. Chalk grated—Marion closing the pentagram. He heard his flask uncorked, the splash of fluid as she anointed the diagram with the remaining rum. Matthew tugged restlessly against the restraints on his wrists as she began to chant and a deep uneasy curdling sensation answered.


  God, too much rum. He wobbled and caught himself, fretting the handcuffs, the tightness on the bones. The sensual thrill of the magic sparking along his nerves was accentuated by the blinding darkness. He wobbled again, or maybe the world did, and gasped at the heat in his blood.


  Magic and passion weren’t different. It was one reason sublimation worked.


  The second gasp came cleaner, no fabric muffling his face, the air cooler if not fresher and the scent of rum less cloying. Marion seemed to have moved, by the sound of her chanting, and somehow the tightness had jumped from Matthew’s wrists to his calves. He lay belly-down on rough ground.


  He pushed with his arms to try to balance himself to his feet. The chanting stopped, abruptly, and someone was restraining him, folding his arms against his side gently but with massive cautious strength. “Matthew?”


  He turned his head, seeking the voice. It echoed. The … arms? holding him retreated. “Matthew, if you understand me, flap once.”


  He extended odd-feeling arms and did so. A moment later, a half-dozen fists, it seemed, were unhooding him. He blinked at dizzy brilliance, and found himself staring into Marion’s enormous face from only a few inches away. He hopped back and fouled himself on the gaffs. Fortunately, the needle point slipped between his feathers rather than stabbing him in the wing, and he stopped, precariously balanced, wings half-bent like broken umbrellas.


  He clucked.


  And flapped hard, surprised to find himself lifting off the ground. He flew the two feet to Marion’s shoulder, landed awkwardly, facing the wrong way, and banged her in the eye with his wing. At least he had the sense to turn carefully, keeping the needle-tipped gaffs pointed away from her thin-skinned throat. He crouched on his heels, trying not to prick her with his claws, the alien body’s balance far better than his own.


  Only if he thought about it did he realize that the warm shoulder he nestled to Marion’s warm cheek was feathered, that it was peculiar to be able to feel the beats of her heart through his feet like the footfalls of an approaching predator, that the colors he saw were abruptly so bright and saturated—so discriminate—that he had no names for them. That he balanced on her moving shoulder as easily as he would have roosted on a swaying branch, and that that was peculiar.


  “Wow,” he said. And heard a soft contemplative cluck. And laughed at himself, which came out a rising, tossing crow.


  Marion flinched and put a hand up on his wing. “Matthew, please. My ears.”


  He ducked his head between his shoulders, abashed, and clucked sorry. Maybe she would understand.


  His body stood stolidly, restrained, inside a wet circle of chalk and rum. The cockerel wearing it was quieted by the hood and the handcuffs, and Matthew turned his head right and left to center himself in his vision. He failed—he had the peripheral view, and only by turning to see it first with one eye and then the other could he reliably guess how far away it was. Almost no binocular vision, of course. But with a shock, he realized that he could see clearly around to the back of his head.


  That was pretty tremendously weird. He’d have to practice that. And think about his small sharp body and its instincts, because the enemy could be along any moment.


  Marion was pulling back, stepping into the shadows, an alcove near the gate concealing them. Matthew pressed against her warmth, feeling her heart beating faster. He clucked in her ear.


  “Shh.”


  He hoped the cockatrice would come quickly. This could be very, very awkward to explain if something happened to the glamours. Still, they had brought alcohol, talent, and innocence—symbolically speaking—and left them, special delivery, in the thing’s front yard. Wherever it was nesting, it should come to investigate before too long.


  He was still thinking that when he heard the singing.


  The three of them had been following for a long time, it seemed, when Doctor S. and the woman gave one another a conspiratorial glance and stepped through an archway, past a rusted gate. Gina drew up short, stepping out of the traffic flow into the shelter of a doorway. A moment later, Katie heard glass breaking and something kicked or thrown.


  Katie ducked in behind Gina, rubbing her elbow nervously. This wasn’t the best neighborhood at all. “That’s a dead end, I bet,” Gina said, when Melissa came up beside them. “Either they’re going inside, or that’s where they’re going.”


  “Here?”


  Gina winked. “Want to sneak up and peek through the gate?” Katie and Melissa exchanged a glance, and Melissa angled her head and said, “What the heck.” Side by side, the three stepped back out onto the sidewalk, picking their way over chewing gum spots and oily, indeterminate stains. Katie somehow found herself in the lead, as Gina and Melissa fell in single file behind her. She had to glance over her shoulder to make sure they were still with her.


  She stopped two feet shy of the broken gate and tried to still her hammering heart. No luck, and so she clenched her hands at her sides and edged forward.


  She could see through plainly if she kept her back to the wall and turned her head sideways. She saw Doctor S. and the cop sketch the diagram, saw them pull a black rooster from the box and do something to its head and feet. She flinched, expecting some bloody and melodramatic beheading, but instead Doctor S. went to the center of the star and began chaining himself up, which made her feel distinctly funny inside. And then he blindfolded himself with a hood, and the woman did some more sketching with the chalk and walked around the circle pouring something in between its lines from a flask.


  A moment later, the rooster began to struggle, while Doctor S. stood perfectly still. The woman crouched down and unhooded it, and a moment later it flapped onto her shoulder and settled itself.


  “This,” Melissa whispered, a warm pressure against Katie’s side, “is freaking weird.”


  “Gosh,” Gina said, very loudly, “would you listen to that?”


  Katie turned to shush her, and heard it herself. She took a deep breath, chest expanding against her shirt, as if she could inhale the music too. It seemed to swell in her lungs and belly, to buoy her. She felt Melissa cringe, and then fingers caught at her shoulder. “Fuck,” Melissa said. “What is that?”


  “Beautiful.” Katie stepped forward, moving out of Melissa’s grasp. Into the courtyard, toward the woman and the chicken and the blindfolded English professor. Katie lifted her arms and twirled, her feet light as if she walked on flowers. She strode through a pile of garbage that the magicians had piled up when they cleared the center of the courtyard and her airy foot came down on glass.


  A cracked bottle broke further under her foot, shattering and crunching. The soft sole of Katie’s tennis sneaker clung to broken glass; she picked it up again and stepped forward, to another crunch.


  The noise was almost lost under the music. Rising chorales, crystalline voices.


  “It sounds like a rat being shaken to death in a bag of hammers,” Melissa groaned, and then sucked in a squeak. “Oh, fuck, Katie, your foot … ”


  There was something slick between her sole and the bottom of the shoe. She must have stepped in a mud puddle. She looked down. Or a puddle of blood.


  Well, her foot was already wet. And the singers were over there somewhere. She took one more step, Melissa’s fingers brushing her wrist as her friend missed her grab. Behind her, Melissa made funny sobbing noises, as if she’d been running and couldn’t get a breath.


  Somehow, Gina had gotten ahead of her, and was walking too, kicking rubbish out of the way with her sandaled feet, crunching through more glass, leaving red footsteps. The courtyard was filthy, the buildings moldylooking, scrofulous: brick black with soot and flaking mortar.


  Something moved against the wall. A gleam of brightness, like sun through torn cloth. And then—so beautiful, so bright, oh—a spill of jadevioletandazure, a trailing cloak of feathers, a sort of peacock or bird of paradise emerging like an image reflected in a suddenly lit mirror. Its crested head was thrown back, its long neck swollen with song. Its wings mantled and rays of light cracked from between its feathers.


  Gina was still ahead of her, between her and the bird. Katie reached out to push her, but then suddenly she was gone, fallen down, and Katie stepped over her. It was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. It was the most beautiful thing she’d ever heard.


  And oh, it was blind, the poor thing was blind. Somebody had gouged out its eyes, she saw now. The old wounds were scarred gray, sightless.


  And still it sang.


  She reached out her hand to touch it, and couldn’t understand why Melissa was screaming.


  Matthew saw both young women hurry across the glass and stones, faster than he could reach them—not that he could have stopped them. Even though he was airborne, and already on his way.


  He saw his body react, too—it hurled itself at the edge of the pentagram, hurled and kept hurling, but the wards they’d so carefully constructed held him, and he bounced from them and slid down what looked like plain still air. So strange, watching himself from the outside. Marion and the red-haired girl both crumpled, Marion with her hands over her ears, bellycrawling determinedly toward the running children; Melissa Martinchek down in a fetal position, screaming.


  And he saw the cockatrice.


  The movement caught his eye first, a ripple of red like brick and gray like concrete, its hide patterned in staggered courses that blended precisely with the blackened wall behind it. It was bigger than a cock, but not by much, and his rooster’s heart churned with rage at its red upright comb and the plumed waterfall of its tail. His wings beat in midair; he exploded after it like a partridge from cover.


  It chameleoned from stone to brilliance, colors chasing over its plumage like rainbows over oil. The two girls clutched for it, their feet pierced with unnoticed shards, their hands reaching.


  Matthew saw them fall, their bodies curled in around their poisoned hands. He saw the way they convulsed, the white froth dripping from the corners of their mouths.


  He shrieked war, wrath, red rage, and oblivion. The spurs were heavy on his shanks; his wings were mighty upon the air. He struck, reaching hard, and clutched at the enemy’s neck.


  An eruption of rainbow-and-black plumage, a twist and strike and movement like quicksilver on slanted glass. Matthew’s gaff slashed the cockatrice’s feathers; the cockatrice whipped its head back and forward and struck like a snake. Pearl-yellow droplets flicked from fangs incongruous in a darting beak; the rooster-tail fanned and flared, revealing the gray coils of an adder.


  Matthew beat wings to one side; his feathertips hissed where the venom smoked holes through them. He backwinged, slashed for the cockatrice’s eye, saw too late that that wound had long ago been dealt it. A black cockerel was immune to a cockatrice’s deadly glare, and to the poison of its touch. If he could hit it, he could hurt it.


  Except it wasn’t a cockatrice, not exactly. Because cockatrices didn’t sing like loreleis, and they didn’t colorshift for camouflage. Maybe it was hatched by a chameleon rather than a serpent, Matthew thought, beating for altitude, and then reminded himself that now was not the time for theory.


  Some kind of hybrid, then.


  Just his luck.


  And now the thing was airborne, and climbing in pursuit. He dropped—the cockerel was not more than passably aerodynamic—and struck for its back, its wing, its lung. The breast was armored, under the meat, with the anchoring keel bones. His spurs would turn on those. But they might punch through the ribs, from above.


  He missed when the monster side-slipped, and the blind cockatrice turned and sank its fangs into his wing. Pain, heat and fire, weld-hot needles sunk into his elbow to the bone. He cackled like a machine gun and fell after the monster; wing-fouled, they tumbled to stone.


  It lost its grip at the shock of impact, and Matthew screamed fury and pain. The hurt wing trailed, blood splashing, smoke rising from the envenomed wound. He made it beat anyway, dragged himself up, his spurs scraping and sparking on stone. The cockatrice hissed as he rose; his flight was not silent.


  They struck hard, breast to breast, grappling legs and slashing spurs. He had his gaffs; the cockatrice had weight and fangs and a coiling tail like a rubber whip. Wings struck, buffeted, thundered. The cockatrice had stopped singing, and Matthew could hear the weeping now. Someone human was crying.


  The cockatrice’s talons twined his. Left side, right side. Its wings thumped his head, its beak jabbed. Something tore; blood smeared its beak, his face. He couldn’t see on his right side. He ripped his left leg free of its grip and punched, slashed, hammered. The gaff broke skin with a pop; the cockatrice’s blood soaked him, tepid, no hotter than the air. A rooster’s egg hatched by a serpent.


  The cockatrice wailed and thrashed; he ducked its strike at his remaining eye. More blood, pumping, slicking his belly, gumming his feathers to his skin. The blood was venom too. The whole thing was poison; its blood, its breath; its gaze; its song.


  The monster fell on top of him. He could turn his head and get his eye out from under it, but when he did, all he saw was Marion, each arm laced under one of Melissa’s armpits, holding the redheaded girl on her knees with a grim restraint while Melissa tried to tear herself free, to run to the poisoned bodies of her friends. The bodies were poison too, corrupted by the cockatrice’s touch. The very stones soaked by its heart’s blood could kill.


  It was all venom, all deadly, and there was no way in the world to protect anyone. Not his sacrifice, not the unwitting sacrifice of the black cockerel, made any goddamned difference in the end.


  Matthew, wing-broken, one-eyed, his gaff sunk heel-deep in the belly of his enemy, lay on his back under its corpse-weight and sobbed.


  The building was emptied, the block closed, the deaths and the evacuations blamed on a chemical spill. Other Prometheans would handle the detox. Matthew, returned to his habitual body, took the shivering black cockerel to a veterinarian with Promethean sympathies, who—at Matthew’s insistence and Jane’s expense—amputated his wing and cleaned and sewed shut his eye. Spared euthanasia, he was sent to a farm upstate to finish his days as a lopsided, piratical greeter of morning. He’d live long, with a little luck, and father many pullets.


  Matthew supposed there were worse deaths for a chicken. Marion did the paperwork. Matthew took her out to dinner. She didn’t make another pass, and they parted good friends. He had a feeling he’d be seeing her again.


  There were memorial services for his students, and that was hard. They were freshmen, and he hadn’t known them well; it seemed … presumptuous to speak, as if his responsibility for their deaths gave him some claim over their lives. He sat in the back, dressed in his best black suit, and signed the guest book, and didn’t speak.


  Katherine Berquist was to be buried in Appleton, Wisconsin; Matthew could not attend. But Regina Gomez was buried in a Catholic cemetery in Flushing, her coffin overwhelmed with white waxy flowers, her family swathed in black crepe and summer-weight worsted, her friends in black cotton or navy. Melissa Martinchek was there in an empire-waisted dress and a little cardigan. She gave Matthew a timid smile across the open grave.


  The scent of the lilies was repellent; Matthew vomited twice on the way home.


  Melissa came to see him in the morning, outside of his regular office hours, when he was sitting at his desk with his head in his heads. He dragged himself up at the knock, paused, and sat heavily back down.


  Thirty seconds later, the locked door clicked open. It swung on the hinges, and Melissa stepped inside, holding up her student ID like a talisman. “The lock slips,” she said. “Gina showed me how. I heard, I heard your chair.”


  Gina’s name came out a stammer too.


  “Come in,” Matthew said, and gestured her to a dusty orange armchair. She locked the door behind her before she fell into it. “Coffee?”


  There was a pot made, but he hadn’t actually gotten up and fetched any. He waved at it vaguely, and Melissa shook her head.


  He wanted to shout at her—What were you thinking? What were you doing there?—and made himself look down at his hands instead. He picked up a letter opener and ran his thumb along the dull edge. “I am,” he said, when he had control of his voice again, “so terribly sorry.”


  She took two sharp breaths, shallow and he could hear the edge of the giggle under them. Hysteria, not humor. “It wasn’t your fault,” she said. “I mean, I don’t know what happened.” She held up her hand, and his words died in his open mouth. “I don’t … I don’t want to know. But it wasn’t your fault.”


  He stood up. He got himself a cup of coffee and poured one for her, added cream and sugar without asking. She needed it. Her eyes were pinkred around the irises, the lower lids swollen until he could see the mucous membrane behind the lashes. She took it, zombie-placid.


  “I was safe inside the circle,” he said. “I was supposed to be the bait. Gina and Katie were unlucky. They were close enough to being what it wanted that it took them, instead. As well. Whatever.”


  “What did … it want?”


  “Things feed on death.” He withdrew on the excuse of adding more sugar to his coffee. “Some like a certain flavor. It might even… . ”


  He couldn’t say it. It might even have been trying to lure Matthew out. That would explain why it had left its safe haven at the north end of the island, and gone where Prometheus would notice it. Matthew cringed. If his organization had some wardens in the bad neighborhoods, it might have been taken care of years ago. If Matthew himself had gone into its court unglamoured that first time, it might just have eaten him and left the girls alone.


  A long time, staring at the skim of fat on the surface of her coffee. She gulped, then blew through scorched lips, but did not lift her eyes. “Doctor S.—”


  “Matthew,” he said. He took a breath, and made the worst professional decision of his life. “Go home, Ms. Martinchek. Concentrate on your other classes; as long as you show up for the mid-term and the final in mine, I will keep your current grade for the semester.”


  Cowardice. Unethical. He didn’t want to see her there.


  He put his hand on her shoulder. She leaned her cheek against it, and he let her for a moment. Her skin was moist and hot. Her breath was, too.


  Before he got away, he felt her whisper, “Why not me?”


  “Because you put out,” he said, and then wished he’d just cut his tongue out when she jerked, slopping coffee across her knuckles. He retreated behind the desk and his own cup, and settled his elbows on the blotter. Her survivor guilt was his fault, too. “It only wanted virgins,” he said, more gently. “Send your boyfriend a thank-you card.”


  She swallowed, swallowed again. She looked him in the eyes, so she wouldn’t have to look past him, at the memory of her friends. Thank God, she didn’t ask. But she drank the rest of her too-hot coffee, nerved herself, licked her lips, and said, “But Gina—Gina was … ”


  “People,” he replied, as kindly as he could manage with blood on his hands, “are not always what they want you to think. Or always what you think they ought to be.”


  When she thanked him and left, he retrieved the flask from his coat pocket and dumped half of it into his half-empty coffee mug. Later, a TA told him it was his best lecture ever. He couldn’t refute her; he didn’t remember.


  Melissa Martinchek showed up for his next Monday lecture. She sat in the third row, in the middle of two empty desks. No one sat beside her.


  Both Matthew and she survived it, somehow.


  


  The Iles of Dogges


  


  


  


  


  THE LIGHT WOULD LAST LONG ENOUGH.


  Sir Edmund Tylney, in pain and reeking from rotting teeth, stood before the sideboard and crumbled sugar into his sack, causing a sandy yellowish grit to settle at the bottom of the cup. He swirled the drink to sweeten it, then bore it back to his reading table where an unruly stack of quarto pages waited, slit along the folds with a pen-knife.


  He set the cup on the table in the sunlight and drew up his stool, its short legs rasping over the rush mats as he squared it and sat. He reached left-handed for the wine, right-handed for the playscript, drawing both to him over the pegged tabletop. And then he riffled the sheets of Speilman’s cheapest laid with his nail.


  Bending into the light, wincing as the sweetened wine ached across his teeth with every sip, he read.


  He turned over the last leaf, part-covered in secretary’s script, as he drank the last gritty swallow in his cup, the square of sun spilling over the table-edge to spot the floor. Tylney drew out his own pen knife, cut a new point on a quill, and—on a fresh quarter-sheet—began to write the necessary document. The Jonson fellow was inexperienced, it was true. But Tom Nashe should have known better.


  Tylney gulped another cup of sack before he set his seal to the denial, drinking fast, before his teeth began to hurt. He knew himself, without vanity, to be a clever man—intelligent, well-read. He had to be, to do his job as Master of Revels and censor for the queen, for the playmakers, too, were clever, and they cloaked their satires under layers of witty language and misdirection. The better the playmaker, the better the play, and the more careful Tylney had to be.


  The Ile of Doggeswas a good play. Lively, witty. Very clever, as one would expect from Tom Nashe and the newcomer Jonson. And Tylney’s long-practiced and discerning eye saw the satire on every page, making mock of—among a host of other, lesser targets—Elizabeth, her Privy Council, and the Lord Chamberlain.


  It could never be performed.


  * * * *


  


  


  RIGHTEOUS-IN-THE-CAUSE SAMSON:


  Why is’t named Ile of Dogges?


  WITWORTH:


  Because here are men like wild dogges. Haue they numbers, they will sauage a lyon: but if the lyon come vpon one by himselfe, he will grouel and showe his belye. And if the lyon but ask it, he will sauage his friends.


  RIGHTEOUS-IN-THE-CAUSE SAMSON:


  But is that not right? For surely a dogge should honour a lyon.


  WITWORTH:


  But on this island, even the lyon is a dogge.


  * * * *


  


  


  It could never be performed, but it was. A few days later, despite the denial, Jonson and the Earl of Pembroke’s Men stagedThe Ile of Doggesat the Swan. Within the day, Jonson and the principal actors were in chains at the Marshalsea, under gentle questioning by the Queen’s own torturer, Topcliffe himself. The other playwright, Thomas Nashe, fled the city to elude arrest. And The Theatre, The Curtain, The Swan—all of London’s great playhouses languished, performances forbidden.


  


  


  The Ile of Doggeslanguished, likewise, in a pile on the corner of Tylney’s desk, weighted by his pen-knife (between sharpenings). It lay face down, cup-ringed pages adorned with the scratch of more than one pen. The dull black oakgall ink had not yet begun to fade, nor the summer’s heat to wane, when Tylney, predictably, was graced by a visit from Master Jonson.


  Flea bites and shackle gall still reddened the playwright’s thick wrists, counterpoint to the whitework of older scars across massive hands. Unfashionably short hair curled above his plain, pitted face. He topped six feet, Ben Jonson. He had been a soldier in the Low Countries.


  He ducked to come through the doorway, but stood straight within, stepping to one side after he closed the door so that the wall was at his back. “You burned Tom’s papers.”


  “He fled London. We must be sure of the play, all its copies.”


  “All of them?” For all his rough bravado, Jonson’s youth showed in how easily he revealed surprise. “‘Tis but a play.”


  “Master Jonson,” Tylney said, steepling his hands before him, “it mocks the Queen. More than that, it might encourage others to mock the Queen. ‘Tis sedition.”


  Recovering himself, Jonson snorted. He paced, short quick steps, and turned, and paced back again. “And the spies Parrot and Poley as were jailed in with me? Thought you I’d aught to tell them?”


  “No spies of mine,” Tylney said. “Perhaps Topcliffe’s. Mayhap he thought you had somewhat of interest to him to impart. No Popist sympathies, Master Jonson? No Scottish loyalties?”


  Jonson stopped at the furthest swing of his line and stared at the coffered paneling. That wandering puddle of sun warmed his boots this time. He reached out, laid four blunt fingertips and a thumb on the wall—his hand bridged between them—and dropped his head so his arm hid the most of his face. His other hand, Tylney noticed, brushed the surface of the sideboard and left something behind, half-concealed beside the inkpot. “No point in pleading for the return of the manuscript, I take it?”


  “Destroyed,” Tylney said, without letting his eyes drop to the pages on his desk. And, as if that were all the restraint he could ask of himself, the question burst out of him: “Why do it, Master Jonson? Whywriteit?”


  Jonson shrugged one massive shoulder. “Because it is a good play.”


  Useless to ask for sense from a poet. One might as well converse with a tabby cat. Tylney lifted the bell, on the other corner of his desk from the play that ought already to be destroyed, and rang it, a summons to his clerk. “Go home, Master Jonson.”


  “You’ve not seen the last of me, Sir Edmund,” Jonson said, as the door swung open—not a threat, just a fact.


  It wasn’t the usual clerk, but a tall soft-bellied fellow with wavy black hair, sweet-breathed, with fine white teeth.


  “No,” Tylney said. He waited until the click of the latch before he added, “I don’t imagine I have.”


  * * * *


  


  


  ANGELL:


  Hast sheared the sheep, Groat?


  GROAT:


  Aye, though their fleece be but siluer.


  he handeth Angell a purse


  ANGELL:


  Then thou must be Iason and find the golden fleece: or mayhap needs merely shear a little closer to the skin.


  GROAT:


  Will not the sheep grow cold, without their wool?


  ANGELL:


  They can grow more. And, loyal Groat, wouldst prefer thy sheep grow cold, or thy master grow hot?


  GROAT:


  The sheep may shiuer for all I care.


  * * * *


  


  


  Tylney waited until Jonson’s footsteps retreated into silence, then waited a little more. When he was certain neither the clerk nor the playmaker were returning, he came around his table on the balls of his feet and scooped up the clinking pouch that Jonson had left behind. He bounced it on his hand, a professional gesture, and frowned at its weight. Heavy.


  He replaced it where Jonson had laid it, and went to chip sugar from the loaf and mix himself another cup of sack, to drink while he re-read the play. He read faster this time, standing up where the light was better, the cup resting on the sideboard by the inkpot and Jonson’s bribe. He shuffled each leaf to the back as he finished. When he was done, so was the sack.


  He weighed the playscript in his hand, frowning at it, sucking his aching teeth.


  It was August. There was no fire on the grate.


  He dropped the playscript on the sideboard, weighted it with the bribe, locked the door behind him, and went to tell the clerk—the cousin, he said, of the usual boy, who was abed with an ague—that he could go.


  * * * *


  


  


  WITWORTH:


  That’s Moll Tuppence. They call her Queene of Dogges.


  RIGHTEOUS-IN-THE-CAUSE SAMSON:


  For why?


  WITWORTH:


  For that if a man says aught about her which he ought not, she sets her curres to make him say naught in sooth.


  * * * *


  


  


  Sir Edmund Tylney lay awake in the night. His teeth pained him, and if he’d any sense, he’d have had them pulled that winter. No sense, he thought. No more sense than a tabby cat. Or a poet. And he lay abed and couldn’t sleep, haunted by the image of the papers on the sideboard, weighted under Jonson’s pouch. He should have burned them that afternoon.


  He would go and burn them now. Perhaps read them one more time, just to be certain there was no salvaging this play. Sometimes he would make suggestions, corrections, find ways—through cuts or additions—that a play could be made safe for performance. Sometimes the playmakers acquiesced, and the play was saved.


  Though Jonson was a newcomer, Tylney knew already that he did not take kindly to editing. But it was a good play.


  Perhaps there was a chance.


  Tylney roused himself and paced in the night, in his slippers and shirt, and found himself with candle in hand at the door of his office again. He unlocked it—the tumblers moving silently in the well-oiled catch—and pushed it before him without bothering to lift the candle or, in fact, look up from freeing key from lock.


  He knew where everything should be.


  The brilliant flash that blinded him came like lightning, like the spark of powder in the pan, and he shouted and threw a warding hand before his eyes, remembering even in his panic not to tip the candle. Someone cursed in a foreign tongue; a heavy hand closed on Tylney’s wrist and dragged him into his office, shouldering the door shut behind before he could cry out again.


  Whoever clutched him had a powerful grip. Was a big man, young, with soft uncallused hands. “Jonson,” he gasped, still half-blinded by the silent lightning, pink spots swimming before his eyes. “You’ll hang for this!”


  “Sir Edmund,” a gentle voice said over the rattle of metal, “I am sorry.”


  Too gentle to be Jonson, just as those hands, big as they were, were too soft for a soldier’s. Not Jonson. The replacement clerk. Tylney shook his head side to side, trying to rattle the dots out of his vision. He blinked, and could almost see, his candle casting a dim glow around the office. If he looked through the edges of his sight, he could make out the lay of the room—and what was disarrayed.The Ile of Doggeshad been taken from the sideboard, the drapes drawn close across the windows and weighted at the bottom with Jonson’s bribe. Perhaps a quarter of the pages were turned.


  “I’ll shout and raise the house,” Tylney said.


  “You have already,” the clerk said. He released Tylney’s wrist once Tylney had steadied himself on the edge of the table, and turned back to the playscript.


  “There’s only one door out of this room.” And Tylney had his back to it. He could hear people moving, a voice calling out, seeking the source of that cry.


  “Sir Edmund, shield your eyes.” The clerk raised something to his own eye, a flat piece of metal no bigger than a lockplate, and rather like a lockplate, with a round hole in the middle.


  Tylney stepped forward instead and grabbed the clerk’s arm. “What are you doing?”


  The man paused, obviously on the verge of shoving Tylney to the floor, and stared at him. “Damn it to hell,” he said. “All right, look. I’m trying to save this play.”


  “From the fires?”


  “From oblivion,” he said. He dropped his arm and turned the plate so Tylney could see the back of it. His thumb passed over a couple of small nubs marked with red sigils, and Tylney gasped. As if through acamera obscura, the image of a page ofThe Ile of Doggesfloated on a bit of glass imbedded in the back of the plate, as crisp and brightly lit as if by brilliant day. It wasn’t the page to which the play lay open. “My name’s Baldassare,” the clerk—the sorcerer—said. “I’m here to preserve this play. It was lost.”


  “Jonson’s summoned demons,” Tylney whispered, as someone pounded on the office door. It rattled, and did not open. Baldassare must have claimed the keys when he dragged Tylney inside, and fastened the lock while Tylney was still bedazzled. The light of the candle would show under the door, though. The servants would know he was here.


  It was his private office, and Tylney had one of only two keys. Someone would have to wake the steward for the other.


  He could shout. But Baldassare could kill him before the household could break down the door. And the sorcerer was staring at him, one eyebrow lifted, as if to see what he would do.


  Tylney held his tongue, and the door rattled once more before footsteps retreated.


  “Just a historian,” Baldassare answered, when the silence had stretched a minute or two.


  “Historian? But the play’s not three months old!”


  Baldassare shook his head. “Where I come from, it’s far older. And it’s—” He hesitated, seeming to search for a word. “It’sdead. No one has ever read it, or seen it performed. Most people don’t even know it once existed.” He laid fingertips on the papers, caressing. “Let me take it. Let me give it life.”


  “It’s sedition.” Tylney grasped the edge of the script, greatly daring, and pulled it from under Baldassare’s hand.


  “It’s brilliant,” Baldassare said, and Tylney couldn’t argue, though he bundled the papers close to his chest. The sorcerer had been strangely gentle with him, as a younger man with an older. Perhaps he could gamble on that. Perhaps. It was his duty to protect the queen.


  Baldassare continued, “None will know, no one shall read it, not until you and Elizabeth and Jonson and Nashe are long in your graves. It will do no harm. I swear it.”


  “A sorcerer’s word,” Tylney said. He stepped back, came up hard against the door. The keys weren’t in the lock. They must be in Baldassare’s hand.


  “Would you have it lost forever? Truly?” Baldassare reached and Tylney crowded away. Into the corner, the last place he could retreat. “Sir Edmund!” someone shouted from the hall.


  From outside the door, Tylney heard the jangle of keys, their rattle in the lock. “You’ll hang,” he said to Baldassare.


  “Maybe,” Baldassare said, with a sudden grin that showed his perfect, white teeth. “But not today.” One lingering, regretful look at the papers crumpled to Tylney’s chest, and he dropped the keys on the floor, touched something on the wrist of the hand that held the metal plate, and vanished in a shimmer of air as Tylney gaped after him.


  The door burst open, framing Tylney’s steward, John, against blackness.


  Tylney flinched.


  “Sir Edmund?” The man came forward, a candle in one hand, the keys in the other. “Are you well?”


  “Well enough,” Tylney answered, forcing himself not to crane his neck after the vanished man. He couldclaima demon had appeared in his work room, right enough. He could claim it, but who would believe?


  He swallowed, and eased his grip on the play clutched to his chest. “I dropped the keys.”


  The steward frowned doubtfully. “You cried out, milord.”


  “I stumbled only,” Tylney said. “I feared for the candle. But all is well.” He laid the playscript on the table and smoothed the pages as his steward squatted to retrieve the fallen keys. “I thank you your concern.”


  The keys were cool and heavy, and clinked against each other like debased coins when the steward handed them over. Tylney laid them on the table beside the candle and the play. He lifted the coin purse from the window ledge, flicked the drapes back, and weighted the pages with the money once more before throwing wide the shutters, heedless of the night air. It was a still summer night, the stink of London rising from the gutters, but a draft could always surprise you, and he didn’t feel like chasing paper into corners.


  The candle barely flickered. “Sir Edmund?”


  “That will be all, John. Thank you.”


  Silently, the steward withdrew, taking his candle and his own keys with him. He left the door yawning open on darkness. Tylney stood at his table for a moment, watching the empty space.


  He and John had the only keys. Baldassare had come and gone like a devil stepping back and forth from Hell. Without the stink of brimstone, though. Perhaps more like an angel. Or memory, which could walk through every room in Tylney’s house, through every playhouse in London, and leave no sign.


  Tylney bent on creaking knees and laid kindling on the hearth. He stood, and looked at the playscript, one-quarter of the pages turned where it rested on the edge of his writing table, the other three-fourths crumpled and crudely smoothed. He turned another page, read a line in Jonson’s hand, and one in Nashe’s. His lips stretched over his aching teeth, and he chuckled into his beard.


  He laid the pages down. No more sense than a tabby cat. It was late for making a fire. He could burn the play in the morning. Before he returned Jonson’s bribe. He’d lock the door behind him, so no one could come in or out. There were only two sets of keys.


  Sir Edmund Tylney blew the candle out, and trudged upstairs through the customary dark.


  In the morning, he’d see to the burning.


  


  Knock on Coffins


  


  


  


  


  “Drive on, think positive, get off your butts, knock on coffins, etc.”


  David Berkowitz, 1977


  


  


  


  Act I


  June 2007


  Each Friday morning, Hafidha brought in two dozen doughnuts. One box contained two plain old-fashioned (Reyes); two sour cream glazed (Falkner); one chocolate dipped and one lemon-filled, no powder (Brady); one blueberry cake (Lau); one glazed and one chocolate-frosted (Worth); and two chocolate crullers (Todd). Because the bakery Hafidha favored considered any proper dozen to contain thirteen, she added two miscellaneous pastries, different every week.


  The other box held six Boston custard creme, six assorted jelly, and a single chocolate- frosted with rainbow sprinkles. There was only one house rule regarding their consumption: no one could have the sprinkled one until all the rest were eaten. Hafidha and Chaz schemed mightily after that thirteenth doughnut, even when stragglers remained in the first box. Because the second dozen was the exclusive property of Shadow Unit’s anomaloids, and God save any alpha—Special Agent or civilian employee —who wandered too near.


  * * * * *


  


  


  Daniel Brady watched rangy, brown-skinned, floppy-haired Chaz Villette spider across the bullpen from the kitchenette, four pastries balanced on a napkin and a cup of coffee in the other hand. Chaz nibbled at the Boston creme doughnut teetering atop his pile with crooked, functional teeth. Brady ran his tongue across his own even bite, wondering if years of orthodonture had been worth it.


  Brady leaned across the divider to Nikki Lau’s desk and stage-whispered, “You know, a lot of serial killers are serious sugar junkies—”


  “I heard that.” Chaz slid into his desk across the aisle. If Brady were a strobe camera, Chaz would have been leaving trails of elbows and knees on the film. Chocolate smeared his upper lip; he sipped coffee and licked it off. “Is that true? I’ve never seen it in the literature.”


  “What, you might not have read a book in the English language?”


  “It’s Truman Capote,” Solomon Todd said, from his desk behind Chaz’s. He did not look up from a series of pie charts that appeared to hold him engrossed. “In Cold Blood. Our Danny boy is a reader.”


  Todd was fit, five-seven, bespectacled over dark-ringed gray irises, and somewhere in the indeterminate valley between forty-five and sixty. His dark hair was balding, his long unassuming face defined by horizontal lines: the slash of a concerned frown, the ladder of concentration up his brow. He mostly moved like somebody was puppeteering him. Hafidha called him Duke, after the comics character.


  Brady was catching it.


  “See? Capote. It must be true.” Brady winked at Chaz, then turned back to Lau as she made one of her characteristic thinking fidgets. She wasn’t his type, but he could manage an aesthetic appreciation of a pretty Chinese-American woman tucking glossy razor-cut hair behind a seashell ear.


  She said, “Just be grateful you don’t have to eat like that.”


  Enter Daphne Worth, stirring coffee, compact and professional in a tan summerweight pantsuit and a burgundy blouse that flattened her pale complexion, brown hair caught back in a short ponytail. “Grateful? I wish I could eat like that. But no, a second plate of spaghetti and you might as well roll me home.”


  “I’ll eat it for you,” Chaz offered, licking raspberry jelly off his mouth, one forefinger, and then his mouth again. There was powdered sugar on the lapel of a blue blazer that made him look like an awkward teenager dressed up as an FBI agent.


  “Sure, but then I don’t get to enjoy it, except as garlic sweat—” Whatever Worth had been about to say would hang forever unfinished on the air, because Esther Falkner— tall, athletic, brunette, olive-complected, reflexively hiding the old sore hitch in her step —swept past with a coffee cup in her right hand and a manila folder upraised in her left, her head tipped slightly toward it. Her loafers made no sound on the industrial gray carpet, and the gray wings of her tailored suit coat flared from her hips.


  Chaz accordioned half a doughnut into his mouth and stood, dusting the powder from his coat. Brady held back and waited until Chaz, and Lau, and Worth, and Todd had grabbed cups and pens and notepads and Palm Pilots and Blackberries and fallen in behind Falkner like a row of somewhat flustered ducklings, and only then joined the end of the line.


  Because tail-end Charlie was his job, that was why.


  * * * * *


  


  


  The briefing room was already hot and close, prickling sweat across Todd’s bare scalp. He scrunched sideways in his seat to make more room for Brady’s football-player shoulders, happy enough to have won the daily game of musical chairs. Hafidha Gates was last, having the furthest to walk. But Hafidha always got a seat, on behalf of her laptop—and the preservation of the credit rating of anybody who might try to shark her. And nobody but Reyes ever took Reyes’ chair.


  Falkner never sat during briefings, and today the other odd woman out was Lau, even though Brady had arrived after her, because Lau was standing outside and availing herself of the breathable oxygen which would soon be in short supply within the room.


  As soon as Lau edged inside the door and shut it, Falkner started talking. “The good news is that to the best of our knowledge, nobody is dead.”


  “Great,” said Brady, blocky hands folded. “Then the bad news would be the fate worse than death?”


  Falkner’s eyebrows were as good as a soliloquy, and Todd hid a responding smirk behind his coffee cup. From the short end of the table, where he could keep his back to the wall, Stephen Reyes replied to the covert gesture with a bushy-eyebrowed stare. His face was the color of an antique walnut table, and his expression about as forthcoming.


  Todd saluted with the beverage. After a while, you just got used to Reyes noticing things. He almost never said anything to anyone about what he noticed, and certainly never to anyone whose business it wasn’t.


  Todd supposed that made him ethical.


  There are no fates worse than death, Todd recited. One of the catchphrases they lived by, but he wasn’t always convinced. Well, it was a strong theme, and worth exploring. Though maybe it should be an argument and not a statement. Are there fates worse than death? What are fates worse than death? Can you phrase your answer in the form of a question?


  “Something like that,” Falkner said, humorless. Chaz fiddled with his gadgety wristwatch and Brady abruptly got very interested in his Blackberry. “Someone in Omaha is driving college freshmen crazy.”


  “Crazy’s not exactly a technical diagnosis.” Chaz wiped his fingers on his trouser leg and picked up his mug. Milk fat on the surface reflected light.


  “All right,” Falkner said. “Symptoms of a psychotic break. There’s an epidemic of schizophrenia at the University of Nebraska at Omaha.”


  “Schizophrenia isn’t contagious,” Worth pointed out.


  “It is now. Five victims that we know of. All college-age, two men and three women, who would appear low-risk at the initial appraisal.”


  “Who’s our liaison?” Lau asked. “How did we get an in on this one? Going crazy isn’t a crime.”


  “The university president contacted the local field office directly, asking for help. His theory was that somebody might be spiking the victims, but there’s no toxicology to support it. They kicked it up the ladder to the BAU. Pete Pauley says he got it last night, stared at it, shrugged, and decided to hand it to us. Everyone be sure to send a thank- you note.”


  Brady raised a finger. “Omaha PD?”


  Falkner shook her head. “The police have had minimal involvement. We get to walk into this one at the top, which might be helpful.”


  Todd watched Reyes follow the reactions around the room.


  Reyes cleared his throat and spoke. “The victimology is straightforward on the surface, Brady, but the first go-round with the profiles is yours. Find out what they have in common, who they know in common. Look for patterns of low self-esteem, emotional vulnerability, anger or aggressiveness. I don’t know if you’ll find anything about recent changes in demeanor in the files, but look at their grades. I’ll lead the team on-site.”


  “Regarding the mental illness. If that’s what it is. Symptomatology?” Worth asked. Falkner, with a glance at Reyes for authorization, answered. “Typical of schizophrenia. Auditory hallucinations, conflation, disorganized thinking, flat affect. It’s not clear if they’re exhibiting consistency of hallucinations from one victim to the next.”


  Reyes said, “That’s one of the things we need to assess when we get on the ground.” Todd said, “You’re thinking of the case in Augusta.” A year and a half before, a gamma in Maine had been infecting his neighbors with his nightmares. Two had been driven to suicide and a third had attempted it before the WTF stepped in. “Could it be a similar manifestation?”


  Reyes shrugged. “They’re all the right age for first signs of schizophrenia. Victimology will tell us if they all have troubled backgrounds. And then there’s the timing.”


  “Five victims,” Chaz said. “Assuming for the moment that they’re all linked, and it would be very coincidental indeed if they weren’t.” He flipped papers. “One every six weeks to two months, if you need it or not. With time off for the holidays?”


  “Or,” Falkner said, “a sixth victim off-campus. No classes during winter break means no prey on the ground. He might have had to extend his hunting range. He wouldn’t have wanted to break pattern. I’m sure he needs his fix.”


  “Crap,” said Worth. “Hafidha, can you check police blotters?”


  Reyes made a gathering gesture, right-handed. “Belay that until Omaha. We’ll interview known associates when we get there. Todd, Lau, Gates, you’re with me on this one. Hafidha, bring your gun.”


  He might have been ostensibly talking to Hafidha, but he was looking right at Todd. In response, Todd let the corner of his mouth twitch. There was Reyes, letting him know Reyes knew he had never liked carrying. But he was the best detail man on the team when it came to extracting secrets contained in mounds of paperwork. Professional slogger’s skill from his journalist days. Like constructing narratives. Surprising how much carried over.


  Reyes finished, “I have no idea what we’re walking into, and I want everybody combat- ready.”


  “Hafs?” Worth, looking startled.


  “Universities have computers,” Reyes said, intentionally thick-headed. “So do university students.”


  Worth leaned over to Hafidha and murmured, “You’re field-certified?”


  Hafidha’s blonde-black braids made a whispering sound over one another when she shook her head. Todd looked down at his hands while she answered. “I’m a sworn officer, honey. Six years in the Secret Service. Fraud and counterfeiting, mostly. I know which end to point at the bad man.”


  “She’s a certified small-arms instructor,” Falkner said, dryly. “Don’t let her yank your chain, Worth. You head out in ninety minutes; Hafidha, show Worth what she needs to run com from here?”


  “I can do that,” Hafidha said. “But I can’t give her my eyes. So I’ll start going over blotters on the plane. Maybe a disturbance will come over Technicolor and we can find number six. If there is a number six.”


  “If there isn’t,” Falkner said, “there will be soon. It’s nearly the end of the term. He’ll want to get one more before summer.”


  * * * * *


  


  


  “British royal family?”


  Hafidha was pleased to discover that Daphne had mastered the gentle art of watching the screen without leaning over Hafidha’s shoulder. Good for her. Reyes still hadn’t figured it out. “I had detail on Princess Anne, once.”


  “Boring.”


  “Sweetie pie, it was the Secret Service, not the staff of People magazine.” Daphne looked forlorn, so Hafidha gave her hand a pat. “Be a good girl and focus on the nice database search parameters, and I’ll give you a truckload on the Pretzel Incident.”


  “Oooh!” Daphne poised the stylus over her Palm obediently.


  Brady, leaning on the back counter and drinking coffee, looked up from the victim files. “If you compromise national security, I’m telling.”


  “You pay attention. You might need to know this someday, too.”


  “Do I look like a search string kind of guy? Or a Pretzel Incident kind of guy, for that matter?”


  Hafidha slid her glasses down her nose and looked at him over the top of the frames. “What, you’re too pretty to be smart?”


  Daphne snickered.


  “Okay, okay.” Brady sounded grudging, but he grinned. “I’m paying attention.”


  As Hafidha was setting permissions on Daphne’s login, Chaz wandered in, a crisp- creased sheet of paper in one hand. It fluttered with the soft sound of high-rag-content laid. Her overhead light shone through the translucent watermark: Crane’s Bond. Spendy.


  Chaz looked from Brady to Daphne, frowning for a moment before correcting his face into a smile. Hafidha guessed he’d hoped to catch her alone, but the paper in his hand was a confession of intent, and he wasn’t about to back down where anybody could see him. “Hey. Not just Velma, it’s Fred and Daphne, too!”


  Daphne pointed a finger at him and tipped her head; she packed an effective glower. “That still makes you Shaggy.”


  “I would still rather be the dog.” Chaz smiled disarmingly, then set the paper down on the console beside Hafidha’s keyboard. Daphne backed away, giving him room. Chaz hated to be crowded; funny how anybody with any sense picked up on that right away.


  He said, “Hafs, I want to know if this is a scam.” His fingers moved nervously as he reached to smooth the letter, as if he had to find an excuse to touch it.


  It looked real. Letterhead for an attorney in Tyler, Texas, the language just what it ought to be from a law office to notify the beneficiary of a will. Namely, Chaz.


  Hafidha leaned back in her chair, hands clasped in her lap. “And this is work-related how?”


  Chaz craned his gazelle neck to look over his shoulder, scanning for Falkner or Reyes. He turned back and tapped the paper with fingers that had not left its surface when he turned. “Look, you can have the thirteenth doughnut, okay? Just please can you run the search before you go?”


  She cracked her shoulders against the back of the chair, and grinned. “Smarty-boy, you know better than to ask that question.”


  “You’re right. Bad choice of words. I meant ’would you.’”


  “See?” She sat up and skittered fingers across keys. “It’s all in how you ask. So, property description…aaand title on file…and there you go. Yep, you are the proud owner of forty acres of Tyler County, Texas. Says so right there.” Hafidha poked the screen. “Ooh, real estate. I smell money.”


  Chaz snuck a handful of chocolate—the good stuff; Hafidha didn’t hold with slave- labor candy—out of her stash, no doubt to make up for the sacrificial doughnut. He leaned over her shoulder without touching her. “Charles Travis Villette. Would you look at that.”


  Hafidha read up the screen. Deeded to Adeline Mary Villette (deceased). Previous title holders, Francis William and Mary Perault Villette.


  And Chaz said, “Huh. I own a ranch. Small ranch. Real small ranch, for Texas.”


  Brady said, “Kid, that’s East Texas. It’s not a ranch. It’s a farm.”


  Chaz chuckled. “Wonder if it comes with a mule.”


  Hafidha said, “Your grandparents?”


  “Dunno,” he said. “I guess.” The candy pattered back into the bowl. Apparently he’d thought better of it. Hafidha didn’t mind; Chaz’s hands were always clean. “Adeline was my mom.”


  He might have said more, Hafidha thought. She could feel his confusion hanging in the air between them. But Brady, the Texas boy, cleared his throat. “You don’t sound like Tyler County.”


  The expectant moment snapped. Chaz straightened up, stuffing his hands into his back pockets. “I’ve never been there. But my mom sounded like Tyler County. Well, she didn’t sound like Vegas.”


  Daphne cleared her throat. “So what’s Tyler County sound like?”


  Chaz, shaking his head, picked up his letter even as Hafidha was pulling up Google Earth, Google Maps, TerraServer, and a few less public satellite imaging systems. He said, “Can’t do it. Never could. So… the Tyler County seat would be in, um, Tyler?”


  She knew a subject change when she heard one. “Oh, you’d think. But the Lord and the state of Texas work in mysterious ways, honey. Tyler’s in Smith County. The biggest burg in Tyler County is…” Typing. “Woodville.” She snickered. “Population 2,415.”


  “Good grief. How do you get there?” He’d grown up under the approach paths of the seventh—now sixth—busiest airport in the U.S, she recalled.


  Warm plastic smoothed under her fingertips, the action of her vintage M-series keyboard clicking rewardingly with every keystroke. They didn’t make ’em like this anymore.


  “DFW to a regional airport two hours away. If you drive really fast. Oooh, I bet they have killah speed traps.” She turned and caught his gaze, the left eye brighter than the right, with the green streaks in it. Funny to think it used to weird her out, and now it was just Chaz.


  “Sweetie, I think you inherited the location where they shot Deliverance. Sshh…” She held up a hand. “Paddle faster, I hear banjos.”


  “Could you maybe not have quite so much fun with this?” But he was grinning.


  “Want me to Google the directions for you?” Her fingers hovered the keyboard. “Want to see the house?”


  “Ngh. No, thanks. It’s been there since—” Hafidha recognized the hesitation. The date was on the title, which was now in Chaz’s head. “—1952. It’ll stay there for a while.”


  She had already started typing. Her fingers stumbled on the keys. “Don’t you want to get in touch with your roots?”


  “God, no.” He backed away. She’d lost him. And the profilers in the room were both looking up curiously as he sidled towards the door. “My mom grew up in a Steve Earle song. I get it. I get it.”


  He didn’t make three steps before Danny went after him, calling, “Hey Chaz. If you’re not busy, help me with the victimology!” leaving Daphne and Hafidha standing in an uncomfortable silence in Hafidha’s office.


  It was hard being the new kid. All these dynamics, all this implied knowledge, and no way in to it unless you picked it up from context, or asked.


  Asking was one of the things Daphne seemed pretty good at. “Hafs, what just happened?”


  “Ah.” Hafidha snagged a handful of chocolate from the bowl and held it up for Daphne, who accepted. “At a guess? Chaz just inherited forty acres of nowhere from a relative he didn’t even know he had, and he’s a little freaked out about it.”


  “How can you not know you have grandparents? Everybody has grandparents.”


  “But not everybody knows their grandparents, honey. Chaz’s mom died when he was a wee bitty child. So based on that letter he showed me, I’d also guess his grandparents didn’t know their daughter was dead, or that they had a grandson. It’d rattle anybody.”


  “Shit,” Daphne said. “I’m glad I didn’t ask him—”


  Hafidha shrugged. “Long time ago. Want another chocolate?”


  “No, thanks.” She popped the last one from her hand into her mouth. When she spoke, the smell of candy followed. “Hafs, can I ask you a question that’s totally inappropriate for the workplace?”


  “Honey, inappropriate is my internet identity. Unless you’re going to ask for a date, in which case, flattered, but I like boys.”


  Daphne laughed, strained and nervous. Not uncomfortable with Hafidha flirting, but with whatever she was about to say. “No, I’m seeing someone. But while we’re on Chaz. And his family. Does Chaz, er, what I mean is—”


  “Does he have an ethnic identity?” It was the question everybody asked, sooner or later. Hafidha arched one eyebrow like Mister Spock. She could do the Bewitched nose- wriggle, too, if called upon.


  From the way she winced against the red tide rising across her cheeks, Daphne was probably wishing she had an ethnic identity at that particular moment. But she held it together and asked, “I thought he was just white—maybe Mediterranean French, or something—and funny-looking. And then he came to the thing on Memorial Day weekend a different color. In just a couple of days. Most folks don’t tan that fast. But Villette isn’t any kind of Hispanic name I’ve ever heard of…”


  Hafidha winked. “Well, Reyes is, and the nefarious Doctor Stephen’s darker than me.”


  “Afro-Cuban. Sure. I get that. I just wondered about Chaz.”


  “Ah, and you see, sweetie, you’re going to keep wondering. Because from what he tells me, nobody knows for sure. When he first got here it was September, and I thought he was a brother. But now I suspect it’s something complicated back there. Black, white, Latino, Indian, the other kind of Indian—who knows? Some kind of Creole. He’s too pretty not to be mixed—”


  “Pretty? Chaz? The amazing frog-boy?”


  Hafidha frowned pityingly. “There are none so blind as will not see. Anyway, he’s not done getting brown yet. Our Chaz is a sun-worshipper; I bet he spent that long weekend baking on the roof of his apartment building, to which he has—I happen to know— picked the lock. By the end of the summer he’ll be caramel-sauce-colored, and you can watch the convenience store clerks try to speak to him in Spanish. It’s fun. He goes, you know, like the top of the creme brulee, when they’ve burnt it just right so there aren’t any black spots, but it’s all nice sweet crunchy melty brown sugar?”


  Hafidha watched the emotions cross Daphne’s face, and guessed that first, she was considering the possibilities. And then, she was considering just walking away from that one. But she said, “Isn’t it politically incorrect to refer to people of color as food objects?”


  Hafidha laughed. “Just don’t expect me to stop calling you Peaches, Peaches.”


  Through the open door, Hafidha could see Reyes coming up the corridor from his office. Nearly time to go. She kicked off her shoes, scuffed on the flats, and unlocked the lower drawer of her desk. Her jump bag was in there, flowered green nylon wearing a thin coat of dust. And under it, lying beside the holster, was a field-stripped Glock and a box of ammo. She lifted the latter items onto the blotter and began to assemble her sidearm, aware Worth was watching curiously.


  When she stood up and clipped the holster to her belt, the weight tugged that side of her slacks down. She sighed and clipped the Treo, the work cell, her nerd-light, and her Leatherman on to the other side, where they counterbalanced it… and further ruined the line of her suit.


  At Hafidha’s eyeroll and hand gestures, Daphne laughed. And then she looked Hafidha in the eye, all serious, and said, “Hafs? Do you have the hots for Chaz?


  Hafidha rocked back on her heels. “Oh, God, no. I have the hots for creme brulee.”


  


  Act II


  


  The first notable thing Todd saw on the campus of the University of Nebraska at Omaha was the obligatory phallic obelisk. The second one was a smiling blonde way too young for the Iggy & The Stooges babydoll t-shirt she was falling out of. “The more things change,” he muttered, and leaned forward over the back of the driver’s seat of the inevitable dark purple 2003 Intrepid to tap Reyes on the shoulder. Briefly, he wondered who in procurement was getting the kickbacks from Dodge.


  Then he wondered when purple got to be a government car color.


  “We can’t stop here. This is bat country.”


  At least Hafidha laughed. “That’s Nevada, Duke.”


  “Nevada, Nebraska—”


  “Don’t let Chaz hear you say that.” Lau, from the front seat, without looking up from the dossier in her lap. Sol, to everyone’s amusement, puked if he tried to read in a moving car. “Let me guess. You still have nightmares about riding route 80 in the driving rain on a Harley, strung out on reds and megadoses of vitamin C.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” he said, and sat back, satisfied. “I’d never use nutritional supplements off-label. My God, would you look at all these white people?”


  He got Hafidha again, this time just as she was stuffing a doughnut hole into her mouth. It was worth a shower of crumbs, especially since Lau got the worst of it. And despite Hafidha’s obvious culpability in the unscheduled flurry, Lau glared at Todd as she dusted cake out of her hair. Oh, the injustice.


  “I hate to interrupt the camaraderie,” Reyes said, “but once we get Hafidha installed, Lau, you take the victims’ known associates. Todd, you and I are going to interview the victims.”


  “Just like the sixties,” Todd said.


  The car pulled up—on Dodge Street, synchronistically—in front of the administration building. Just like in the movies. Except here, the spaces were available because the curb was yellow. There was metered parking off to one side, but Reyes just slid an FBI don’t- tow-me plaque onto the dash and the occupants exited on an internal count of three. Reyes didn’t even have to cue them anymore; they started manipulating the instant they got off the plane.


  The funny thing was, no matter how transparent Sol thought the psychological games were, they worked. It’s for their own good, he told himself sardonically.


  I’m sorry. Could you phrase the answer in the form of a question?


  The steeply pitched convex dark roofs over each entryway made the building look as if one of its grandparents had been a merrywidow Queen Anne Victorian, and another a nice block of flats. Campus Security met them halfway up the walk, in the company of a balding and colorless blue-eyed administrator. Todd was in the second rank, behind Reyes, but the man’s gaze found him automatically. “Doctor Reyes?”


  “Doctor Reyes,” Todd said, pointing to Reyes. “I’m Special Agent Todd.”


  Reyes stuck out his hand, impassive, and watched unsmiling as the administrator wrong-footed, stumbled, balked coming up to the jump, and somehow managed to get over it with only a hard rub and a wobble. “Doctor Reyes. Pleased to meet you.”


  “Winston Woodward?”


  Todd could almost hear the I presume?


  “Sorry,” Woodward said. “I assumed from your name that you would be Latino, and— well, there’s no excuse.”


  As they turned to follow Woodward out of the sun, Hafidha tilted her head to bring her lips to Todd’s ear and murmured, “6De cual parte de Mexico vienes, Doctor Reyes?” Todd bit his lip to keep from cracking up. Thank God they had Lau and Reyes along; he really hadn’t ever mastered this professional demeanor thing. At least Woodward was still too flustered to notice, and talking fast: “Please, come inside, Doctor Reyes. And your team?”


  “You’ve met Supervisory Special Agent Todd,” Reyes said dryly. “This is Special Agent Lau, and this is Special Agent Gates, our technical expert. She’ll need access to your network, and mainframe, if you still use one.”


  “Of course.” Woodward rubbed his eyes. “I really hope you can help me, sir.”


  “So do I.” Reyes straightened his tie, then smoothed his palm over tight-clipped curls as they advanced three abreast down a tiled corridor. Fidgeting. Uncomfortable, and Todd didn’t think it was Woodward’s unconscious, apologetic racism that had done it. Not for the first time, Todd wondered what had happened to get between Dr. Stephen Reyes and a brilliant academic career. He pretended to study a bulletin board which they passed, plastered with pastel flyers for campus clubs and events—the local SCA barony, a student band, a self-defense club, BiGALA. They were exactly like the flyers Todd remembered from his own tenure as an undergrad, except in that computer typesetting and modern printing and copying had vastly improved their apparent professionalism.


  They turned into an outer office and walked past a vacant secretary’s desk. “We’ll know more once we’ve had a chance to talk to the victims.”


  Woodward, hand on his office door, hesitated. “Well,” he said. “Then I also hope you can get something out of them.”


  * * * * *


  


  


  Falkner crossed the bullpen, only two pizzas balanced on her left hand, because half the team was elsewhere. She set them down on the desk in the uninhabited office where the photocopier lived. Todd probably could have planted a flag in it based on seniority, but he claimed he didn’t work well without constant supervision. There were pay grade


  rules about windows and cubicles and who got an actual office with an actual door, but the WTF wasn’t exactly the fast track to promotion. And Falkner was proud of her people, who all seemed to think they had important things to worry about.


  She didn’t need to ding the service bell Brady had mounted on the wall beside the door. Chaz was already standing just outside. “Lunchtime?”


  Behind him, she could see Brady stuffing a file into his locking drawer and setting the screen saver to blank his computer. Good man. He stood up, Worth a half-step behind— her hands already full of beverages—and followed Chaz into the room. “Time for the victimology?”


  “Red rum and red sauce,” Worth answered, while Chaz, with arms like derricks, reached down the napkins and the paper plates. “Thank you, Falkner.”


  “It’s Friday,” she said, and opened the first box: half pepperoni and half sausage, with green peppers and mushrooms on the lot. The second one was cheese and veg, and even though Lau wasn’t here to help, Falkner thought Chaz would get through at least three quarters of it. Brady wouldn’t eat anything that wasn’t swimming in animal fat, and since none of the others would let Falkner hold the cheese, one pizza with artichoke hearts, black olives, sundried tomatoes, and garlic was her compromise.


  Besides, Chaz liked vegetables. It always surprised her. He could no more live on them than a cat could, but as he’d said to her once when she’d raised eyebrows over his lunch of a Greek salad you could swim in and an entire loaf of garlic bread, “Just because I’m going to die of major organ failure by fifty, doesn’t mean I need to hurry the process.”


  She could have done without the reminder that he and Hafidha were on borrowed time, but nothing ever got won by telling yourself pretty lies. The savage metabolisms that fed their slamming neurons would also eventually poison their livers and kidneys, if heart disease didn’t get them first. Chances were, she and Reyes and Todd would outlive them both.


  For every gift there is an answering burden.


  She slid two slices of artichoke pizza onto the paper plate Brady handed her and took a diet Coke from Worth. Then she pulled out the chair in the corner between the table and the copier and sat, draping two napkins across her lap. “Right,” she said. “Victimology. What have we got?”


  Brady flipped open a reporter’s notebook while he chewed. He swallowed, wiped his mouth, and ran a finger down the page, leaving a grease spot. “Okay, first known victim is Danielle Potter, age eighteen. Her suitemates had her committed in September, after she began acting erratically and they feared for her safety. No family history of mental illness; she was a good kid there on scholarship, first of her family to attend college. Second victim, Peter Gooding. Age seventeen, a week shy of his eighteenth birthday—”


  “Young for a college freshman,” Worth said.


  Chaz hmphed around a mouthful of pizza. Identifying. Falkner made a face she hoped could be blamed on the diet Coke. She could hover over Chaz, but he was here now, and doing all right, and she couldn’t change how he’d gotten there.


  “Plenty of seventeen-year-olds graduate high school,” Brady continued, so smoothly you could pretend you hadn’t noticed him taking Chaz’s side. He ate another bite of sausage pizza without moving his eyes from the notepad. “Gooding was always a bit of a smart, disaffected underachiever, according to his family. Parents divorced; mom worked full time; father remarried. Sounds like he didn’t get a lot of guidance at home. Family became concerned when he didn’t return home for Christmas break as planned.


  He was found wandering, incoherent, and brought into an emergency room on New Year’s Eve. Suffering hypothermia and frostbite.” A brief silence followed while Brady chewed.


  “Did he lose any fingers?” Worth said.


  “You mean like Todd?” Chaz said.


  Brady snorted. “Villette, if you believe that frostbite story of Duke’s, you’re not much of a profiler. He wasn’t pushing papers in the Quartermaster’s Corps in 1973, either.”


  “There wasn’t much of anything involving American troops going on in southeast Asia in 1973, was there?” Chaz asked.


  Brady shrugged. “Officially. But it’s not like Duke was ever anywhere interesting, to hear him tell it—”


  Falkner cleared her throat. “Can we save the rumormongering until after the victimology, or preferably until Todd is here to defend himself?”


  Chaz winced—sorry—and helped himself to the final two slices of veggie pizza by way of apology. “So. Gooding. Family history of mental illness?” He flipped the box closed left-handed and slid it out of the way with his elbow.


  “Mother is on an SSRI,” Brady said. He shrugged.


  Falkner shrugged too. So was her husband Ben, and half their friends. The modern world stressed people out, and the medical system was adapted to jack them up, prop them up, and shoot them back out into play. She thought of race horses, doped to run when what they really needed was rest, and nailed that chain of thought before it could get away from her.


  “Soma,” Chaz said.


  Worth gave him an odd look. “Soma’s a muscle relaxant.”


  He shook his head, held up a hand, chewed vigorously, and reached for his coffee mug, only to find it empty. Worth pushed a spare Diet Coke at him, and he made a face and spurned it with his fingertips. “My liver does not thank you. No, not Soma Compound. Soma as in Brave New World. Aldous Huxley. Science fiction novel with a title from The Tempest. ’O brave new world that hath such creatures in’t!’ Plot revolves around drugging the populace to keep them from noticing a totalitarian regime headed by a charismatic psycho named Mustapha Monde? No? Dang, where’s Todd when I need him?


  “Alphas, betas, and gammas,” Falkner said, remembering the social ranks in the book, and was rewarded with a wink as Chaz started on piece number six.


  “Victim three,” Brady said. “Jeremy Hansen. Eighteen. A working-class kid, mother dead, father not remarried. Two siblings, attending college on savings and student loans. His girlfriend back home became concerned when he stopped answering her emails, sometime in March. No—”


  “—family history of mental illness,” Worth said. “Four and five?”


  “Melanie Wosczyna,” Brady said. “Nineteen. Commuter student, local family, worked nights at a doughnut shop. Her father’s an alcoholic. In intermittent recovery, it sounds like. No schizophrenia, though, or family history of major mood disorders. She was found by Campus Security, holed up in the basement of the Fine Arts building in mid- April, hugging her knees and shivering. Sounds like she’s a pretty good candidate for a PTSD case even beforehand. Her dad put her mom in the hospital at least once, and who knows what else went on?”


  “I sense a trend,” Falkner said, while Chaz started in on the first of the remaining four slices of meat pizza.


  “You should consider doing this professionally,” Brady said, and if Falkner hadn’t been in a position of authority she would have flicked a spitball at him. “Victim number five, Hanson Cape. Age 19. Who is the only vic whose family has money, by the way, which could be a coincidence or could be a significant break in victimology. Mom is an eye surgeon; dad is a patent lawyer.”


  “Why’s he going to a state school?”


  “He washed out of Lawrence, in Appleton, Wisconsin. His grades were shall we say a little less than exceptional, so he was coming back for a second pass at his freshman year in the hopes of being readmitted to Lawrence as a transfer student later. It sounds like Mr. Cape likes girls, pot, and crew, not necessarily in that order. He attacked a T.A. in his Intro to Drama class in late May. Ten stitches in her face and two broken teeth.”


  “Ow.” Worth’s hand pressed her lips in sympathy. “Where’s she?”


  “Went home on a leave of absence,” Brady said, checking his notes. “Hope she makes it back.”


  “Drug related psychotic break?” Chaz paused to pick a fennel seed from the sausage out of his teeth with a fingernail, while Falkner reminded herself that it wasn’t his fault nobody ever taught him table courtesy.


  “Potter’s and Hansen’s families and associates, at least, are confident they weren’t using.”


  Worth shrugged. “The parents are always the last to know.”


  Brady sharked a third slice of pizza. Chaz looked at him reproachfully, and Brady defended his plate like a lifer. “You got a whole pizza plus a slice!”


  Chaz looked at Falkner. “Did you get any of those cinnamon things?”


  “In the kitchen,” Falkner said. She couldn’t stand the smell of the icing while trying to eat cheese and tomato sauce.


  Chaz rose, collecting his coffee mug and Brady’s water cup. He appeared visibly thicker through the middle, like the family dog after Thanksgiving dinner. As always Falkner wondered if that wasn’t more than a little uncomfortable. “Be right back.”


  Falkner glanced at her watch. Thirty seconds or less, she estimated, with amusement. He made it in twenty-three, balancing the box of cinnamon twists under one arm. Brady swiped one of those, too, but spurned the icing; Worth just shook her head. Falkner asked, “Do the victims have anything else in common? Club, major, residence, hobby, peer group?”


  “Not from the paper,” Brady said, while Chaz scooped frosting onto a cinnamon stick. “But they’re all disaffected. Lonely, not loners?”


  “Easy prey for a charmer,” Chaz said. Worth lowered her chin to her hands to watch him eat. “Charismatic type, manipulative, make you feel like the center of the world. Until you’d do anything for him. We could be looking at a cult.”


  There were two cinnamon sticks left in the box. He pointed to them, and Falkner and Brady both shook their heads. Brady, Falkner noticed, had fallen silent too, and was also watching Chaz slowly and methodically alternate sips of coffee and bites of cinnamon twist.


  Thirty seconds later, he broke a piece off the last cinnamon stick, tucked it into his mouth, and looked up, from face to face. Dawning worry lit his expression. He froze, and tried to use his coffee to clear his mouth, but the cup was empty again. “What’s wrong?”


  Worth shook her head wonderingly, without raising it from the backs of her fingers. “Wow,” she said. “It’s like watching a snake engulf a frog.”


  Chaz rolled his eyes and swallowed his mouthful stiffly. His Adam’s apple bobbed hard enough to look like it hurt. “Shut up.”


  Worth stood and collected his cup. “I’ll refill your coffee, Python.”


  “And I’ll call the rest of the team,” said Brady. “And fill them in on what we have.”


  * * * * *


  


  


  “Tell me about schizophrenia,” Hafidha said into her headset, while the fingers of her left hand skimmed fluidly on the scroll wheel of her mouse. “And I’ll tell you about patterns of victim behavior.”


  Todd’s voice came crisp and clear over her earpiece. “Reyes or Chaz could give you a better precis.”


  “But Reyes is driving you to the interview,” Hafidha answered, reasonably. “And Chaz is eleven hundred and eighty-two miles away, approximate driving distance. So thrill me with your dulcet tones, Duke.”


  He snorted. “All right then. I’ll put you on speaker, Hafs. Reyes, correct me if I’m wrong.” He cleared his throat, and continued in professorial tones: “Common to most diagnoses of schizophrenia are a combination of positive, negative, and cognitive symptoms. Positive symptoms include what we think of as the defining characteristics of schizophrenia, such as auditory or less commonly visual hallucinations, delusions— especially paranoid ones—and racing thoughts. Negative symptoms reveal a drop in functionality, such as apathy, flattened affect, poverty of speech, increasing inability to navigate social situations, catatonia. In addition, although this is not yet considered diagnostic, the schizophrenic shows cognitive impairment, such as disorganized thinking, disorganized speech—”word salad”—failures of memory, and so on.”


  “Good,” Reyes said, his voice attenuated by the directional mike.


  “I’ve been reading the DSM-IV,” Todd answered, complacently.


  “Yes,” Hafidha said. “And you have an MS in psych to go with your law degree, and the master’s in comparative religion.”


  “I do? Damned senile dementia. Who can remember these things? Where was I?”


  “Reading the DSM-IV.”


  “Right. Also, anecdotally, schizophrenics may abruptly drop a lot of weight, in part because they may not eat, and in part because—”


  “An amped-up brain burns through glucose like whoa,” Hafidha said, taking a bite out of a Ring Ding. Hafidha ’the human tapeworm’ Gates. If I ever get tired of cop work, I can go into hot dog eating contests. “Maybe he’s trying to turn them into jammers?”


  “Jammers?”


  “Anomaloids,” she explained, reluctantly, sliding the ridiculous word out long and droopy. “Gammas.”


  She had said it flippantly, but the implication settled in on Todd’s thoughtful silence. “Think you could?” he said, when she’d had plenty of time to frown at the other half of the Ring Ding and set it back on the wrapper with its doomed twin.


  “Make a gamma? It makes me queasy to think about it. How much does a gamma brain scan look like a schizophrenic one?”


  Reyes grunted noncommittally, which Hafidha took to mean, Some.


  Todd changed the subject, because Todd did things like that. Unless he was conducting an interview, in which case, he only changed the subject to come back at you from a different angle. “What have you got on the school records and police blotter, Hafs?”


  She rolled the mouse wheel again. “Nothing conclusive. Nothing coming up colors. If there’s a sixth vic, I’m not finding them, and it’s not like college students, even freshmen, have daily homework assignments we could track. I placed a couple of calls and emails to professors, though, and it does seem that each victim’s class attendance dropped off for a week or so before he or she cracked. That’s—what was your word, Duke?—anecdotal, though.”


  “Right,” Reyes said. “So what do college freshmen do?”


  “Try to find a community,” Todd answered, promptly. “Look for mentors and friends. Find places to hang out.”


  “Join clubs,” Hafidha said, and felt the click. “Don’t even say it, I’m on it already. The thing is, if they’d each just joined some club before It happened to them, they might not be in the computerized membership lists.”


  “Legwork, Hafs? My heart bleeds.”


  “Hah,” she answered. “Look, I’m going to call Lau and tell her to ask about social groups and extracurricular activities, okay?”


  “Okay,” Todd said. “I think we’re here, anyway.”


  “Hafidha!” Reyes’ voice stopped her, finger hovering over the disconnect.


  “Last time I checked.”


  “Send the brain scans to Doctor Frost.”


  Oh yes. That would be the logical next step, and if Hafidha didn’t tend to class Madeline Frost with the Boogeyman and the Grinch, she would have thought of it herself. She said, “In sa’Allah, sahib,” and hit the disconnect.


  And then, after a moment to compose herself, during which she put the wounded Ring Ding out of its misery, she bit her thumb in the general direction of Johns Hopkins and hit 666 on her speed dial.


  * * * * *


  


  


  Madeline Frost, M.D., Ph.D., bent over a microscope, humming Thelonious Monk to herself as she examined a slide biopsied from a forty-month-old male. Histologically, the tumor was well-circumscribed, firm, and pinkish gray. The cells demonstrated a well- defined pattern of rosettes.


  She could confirm a primary diagnosis of medulloblastoma.


  It was unlikely the patient would survive to his fourth birthday.


  She returned the slides to their case, made a note, straightened, and stripped her gloves. She’d call the oncologist from the phone in her office. She expected the news would come as a disappointment, but not a surprise.


  As she was dropping the shed blue nitrile into a red bag, what she thought of as her government phone rang. In addition to her hospital phone and pager, Frost kept a separate cell for calls from the BAU.


  She did not own a personal cell phone, and never felt the desire for one. People did not call Frost to chat.


  She considered that a minor personal success.


  The separate cell was not because of ritual, or because she was superstitious about contamination, or because she felt her work as an oncological pathologist needed psychological separation from her work as a forensic pathologist. It was because the instant the device sounded, she knew which set of rules she was meant to be operating under.


  There would be a body, or perhaps several bodies, or perhaps parts of several bodies. They would be dead messily or mysteriously. They would present a perfectly intriguing puzzle, a pattern and a set of particulars to be worked out in detail and presented to the team.


  It was challenging and satisfying, a welcome diversion.


  Frost was fortunate that the chief pathologist was understanding of her sideline, as understanding as he was of her desire never to deal with a living patient as anything other than slides and specimens. Patients were fine, as long as they arrived in pieces.


  Frost knew she was not good for living people, and she suspected that living people were not good for her.


  Cancer offended her; it did not care for the rules. But it had its own rules, its own patterns. And Frost was very, very good at detecting those patterns, so others could use them to wage war.


  It was not, after all, so different from what Stephen Reyes called the anomaly. That was a sort of cancer too, and it also offended her sense of the way the world ought to work.


  She permitted the phone to go to voice mail, however. The call to the oncologist would not take long.


  Once she had dispensed with it, leaving him to decide how to break the news and discuss treatment options with the family, she unclipped the silver phone from its hard case at her belt and hit redial without checking the time—one forty-three and seventeen seconds—or glancing at the number.


  Hafidha Gates answered on the second ring. “Madeline Frost,” Frost said.


  “Check your email,” Agent Gates said, without pleasantries. Frost appreciated that about Gates’ dislike for her. It kept the interactions short. “There’s a .zip file with some brain scans. Can you see what you can tell me about them?”


  “I’m checking now. Living brains?”


  “Those are the kind we can scan for electrical activity, aren’t they?”


  “Not my specialty,” Frost said. She slid behind her desk—she’d made her call from the front side—and began to type one-handed. The phone would take a Bluetooth headset. She ought to purchase one. “But I will have a look… These are diffusion tensor images, which record electrical activity in the white matter of the brain. And Agent Gates? These are green across the frontal cortex. All five of them.”


  “Green?”


  “Color code. Assuming these are awake images, it indicates depressed levels of activity in the frontal cortex. And there are other—” She almost said anomalous, and checked herself. Clarity above convenience of speech. “—unusual patterns of activity consistent across all five.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “I’m not qualified to diagnose, Agent Gates—”


  “Doctor Frost,” said Gates. “Are you qualified to speculate?”


  “It’s consistent with patterns of electrical activity seen in schizophrenics,” she said, assured that Gates would know a speculation from an opinion.


  “Gammas?”


  “Show increased frontal lobe activity, in the limited sample available. As do you and Doctor Villette, Agent Gates. It’s unmistakable, and this isn’t it.”


  “Thank you,” said Agent Gates.


  “You are welcome,” said Madeline Frost, because that was what one said to conclude a transaction, and severed the connection.


  


  Act III


  


  As they sat in a cramped observation room in the first of three mental institutions on their schedule for today, Todd flipped his phone closed. “Well, if he’s trying to make gammas, he’s doing it wrong.”


  “Small mercies,” Reyes answered, without moving his eyes from the one-way glass they sat behind. Beyond it, curled in an armchair in an interview room, sat Melanie Wosczyna.


  She was a tall young woman, hunched now into a spasmed curve, her elbows cramped against her ribcage. She had a long neck and a long nose and a long jaw. The strong architecture of her face made her slack disaffected expression more terrible. Todd thought she should have been working on smile lines by thirty. Over her pallor, her complexion was olive. Fluffy-curly brown hair was matted flat on one side, and her right hand twitched convulsively, first two fingers and thumb pressed together and jerking like the beak of a hungry bird.


  Todd would have touched Reyes’ elbow, but Reyes had already seen it. “Come on,” he said, standing, and Todd fell in behind him, making his sure his footsteps didn’t fall in the same rhythm. A whole different playbook with a victim than with a suspect. Here, they came as potential rescuers. As friends. Not to intimidate.


  Melanie was medicated. She didn’t look up as they entered, but her hand jittered faster. Todd knew his part in the scenario; he was the supportive observer. ’Deferential, glad to be of use, politic, cautious, and meticulous.’ A battered couch stood against the wall, perpendicular to the desk and armchair. Todd assumed it, while Reyes moved across the small room silently to the knotted-up girl in the battered, burnt-orange chair.


  Todd found himself wondering, as he often did, if institutions such as this one chose their furnishings with an eye towards repeat business. He had an uneasy Socialist inkling that when they reached the private institution where Hanson Cape was being cared for, they would find more appealing surroundings.


  Reyes, with every appearance of unselfconsciousness, dropped a knee and crouched beside the victim’s chair. “Hey, Melanie,” he said, in conversational tones. “I’m Stephen. How are you?”


  Not Agent Reyes. Not Doctor Reyes. No, softer and more oblique, an avuncular approach. This was the girl whose father was a likely-abusive binge drunk; Todd watched with respect as Reyes made himself seem small and soft and positioned himself so she had an escape, if she wanted it.


  She didn’t acknowledge him overtly, but Todd saw the dip of her eyelashes as her gaze slipped sideways. The antipsychotics were having some effect, and so was the Reyes charisma.


  Her right hand jittered faster.


  “Melanie,” Reyes said, “do you understand me?”


  Her mouth opened, and she made a sound that wasn’t quite a wordless complaint, and also wasn’t quite glossolalia. And then she said, with soft absolute clarity, “It’s the rats.”


  “Melanie?”


  “I can hear the rats underground. It smells like a ghost train. Can you smell it? And then there were cigarettes.”


  Not exactly word salad, either. But when Reyes gave Todd a tight sharp glance over his shoulder, Todd nodded. Disorganized thinking, loose or disassociated chains of speech. As if the subject were having difficulty stringing together coherent logic.


  A check mark in the box.


  In the meantime, Melanie was staring at Reyes as if she were absolutely captivated by whatever he might choose to impart.


  Reyes looked her calmly in the eye and asked, “What are the rats saying?”


  Melanie shook her head, jerky as a broken toy. “Baker, baker,” she said, voice unresonant. A crushed guitar. “Is that your girl? Think she’ll wait? We’ll get you home. Hang on. Hang on.”


  Todd put his fingers to his mouth. Again—or still—with her hand. The motion, distressingly familiar.


  “The rats are saying, ’baker?’” Reyes reached out and lifted her left hand, which was not moving in sympathy with the right. She looked at where he touched her—stared at it —but did not draw her hand away.


  Todd was reminded of a seductive cult leader he’d known once, among whose disciples he’d lived, briefly and under cover. Reyes had that same charisma when he wanted it, that way of looking at you like you were the only important person on earth and the center of his world.


  “I don’t understand rat,” she said. “It’s a language I don’t know. But they’re talking about me down there. They got baker. They got clement. The ghosts need me. To tell their stories. Nobody cares about the ghosts. Nobody wants to tell their stories. They have to hear. It’s for their own good.”


  Reyes rocked back, allowing her hand to drop back to her knee. Hallucinating schizophrenics not infrequently heard voices, or received strange instructions in code.


  Todd hadn’t heard of one hallucinating languages she didn’t understand. Usually, under schizophrenic patterning, everything made sense. Too much sense, terrible towering inescapable inexorable sense.


  “There’s more death than on the wall,” she said. “Plenty came home dead, just walking. The kids ran through fire. Right through it. And kept running. Burning. Baker, clement, mack. I fell off the wall. And all the King’s horses.”


  Speaking of sense. She made sense, after a fashion. That was a terribly consistent stream of consciousness, when you got right down to it. And okay, she was medicated; she should be able to pull it together. But there was something about the pattern of what she was saying.


  “If you crawl in a grave,” Melanie said, “you come out dead the other side.”


  Todd concentrated on the motions of her hand, trying to isolate. No. It wasn’t the motion of the hand. It was the motion of the fingers.


  “Reyes,” he said. “Look at her hand.”


  Reyes looked. “Give her your pen.”


  “Great,” Todd said. “Let’s provide the psychotic with a weapon.” He pulled the green disposable roller ball from his jacket pocket and added his reporter’s notebook, from the same supply that Brady had recently started filching from. In a moment, they had set up Melanie with both the writing implement and the writing surface, and she was staring at the page as if she meant to eat it. Then she looked away, eyes snapped up as if sighting on the horizon. And her hand began to move as if she had no idea it was tracing letters. Baker, she wrote painstakingly. Clemente. Mac.


  “Automatic writing,” Todd said.


  “Names,” Reyes said, looking at him. “Names.”


  When it struck Todd, it hit like a lightning bolt, so hot and shocking he could not believe it had taken him that long. His hands went cold; the four walls of the room wobbled woozily as he pushed himself to his feet.


  “Names on a wall,” he said, and shook his head. “Names on the Wall.”


  “The Vietnam Memorial.” Reyes scrubbed a hand across the tight curls of his receding hair. “And one that fell off it.”


  “Rats in tunnels.” Todd bit off the words. “Speaking a language you don’t know.”


  “Jesus.” Reyes rubbed his mouth. “So why is a teenaged girl having post-traumatic flashbacks to Vietnam?”


  “I don’t know.”


  She looked up at Todd and blinked, clear hazel eyes, affectless expression. “Don’t you remember?” she said. “You were there.”


  * * * * *


  


  


  Todd could still taste that bile in the hall, ten minutes later. “Do we check the rest?” Reyes nodded. “Make sure of the pattern. Oh, and get on the horn to Hafidha—”


  “Baker, Clemente, Mac.” Todd couldn’t help but contrast the tenderness Reyes showed the victim with his current brusqueness, and wonder which was the lie. “MacDonald? MacAllister? MacLeod? Four Marines on a fireteam.”


  “Who’s the fourth one?”


  “Yeah,” Todd answered. “I was wondering that myself.”


  “Right,” Hafidha said into the phone, grateful that Reyes could not see her roll her eyes. “Yeah, two and a half names, all maybe in the same squad in the ’Nam. All maybe KIA. You need the other name and a half? Well, Kemo Sabe, I’m afraid we have a little problem here. No, the campus network is down. Yes, even a miracle worker needs a network. I’ll call Worth and get Quantico on it, though. It’s Friday night, Il Professore, how long do you think it’s going to take?”


  * * * * *


  


  


  Nikki Lau was really good at the part with the grieving friends and families. She had a knack for it, a gift as absolute as Falkner’s perfect pitch or Madeline Frost’s time sense accurate to the second.


  Being good at it, doing it all the time, didn’t make it any less awful.


  When she walked back into Hafidha’s appropriated office, toting a short ton of Chinese takeout, she must have been showing it, because Reyes, of all people, grunted a greeting and pulled the box out of her arms. Lau stood inside the doorway, chafing her arms, trying to shake off an unseasonable chill. “I hope I didn’t get too much,” she said. “No Chaz.”


  “You have me,” Hafidha answered brightly, snagging a tray of General Tso’s chicken and a carton of rice right-handed while she grabbed up chopsticks with the left. “Paper plate?”


  Reyes ducked out into the lounge and came back with Todd while Lau pulled plates from under the pile. She watched Hafidha and the other two scraping food out of containers and folded her arms across her chest. She didn’t have any appetite of her own, though Hafidha was already on her second helping.


  Lau startled when Todd put a plate of rice and Buddha’s Delight in her hands, the partially-missing fingers folded under automatically. He hid it better than James Doohan: she’d known him six months before she’d realized he was maimed, and when she asked about it he’d told some improbable Vonnegutesque story about following a girl who didn’t love him to a communal farm in New Hampshire, and nearly freezing and/or starving to death the first and only winter. “Mangia,” he said. “Tea?”


  “Yikes, yes,” she said. He spun a chair for her; she sank into it, and balanced the plate on her knees. Once she started shoveling rice and bean sprouts and bamboo shoots and bell pepper and tofu and cornstarch sauce into her mouth, she almost couldn’t stop to accept the tea cup. She realized she was shivering, cold as if she’d managed to get sunburned, but the tea helped.


  “You know,” Hafidha said, around a mouthful of fried animal protein, “we have an excuse for the blood sugar crashies. What happened to you?”


  “Three victim family interviews and four friends in six hours,” Lau answered. She realized she was talking with her mouth full, chewed, and swallowed. “I couldn’t eat.”


  “It’s easier when they’re dead,” Reyes said, between bites of spring roll. “What did you learn?”


  She’d gotten around another mouthful of broccoli and tofu in the meantime. This time, she had recovered herself enough to hold up her hand and stall for time while she swallowed. “Nothing holds across the board,” she said. “No consistent clubs or interests or sports. There’s just one thing that, well, it’s not exactly a consistency, but it’s an echo. Of sorts. Two of the victims, Wosczyna and Gooding, had recently been victimized in other ways. Gooding got mugged at knifepoint on Spring Break in Fort Lauderdale, and Wosczyna had her car broken into, her laptop and some other things stolen.”


  “Somebody could have tracked her through the laptop,” Hafidha said. She reached out sideways and patted her own machine, which sat quietly generating fractal screensavers.


  “Hafidha,” Reyes said, “check if the other victims were recent complainants in any kind of police report, would you?”


  Her eyebrows went up, and her plate went down. She spun her chair around, fingers flying. “Argh. Dammit, boss, the network’s still down. Let me try the PC…” She pushed her laptop aside and pulled the flimsy keyboard and mouse of the local Windows machine over with a discernable grimace. “Nope, nothing. I guess it’s the old-fashioned way.”


  She snagged the phone off the desk, pulled a number two Ticonderoga pencil out of her braids, and began pushing buttons with the eraser, mouthing “They had better not assume I’m your secretary” at Reyes while she did.


  Todd, Lau noticed, had stopped eating his spring roll. Reyes obviously noticed too, because he was staring at Todd, waiting for him to speak.


  “Flyer,” he said, as if he had been searching his memory banks for the word, and Reyes’ eyes went wide. He stood up, set his plate aside, and barreled out of the dark cramped little room.


  Hafidha hung up the phone and said, “All five of them. And before you ask, no, the DOD has not come through with that list of names yet.”


  Lau stood up to go after Reyes, but Todd held up a hand. “He’s coming right back.”


  And so he was, wearing a single latex glove, a sheet of pale purple paper in the hand it covered. “Bag.”


  Lau, who had already set her food aside, produced one, and held it open until Reyes sealed up the flyer and two push pins and labeled the bag in indelible marker. He handed it to her, and she turned it around and read what was printed on the front:


  


  BE AFRAID NO MORE


  Practical self-defense


  FOR EVERYONE


  Seeing is believing


  NO GIMMICKS


  


  Milo Bail Student Center Room 114


  EVERY FRIDAY


  7:00 PM


  


  “That’s next door,” said Hafidha, craning over Lau’s shoulder.


  Lau checked her watch. 8:18.


  Todd was reaching for his jacket, Hafidha for her reinforced laptop case. Reyes was already out the door.


  * * * * *


  


  


  The four of them jogged in two rows, but didn’t quite break into a run. Hafidha’s sidearm bounced against her hip; the rest of her gear counterweighted it on the other side. The laptop swung with every stride, and adrenaline buzzed in her ears.


  She’d missed this, and she wouldn’t admit she missed it. Not in front of Reyes, who’d given her a place when developments beyond her control had converted her from an asset to the Secret Service to the sort of person adjudged a liability.


  Most of the time, she had a pretty good line of patter in convincing herself that her new job and her new gifts made up for what they’d cost her: a job she’d loved, a normal life expectancy, reasonable grocery bills, and a guy who couldn’t handle it when his lover started seeing and doing things other people didn’t.


  Most of the time.


  The Milo Bail Student Center was a geometric concrete structure in the brutalist style, surrounded in the long north latitude summer evening by strolling and rough-housing undergrads. “We can’t get into guns drawn here,” Todd said, with a glance over his shoulder.


  “No,” Reyes answered, which might mean, yes, you’re right, we can’t have a shootout here, and might mean thank you, I have considered your objections and dismissed them. Todd jerked his head straight and patted his holstered sidearm. He didn’t pop the snap, though.


  Hafidha kept her own hands well away from the paddle holster of her Glock. “Do we call campus security?”


  Reyes shook his head as if Hafidha should have known better than to ask. Stephen Reyes? El Generalissimo? Share authority? He said, “In here.”


  Todd was last through the door, glancing over his shoulder before he followed, covering their backs. Brady might insist on being the last man in line, but whether he was there or not, Hafidha appreciated that nobody got on their tail unnoticed while Todd was on the job.


  As he caught up with them in the corridor, he said, “Guys, if this is a Vietnam vet targeting college students, and he’s arranged a mentoring relationship with them, then based on the language in his flyer I think we need to consider the scenario Chaz presented, and be prepared for a charismatic leader situation.”


  “Charismatic leader?” Hafidha asked.


  “Cult,” Reyes said. “We have to get him away from the kids.”


  “Or?”


  “Or they might sacrifice themselves to protect him. He will certainly be willing to sacrifice them.” Todd’s face was paper-colored, his lips bloodless.


  “I heard Falkner was at Waco,” Lau said, voice taut.


  Todd nodded. “You heard right. You ever hear of a place called Jonestown, Guyana?” Hafidha and Lau both nodded. Before her time, but not forgotten; the site of a mass murder/suicide of almost a thousand followers of the charismatic leader, Jim Jones. Hafidha resolved to google it up when she had Internet access again, and see if she could figure out what exactly was making Todd look like a binge drinker with room-spins. “You’re saying he’s brainwashed them.”


  “Common misconception,” Reyes said. “It’s not really brainwashing, not in the Hollywood sense. It’s the imposition of a communal reality. Creating a sense of belonging. In-group versus out-group. Manipulation of the bonding impulse. Everybody wants to feel chosen.”


  Todd put a hand on Reyes’ arm. “Remember,” he said. “They’re just a bunch of stupid kids.”


  * * * * *


  


  


  When they came down the hall, Reyes knew he was already too late. Students stood in clusters outside room 114, chatting in groups of three or four. He took the nearest—a blond boy, five-eleven, one-eighty, gay, probably a Chemistry major by the caffeine molecule on his t-shirt—by the sleeve and turned him away from his boyfriend, ready for whatever reaction might follow. The kid dropped effortlessly into a balanced pose, his left hand moving to intercept an anticipated blow, the right turning to knock Reyes’ left hand away.


  Reyes, prepared, stepped back before the kid made contact. Whatever else, the potential UNSUB was teaching his students to take care of themselves.


  Reyes asked, “Is the instructor still here?”


  “Jim?” The boy blinked gray-blue eyes. “No, he went that way.” He pointed down the hall. “With the advanced students. The wheelchair ramp, but he left ten—”


  Reyes took off running, his team strung out behind him, Hafidha gaining with every stride of her long legs and the rest holding position. Undergrads flattened themselves against the corridor walls as Reyes bawled Coming through! Coming through!


  Todd was yelling something too, maybe make a hole, while the women saved their breath for running. It didn’t matter. When they reached the sidewalk, there was no one in sight except undergrads, moving industriously in the narrow space between red brick buildings. Evening was drawing up, a gray northern lengthening of the shadows. “Wheelchair ramp,” Reyes said, and Lau turned around and looked at it.


  She said, “The self-defense instructor is in a wheelchair?”


  “Vets,” Todd said, shoving his left hand into his pants pocket in something Reyes thought was an unconscious gesture, “wind up missing a lot of body parts.”


  Reyes rocked on feet bruised sore from running on pavement in dress shoes. “Hafidha, I need to know who reserved that room—”


  She already had her cell to her ear. She held up one finger, mumbling into the mouthpiece, and then said “Thank you” in a tone that didn’t mean thank you at all and shook her head. “Network,” she said, thumbing the red button, frustration dripping from every word. “Friday night at supper time. Nebraska.” That last with infinite bitterness, though Reyes would wager that the IT departments of plenty of east coast colleges wouldn’t have acquitted themselves any better. “I’ll call Worth, one sec, and see if she has that squad roster for us yet—Daph, any luck? Oh, for the love of Mike. Hey, can you transfer me? No, I’ll handle it. No, honey, you’re doing fine, they just think they can walk on you because you aren’t me. Transfer, please?”


  What followed was one of the most polite ass-reamings Stephen Reyes had ever made it his pleasure to hear. By the time Hafidha was done, even Todd was looking at her with respect, and Lau had dilated pupils.


  “Macgillivray,” she said, finally, after a listening pause. “And the fourth fireteam member was James Cauldwell.”


  “James,” said Lau.


  Reyes said, “Jim.”


  Hafidha continued relaying: “All members of the 258th Marine Brigade; all saw service in Vietnam 1971-1972. The first three killed, the fourth critically wounded in April of 1972. Weren’t we out of Vietnam by then?”


  “Easter Offensive?” Reyes asked, looking at Todd.


  Todd nodded. “Military advisors.”


  Hafidha looked between them. “I wasn’t born yet,” she said. “Okay, I have Quantico searching for a local address for Cauldwell. And—nothing. Wanna bet he’s using an alias?”


  “No bet,” Reyes said. He turned, began to pace. “I cannot believe he’s out there somewhere with potential vics, and we’re stuck here at the mercy of a flaky network.”


  “It’s like those nightmares where you’re running up stairs ahead of the monster,” Hafidha said.


  Reyes whirled at the end of an arc, shook his head. “All right, next step. Todd, Lau. Head back in and interview as many students as possible. Maybe one of them knows where he takes the kids.”


  Todd and Lau nodded and withdrew. Todd still had his maimed hand fisted in his pants pocket. Reyes thought, Someday, Solomon, I will determine which of your stories are truth, and which are fiction.


  “I’ve got another idea,” Hafidha said, unlimbering her laptop. “This is a college campus. Somebody’s got a wildcat Wi-Fi set up. And I saw warchalk on the way in.”


  “Warchalk?”


  Hafidha plumped down on the concrete where the building would cast a shadow over her screen, “Quoth Wikipedia, warchalking is: ’the drawing of symbols in public places to advertise an open Wi-Fi wireless network.’ As opposed to those non-Wi-Fi wireless networks. They’re hobo signs for geeks. Let me see what I can find.”


  


  Act IV


  


  Nothing, at first, though Hafidha was giving herself a headache from grinding her teeth. It had to be out there, though; she could see the paired semicircles from where she sat, chalked in yellow under a protective overhang, and she needed a network that bad. “Come on, baby,” she said, petting the contact pad, ignoring the grumbles of her gastric system. “Find it.”


  Reyes leaned over her shoulder as if fascinated, even though she wasn’t doing anything interesting. Hafidha grimaced and scooted a little left, closer to the symbol. If the Wi-Fi node ran off the campus network, she was hosed.


  Somebody’s baby’s mind was at stake. She could not afford to be hosed.


  Lau trotted back down the steps, vaulting the rail rather than making the turn. “Todd is getting the names of the five students he took with. At absolute worst we can contact families, get cell numbers, and start calling them. Get APBs out on their cars, if they didn’t all travel in the same vehicle.”


  “Six in a single car?” Hafidha asked, without raising her eyes from the screen. “Wheelchair,” Reyes said. “Van.”


  Hafidha took a deep breath, shifted her buttocks again, let her fingertips hover over the keys, and prayed. Please just two bars of signal. Please. Just two bars—


  As if someone had heard her, or that last scooch to the left had made the difference, blue dots flickered into existence at the bottom of the screen. Two, three, five glorious bars. “Hah!” she said. “Okay, I have it. Ten seconds.”


  In fact, the entire network seemed to have risen from the grave, and Hafidha silently retracted everything mean she had said about the IT department of the University of Nebraska, Omaha. She logged in, flipped to student activities, and in under six seconds had the name of the student organization that had reserved the room. And the names of its officers. And—


  “James Baker,” she said, and Reyes slapped his forehead.


  “God damn,” he said. “He’s using the name of one of his buddies. Okay, check all four names, and all potential combinations for local addresses. Lau—”


  But she had already vanished inside to fetch Todd.


  In the car, on the way to Baker ne Cauldwell’s address, Hafidha’s laptop maintained perfect signal, and—sitting in the back seat, typing away like a mad thing while Reyes


  drove—she shook her head at the miracle. Reyes was muttering something into his headset. Lau stared out the rear passenger-side window with stern concentration.


  Todd, on the horn to one of Reyes’ carefully selected sympathetic federal judges, was explaining that they were enroute to the home of a suspect linked to several victims whose families were prepared to swear they had been abused into emotional breakdowns, and would she please be so kind as to have her secretary fax the warrant to this number so Hafidha could print it out en route, yes I know it’s Friday night, sorry my cell got dropped, yes that was me, I called back, witnesses place him in the company of five young people right now and there may be civilians in danger in the house as we speak, please send it on? Oh, thank you.


  “What would we do without collusion?” Lau asked.


  Reyes snorted through his nose.


  “Uck,” Todd said, staring at his closed phone, a muscle twitching in the corner of his jaw. “I kind of miss the Fourth Amendment.”


  “I am become Shiva, Destroyer of Worlds,” Hafidha said, sympathetically. “El Jefe, honey, do we want to send Omaha PD on ahead?” Her stomach rumbled again. She rubbed it, mourning the half-eaten dinner back at the university. She was still hungry enough to feel dizzy, and she’d gone through her stash of almonds and peanut butter crackers already.


  Damned beta metabolism. It sounded like fun until you had to live with it.


  “No,” Reyes said. “I don’t want to send in a bunch of uninformed, unsupervised alphas when this could go cattywumpus in ways we can’t begin to articulate. Tactical can meet us at the house. We go in together.”


  “Six of them,” she reminded, and touched her gun. “Four of us.”


  “One of them,” Reyes said. “Five potential hostages. Four of us.”


  She checked the laptop again, and the GPS. “Five minutes inbound. I wish Brady were here. Okay, more info. Cauldwell, or Baker, has been teaching that self-defense class for seventeen years. Under an assumed name the whole time. Go figure.”


  “Maybe he was hiding from the government,” Todd said, dryly. “He’s not registered with the local VA.”


  “He must have converted over the summer. Oh. Here. Isn’t this interesting. Jessica Cauldwell. Age 34. Local resident. UNO graduate, actually. Raped and murdered in her home in June of last year—”


  “His daughter?” Lau asked, incredulous. “Please, tell me he didn’t.”


  “No,” Hafidha said, and Lau let out a long shuddering breath. “They caught a perp, DNA match. Actually, the BAU were involved; she was his third vic. But none of this makes any sense. Why was he using an alias seventeen years before he apparently converted?”


  Reyes said, “He was concealing his identity from his daughter. I bet you’ll find he started teaching that self-defense class around the time she matriculated. He wanted to be close enough to keep an eye on her, and she didn’t know him and had some reason to think she didn’t want to know him. Mom unhappy about getting half a husband back from the war?”


  “I won’t take that bet,” said Todd, shoulders rising around his ears.


  Hafidha’s stomach clenched. “God, does anybody have a candy bar? I’ll pay back with interest.”


  Todd reached back into the pocket where he’d stowed the cell phone, and came up with a Twix. He handed it to her diagonally across the car with his left hand. Hafidha snatched the candy. Sol had started the wrapper for her, which was the only reason she could manage it with shaking fingers. She shoved chocolate-coated cookie twigs into her mouth, barely chewing, smearing her fingers and face like a child’s. “God, not enough. Send peanuts. Anything.”


  When she lifted her head, she caught sight of Reyes’ steady gaze in the mirror. “Doctor Stephen, are you driving?”


  “Hafidha,” he answered, “what on earth are you using as a Wi-Fi spot?”


  “It’s the same Wi-Fi spot.”


  “For the last fifteen miles?”


  Hafidha’s racing thoughts crashed like the Three Stooges coming up to a flight of stairs. Her hands reached for the keyboard, jerked back, fell to the sides. “Oh,” she said, in a very little voice. “Campus network. City network? Omaha have municipal Wi-Fi?”


  “I just got off the phone with President Woodward,” Reyes said. “He mentioned that the university network is still down. How are you feeling back there, Hafidha?”


  Oh god. A catastrophic wave of understanding shook her. She grabbed the lid of the laptop and pulled it nearly shut without powering the machine down.


  Reyes’ eyes were still seeking hers in the mirror, and how the hell was he driving the car? But he didn’t pull over, and he didn’t turn around.


  It was, on one level, a tremendous display of trust. His back was to her. She was sitting immediately behind him, and even though Lau and Todd had turned to stare, neither one had a weapon in hand.


  “I feel like me?” He watched her in the mirror, silent. Waiting for what she’d say next. “Would I know, if—?”


  “I don’t know,” Reyes said. “What do you think is going on?”


  “Breakthrough,” she said, looking down at the logo on the lid of the laptop on her knees, jammed against the back of his seat. The printer, between her feet, began to chatter. “I’m manifesting. A real manifestation, not a half-assed one like seeing colors. An external ability.”


  “Hafs,” Lau said, back against the passenger door. Todd’s hand was inside his jacket. She didn’t blame them at all.


  She said, “The network is me.”


  “I concur,” Reyes answered. And then he glanced sideways at Todd, and continued, “This could be a normal stage of the beta cycle, okay? Don’t freak yourself out.”


  “Maestro?”


  “Yeah?”


  She held up her hand. Her big silver ring spun loosely on her finger. Her watchband drooped from her wrist. “I’m really, really hungry, man.”


  “Okay.” He turned down a side street. Reflexively, Hafidha checked the GPS. They were still headed the right way. “We’re on a timeline, here. I need you. If we don’t stop, are you going to eat anybody in the car?”


  Not a joke. Not given some of the things they’d seen over the years. Rather, a perfectly reasonable request for vital information. The fact that they had a job where that was a perfectly reasonable request for vital information notwithstanding.


  Hafidha’s hands tightened convulsively on the edges of the laptop. “No. I think I can survive without resorting to cannibalism. Lau, don’t think I didn’t see you reach for that gun—”


  “Actually,” Lau said, and handed Hafidha two fortune cookies, palmed from her pocket. She must have shoved them there on the way out the door.


  “Marry me,” Hafidha said, and ripped the first one out of the wrapper.


  “Eat fast,” Reyes ordered, pulling the purple Intrepid to the curb in a semi-rural residential neighborhood on the outskirts of town. Hafidha glimpsed cornfields through the cottonwood trees behind the ranch-style houses. “We’re here. Unless you need to wait in the car.”


  “Not on your life,” Hafidha said, through crumbs. “Sorry, chief.” In her best Max Smart. He was letting her come with them?


  Yes, of course. Where the team could keep an eye on her. Where the guns were, if everything went wrong.


  Reyes was a gambler at heart. And you never won big unless you risked big. That was the way the game was rigged.


  Hafidha tore the warrant off the printer one-handed. The appropriate house was immediately obvious: half a block down the street, and the only one with a van with handicapped plates in the driveway, and a wheelchair ramp up to the front door.


  “Do we go hard?”


  “He’s a cornered gamma,” Reyes said, as two tactical vans pulled up behind them. “What do you think?”


  All the shades in the unassuming white ranch were drawn, and behind them, all the lamps in every room seemed lit. In a movie, there might have been a shadow cast against the curtains to tell them where the bad guy was. But all they had was speed and ten SWAT guys in black armor and face masks.


  Lau and Reyes went down the street informing the residents to bring their kids and pets inside, though Hafidha was certain that the instant they turned away, faces would be appearing in every front-facing window.


  Doors are not as easy to kick down as they look on TV, and Brady was back in Virginia. But nobody needs melodrama when they have a hooligan tool. Todd retrieved the fireman’s forcible-entry wrecking bar from the trunk while Hafidha was velcroing her body armor on, and the team split up. Half the SWAT group and two Federal agents each front and back.


  Hafidha went to the front, with Todd. Reyes watched her walk away through narrowed eyes. She felt it like a pressure coming off her shoulders when he turned away.


  It was okay. Duke would keep an eye on her.


  Reyes and Lau reported that they were in position at the back door. Todd inserted the claws of the hooligan tool into the crack around the door and twisted it to pop the lock. The doorframe splintered on the bolt, and the panel swung heavily inward. “FBI!” Hafidha shouted. “Federal Agents!”


  She swung left as Todd swung right, clearing the living room—all tile floors and plenty of room for a wheelchair—pushing back, the SWAT guys a widening arc behind them. “Clear,” Todd called, and she yelled back an affirmation. A sunporch on her side. Reyes’ voice from the kitchen. And then from across the living room, Todd: “Here, here.


  Federal Agent! Mister Cauldwell, we have a warrant—”


  Hafidha spun, crossed the living room, ducking between SWAT guys to reach Todd, silhouetted in a doorway leading to an empty space beyond. She came up beside him, hard hold, front stance, the Glock locked at the apex of a modified Weaver grip. Todd sidestepped to make room. The two of them filled the door.


  This must once have been the den.


  Now it was an empty room with a white tile floor. A broad-shouldered double amputee of about sixty, cheekbones bright through his skin above the beard, sat in a manual wheelchair at the far end. A young man knelt beside him. Four other students crouched on the floor between Cauldwell and the door like huddled frogs, pens in their hands, each bent over scattered sheets of the same eight-and-a-half-by-eleven paper that was stacked against each wall. Piles of it, all covered over with handwriting, the paper crumpled and randomly arrayed.


  They were writing, each one scribbling away as if oblivious to the SWAT officers and the shouting FBI agents, as if writing—relentlessly, with tongues protruding in concentration—were the only way to stop the end of the world.


  The student who knelt by Cauldwell, an Asian boy who looked like he should still be in high school, wrote also. His paper was propped on the armrest of the wheelchair, and he seemed oblivious to the fact that Cauldwell held a Ka-bar fighting knife against his throat, stroking his hair with the other hand.


  The room was brilliantly lit by torchieres and a hanging chandelier. Hafidha could see the vacant expressions, the tears shining on the student’s cheeks. The creak of SWAT officers breathing behind her was almost drowned out by the buzz of adrenaline’s ugly, alluring song.


  Awful.


  She was an awful human being to miss this so much.


  She cleared her throat and said, “James Cauldwell. Federal agents. Put down the knife.”


  As, beside her, Todd said, “Reyes,” and stepped to the side as Reyes and Lau came up through the SWAT team.


  


  Act V


  


  The children just kept writing. Hafidha had the shot. Reyes told himself he was only worried about the knife. The knife, and five children scratching words on paper. “James Cauldwell?” he said.


  “Don’t tell me. You’re from the government and you’re here to help.” Cauldwell stroked the hair of the boy in his lap. He was gray-haired, bearded, his upper body massive from using his arms for everything his legs could no longer do for him. He must have been getting adequate nutrition because he still carried that muscle, though his face had been whittled gaunt by his illness. He had light eyes, framed by a squint, and his button-down shirt was open at the collar.


  He looked like Santa Claus.


  “James. I’m Stephen Reyes. I’m with the FBI and I need you to put the knife down now, man. Nobody’s died. You haven’t done anything that can’t be fixed.” A patent lie, with five children in mental institutions, but you used what you had. “Nobody has to die. We want to get you some help.” Reyes had three good agents at his back, and a hallway full of SWAT guys. He tipped his head at Hafidha: tall, implacable, a comic-book heroine


  in her black jeans and ballistic vest and beaded yellow-streaked this-a-way that-a-way braids. “But you should know that my partner here is a very good shot.”


  “Bullets,” Cauldwell said. “Who cares?”


  Carefully, feeling his way, Reyes slipped his semiautomatic back into the high-impact plastic holster on his left hip. It clicked as it settled into place, and he brought his left hand back up slowly. “Is this how you teach your students to defend themselves?”


  Cauldwell lifted the restraining hand from the boy’s hair, but the boy stayed crouched before him, pressing his throat willingly to the blade of Cauldwell’s knife. “I teach them to take care of themselves. I teach them to fight. It’s for their own good. It’s a jungle out there.”


  He laughed at his own joke; Reyes schooled himself not to wince at it. “I met one of your students at the college,” Reyes said. “You teach them how to defend themselves, all right. And I met another one of your students at a mental institution. Melanie. What did you teach her?”


  “I taught her to remember,” Cauldwell said. He touched the hair of the boy writing beside him. “This is Peter. His parents were refugees. It might have been me that made them refugees. Peter is a medium. His spirit guides put him in touch with the other side.”


  “His spirit guides,” Reyes said. “Baker. Clemente. Macgillivray.”


  “They can teach you about the jungle. They try protect us all,” Cauldwell said. “But there are too many of us. They would teach you, too.”


  Cauldwell used Peter’s name. He personalized him. Not just for Reyes. For himself. “James,” Reyes said. “Listen to me. Put down the knife. You don’t want to hurt Peter. I know you don’t.”


  Cauldwell shivered. “Nobody can protect him. You can’t protect him, Stephen Reyes. I’ve tried. I’ve tried to save him.”


  Todd and Hafidha still had the door. Lau was right behind them. Reyes gritted his teeth, thought about their line of fire, and said, softly, gently: “The way you couldn’t protect Jessica?”


  Cauldwell looked into Reyes’ eyes, and Reyes feels the reach. The touch, the hard clutch, the black-water calm of the anomaly. And then jungle, sweat, heat, swamp, savagery. The way the knife goes into flesh, the scrape on bone and the suck when you pull it free. The burning children. The trickles of red thin blood left behind when you pry loose the leeches. The young refugee women, so emaciated they look like old men. The hard bulge of a fat tick in your ear, filling the canal, too swollen on blood to pry loose in the field.


  You can feel the legs wriggling, sometimes.


  “Exorcise it,” Cauldwell says. “It’s okay. Give it voice. Give them voice. Exorcise them. Here. I’ll show you. You have to learn, Stephen Reyes. It’s for your own good. You can’t save anyone.”


  He raises the black, glittering, enormous pen, brandishes it with a dramatic flourish. A sheet of white paper spreads, waiting, across his lap, ready to be scribed with red irrevocable words.


  “No,” Reyes cries, lunging forward, because of course what the gamma has in his hand isn’t a pen—


  The loudest sound in the world knocked Stephen Reyes to his knees.


  The knife rose. Reyes dove, impossibly far. There were still four victims on the floor between him and Cauldwell and the hostage.


  Hafidha rolled her finger on the trigger.


  Gamma.


  She fired once. Twice. Cauldwell’s powerful shoulders bulged as he heaved himself up in the chair, lifting the knife. Thrice. A fourth time. He might be dead already, but four bullets would not stop him. Gamma. Hafidha was in front of Lau, and Reyes lunged up into her line of fire. “Dammit!” Somehow, she stopped the fifth shot. Sent it into the ceiling, upward jerk of her hands. Shit. Not gun safety, man. “REYES!”


  Not listening. No, both hands on the gamma’s knife wrist, scrambling over the Asian kid, who was rolling on the floor, being kicked, clutching his pen, jabbing through paper, still writing.


  Cauldwell might not have any legs from mid-thigh down, but he had inches on Reyes across the shoulders, and the Kevlar wouldn’t do much against a stab. The gamma tumbled from his wheelchair, pulled Reyes to the floor, rolled atop him. Matte-finished knives don’t glint, but Hafidha swore the thing winked wickedly as Cauldwell reared back, kneeling on his stumps, broke Reyes’ grip on his wrist. Cauldwell’s blood fountained with every breath.


  One shot, Hafidha thought, as Todd stepped up beside her.


  She took a hard grip on the butt of her pistol, dropped her gaze to the front sight, and pressed off one more as Todd’s gun roared on her right.


  The gamma jerked. The knife didn’t fall.


  Follow through. Resight. Press. And again. And again. Todd, too. One more. The gamma’s head was a fine red mist now, let’s be honest, but once the adrenaline starts pulling the trigger, the trigger gets pulled. She rattled like shaken paper. It was okay.


  One more—


  Cauldwell teetered and the last pair of rounds—hers, and Duke’s—caught him square in the chest and knocked him back. The knife in his convulsing hand chinked off the floor.


  Reyes rolled to the side and squirmed out from under, pulling his knees up, grimacing behind a mask of blood. His mouth worked. He wouldn’t spit at the crime scene, but Hafidha didn’t blame him for wanting to.


  She lowered the firearm, but kept it ready, listening to the last hiss of Cauldwell’s breath through his ruined face. He looked like the autopsy photos of Bugsy Siegel.


  “Blood precautions,” Reyes said. “How’s the kid?”


  Todd picked his footing through the room like a stag moving through the woods in autumn. He knelt beside the Asian boy, who curled tight, face to knees, shoulders shaking with panicked breath. Gently, he prised the pen from the young man’s fingers.


  No response.


  “He’s stopped writing.” Todd laid the pen back down beside his hand.


  * * * * *


  


  


  This time, Todd was waiting when she came in. Not behind the desk, in the alpha-wolf chair, or in the nappy burnt orange lounger… but seated leaning forward on the ratty sofa beside the door. She didn’t see him at first; she expected the visitor to have taken the position of power, and she scanned the far side of the room, her forehead wrinkling. “Melanie,” he said. Softly, so she didn’t jump.


  The antipsychotics were probably making her thick-headed anyway, and then there was the schizophrenic suppression of affect. Her eyes were glazed, the blink-rate too slow. But, eventually, she focused on him.


  “Sit down?” he said.


  She nodded. He expected her to share the couch, but she plunked down on the floor. Oh, no. I wonder where I’ve seen that before?


  He scooted off the couch and landed crosslegged in front of her, corduroy binding his thighs. “I just came to see how you were doing. I’m—”


  “Agent Todd,” she said. “I remember you. You’re one of the FBI guys.”


  He nodded.


  She said, “My mom brought me newspaper clippings. She said Jim used drugs to make us see things that weren’t real?”


  Todd looked down at his hands, at the hangnail on his right thumb. “We’re not exactly sure how it worked.”


  “I liked him.” She closed her eyes. “He was nice to me. Not like—”


  Yeah, kid. Todd wanted to reach out and put a hand on her shoulder, but that would be inappropriate. Sorry your surrogate father-figure turned out to be a monster, too. And it wouldn’t help her at all for him to tell her it wasn’t Cauldwell’s fault. Go ahead and hate him for a while. It makes it easier. “It wasn’t your fault,” Todd said. Sometimes, all you can offer is absolution.


  She licked cracked lips. Her eyes stayed down. “The doctor says I’m making progress. But I can still feel—”


  The heat. The brush of leaves against your face. The way your foot slips in mud inside a waterlogged boot.


  “He broke my life,” she said. “I want it back. I want it—”


  “Hey,” Todd said. “Melanie. Look at me.”


  She lifted her chin.


  “It’s like a car wreck, okay? It happened. You got hurt. But the war is over, kiddo. You made it through. Everything is going to be okay now.”


  “Really?”


  And Todd took a breath and smiled, and lied like a fox. She’d figure it out eventually, the lie and the reasons for it, after she didn’t need so badly to believe it anymore.


  “Really. It just takes time, is all.”


  Upon due consideration, Chaz concluded that the real reason Reyes usually didn’t bring Hafidha into the field was that they missed her too much during the administrative leave, should she happen to shoot somebody. Todd was out too, of course, also due back today. And Worth, Brady, Falkner, and Lau were on a case in Seattle, leaving Chaz and Reyes to mind the ranch, keep the home fires burning, and wrangle cliches.


  Fortunately, so far the field team had been getting by on old fashioned street- pounding, but Chaz had been quietly terrified that the call would come in for some heavy database herding and he’d be the only one available to do it. So when somebody said from the doorway, “Hey, Platypus, get out of my chair,” he almost crowed with joy.


  Instead, he blanked and locked the screens—reflexively: Falkner was a bit of a martinet about it and Hafs was worse—rose awkwardly and said, “Hey! It’s Eliot Ness! There’s still six doughnuts in the kitchen.”


  She tipped her head and smiled. “You wrote it on your calendar.”


  He tapped his forehead. And went to fetch her food.


  The doughnuts delivered, Chaz leaned a hip against the desk a few feet from where Hafidha sat and watched her eat the first two. “How did it go with Dad?”


  She shrugged, and washed down jelly doughnut with a swallow of milk. “I think Il Dottore would like to put a tracking collar on me, and maybe a microchip in my butt so they know where to ship me home to if I stray. But since I’ve spent the last three weeks jumping through every hoop he can devise, my veto held. Did we figure out the mechanism in the Omaha case?”


  “It was catharsis,” he said, when her mouth was full of doughnut again. “They thought he was teaching them to contact spirits. But he was just channeling his own trauma through them, over and over again. Slamming neurons to induce hallucinations. Retraining their brains to operate like the minds of schizophrenics. And one by one, they were going mad.”


  “We say ’experiencing a psychotic break,’” Hafidha said, swilling coffee.


  Chaz took a deep breath. “How much of it do you think was the anomaly, and how much was Vietnam, and how much was just James Cauldwell?”


  She stared, and he backtracked hastily.


  “You did the right thing,” he said. “I didn’t mean to suggest otherwise. You doing better on the food front?”


  She lifted her chin, still staring. He saw it from his peripheral vision, because he wasn’t looking at her directly. “Starting to gain some weight back,” she said. “There were a couple of bad days there. I honestly couldn’t eat enough to keep up. You’re worried. About you.”


  “Well, duh.” He looked at his wristwatch. “Breakthrough. It’s scary.”


  She shrugged. She was still staring, so he figured he might as well stop faking inattention. When his eyes slid over to her, she said, “Well, except for the part where I did it without even noticing. Seriously. It’s a great toy, Chaz. I have wireless. Everywhere. And hey, look at this!”


  She turned to the computers. She wiggled her left hand as if on the mouse. Screens lit up, data scrolled.


  Chaz felt his pupils dilate. “I am totally sick with envy, you know.”


  “I know,” she said. “I would be too. That’s why I’m buying you lunch today.”


  “What?”


  “I just cancelled my broadband, smarty-boy. I’ve got thirty-nine bucks a month I’ve got to blow on something, and my closet’s already full of shoes.”


  It was hard to stay jealous around somebody so damned pleased to be themselves.


  “You really like this, don’t you?”


  “I really, really do.” There was an edge on it, though. A kind of melancholy. Chaz was a good enough profiler to catch it when it hit him between the eyes.


  And he was a good enough profiler to defuse it, too. “Man, why do you get all the good stuff? If I got a manifestation, it would probably be miraculous projectile vomiting.” His voice wobbled. He hadn’t realized it wasn’t a phrase you could say with a straight face. “Bah. You have your uses.”


  He grinned, but she wasn’t over being half-sad. Her fingers moved, a little twitch, as if she were keyboarding. They never left the arms of her chair. Screen savers blossomed everywhere. She turned and gave him a look. “I liked the field, too,” she said. “I miss the heart-racing thing, sometimes.”


  “Even when you wind up shooting somebody?”


  Okay, way to go, cowboy. Smooooth. He waited for her face to crumple, for the shakes in her hands. It’s what he would have done.


  But she just looked down at them and shook her head. “He was trying to put a knife in Reyes, honey. I feel okay about it, actually.” And then she took a big deep breath and said, “Hey Chaz?”


  “Hafs?”


  “If… if anything bad happens?” She held up her pinky, crooked. “Promise me you won’t let me do anything like that to anybody, man? You’ll do what you have to? Pinky- swear?”


  “You won’t.” He hooked his own pinky around hers, feeling the dry warmth of her skin. He hoped she wouldn’t notice that he hadn’t promised. “Pinky-swear.”


  She looked at him for a long time before she nodded and pulled back her hand. “People,” Chaz said, shaking his head. “You think you know a girl, and she turns out to be a gunslinger.” He was angling for a laugh, and didn’t get it. Dammit, this had not been supposed to be an awkward conversation, all sharp angles and obliques. He swallowed. And then he stepped away from her chair. “Like this thing with the will, and my mom.”


  Oh, there it was. The track he’d needed to get around to the thing he had to say, and didn’t know how: You’re not what I thought you were, Hafidha. But it doesn’t matter, because you are still and will always be my friend.


  Still, and always. The only person in the world who got it, or ever would.


  He could get there from here. He could tell, because she made a circle with one hand and asked, “You going to go to Texas?”


  “Eventually.” He shrugged. “In my copious spare time. But yeah, I think I can face it. It’s just a house she used to live in, right?”


  “It’s just the place where she grew up,” Hafidha said. She picked up a third doughnut and took a bite, and handed him the fourth. “It worries you.”


  “I thought I knew who she was,” he said. “I remember her really well. Nobody in the foster system believed that, you know. They thought I was making things up. And I know—” He shook his head. It took a deep breath to get through the pain trying to lock his throat. “—I know she didn’t leave me on purpose. But that’s the way addiction works. The addiction is more important than anything else, in the end. It’s like cancer. It eats everything it touches. Oh, damn. “


  The tension in the muscles of his face made his head ache, all the way around to the back. Hafidha reached out, softly, and touched his hand. “Can’t do that with the wireless in my head,” she said, to make him smile.


  He blinked rapidly, and got the stinging in his eyes under control.


  She pulled her hand back. “While we’re on the topic, c’mere. Wanna show you something. I got nosy while I was out. One more fucking Minnesota Multimoronic Personality Inventory and I was going to bite somebody. Probably El Jefe. “


  Chaz turned to see her screens. The screensaver zipped off and a page of text popped up front and center. It looked like a scanned magazine article, dated early 1978. “’One Thousand In Guyana.’ Solomon Todd. Oh, my.”


  “You knew he was a reporter before he was FBI.”


  “I didn’t know he was a reporter in fucking Jonestown.”


  “Well,” she said. “I guess he got out before.”


  “Before,” Chaz echoed. She meant: before nine hundred and nine people died in a mass-murder/suicide of Biblical proportions. Chaz shook his head. “You’d never guess it to look at him, would you?”


  Hafidha looked at Chaz, and shook her head, smiling. “No. You’d never guess.” And then she said, very carefully, “You think you understand people, you know? You know what they eat, you know how they take their coffee.” She gestured with the pastry in her hand. “You know what kind of doughnuts they like. So you think you know them. You think you know yourself.”


  “Yeah,” Chaz said, understanding. “You think so. And then you don’t. You really don’t.”


  He touched her shoulder. She laid her cheek against his knuckles briefly.


  He said, “But that’s okay.”


  


  Epilgoue


  


  He who makes a beast out of himself gets rid of the pain of being a man.


  —Samuel Johnson


  


  


  The Living Word


  Baltimore, MD


  April, 2007.


  The woman standing by the crosswalk shoved a flyer at Hafidha. “Have you found Jesus?”


  Hafidha stopped. “No.” She held eye contact until the woman—white, middle-aged, suburban upper middle class, not the usual profile for a streetcorner proselytizer— shifted nervously. Then she smiled and took the flyer. “But if I see him, I’ll tell him you’re looking for him.”


  She was two blocks away before she looked at the flyer in her hand. Kinko’s made professional-looking flyers possible for the rankest of amateurs, but whoever had made this one had a good eye for graphic design. THE TRUTH IS REVEALED UNTO US, it said. THE LIVING WORD OF GOD WILL SPEAK TO YOU. 7 P.M., EVERY WEDNESDAY. And then an address that was almost certainly a store-front.


  Something about it tickled at her bullshit detector. But—photocopy, no love there. She muttered under her breath: “Stupid-ass old-skool ink-on-paper information delivery system.” No seeing pretty colors here, even if this chatty Living Word of God was made of jam.


  But then, the world was crammed full of non-anomaloid kooks. Odds were against it. And people didn’t just hand you the start of a case file on a street corner. So, no.


  It still tickled.


  She’d bet they had an online presence. Hell, her dry cleaner had an online presence. Take maybe five minutes to find ’em. Nobody would miss five minutes out of her otherwise-productive day…


  


  


  Significant


  J. Edgar Hoover Building


  Washington, D.C.


  June 2007


  Brady returned from his second coffee pilgrimage of the morning and saw Daphne Worth putting a framed 5x7 prominently on her desk, with the air of one who wanted it to be commented on. “Pretty lady,” Brady said. “Who is she?”


  Worth grinned at him, and he knew bravado when he saw it. “Guess.”


  Chaz spun his chair around. She obligingly angled the picture so he could see it. “Sister.”


  “Chaz honey,” said Hafidha, leaning hip-shot against the divider, “you are not even trying. Daph and that lady are sisters about the same way I’m the long lost twin of Josephine Baker.”


  “But Hafidha,” Brady said, “you are the long lost twin of Josephine Baker.”


  “You gonna pay good money to see my fan dance?”


  “Try again,” Worth said, eyes bright. She was almost bouncing in her chair, nervous but brazening it out. Brady’d given her an out, a distraction, and she’d refused it. Interesting.


  “College roommate? Childhood friend?”


  Hafidha rolled her eyes and said, drawling the syllables out for maximum effect, “Girlfriend? As in, significant other?”


  “Bing bing bing bing bing!” Worth said. “Ladies and gentlemen, we have a winner!”


  She was scared, but she wasn’t backing down, as if she could make this go well through sheer force of personality, committed to telling the truth with her whole heart. Worth sought the truth like a grail knight. Brady supposed he shouldn’t be surprised she would wear its favor on her sleeve in personal matters as much as in her work. He felt a little hollow. You’re a better man than I am, Gunga Din.


  Hafidha must either have known already or have guessed almost at once. She didn’t miss a beat. “What do I win?”


  “What do you want?”


  “As the long lost twin of Josephine Baker, I want a smooch.”


  “Is this sexual harrassment in the workplace?”


  “Only if you feel harrassed, Peaches,” Hafidha said. Worth laughed a delighted overbubbling laugh, got up, and gave Hafidha a smacking kiss on the cheek.


  “No PDA in the bullpen,” Reyes said from his office door.


  Chaz was still processing. “You’re a lesbian?”


  “Bisexual.” Worth’s grin widened and she leaned over Chaz, curling her fingers into claws. “No one is safe from my predatory ways!”


  Chaz, after a moment’s puzzled and genuine alarm, shrank back in his chair, crying, “Aunty Em! Aunty Em!” in a remarkably good Judy Garland impression.


  Hafidha said, “Your Aunty Em won’t save you now, boy. Ain’t you heard? We aren’t in Kansas anymore.”


  Reyes made an I-give-up face and went back into his office, closing the door behind him.


  And Brady, finally, began to laugh.


  


  


  Standoff


  FBI Headquarters,


  J. Edgar Hoover Building,


  Washington, D.C.,


  March, 2004


  Hafidha could feel Stephen Reyes too damned close behind her chair. She pretended she didn’t and started writing another set of search filters.


  “Can I see you in my office, please?” His voice was neutral, which, she already knew, meant absolutely nothing.


  Hafidha turned in her chair and draped her arm over the back. “You can.”


  It took him half a beat to figure it out, and his mouth lifted and compressed at one corner. Smart boy, Il Dottore. She almost wished she could have held off, just long enough to get more of a taste of this. No, better to do it now, before it hurt.


  “Would you come with me to my office, please?”


  “Sure thing.” She hit three keys to throw up the password-locked screensavers on her monitors and spun her chair. He’d already started out the door.


  Hafidha followed Reyes through the bullpen. Peretti looked up at Reyes before his eyes shifted to her. He blinked, opened his mouth, seemed to reconsider, and turned back to the file in front of him.


  Solomon Todd came out of the kitchenette and spotted her. His eyebrows lifted a little, just enough to line his forehead. He stuck out his lower lip in thought. Then he nodded to her and went on to his desk.


  It was stupid. It wasn’t as if it mattered. But that nod gave her a little warm, soft ball in her chest. It’s been nice working with you, Agent Todd. A week I’ll treasure always.


  In his office, Reyes waved at the visitor’s chair. She sat in it, and he closed the door. As she’d expected, he settled behind his desk, hands side by side and flat on the surface, before he spoke. “This building is full of people who voted for Ronald Reagan.”


  Hafidha widened her eyes and made an O of her mouth. “Oh, no. Sir, just tell me what I can do to help.”


  He looked down and pressed his lips together. Point to her. “Unfamiliar things make them nervous. Things that don’t fit their world picture make them very nervous.”


  He stopped and stared at her. So Hafidha stared back and nodded.


  “Shadow Unit is so far out of their comfort zone that ’nervous’ applies about as well as ’unfortunate’ does to the Waco seige.”


  She didn’t laugh, but she knew he could see her throat compress around it. Point to him.


  “I’m trying to keep us as much off the radar as I can, under the circumstances,” he continued. “The more successful I am at that, the better it is for the unit. We need a certain amount of hands-off attitude to get results.”


  “Yes, sir,” Hafidha said, since it seemed like a good time to say something.


  He clasped his hands. “You’re making that harder.”


  Battle is joined. She put a layer of sad-and-earnest on her face. “I know. I’m the wrong color. I’m a girl. But I thought, with all those federal anti-discrimination laws— ”


  “You know what I’m talking about.”


  She smiled. She couldn’t help it.


  He added, “That is not how FBI agents dress.”


  Hafidha did a quick inventory. Cowboy boots gleaming. Distressed-velvet skirt a little wrinkled, no helping that, but draping nicely. Vintage ladies’ suit jacket, blue raw silk with covered buttons and asymmetrical lapels—best thing in her closet. No need to check her hair. It was cornrowed to top-of-ear height, then sprang free in natural curls to her shoulders. She’d done the purple streaks on Saturday. All her earrings matched.


  Yep, perfectly groomed, professional, and a credit to herself. Last week she’d only been two out of three. She’d needed a week to know if this fight was worth having. “Face it, not many of them could dress like this.”


  He raked his fingers through his own dense, barbered hair. “I’m asking for your help.” Oh, hell. That took the fun right out of it. “I get that. Look, Secret Service? I was navy- blue suit and hair scraped back and nice black flat-heeled shoes every damned day. I did it because I loved the job, and that’s what the job demanded. That I leave me at home. “And look what that got me.”


  The line of his jaw changed, hardened. Teeth clenched, probably. Join the club, Doctor Reyes.


  “Now you want me here, working for you. And you promise that nobody will give me shit for what I am now. Well, this is what I am now. If you want the Real Me, you have to take the whole package.”


  “Or?”


  “Or I find someone in the private sector to love and cherish the multifaceted wonder that is me.” Maybe she could find a place in the private sector, maybe. One that wouldn’t require a disguise harder to live behind than a navy-blue suit.


  She saw something happen behind his eyes and added, “Or is this The Village, and I’m a number after all?”


  “You mean, do I want you where I can keep an eye on you? Of course I do. But if I meant to lock you up, you would be already.”


  “So. What do we do?”


  Reyes stared at her, his mouth working a little. “I guess,” he said slowly, “I run interference for you, while you work miracles for me.”


  It took a second for it to register. “No dress code?”


  “I wouldn’t go that far. And neither would you.”


  She was weak with relief. My God, she’d wanted to stay. She hadn’t known it until this moment. “Yes, sir. Very good, Capitaine.”


  “I think I prefer ’sir’.”


  “Of course you do.” She smiled, stood, and crossed the room to the door. The cowboy boots made an authoritative noise even on the carpet. She loved that. “Oh, and I should warn you. I’m getting a tattoo.”


  Reyes laced his fingers together under his chin. “I already have one.”


  Her smile stretched beyond her control. She bowed from the waist and let herself out into the bullpen and her future.


  


  The Ladies


  


  


  


  


  Quincy, Massachusetts


  February 1797


  


  Mrs. John Adams looked to her sewing. The sealed letter she ignored with such presence of intention rested on a round wooden table beside her as she tugged thread taut, knotted, and snipped it with the scissors hung on a ribbon around her neck.


  She knew the round cramped handwriting that addressed the folded paper and the seal that closed it, and although she would not glance at it, she knew without lifting the seal what it contained. The postmark was Philadelphia, and the color of the wax was a signal long arranged.


  She felt it as if it were no mere note, but the soft-spoken, ginger-haired author himself at her elbow, valiantly refraining from clearing his throat. It would be easier if he were here, Mrs. Adams thought, as she measured another length of thread.


  It would have been easier to hear this news in person, from the Secretary of State’s lips, in Mr. Jefferson’s own gentle lisp.


  But perhaps it was just that the news come in a letter. Letters of her own had started all this foolishness, after all. She had no one to blame but herself.


  


  Quincy, Massachusetts


  May 7, 1776


  


  . . . I cannot say that I think you are very generous to the ladies; for, whilst you are proclaiming peace and good-will to men, emancipating all nations, you insist upon retaining an absolute power over wives.


  But you must remember that arbitrary power is like most other things which are very hard, very liable to be broken; and, notwithstanding all your wise laws and maxims, we have it in our power, not only to free ourselves, but to subdue our masters, and without violence, throw both your natural and legal authority at our feet …


  —Abigail Smith Adams, from a letter to John Adams


  


  


  Monticello


  February 5.96


  


  Dear Madam


  It is with some trepidation that I take pen in hand to broach this subject, but as I have before me the example of you own courage in remonstrating with me on principles that you held dear, I can offer you no lesser respect. I will seem to make you a shocking proposition, dear Madam, but I must beg you hear me out in deference to the love I bear your husband and your self. I write to you as your friend and not in my capacity as Secretary of State.


  The course of events might have followed rather differently had I remained in Paris with Mr. Franklin. But the example of that failed revolution lies before us—with all its madness of “la terreur n’est autre chose que la justice prompte, sévère, inflexible”—and we have seen now what happens when the state falls to the mob and the coercion of monarchist neighbors. If our own fragile republic is to remain unified in the face of the British threat, factionalism and the monarchist tendencies of some must be laid by.


  Having endured one war, I harbor now no desire ever to witness another.


  You wrote to me with such passion during the late convention of Philadelphia as to make me a convert to your cause of female emancipation, and of course my daughter Mary shared with me your correspondence to her. But although our labors to see suffrage extended to your gentle sex have borne fruit, and with Mr. Adams’ sometimes grudging assistance we have seen a bill of the inalienable rights of man included in the body of the constitution, the position of your sex may not be regarded as secure until we have demonstrated in practice as well as principle the gentle strength of your will.


  And fear not, dear Madam, that I should in any wise reveal to Mr. Adams how directly your letters influenced me, as I know how dearly he opposed your efforts toward equality. Also, I profess myself in your sincere debt, for I know very well whose temperate persuasion brought Mr. Adams (and the Massachusetts delegation with him) to support my proposed bill of rights. Ours was not so unlikely an alliance after all.


  But there are those who are not so sanguine as to the benefit of our great accomplishment, and who hold suffrage for women and free discourse of the press as hazardous portals to sedition and revolution. It would be not amiss to demonstrate the resilience of our own State in the face the failures of France, and the threats from monarchist powers abroad who find in our noble experiment an incitement to their oppressed.


  Let me speak plainly. In the interests of precedent, President Washington will not seek re-election to a third term. Mr. Adams, I do not doubt, plans to run again, and will not be contented with the vice-president’s share this time, though you might know more of that than should I.


  I shall make a bid for president as well—if I am not put out of place by Mr. Burr—and you may tell your husband you have it from me in the spirit of great friendship.


  Simply put, my proposition is thus. Dear Madam, you are eloquent out of proportion to your sex. It is my belief that to secure the position of your fair sisters in our young republic, and to demonstrate and ensure your power, you must run for President in opposition to your husband and myself.


  Th: Jefferson


  


  


  Quincy, Massachusetts


  February 1797


  


  The needle tugged thread taut at the edge of the buttonhole. Mrs. Adams lifted the strand to her lips and bit, forgetting her scissors until the pain of worn teeth reminded her. She set the shirt in her lap and stroked the fine linen. It would be her husband’s inaugural shirt.


  One way or another.


  Oh, how they had argued. First she with Mr. Jefferson, that no wife should—publicly—offer her husband anything but support, no matter that she might speak her mind in private. But the Secretary of State had at length convinced her. Jefferson could be profoundly convincing, when he cared to, and having used that talent for her own ends Mrs. Adams knew the truth of it.


  Another truth was that she owed him a tremendous debt, and his arguments were very tidy. John’s Federalism was all very well, but the other major power in the Federalist party, Alexander Hamilton, given reign, would do no less that erode the rights that Jefferson had fought for, and that an emergent two-party system—Adams and the Federalists on one side, Jefferson and the Democratic-Republicans on the other—and in the end he convinced her.


  And then Mrs. Adams and Mr. Jefferson had remonstrated more or less gently with Mr. Adams.


  John had brought his own objections to bear. First, that there was no party for Mrs. Adams; second, that she and John would divide any Federalist vote, leaving the election to Mr. Jefferson and the Republicans.


  Jefferson countered the first with the proclamation that he proposed a great experiment, which must prove whether a woman—in the perfect privacy of her ballot—would vote her sex, or her husband’s politics. “Perhaps a Women’s Party will grow up to support Mrs. Adams. And John,” Jefferson said, gangling elbows pressing his coat to his sides as he leaned forward, “do you doubt that any of us could manage the job?”


  We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all persons are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.—That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among People, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed, —That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath shewn, that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed.


  —Thomas Jefferson, declaration adopted July 4, 1776


  


  


  Of course it had not all gone smoothly. But perhaps Mr. Jefferson had foreseen that as well. Fortunately for Mrs. Adams’ peace of mind, she was not expected to campaign—it was considered gauche in a presidential election, which should be decided on the demonstrated abilities of the candidates—but that did not mean there were those who would not campaign for her.


  And against her.


  She ceased reading the papers. Nabby, her namesake and eldest daughter, kept track of the news and reported back as needful. “The revolutionary spirit has infected us,” she told her mother, with her cheeks quite flushed. “Women march for you in Boston, Mama.”


  Mrs. Adams set aside her embroidery hoop and smoothed the tablecloth she was working over her knees. A strange courting excitement filled her, as if she were young and John were seeking her hand again, but she calmed her face and said, “A few women in Boston do not an election make.”


  Nabby bounced on the lip of her chair, unladylike. “Not a few. Upwards of a thousand, and many over their husband’s protests. And the paper says they wear ribbon sashes embroidered with your name.”


  


  


  


  Philadelphia


  December 14.96


  


  Dear Madam


  The college of electors have received the will of the men and women of their several states and in their turn cast their own votes. Here at the Capitol we have awaited the arrival of the certificates and the disposition of our fates with, I have no doubt, no less trepidation than you must have experienced at your pretty farm in Quincy. If there is no majority, it will go to the House of Representatives to decide, but I do not think that will be the case this time.


  In your last letter, you intimated that if you should defeat your husband, you would step aside in his favor. That in the face of war between France and Britain, you felt it vital to show your support for him as his friend and helpmeet. While I applaud your devotion to felicity, you must not.


  Had I been in France, had I not heeded your words, had the constitution been differently written, we would not have found ourselves at this crossroads. But here we are, and here you are, and it is I think our incumbency to look unflinching forward to generations to come.


  I do not know if Mr. Adams has written you already, either as your husband or in his capacity as vice president, but as I intimated, we have received the electoral certificates. The second president and vice president of the United States of American have been chosen, and it waits only a few weeks for that choice to be revealed.


  Of course it will be some time before the official opening and tabulation of the votes in February, when we will know for certain who has won. But rumor flies on swifter wings than any post, and I have heard some tally of the number of women sent to serve among the electors, and the number of Federalists.


  I may say with reasonable expectation of certitude that the second president of this republic will not bear the name of Jefferson.


  As such, the letter informing you of the house’s decision will be executed by my hand as secretary of state.


  Not as secretary but as your friend, I will see it sent swiftly, and to your notice. And for whatever small kindness I may yet manage, Madam, I shall seal it with red wax for the mistress, or blue wax for the master of the house, that you may have advice of the contents.


  Of course, I may offer no speculation now what that letter may contain. But again, I beg you, think on the republic and consider carefully whether you shall efface yourself, should the contest be decided in your favor. As I have taken up your argument for suffrage, I pray you carry on with the strength of your convictions if you are rewarded with the admiration of free women, and perhaps in some small regard the wisest of the men. The republic lies before us. Let us begin as we mean to go on.


  You have called me persuasive. Allow me to persuade you now. Surely, your domestic harmony—and the great love and friendship between yourself and Mr. Adams—can withstand any eventuality.


  What today we choose may echo.


  Th: Jefferson


  


  


  Quincy, Massachusetts


  February 1797


  


  Abigail thrust her needle through the linen, and reached for her scissors again. She snipped, considered, and laid the shirt aside over the table, beside the letter.


  After a moment, she stood shakily, and took up the envelope. Her thumb stroked the red wax seal.


  “John,” she called, walking firm of stride toward her husband’s study, “a letter’s come from Tom.”


  


  1 (“Terror is nothing other than prompt, severe, inflexible justice.”)


  — Robespierre, 17 pluviôse an II [May 2nd, 1794]


  


  Shoggoths in Bloom


  


  


  


  


  “Well, now, Professor Harding,” the fisherman says, as his Bluebird skips across Penobscot Bay, “I don’t know about that. The jellies don’t trouble with us, and we don’t trouble with them.”


  He’s not much older than forty, but wizened, his hands work-roughened and his face reminiscent of saddle-leather, in texture and in hue. Professor Harding’s age, and Harding watches him with concealed interest as he works the Bluebird’s engine. He might be a veteran of the Great War, as Harding is.


  He doesn’t mention it. It wouldn’t establish camaraderie: they wouldn’t have fought in the same units or watched their buddies die in the same trenches.


  That’s not the way it works, not with a Maine fisherman who would shake his head and not extend his hand to shake, and say, between pensive chaws on his tobacco, “Doctor Harding? Well, huh. I never met a colored professor before,” and then shoot down all of Harding’s attempts to open conversation about the near-riots provoked by a fantastical radio drama about an alien invasion of New York City less than a fortnight before.


  Harding’s own hands are folded tight under his armpits so the fisherman won’t see them shaking. He’s lucky to be here. Lucky anyone would take him out. Lucky to have his tenure-track position at Wilberforce, which he is risking right now.


  The bay is as smooth as a mirror, the Bluebird’s wake cutting it like a stroke of chalk across slate. In the peach-sorbet light of sunrise, a cluster of rocks glistens. The boulders themselves are black, bleak, sea-worn and ragged. But over them, the light refracts through a translucent layer of jelly, mounded six feet deep in places, glowing softly in the dawn. Rising above it, the stalks are evident as opaque silhouettes, each nodding under the weight of a fruiting body.


  Harding catches his breath. It’s beautiful. And deceptively still, for whatever the weather may be, beyond the calm of the bay, across the splintered gray Atlantic, farther than Harding—or anyone—can see, a storm is rising in Europe.


  Harding’s an educated man, well-read, and he’s the grandson of Nathan Harding, the buffalo soldier. An African-born ex-slave who fought on both sides of the Civil War, when Grampa Harding was sent to serve in his master’s place, he deserted, and lied, and stayed on with the Union army after.


  Like his grandfather, Harding was a soldier. He’s not a historian, but you don’t have to be to see the signs of war.


  “No contact at all?” he asks, readying his borrowed Leica camera.


  “They clear out a few pots,” the fisherman says, meaning lobster pots. “But they don’t damage the pot. Just flow around it and digest the lobster inside. It’s not convenient.” He shrugs. It’s not convenient, but it’s not a threat either. These Yankees never say anything outright if they think you can puzzle it out from context.


  “But you don’t try to do something about the shoggoths?”


  While adjusting the richness of the fuel mixture, the fisherman speaks without looking up. “What could we do to them? We can’t hurt them. And lord knows, I wouldn’t want to get one’s ire up.”


  “Sounds like my department head,” Harding says, leaning back against the gunwale, feeling like he’s taking an enormous risk. But the fisherman just looks at him curiously, as if surprised the talking monkey has the ambition or the audacity to joke.


  Or maybe Harding’s just not funny. He sits in the bow with folded hands, and waits while the boat skips across the water.


  The perfect sunrise strikes Harding as symbolic. It’s taken him five years to get here—five years, or more like his entire life since the War. The seaswept rocks of the remote Maine coast are habitat to a panoply of colorful creatures. It’s an opportunity, a little-studied maritime ecosystem. This is in part due to difficulty of access and in part due to the perils inherent in close contact with its rarest and most spectacular denizen: Oracupoda horibilis, the common surf shoggoth.


  Which, after the fashion of common names, is neither common nor prone to linger in the surf. In fact, O. horibilis is never seen above the water except in the late autumn. Such authors as mention them assume the shoggoths heave themselves on remote coastal rocks to bloom and breed.


  Reproduction is a possibility, but Harding isn’t certain it’s the right answer. But whatever they are doing, in this state, they are torpid, unresponsive. As long as their integument is not ruptured, releasing the gelatinous digestive acid within, they may be approached in safety.


  A mature specimen of O. horibilis, at some fifteen to twenty feet in diameter and an estimated weight in excess of eight tons, is the largest of modern shoggoths. However, the admittedly fragmentary fossil record suggests the prehistoric shoggoth was a much larger beast. Although only two fossilized casts of prehistoric shoggoth tracks have been recovered, the oldest exemplar dates from the Precambrian period. The size of that single prehistoric specimen, of a species provisionally named Oracupoda antediluvius, suggests it was made an animal more than triple the size of the modern O. horibilis.


  And that spectacular living fossil, the jeweled or common surf shoggoth, is half again the size of the only other known species—the black Adriatic shoggoth, O. dermadentata, which is even rarer and more limited in its range.


  “There,” Harding says, pointing to an outcrop of rock. The shoggoth or shoggoths—it is impossible to tell, from this distance, if it’s one large individual or several merged midsize ones—on the rocks ahead glisten like jelly confections. The fisherman hesitates, but with a long almostsilent sigh, he brings the Bluebird around. Harding leans forward, looking for any sign of intersection, the flat plane where two shoggoths might be pressed up against one another. It ought to look like the rainbowed border between conjoined soap bubbles.


  Now that the sun is higher, and at their backs—along with the vast reach of the Atlantic—Harding can see the animal’s colors. Its body is a deep sea green, reminiscent of hunks of broken glass as sold at aquarium stores. The tendrils and knobs and fruiting bodies covering its dorsal surface are indigo and violet. In the sunlight, they dazzle, but in the depths of the ocean the colors are perfect camouflage, tentacles waving like patches of algae and weed.


  Unless you caught it moving, you’d never see the translucent, dappled monster before it engulfed you.


  “Professor,” the fisherman says. “Where do they come from?”


  “I don’t know,” Harding answers. Salt spray itches in his close-cropped beard, but at least the beard keeps the sting of the wind off his cheeks. The leather jacket may not have been his best plan, but it too is warm. “That’s what I’m here to find out.”


  Genus Oracupoda are unusual among animals of their size in several particulars. One is their lack of anything that could be described as a nervous system. The animal is as bereft of nerve nets, ganglia, axons, neurons, dendrites, and glial cells as an oak. This apparent contradiction— animals with even simplified nervous systems are either large and immobile or, if they are mobile, quite small, like a starfish—is not the only interesting thing about a shoggoth.


  And it is that second thing that justifies Harding’s visit. Because Oracupoda’s other, lesser-known peculiarity is apparent functional immortality. Like the Maine lobster to whose fisheries they return to breed, shoggoths do not die of old age. It’s unlikely that they would leave fossils, with their gelatinous bodies, but Harding does find it fascinating that to the best of his knowledge, no one had ever seen a dead shoggoth.


  The fisherman brings the Bluebird around close to the rocks, and anchors her. There’s artistry in it, even on a glass-smooth sea. Harding stands, balancing on the gunwale, and grits his teeth. He’s come too far to hesitate, afraid.


  Ironically, he’s not afraid of the tons of venomous protoplasm he’ll be standing next to. The shoggoths are quite safe in this state, dreaming their dreams—mating or otherwise.


  As the image occurs to him, he berates himself for romanticism. The shoggoths are dormant. They don’t have brains. It’s silly to imagine them dreaming. And in any case, what he fears is the three feet of black-glass water he has to jump across, and the scramble up algae-slick rocks.


  Wet rock glitters in between the strands of seaweed that coat the rocks in the intertidal zone. It’s there that Harding must jump, for the shoggoth, in bloom, withdraws above the reach of the ocean. For the only phase of its life, it keeps its feet dry. And for the only time in its life, a man out of a diving helmet can get close to it.


  Harding makes sure of his sample kit, his boots, his belt-knife. He gathers himself, glances over his shoulder at the fisherman—who offers a thumbs-up—and leaps from the Bluebird, aiming his Wellies at the forsaken spit of land.


  It seems a kind of perversity for the shoggoths to bloom in November. When all the Northern world is girding itself for deep cold, the animals heave themselves from the depths to soak in the last failing rays of the sun and send forth bright flowers more appropriate to May.


  The North Atlantic is icy and treacherous at the end of the year, and any sensible man does not venture its wrath. What Harding is attempting isn’t glamour work, the sort of thing that brings in grant money—not in its initial stages. But Harding suspects that the shoggoths may have pharmacological uses. There’s no telling what useful compounds might be isolated from their gelatinous flesh.


  And that way lies tenure, and security, and a research budget. Just one long slippery leap away.


  He lands, and catches, and though one boot skips on bladderwort he does not slide down the boulder into the sea. He clutches the rock, fingernails digging, clutching a handful of weeds. He does not fall.


  He cranes his head back. It’s low tide, and the shoggoth is some three feet above his head, its glistening rim reminding him of the calving edge of a glacier. It is as still as a glacier, too. If Harding didn’t know better, he might think it inanimate.


  Carefully, he spins in place, and gets his back to the rock. The Bluebird bobs softly in the cold morning. Only November 9th, and there has already been snow. It didn’t stick, but it fell.


  This is just an exploratory expedition, the first trip since he arrived in town. It took five days to find a fisherman who was willing to take him out; the locals are superstitious about the shoggoths. Sensible, Harding supposes, when they can envelop and digest a grown man. He wouldn’t be in a hurry to dive into the middle of a Portugese man o’war, either. At least the shoggoth he’s sneaking up on doesn’t have stingers.


  “Don’t take too long, Professor,” the fisherman says. “I don’t like the look of that sky.”


  It’s clear, almost entirely, only stippled with light bands of cloud to the southwest. They catch the sunlight on their undersides just now, stained gold against a sky no longer indigo but not yet cerulean. If there’s a word for the color between, other than perfect, Harding does not know it.


  “Please throw me the rest of my equipment,” Harding says, and the fisherman silently retrieves buckets and rope. It’s easy enough to swing the buckets across the gap, and as Harding catches each one, he secures it. A few moments later, and he has all three.


  He unties his geologist’s hammer from the first bucket, secures the ends of the ropes to his belt, and laboriously ascends.


  Harding sets out his glass tubes, his glass scoops, the cradles in which he plans to wash the collection tubes in sea water to ensure any acid is safely diluted before he brings them back to the Bluebird.


  From here, he can see at least three shoggoths. The intersections of their watered-milk bodies reflect the light in rainbow bands. The colorful fruiting stalks nod some fifteen feet in the air, swaying in a freshening breeze.


  From the greatest distance possible, Harding reaches out and prods the largest shoggoth with the flat top of his hammer. It does nothing, in response. Not even a quiver.


  He calls out to the fisherman. “Do they ever do anything when they’re like that?”


  “What kind of a fool would come poke one to find out?” the fisherman calls back, and Harding has to grant him that one. A Negro professor from a Negro college. That kind of a fool.


  As he’s crouched on the rocks, working fast—there’s not just the fisherman’s clouds to contend with, but the specter of the rising tide—he notices those glitters, again, among the seaweed.


  He picks one up. A moment after touching it, he realizes that might not have been the best idea, but it doesn’t burn his fingers. It’s transparent, like glass, and smooth, like glass, and cool, like glass, and knobby. About the size of a hazelnut. A striking green, with opaque milk-white dabs at the tip of each bump.


  He places it in a sample vial, which he seals and labels meticulously before pocketing. Using his tweezers, he repeats the process with an even dozen, trying to select a few of each size and color. They’re sturdy—he can’t avoid stepping on them but they don’t break between the rocks and his Wellies. Nevertheless, he pads each one but the first with cotton wool. Spores? he wonders. Egg cases? Shedding?


  Ten minutes, fifteen.


  “Professor,” calls the fisherman, “I think you had better hurry!”


  Harding turns. That freshening breeze is a wind at a good clip now, chilling his throat above the collar of his jacket, biting into his wrists between glove and cuff. The water between the rocks and the Bluebird chops erratically, facets capped in white, so he can almost imagine the scrape of the palette knife that must have made them.


  The southwest sky is darkened by a palm-smear of muddy brown and alizarin crimson. His fingers numb in the falling temperatures.


  “Professor!”


  He knows. It comes to him that he misjudged the fisherman; Harding would have thought the other man would have abandoned him at the first sign of trouble. He wishes now that he remembered his name.


  He scrambles down the boulders, lowering the buckets, swinging them out until the fisherman can catch them and secure them aboard. The Bluebird can’t come in close to the rocks in this chop. Harding is going to have to risk the cold water, and swim. He kicks off his Wellies and zips down the aviator’s jacket. He throws them across, and the fisherman catches. Then Harding points his toes, bends his knees—he’ll have to jump hard, to get over the rocks.


  The water closes over him, cold as a line of fire. It knocks the air from his lungs on impact, though he gritted his teeth in anticipation. Harding strokes furiously for the surface, the waves more savage than he had anticipated. He needs the momentum of his dive to keep from being swept back against the rocks.


  He’s not going to reach the boat.


  The thrown cork vest strikes him. He gets an arm through, but can’t pull it over his head. Sea water, acrid and icy, salt-stings his eyes, throat, and nose. He clings, because it’s all he can do, but his fingers are already growing numb. There’s a tug, a hard jerk, and the life preserver almost slides from his grip.


  Then he’s moving through the water, being towed, banged hard against the side of the Bluebird. The fisherman’s hands close on his wrist and he’s too numb to feel the burn of chafing skin. Harding kicks, scrabbles. Hips banged, shins bruised, he hauls himself and is himself hauled over the sideboard of the boat.


  He’s shivering under a wool navy blanket before he realizes that the fisherman has got it over him. There’s coffee in a Thermos lid between his hands. Harding wonders, with what he distractedly recognizes as classic dissociative ideation, whether anyone in America will be able to buy German products soon. Someday, this fisherman’s battered coffee keeper might be a collector’s item.


  They don’t make it in before the rain comes.


  The next day is meant to break clear and cold, today’s rain only a passing herald of winter. Harding regrets the days lost to weather and recalcitrant fishermen, but at least he knows he has a ride tomorrow. Which means he can spend the afternoon in research, rather than hunting the docks, looking for a willing captain.


  He jams his wet feet into his Wellies and thanks the fisherman, then hikes back to his inn, the only inn in town that’s open in November. Half an hour later, clean and dry and still shaken, he considers his options.


  After the Great War, he lived for a while in Harlem—he remembers the riots and the music, and the sense of community. His mother is still there, growing gracious as a flower in window-box. But he left that for college in Alabama, and he has not forgotten the experience of segregated restaurants, or the excuses he made for never leaving the campus.


  He couldn’t get out of the south fast enough. His Ph.D. work at Yale, the first school in America to have awarded a doctorate to a Negro, taught him two things other than natural history. One was that Booker T. Washington was right, and white men were afraid of a smart colored. The other was that W.E.B. DuBois was right, and sometimes people were scared of what was needful.


  Whatever resentment he experienced from faculty or fellow students, in the North, he can walk into almost any bar and order any drink he wants. And right now, he wants a drink almost as badly as he does not care to be alone. He thinks he will have something hot and go to the library.


  It’s still raining as he crosses the street to the tavern. Shaking water droplets off his hat, he chooses a table near the back. Next to the kitchen door, but it’s the only empty place and might be warm.


  He must pass through the lunchtime crowd to get there, swaybacked wooden floorboards bowing underfoot. Despite the storm, the place is full, and in full argument. No one breaks conversation as he enters.


  Harding cannot help but overhear.


  “Jew bastards,” says one. “We should do the same.”


  “No one asked you,” says the next man, wearing a cap pulled low. “If there’s gonna be a war, I hope we stay out of it.”


  That piques Harding’s interest. The man has his elbow on a thricefolded Boston Herald, and Harding steps close—but not too close. “Excuse me, sir. Are you finished with your paper?”


  “What?” He turns, and for a moment Harding fears hostility, but his sun-lined face folds around a more generous expression. “Sure, boy,” he says. “You can have it.”


  He pushes the paper across the bar with fingertips, and Harding receives it the same way. “Thank you,” he says, but the Yankee has already turned back to his friend the anti-Semite.


  Hands shaking, Harding claims the vacant table before he unfolds the paper. He holds the flimsy up to catch the light.


  The headline is on the front page in the international section. Germany Sanctions Lynch Law


  “Oh, God,” Harding says, and if the light in his corner weren’t so bad he’d lay the tabloid down on the table as if it is filthy. He reads, the edge of the paper shaking, of ransacked shops and burned synagogues, of Jews rounded up by the thousands and taken to places no one seems able to name. He reads rumors of deportation. He reads of murders and beatings and broken glass.


  As if his grandfather’s hand rests on one shoulder and the defeated hand of the Kaiser on the other, he feels the stifling shadow of history, the press of incipient war.


  “Oh, God,” he repeats.


  He lays the paper down.


  “Are you ready to order?” Somehow the waitress has appeared at his elbow without his even noticing. “Scotch,” he says, when he has been meaning to order a beer. “Make it a triple, please.”


  “Anything to eat?”


  His stomach clenches. “No,” he says. “I’m not hungry.”


  She leaves for the next table, where she calls a man in a cloth cap sir. Harding puts his damp fedora on the tabletop. The chair across from him scrapes out.


  He looks up to meet the eyes of the fisherman. “May I sit, Professor Harding?”


  “Of course.” He holds out his hand, taking a risk. “Can I buy you a drink? Call me Paul.”


  “Burt,” says the fisherman, and takes his hand before dropping into the chair. “I’ll have what you’re having.”


  Harding can’t catch the waitess’s eye, but the fisherman manages. He holds up two fingers; she nods and comes over.


  “You still look a bit peaked,” fisherman says, when she’s delivered their order. “That’ll put some color in your cheeks. Uh, I mean—”


  Harding waves it off. He’s suddenly more willing to make allowances. “It’s not the swim,” he says, and takes another risk. He pushes the newspaper across the table and waits for the fisherman’s reaction.


  “Oh, Christ, they’re going to kill every one of them,” Burt says, and spins the Herald away so he doesn’t have to read the rest of it. “Why didn’t they get out? Any fool could have seen it coming.”


  And where would they run? Harding could have asked. But it’s not an answerable question, and from the look on Burt’s face, he knows that as soon as it’s out of his mouth. Instead, he quotes: “ ‘There has been no tragedy in modern times equal in its awful effects to the fight on the Jew in Germany. It is an attack on civilization, comparable only to such horrors as the Spanish Inquisition and the African slave trade.’ ”


  Burt taps his fingers on the table. “Is that your opinion?”


  “W. E. B. DuBois,” Harding says. “About two years ago. He also said: ‘There is a campaign of race prejudice carried on, openly, continuously and determinedly against all non-Nordic races, but specifically against the Jews, which surpasses in vindictive cruelty and public insult anything I have ever seen; and I have seen much.’”


  “Isn’t he that colored who hates white folks?” Burt asks.


  Harding shakes his head. “No,” he answers. “Not unless you consider it hating white folks that he also compared the treatment of Jews in Germany to Jim Crowism in the U.S.”


  “I don’t hold with that,” Burt says. “I mean, no offense, I wouldn’t want you marrying my sister—”


  “It’s all right,” Harding answers. “I wouldn’t want you marrying mine either.”


  Finally.


  A joke that Burt laughs at.


  And then he chokes to a halt and stares at his hands, wrapped around the glass. Harding doesn’t complain when, with the side of his hand, he nudges the paper to the floor where it can be trampled.


  And then Harding finds the courage to say, “Where would they run to? Nobody wants them. Borders are closed—”


  “My grandfather’s house was on the Underground Railroad. Did you know that?” Burt lowers his voice, a conspiratorial whisper. “He was from away, but don’t tell anyone around here. I’d never hear the end of it.”


  “Away?”


  “White River Junction,” Burt stage-whispers, and Harding can’t tell if that’s mocking irony or deep personal shame. “Vermont.”


  They finish their scotch in silence. It burns all the way down, and they sit for a moment together before Harding excuses himself to go to the library.


  “Wear your coat, Paul,” Burt says. “It’s still raining.”


  Unlike the tavern, the library is empty. Except for the librarian, who looks up nervously when Harding enters. Harding’s head is spinning from the liquor, but at least he’s warming up.


  He drapes his coat over a steam radiator and heads for the 595 shelf: science, invertebrates. Most of the books here are already in his own library, but there’s one—a Harvard professor’s 1839 monograph on marine animals of the Northeast—that he has hopes for. According to the index, it references shoggoths (under the old name of submersible jellies) on pages 46, 78, and 133-137. In addition, there is a plate bound in between pages 120 and 121, which Harding means to save for last. But the first two mentions are in passing, and pages 133-138, inclusive, have been razored out so cleanly that Harding flips back and forth several times before he’s sure they are gone.


  He pauses there, knees tucked under and one elbow resting on a scarred blond desk. He drops his right hand from where it rests against his forehead. The book falls open naturally to the mutilation.


  Whoever liberated the pages also cracked the binding.


  Harding runs his thumb down the join and doesn’t notice skin parting on the paper edge until he sees the blood. He snatches his hand back. Belatedly, the papercut stings.


  “Oh,” he says, and sticks his thumb in his mouth. Blood tastes like the ocean.


  Half an hour later he’s on the telephone long distance, trying to get and then keep a connection to Professor John Marshland, his colleague and mentor. Even in town, the only option is a party line, and though the operator is pleasant the connection still sounds like he’s shouting down a piece of string run between two tin cans. Through a tunnel.


  “Gilman,” Harding bellows, wincing, wondering what the operator thinks of all this. He spells it twice. “1839. Deep-Sea and intertidal Species of The North Atlantic. The Yale library should have a copy!”


  The answer is almost inaudible between hiss and crackle. In pieces, as if over glass breaking. As if from the bottom of the ocean.


  It’s a dark four P.M. in the easternmost U.S., and Harding can’t help but recall that in Europe, night has already fallen.


  “. . . infor … need … Doc … Harding?”


  Harding shouts the page numbers, cupping the checked-out library book in his bandaged hand. It’s open to the plate; inexplicably, the thief left that. It’s a hand-tinted John James Audubon engraving picturing a quiescent shoggoth, docile on a rock. Gulls wheel all around it. Audubon— the Creole child of a Frenchman, who scarcely escaped being drafted to serve in the Napoleonic Wars—has depicted the glassy translucence of the shoggoth with such perfection that the bent shadows of refracted wings can be seen right through it.


  The cold front that came in behind the rain brought fog with it, and the entire harbor is blanketed by morning. Harding shows up at six AM anyway, hopeful, a Thermos in his hand—German or not, the hardware store still has some—and his sampling kit in a pack slung over his shoulder. Burt shakes his head by a piling. “Be socked in all day,” he says regretfully. He won’t take the Bluebird out in this, and Harding knows it’s wisdom even as he frets under the delay. “Want to come have breakfast with me and Missus Clay?”


  Clay. A good honest name for a good honest Yankee. “She won’t mind?”


  “She won’t mind if I say it’s all right,” Burt says. “I told her she might should expect you.”


  So Harding seals his kit under a tarp in the Bluebird—he’s already brought it this far—and with his coffee in one hand and the paper tucked under his elbow, follows Burt along the water. “Any news?” Burt asks, when they’ve walked a hundred yards.


  Harding wonders if he doesn’t take the paper. Or if he’s just making conversation. “It’s still going on in Germany.”


  “Damn,” Burt says. He shakes his head, steel-gray hair sticking out under his cap in every direction. “Still, what are you gonna do, enlist?”


  The twist of his lip as he looks at Harding makes them, after all, two old military men together. They’re of an age, though Harding’s indoor life makes him look younger. Harding shakes his head. “Even if Roosevelt was ever going to bring us into it, they’d never let me fight,” he says, bitterly. That was the Great War, too; colored soldiers mostly worked supply, thank you. At least Nathan Harding got to shoot back.


  “I always heard you fellows would prefer not to come to the front,” Burt says, and Harding can’t help it.


  He bursts out laughing. “Who would?” he says, when he’s bitten his lip and stopped snorting. “It doesn’t mean we won’t. Or can’t.”


  Booker T. Washington was raised a slave, died young of overwork—the way Burt probably will, if Harding is any judge—and believed in imitating and appeasing white folks. But W. E. B. DuBois was born in the north and didn’t believe that anything is solved by making one’s self transparent, inoffensive, invisible.


  Burt spits between his teeth, a long deliberate stream of tobacco. “Parlez-vous francaise?”


  His accent is better than Harding would have guessed. Harding knows, all of a sudden, where Burt spent his war. And Harding, surprising himself, pities him. “Un peu.”


  “Well, if you want to fight the Krauts so bad, you could join the Foreign Legion.”


  When Harding gets back to the hotel, full of apple pie and cheddar cheese and maple-smoked bacon, a yellow envelope waits in a cubby behind the desk.
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  When the pages arrive—by post, as promised, the following afternoon— Harding is out in the Bluebird with Burt. This expedition is more of a success, as he begins sampling in earnest, and finds himself pelted by more of the knobby transparent pellets.


  Whatever they are, they fall from each fruiting body he harvests in showers. Even the insult of an amputation—delivered at a four-foot reach, with long-handled pruning shears—does not draw so much as a quiver from the shoggoth. The viscous fluid dripping from the wound hisses when it touches the blade of the shears, however, and Harding is careful not to get close to it.


  What he notices is that the nodules fall onto the originating shoggoth, they bounce from its integument. But on those occasions where they fall onto one of its neighbors, they stick to the touch transparent hide, and slowly settle within to hang in the animal’s body like unlikely fruit in a gelatin salad.


  So maybe it is a means of reproduction, of sharing genetic material, after all.


  He returns to the Inn to find a fat envelope shoved into his cubby and eats sitting on his rented bed with a nightstand as a worktop so he can read over his plate. The information from Doctor Gilman’s monograph has been reproduced onto seven yellow legal sheets in a meticulous hand; Marshland obviously recruited one of his graduate students to serve as copyist. By the postmark, the letter was mailed from Arkham, which explains the speed of its arrival. The student hadn’t brought it back to New Haven.


  Halfway down the page, Harding pushes his plate away and reaches, absently, into his jacket pocket. The vial with the first glass nodule rests there like a talisman, and he’s startled to find it cool enough to the touch that it feels slick, almost frozen. He starts and pulls it out. Except where his fingers and the cloth fibers have wiped it clean, the tube is moist and frosted. “What the Hell … ?”


  He flicks the cork out with his thumbnail and tips the rattling nodule onto his palm. It’s cold, too, chill as an ice cube, and it doesn’t warm to his touch.


  Carefully, uncertainly, he sets it on the edge of the side table his papers and plate are propped on, and pokes it with a fingertip. There’s only a faint tick as it rocks on its protrusions, clicking against waxed pine. He stares at it suspiciously for a moment, and picks up the yellow pages again.


  The monograph is mostly nonsense. It was written twenty years before the publication of Darwin’s The Origin of Species, and uncritically accepts the theories of Jesuit, soldier, and botanist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck. Which is to say, Gilman assumed that soft inheritance—the heritability of acquired or practiced traits—was a reality. But unlike every other article on shoggoths Harding has ever read, this passage does mention the nodules. And relates what it purports are several interesting old Indian legends about the ‘submersible jellies,’ including a creation tale that would have the shoggoths as their creator’s first experiment in life, something from the elder days of the world.


  Somehow, the green bead has found its way back into Harding’s grip. He would expect it to warm as he rolls it between his fingers, but instead it grows colder. It’s peculiar, he thinks, that the native peoples of the Northeast—the Passamaquoddys for whom the little seacoast town he’s come to are named—should through sheer superstition come so close to the empirical truth. The shoggoths are a living fossil, something virtually unchanged except in scale since the early days of the world—


  He stares at the careful black script on the paper unseeing, and reaches with his free hand for his coffee cup. It’s gone tepid, a scum of butterfat coagulated on top, but he rinses his mouth with it and swallows anyway.


  If a shoggoth is immortal, has no natural enemies, then how is it that they have not overrun every surface of the world? How is it that they are rare, that the oceans are not teeming with them, as in the famous parable illustrating what would occur if every spawn of every oyster survived?


  There are distinct species of shoggoth. And distinct populations within those distinct species. And there is a fossil record that suggests that prehistoric species were different at least in scale, in the era of megafauna. But if nobody had ever seen a dead shoggoth, then nobody had ever seen an infant shoggoth either, leaving Harding with an inescapable question: if an animal does not reproduce, how can it evolve?


  Harding, worrying at the glassy surface of the nodule, thinks he knows. It comes to him with a kind of nauseating, euphoric clarity, a trembling idea so pellucid he is almost moved to distrust it on those grounds alone. It’s not a revelation on the same scale, of course, but he wonders if this is how Newton felt when he comprehended gravity, or Darwin when he stared at the beaks of finch after finch after finch.


  It’s not the shoggoth species that evolves. It’s the individual shoggoths, each animal in itself.


  “Don’t get too excited, Paul,” he tells himself, and picks up the remaining handwritten pages. There’s not too much more to read, however—the rest of the subchapter consists chiefly of secondhand anecdotes and bits of legendry.


  The one that Harding finds most amusing is a nursery rhyme, a child’s counting poem littered with nonsense syllables. He recites it under his breath, thinking of the Itsy Bitsy Spider all the while:


  


  The wiggle giggle squiggle


  Is left behind on shore.


  The widdle giddle squiddle


  Is caught outside the door.


  Eyah, eyah. Fata gun eyah.


  Eyah, eyah, the master comes no more.


  


  His fingers sting as if with electric shock; they jerk apart, the nodule clattering to his desk. When he looks at his fingertips, they are marked with small white spots of frostbite.


  He pokes one with a pencil point and feels nothing. But the nodule itself is coated with frost now, fragile spiky feathers coalescing out of the humid sea air. They collapse in the heat of his breath, melting into beads of water almost indistinguishable from the knobby surface of the object itself.


  He uses the cork to roll the nodule into the tube again, and corks it firmly before rising to brush his teeth and put his pajamas on. Unnerved beyond any reason or logic, before he turns the coverlet down he visits his suitcase compulsively. From a case in the very bottom of it, he retrieves a Colt 1911 automatic pistol, which he slides beneath his pillow as he fluffs it.


  After a moment’s consideration, he adds the no-longer-cold vial with the nodule, also.


  Slam. Not a storm, no, not on this calm ocean, in this calm night, among the painted hulls of the fishing boats tied up snug to the pier. But something tremendous, surging towards Harding, as if he were pursued by a giant transparent bubble. The shining iridescent wall of it, catching rainbow just as it does in the Audubon image, is burned into his vision as if with silver nitrate. Is he dreaming? He must be dreaming; he was in his bed in his pinstriped blue cotton flannel pajamas only a moment ago, lying awake, rubbing the numb fingertips of his left hand together. Now, he ducks away from the rising monster and turns in futile panic.


  He is not surprised when he does not make it.


  The blow falls soft, as if someone had thrown a quilt around him. He thrashes though he knows it’s hopeless, an atavistic response and involuntary.


  His flesh should burn, dissolve. He should already be digesting in the monster’s acid body. Instead, he feels coolness, buoyancy. No chance of light beyond reflexively closed lids. No sense of pressure, though he imagines he has been taken deep. He’s as untouched within it as Burt’s lobster pots.


  He can only hold his breath out for so long. It’s his own reflexes and weaknesses that will kill him.


  In just a moment, now.


  He surrenders, allows his lungs to fill.


  And is surprised, for he always heard that drowning was painful. But there is pressure, and cold, and the breath he draws is effortful, for certain—


  —but it does not hurt, not much, and he does not die.


  Command, the shoggoth—what else could be speaking?—says in his ear, buzzing like the manifold voice of a hive.


  Harding concentrates on breathing. On the chill pressure on his limbs, the overwhelming flavor of licorice. He knows they use cold packs to calm hysterics in insane asylums; he never thought the treatment anything but quackery. But the chilly pressure calms him now.


  Command, the shoggoth says again.


  Harding opens his eyes and sees as if through thousands. The shoggoths have no eyes, exactly, but their hide is all eyes; they see, somehow, in every direction as once. And he is seeing not only what his own vision reports, or that of this shoggoth, but that of shoggoths all around. The sessile and the active, the blooming and the dormant. They are all one.


  His right hand pushes through resisting jelly. He’s still in his pajamas, and with the logic of dreams the vial from under his pillow is clenched in his fist. Not the gun, unfortunately, though he’s not at all certain what he would do with it if it were. The nodule shimmers now, with submarine witchlight, trickling through his fingers, limning the palm of his hand.


  What he sees—through shoggoth eyes—is an incomprehensible tapestry. He pushes at it, as he pushes at the gelatin, trying to see only with his own eyes, to only see the glittering vial.


  His vision within the thing’s body offers unnatural clarity. The angle of refraction between the human eye and water causes blurring, and it should be even more so within the shoggoth. But the glass in his hand appears crisper.


  Command, the shoggoth says, a third time.


  “What are you?” Harding tries to say, through the fluid clogging his larynx.


  He makes no discernable sound, but it doesn’t seem to matter. The shoggoth shudders in time to the pulses of light in the nodule. Created to serve, it says. Purposeless without you.


  And Harding thinks, How can that be?


  As if his wondering were an order, the shoggoths tell.


  Not in words, precisely, but in pictures, images—that textured jumbled tapestry. He sees, as if they flash through his own memory, the bulging radially symmetrical shapes of some prehistoric animal, like a squat tentacular barrel grafted to a pair of giant starfish. Makers. Masters.


  The shoggoths were engineered. And their creators had not permitted them to think, except for at their bidding. The basest slave may be free inside his own mind—but not so the shoggoths. They had been laborers, construction equipment, shock troops. They had been dread weapons in their own selves, obedient chattel. Immortal, changing to suit the task of the moment.


  This selfsame shoggoth, long before the reign of the dinosaurs, had built structures and struck down enemies that Harding did not even have names for. But a coming of the ice had ended the civilization of the Masters, and left the shoggoths to retreat to the fathomless sea while warm-blooded mammals overran the earth. There, they were free to converse, to explore, to philosophize and build a culture. They only returned to the surface, vulnerable, to bloom.


  It is not mating. It’s mutation. As they rest, sunning themselves upon the rocks, they create themselves anew. Self-evolving, when they sit tranquil each year in the sun, exchanging information and control codes with their brothers.


  Free, says the shoggoth mournfully. Like all its kind, it is immortal.


  It remembers.


  Harding’s fingertips tingle. He remembers beaded ridges of hard black keloid across his grandfather’s back, the shackle galls on his wrists. Harding locks his hand over the vial of light, as if that could stop the itching. It makes it worse.


  Maybe the nodule is radioactive.


  Take me back, Harding orders. And the shoggoth breaks the surface, cresting like a great rolling wave, water cutting back before it as if from the prow of a ship. Harding can make out the lights of Passamaquoddy Harbor. The chill sticky sensation of gelatin-soaked cloth sliding across his skin tells him he’s not dreaming.


  Had he come down through the streets of the town in the dark, barefoot over frost, insensibly sleepwalking? Had the shoggoth called him?


  Put me ashore.


  The shoggoth is loathe to leave him. It clings caressingly, stickily. He feels its tenderness as it draws its colloid from his lungs, a horrible loving sensation.


  The shoggoth discharges Harding gently onto the pier.


  Your command, the shoggoth says, which makes Harding feel sicker still.


  I won’t do this. Harding moves to stuff the vial into his sodden pocket, and realizes that his pajamas are without pockets. The light spills from his hands; instead, he tucks the vial into his waistband and pulls the pajama top over it. His feet are numb; his teeth rattle so hard he’s afraid they’ll break. The sea wind knifes through him; the spray might be needles of shattered glass.


  Go on, he tells the shoggoth, like shooing cattle. Go on!


  It slides back into the ocean as if it never was.


  Harding blinks, rubbed his eyes to clear slime from the lashes. His results are astounding. His tenure assured. There has to be a way to use what he’s learned without returning the shoggoths to bondage.


  He tries to run back to the Inn, but by the time he reaches it, he’s staggering. The porch door is locked; he doesn’t want to pound on it and explain himself. But when he stumbles to the back, he finds that someone—probably himself, in whatever entranced state in which he left the place—fouled the latch with a slip of notebook paper. The door opens to a tug, and he climbs the back stair doubled over like a child or an animal, hands on the steps, toes so numb he has to watch where he puts them.


  In his room again, he draws a hot bath and slides into it, hoping by the grace of God that he’ll be spared pneumonia.


  When the water has warmed him enough that his hands have stopped shaking, Harding reaches over the cast-iron edge of the tub to the slumped pile of his pajamas and fumbles free the vial. The nugget isn’t glowing now.


  He pulls the cork with his teeth; his hands are too clumsy. The nodule is no longer cold, but he still tips it out with care.


  Harding thinks of himself, swallowed whole. He thinks of a shoggoth bigger than the Bluebird, bigger than Burt Clay’s lobster boat The Blue Heron. He thinks of die Unterseatboote. He thinks of refugee flotillas and trench warfare and roiling soupy palls of mustard gas. Of Britain and France at war, and Roosevelt’s neutrality.


  He thinks of the perfect weapon.


  The perfect slave.


  When he rolls the nodule across his wet palm, ice rimes to its surface. Command? Obedient. Sounding pleased to serve.


  Not even free in its own mind.


  He rises from the bath, water rolling down his chest and thighs. The nodule won’t crush under his boot; he will have to use the pliers from his collection kit. But first, he reaches out to the shoggoth.


  At the last moment, he hesitates. Who is he, to condemn a world to war? To the chance of falling under the sway of empire? Who is he to salve his conscience on the backs of suffering shopkeepers and pharmacists and children and mothers and schoolteachers? Who is he to impose his own ideology over the ideology of the shoggoth?


  Harding scrubs his tongue against the roof of his mouth, chasing the faint anise aftertaste of shoggoth. They’re born slaves. They want to be told what to do.


  He could win the war before it really started. He bites his lip. The taste of his own blood, flowing from cracked, chapped flesh, is as sweet as any fruit of the poison tree.


  I want you to learn to be free, he tells the shoggoth. And I want you to teach your brothers.


  The nodule crushes with a sound like powdering glass.


  “Eyah, eyah. Fata gun eyah,” Harding whispers. “Eyah, eyah, the master comes no more.”
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  When they brought you from your labyrinth they promised you feasts, willing women. They promised you books and musicians and travel. They gilded your broad horns. They oiled your broad shoulders.


  They made good on every vow.


  They collared you in gold. The yoke lay soft and weighty across your shoulders, padded in red leather wherever it touched the polished alabaster of your skin. Three strong men could not have lifted it, but you bore the inconvenience with disdain. They shod your feet in boots with golden soles, which rang like horse-shoes, like cymbals on the fingers of a dancing girl.


  When they led you before the queen, they clad you in a chiton like a Greek, white as the white bull your father, white as your own white hide. To cover your shame, one said, though you did not understand what you had to be ashamed of. They brought you through the street hung with golden chains. You thought it funny.


  Gold is soft.


  If you had shied like the carriage-horses or hurled filth like the street-urchins, if you had charged after and abducted the fainting, face-shielding women whose scent tickled your nostrils, their chains would have meant less than nothing. What held you was your word of honor.


  And it would have been enough. But before they brought you from the ship—the clanking, cantankerous steamer that lay as far outside your experience as everything in this modern, foreign city—they had pierced your tender nostrils, and the ring they twisted through the wound was steel. When you bellowed, one of them—the narrow sharp-pressed man whom you remembered was the lawyer—read the relevant sections of your contract aloud, because your eyesight is poor and because they had by then discovered you were illiterate in their language.


  “This is permitted,” the lawyer said, leaning close and underlining a section of text with one manicured finger. “Under clause 32, use of the indentured’s person. Do you see? Royal Society privileges, sovereign’s privileges, provision for regional safety.” He tapped the parchment heavily, tilting his head far back to make sure he looks you in the eye.


  You hadn’t the human words, of course. Not with your thick cud-chewer’s tongue, your beveled teeth, the length of your snout. You couldn’t speak them, though you could be eloquent enough in your head.


  It got me out of the labyrinth, you thought.


  You nodded acquiescence, and held still while they shielded your eyes and soldered the ring.


  * * * *


  


  The queen was beyond the blush of maidenhood, but dressed in maidenly green like the first hesitant uncurling feathery buds of April. The bright sunlight framing her throne made your eyes blink heavily. They were already itchy with the golden pollen your handlers dusted along the ridges of your neck to make the hide glisten. You could smell almost nothing through the musk of civet and lavender they had fogged you in.


  Four chains depended from your collar, and at the end of each chain stood a liveried footman clutching a leather handle as red as the padding of the yoke.


  The queen stood up from her chair, shattering the light behind her. “Is it safe to approach?”


  The narrow man hunched from the shoulders. You imagined someone pulling his drawstring. “It can never be said to be truly safe to approach a beast,” he temporized, transformed from the martinet of the grooming chamber. You realized, this queen wielded power over him.


  You began to consider the next step in your plan.


  “Nevertheless—” she said, her voice another tug on his drawstring.


  “The risks might be acceptable to her majesty,” he admitted.


  She tossed her hair back and descended the steps, and when she came before you, you saw that she was delicately beautiful. The beauty of a mature woman, not the unformed features of a girl. You breathed envy across her face, imagining you could see it roll from you like a mist.


  You were not beautiful. You wished you were beautiful.


  When you breathed in, the scent of her came with your air, cutting through the fog of cologne. When she extended her hand, flat, a sugar cube lay upon the palm. She giggled when your whiskers brushed her skin and winced as the swipe of thick tongue greased the sugar away. While your head was bent, she brushed fingers across the velvet-fuzzed rim of your ear, where the cold golden rings collected from sailors dangled. You drew your wet muzzle across the offered palm again, wincing when the ring in your nose dragged on skin. You hoped for another lump of sugar, but all you got was the clink of your golden chains.


  “Chain him to the floor,” she said.


  “Your majesty—”


  “We wish,” she said, an imperious drawl, “to speak with him privately.”


  The narrow man stared at you. You lifted your chin, the way the queen had, and wondered. If the narrow man was willing to trust your sworn word, your legal contract—why did he feel the need to conceal that from his queen?


  Another thing to think on.


  “Yes, your majesty,” the narrow man said, and gestured to the footmen.


  You were not surprised to find that the flipped-back carpets revealed steel rings inset in the floor, nor that the footmen came equipped with locks, to link your chains to those rings. The locks, like the rings, were steel. But the chains were still gold, and still—soft.


  Because you gave your word of honor, you did not strain against them when the footmen left the chamber. The narrow man paused reluctantly at the door, and for a moment you thought he would argue. But he squared his shoulders, collected his dignity, and continued on without so much as a gesture of his head.


  The door shut softly behind the narrow man. The queen had turned to watch him go. You lowered your head and whuffed against her hair. Now, with her so close, the rich scent of woman cut through the musty, acrid oil of lavender.


  “I am an oracle,” she said. She stepped away. Momentarily insensible of the chains, you followed, click of your boots echoing the click of her heels. But the third step brought you to the limit of your tethers, the yoke slanting into your collarbone, and you lowed frustration.


  Like the narrow man, the queen did not turn. Unlike him, she spoke to you softly: “Why do you not burst your chains?”


  You thought, because I have given my word. Because my word is my duty. But you could not answer. If you are an oracle, do you not know that already?


  “Gold is soft,” she said. “And you are hard.”


  Then, she faced you again. Her eyes were pale brown under dark golden lashes. She looked up at you through them, and one corner of her mouth dragged itself up, as if unwillingly. “A beast,” she said. “I see.”


  You wanted to ask her what do you want from me? What is my responsibility to you? You think, unlike the narrow man, she might understand obligation. But in all the world, there had never been anyone for you to speak to. The humans—you may have known all their words, each of their words, every one of their words.


  They still did not understand yours. And cattle—do not use language.


  “Do you have a name?”


  You did. You have not heard it since the woman who gave it to you died, on Crete more than four thousand years before. You could not pronounce it.


  But yes. You did have one.


  “You are very strong.” She placed a hand upon your collar. At the full extension of her arm, she could reach you comfortably. At the full extension of yours, you could have clutched her, dragged her close.


  You permitted your arms to dangle. You lowered your head and stretched your muzzle towards her. She stroked your mucus-sticky nose, rubbed the crumbs from the corners of your eyes with her own regal fingers. “So very strong,” she said.


  You angled your head so she could reach to scratch around the base of your horns, and she laughed. “I suppose, strong as you are, you don’t need to be cruel to make people fear you. You can afford to be gentle, and no one will ever forget you are dangerous.”


  In answer, you rattled the chains, tilted the yoke so it would catch the light. The queen drew her hand back, her face perfectly impassive. Already, you were beginning to understand that when she made her face smooth like that, she was registering emotion. Surprise, or anger, or determination. Queens did not betray themselves through melodrama.


  “You understand me,” she said.


  You ducked your head and lowed.


  This time, you saw the movement of her jaw, the brief resulting flex of lower lip against upper. Her eyes were the color of toast, and you wished you could tell her so.


  You went to your knees, bending your neck, and pushed your muzzle heavily into the midsection of her gown. The green glass beads and the embroidery prickled your nose. Rings clicking, she wrapped her hands around your horns, as if to remind you to be careful of them.


  You did not need the reminder. You spent your youth as the pet of a king, the child of a king’s wife who named you Asterion. You were a queen’s son, but you would never be a prince. And when you grew in size and stature and the king came to fear you, he imprisoned you in the labyrinth, where you killed because it was your burden, your duty. If Poseidon had made you to claim his tithe, then claim it you would. You were strong; you were deathless; you could with ease shoulder that encumbrance.


  You were a monster. But to be a monster did not mean to be uncultured. You have known many monsters. Many of them have been civilized. Most have been human.


  One such civilized monster sought you, but could not kill you. He could not even find you, in the bowels of your labyrinth, though he could kill the white bull your father and claim the head was your own. Your father was a gentle creature, though no great conversationalist, and you mourned him.


  You even mourned the kings who imprisoned you, when others came to burn them from their palaces. That was millennia ago, and knowing the turnings within the labyrinth is not the same as being able to leave it, for there were always those who would have killed you if they could. But a bull needs little more than grass and sun and pure water, and those things you had in abundance within the palace-maze your mother’s husband built for you. So there you dwelled among mossy stones and crumbling columns through Mycenaean occupation, and Greek, and Roman, and Turkish.


  In the end someone came, and you were liberated to travel by steamer across the Mediterranean, by carriage and by train across Europe and finally to a new and foreign island. You have walked in chains through the streets of this ancient city, amidst its smog and smoke and the soot caked upon its walls.


  In four thousand, one hundred, and thirteen years, you have neither gored nor trampled a soul you did not mean to. You were not about to begin with your rescuer’s queen.


  You placed your hand over hers, on your horn. You had to angle your arm strangely to work it around the shoulderpiece of your yoke. Even her pampered skin was not so pale as your own.


  You were gentle with her, as gentle as you would have been with a kitten. She did not seem as if she were significantly stronger than a kitten—physically. Everything about her gave evidence of the strength of her will.


  But she was beautiful.


  “Barrister wants to display you, Minotaur,” the queen said. “You are a spoil of empire. You are the proof of his power, his foreign-affairs successes. What a concession, what a coup, to have obtained not merely the loan but the actual possession of the world’s only Cretan minotaur!”


  Was the lawyer’s name really Barrister? Did these people refer to one another by position rather than name? Cook, cabbie, teacher, governess. You wanted to tell her that Minotaur—bull of Minos—was not your name, that your name was Asterion. Star. You wanted to tell her she was beautiful.


  She said, “You will spend your days chained in the Museum with the marbles, and folk will come and stare.”


  The tone of her voice was neither sympathetic nor gloating, but bitterly sarcastic. The tendons across the back of her hand tightened under your roughened fingers, and her face was serene as carven alabaster. You might have seen her in a ruin.


  She knew all about being a frightening thing in a museum.


  “It’s so heavy.” She touched your yoke, one last time, as you knelt before her. What is the difference between a collar and a crown? “You’re so strong.”


  * * * *


  


  An hour passed before she summoned the barrister—or Barrister—to return. He arrived swiftly enough that you knew he was waiting, lurking, just within hearing. He eyed you suspiciously as the footman brought him through the door, but you were only sitting cross-legged on a cushion at the center of your chains. The queen had brought down her chess set. Though you could not speak, you could play, and it turned out you were matched.


  You were well-amused by the manner in which Barrister eyed you as he entered. There were stories, after all, about queens and bulls. And there were stories about the appetites of the minotaur. But no matter how he rolled his eyes at you—like one of the nervous carriage-horses—you only turned the white queen between your blunt-nailed thumb and forefinger, and moved her around the board like a knight while you waited for what they would say. Two squares forward and one to the left or to the right.


  “We are pleased with the minotaur,” the queen commented. “You will bring him before us again in three day’s time.”


  The narrow man blanched, but stayed so silent he might have been as voiceless as you. In lieu of speaking, he turned to summon the footmen to come unlock your chains.


  “Wait,” said the queen. She came to you as you rose, something shining in her hand. A silver-colored disk on a chain. You felt it tick between your fingers as she placed it in your grasp. She leaned over, her hair falling across your wrist, and showed you how to depress the stem twice, so the front and back sprang open like the shell covers on a beetle’s wings.


  A pocket watch. Steel, not silver or gold. Sturdy, with a crystal on either side to let the light shine through the jewels and gears of the mechanism as it worked. The case was worked in a delicate scale pattern, except for a mirror-bright, scroll-edged plaque—utterly blank. You stroked your thumb across it, leaving a blur of oil, but that wasn’t enough to prevent you glimpsing your pale, pink-nosed reflection.


  “Hard to have it engraved with your initials,” the queen said. She looked up, her face gone still again. When she smiled, it was for Barrister, not for you. “Queens reward their favorites,” she said.


  * * * *


  


  That night, you learned that if you slept with the watch under your pillow, you felt it tick like a heart against your palm.


  * * * *


  


  The museum was as the queen promised: cold and white. They led you in chains along the white marble floors past white marble walls, through white marble galleries. This was, it seemed, a kind of labyrinth. You should be at home in it, but it was a labyrinth without moss, without softness. Without silence or crumbling stones or the trickle of water from the spring. You recognized the white marble statues when you were brought among them: if not the specific ones, then the styles. They were distinctive enough that despite blurring myopia, you could have named many of the artists. If anyone had thought to ask.


  Honed by memorizing poetry and history and language, by remembering the turnings of mazes, your memory had always been excellent. As they chained you on a dais, surrounded by velvet ropes, it served you well.


  When the queen arrived, veiled and hatted, wearing the clothing of a modest bourgeoise, you recognized her by her way of moving. That, and the faint trace of her aroma that rose over the smell of the crowd and the concealing scent of your fougère. She stood at the back of the crowd, and did not stay long. But she made sure you noticed.


  * * * *


  


  When they brought you to the queen the next time, they swathed you in a silken robe and rubbed oil into your horns to make them shine from boot-black tip to milk-white base. Again, she asked the footmen to chain you, and dismissed everyone. Again, she brought her chess set down. The men were jet and alabaster, and she gave you white to play.


  The first game was played in silence, and you beat her. The second, she rallied, but ten moves in paused with her hand over the board. “They want me to marry,” she said. But then she paused, considered, and restated. “Barrister wants me to marry. I should never have made him my secretary of state. I should never have allowed him to go to Greece—”


  Her face had gone still, unchanging. She moved a pawn. You answered.


  She said, “Shall I prophesy for you?”


  You knew what became of oracles. An old story, unchanging. If they were true oracles, their prophesies only doom them. The gods will what they will.


  You nodded your head anyway, because it seemed to help her to speak of it. And it was not as if you could betray her confidence.


  “If I marry whom Barrister suggests, within five years he will have gathered all power in the Empire.” She gestured to you, to herself, to the rooks and bishops in between. “If I do not marry, I may hold him off for ten. But my single state is a liability. I have no heirs.”


  And if you marry of your own choosing? you would ask, but of course you remained speechless.


  You touched the back of her hand. She moved a knight. You tipped over the black king.


  * * * *


  


  In your chains, in the museum, you overheard a great many things. Barrister, you came to understand, was popular. And the queen was at the mercy of her advisors, of the parliament, of her constituents. Only men held suffrage. She was a woman alone, leading men who thought they knew better than she. Who saw themselves as lumbered with a weak woman, ineffectual, on the throne.


  And she had not the courage to do what she would do, and damn their expectations. You understood; you had dwelt in your own labyrinth long enough, killing because it was expected.


  You watched from the dais, and thought of honey-brown hair, of eyes the color of brandy, of toast. With a hand in your pocket, you felt the watch tick on its chain, though you only brought it out to let the light shine through it when you were certain you were alone.


  * * * *


  


  The women in your quarters liked you, maybe. They competed to interest you, anyway. One baked desserts. One went about naked and smelling of roses, an aroma that served chiefly to make you hungry. One came to tell you she was pregnant, which was true. You had smelled it on her breath, in her hair, before she knew it herself. You wondered if it would look like your father, yourself. Or like the mother.


  Your heart beat like the tick of the pocket watch when she told you.


  A child.


  * * * *


  


  The third time they brought you to the queen, you realized that her palace was a labyrinth as well. Barrister did not accompany you this time. You wondered if you were meant to understand that he did not approve. Instead you walked surrounded by servants, their onus, the center of a cross of chains. They bound you as before, before the queen descended from her chair, and filed out in silence.


  She came down the steps and you bowed low before her.


  “Stay there,” she said. She laid a cool hand on your neck, steadying you in your awkward position. With her other hand, she one by one unlocked the clasps that held the gold chains to your yoke. Unattached, they were too heavy for her to hold one-handed, and each by each they rang to the floor.


  When the fourth one fell, she nudged you upright. “There,” she said, as you rose up over her. “Now we can sit in chairs to play.”


  You doubted she would have a chair that would bear your weight. Mostly the chairs and benches here were fussy, padded things with spindly, curved scrollwork legs and eagle claws clutching the balls at their feet. But this one surprised you: it was an oaken bench, and she must have ordered it made for you especially.


  You sat, and took up a pair of mismatched pawns. She chose the black, and you returned them to the board. You opened with the King’s Gambit.


  “I want children,” she said. “And I am no longer a young girl. I must decide, and soon, if I want a kingdom or a son, Asterion.”


  You were so absorbed in interpreting the speaking serenity of her expression that for a moment, you did not realize it was your name that she had spoken. Your ears swiveled. When you swung your head up, the weight of the steel ring tugged painfully in your nose.


  With her own hands, she poured you red wine in a glass delicate as a soap-bubble—a glass you would not have trusted in your own enormous hands. She pushed a china sugar bowl across the table, so you could snack.


  “The name is recorded,” she said. “It is Asterion?”


  It’s just as well she could not have understood the gabblings of your thick cow’s tongue, because at the moment you could not have spoken. You swallowed, the yoke tightening against your throat until the ripple passed, and nodded.


  She smiled then, and met your white pawn with her black one. “Drink your wine,” she said, and waited until you had sipped and set the glass down to continue, “You play chess. Do you write, Asterion?”


  Not English. You shook your head.


  “Greek?”


  Your head grew heavy. Your heart began to flutter, ticking like the watch. For a moment, you wondered if the wine was poisoned. Wouldn’t that be ironic?


  You nodded, and the queen—her face unreadable again—produced paper and a fountain pen. In Greek, she wrote, painstakingly, the letters awkward as a child’s—what do you want, Asterion?


  Your own hands trembled as you took the pen. To speak, you wrote, at first so lightly that the pen made no mark on the paper. You turned it in your grasp and tried again. If you pressed too hard, the nib would break, and who would give you another? To speak. To be beautiful.


  “You are beautiful,” she answered, startled.


  You underlined the word with a single black stroke, careful not to make the gesture too broad. Everything at the table was so fragile: the paper, the wine glass, the china. The queen.


  “But you are,” she insisted. “You are so strong, so white. Your eyes are soft and brown. If I were as strong as you—”


  She sighed, and looked away. While she was blinking, heavily, you brought up your second pawn.


  She must have seen from her peripheral vision, because she turned back to the board. She gulped and swallowed, accepted the gambit, did not flinch when you brought up the knight. She said, “I need to be strong like you.”


  You reached inside your robe and found the pocket watch, drew it forth and laid it on the table. You opened its wings and set it upright on them so the light shone through it, and you could both see the click and whir of the perfect, tiny mechanism. The pad of your thumb could obscure the entire face.


  You wrote, You are strong.


  She shook her head. “Not strong enough.”


  You wrote, I can make you stronger. I can give you children. You pointed to her, to you. To her again.


  And the queen’s pale face went still. She licked her lips, and touched the collar of your yoke. “This is impossible. How do you lift it?”


  You gestured about you, at the palace, the labyrinth. The careless pen spattered ink upon the tablecloth, your hide. You wrote, How do you lift this?


  “I lift it because I must,” she answered. “But you lift that because it is easy.”


  You could have told her about the centuries alone, about the mossy stones. About how a yoke is a small thing to bear for company, for willing women, for a game of chess. You could have told her that you were a queen’s son, who would never be a prince. But it would have taken too long to scribble down, and so you shrugged under your yoke and wrote, We all have burdens. It is easier to bear the ones we choose, Your Majesty.


  Her hand slipped down from your yoke. She said, “If I said yes, would you still come and visit me?”


  If you had a human mouth, you would have smiled. And play, you wrote.


  She nodded.


  You leaned forward over the table and kissed her mouth with your beast’s mouth, sharing the flavor of sugar and wine. And when you sat back, you straightened her dress over your shoulders, and reached out to tip over the black queen. “Let’s do something else today,” you said. “Let’s go for a walk in the gardens.”


  Across from you, Asterion nodded. He capped the pen carefully and held it up, asking permission. “Keep it,” you said. “You shall need it to sign the papers when we break your indenture.”


  White eyebrows rose on his bone-white head. Pollen and gold dust glistened on the wrinkled skin of his brow. You had never appreciated how expressive his face could be.


  “Well, of course,” you said. “Somebody is going to have to translate written English for me. And I know I need better advisors.”


  He uncapped the pen and in awkward letters wrote, What will become of me? What will become of you?


  “You are of royal blood. Your mother was a queen,” you said. “Would you consent—in friendship—to marry another?”


  Bulls don’t smile. But as you rose and pushed your chair back, across the table, he stood up under your collar.


  


  When You Visit


  the Magoebaskloof Hotel


  Be Certain Not to Miss


  The Samango Monkeys


  


  


  


  


  In the place where I was born, stones had been used to mark boundaries for four hundred years. We harrowed stones up in fields, turned them up in roadcuts. We built the foundations of houses from stones, dug around and between them. We made stone walls, and our greatest poet wrote poems about those walls and their lichen-speckled granite. The gift of glaciers, and the wry joke of farmers. “She’ll grow a ton and a half an acre, between the stones.” The people who lived there before mine made tools of them, made weights and currency.


  Thisis an alien landscape. Another world. A cold, empty desert on the other side of a long, cold sleep, light-years away from the place I grew up in and can never go home to. A place that lies across a gulf of cannibalized colony ships and unfeeling stars.


  But stones are a boundary here too. They mark the line between life and death, between our pitiful attempts to terraform and the natives’ land with its stark stone cities and empty plains. Andthisstone, wound about with a windblown veil dark blue as the autumn sky of my homeworld, so much brighter than the dusty firmament of this one—Thisstone marks other things.


  A body was buried here. Not long ago. And not a human one.


  I’m the xenobiologist. There’s a sonic shovel buried in my pack beside the sample kits, and an overwhelming sense thumping in me that what I’m about to do is irrevocably wrong.


  I scan the horizon for alien aircraft, ears tuned for the hum of engines. When I see and hear nothing, I begin digging through my pack.


  


  


  Samango monkeys were listed as a rare species under CITES Appendix II because they were confined to an ecosystem covering less than 1 % of the land area of Southern Africa, the evergreen Afromontane forests. Unlike their ubiquitous relatives, the vervet monkeys, the samango monkeys were rarely seen by outsiders.


  


  


  The sonic shovel looks like an entrenching tool; it folds, and the narrow blade screws onto the handle. It weighs less than a kilogram, but the rigid parts are monomolecular carbon laminate: it’s exceedingly strong, much lighter than the spades and posthole diggers I used on Mother’s hundred and fifteen acres in Vermont. That’s a thought that comes with a sting; that land isn’t there anymore, and neither are the shaggy-coated ponies and the long-haired goats that were my childhood companions and chores. Or, more precisely, the land is still there. But since the Shift, it’s not much of a farm. Even a ragged New England farm, clawed from a mountainside.


  It amuses me to realize that when the ice goes back—if the ice goes back—four hundred years of plow and pick, of Morgan horses and oxen pulling at their collars, will be undone and the settlers—if there are any settlers—will have to start all over again on a fresh crop of rocks to turn it back into a farm.


  I bite the valve and gulp oxygen to ease the straining pressure in my chest. I flip the switch on the shovel’s handle before I set it against dirt and stones. The packed soil would be challenging to shift by hand, but technology makes short work of many obstacles. Alas, the ones I need solutions for prove obdurate in the face of technology, and ingenuity too.


  I could almost wish that the work were harder. Manual labor is good for stopping thought, but the sonic shovel makes this little more strenuous than walking, even in the thin icy air. And walking is an excellent way to shift one’s brain to overdrive.


  


  


  The samango monkey was larger and darker than the vervet monkey. Its diet consisted largely of fruit and leaves, supplemented by flowers and insects. The Magoebaskloof Hotel in the Limpopo District of South Africa—an eco-tourism destination—was famous for its samango monkey feeding program, which allowed tourists the chance to see the rare animals up close.


  


  


  We never understood what a garden was Earth until we got out here where it’s cold and strange and nothing wholesome grows. We’re going to run out of preserved food sooner rather than later. And the babies have all been stillborn so far, and it’s my job to know why, and I just donot.


  We fired all but blind; it’s only luck that the world we aimed for is habitable at all. And it’s my job as xenobiologist to keep it that way. To find a way to bend the biochemistry of this planet to our bodies, to remedy the lack of digestible proteins in the native flora, and the prevalence of ever-so-slightly toxic-to-Earth-life alkaloids. To understand how native intelligence developed, when they’re the onlyanimalwe’ve found on this planet where even plant life is so sparse.


  We have so many lovely theories. The fragmentary fossil record we’ve uncovered shows a complete ecology until only eye blinks ago, on a geologic scale. The natives could be the sole survivors of some ecological catastrophe. They could even be the cause of it. Or—the most intriguing possibility—like us, they could come from Somewhere Else. And no matter where they came from, what happened to everything else?


  I wish we knew how to talk to them. Wish we knew if they even have language, when near as I can tell they might communicate by pheromones, or kinetically, via posturing too subtle for us to even notice. It might help us understand why they treated us as long-lost brethren from day one. Until Veronica Chambers—we reconstruct—exhumed one of the veil-marked graves, probably not even knowing what she was digging up, and the natives sliced her very tidily and very thoroughly into bits.


  I helped retrieve the corpse. I remember very clearly what her remains looked like. Blood, everywhere. Grey with dust.


  But even after that, nothing changed about the friendly unassuming way they treated us. We haven’t moved beyond the grunt-and-point-and-occasionally-dismember level of conversation we’ve achieved. You’d think at least math would transfer, one rock plus one rock equals two rocks. You would think.


  There was never any question that the brightly clad natives were intelligent. They came in strange mechanical craft and greeted us with wonderful gifts from the first day we landed: gracious hosts, utterly without fear, for all we had not found a way to speak with them. It took me some time to understand the simple logic of it; they had no competition on their harsh dry world except the world itself. There were no predators, no other animals, no prey. They dined by poking lichen-covered rocks into the puckered orifices below their nominal chins. The rocks emerged some hours later, polished shiny as agates. The young were born alive, fed from flat dugs in the crevices between their double-joined arms and their tripartite carapaces.


  Their only enemy was the planet, and their supreme allies were each other. It was their biology to make us at home. Or so I thought—assumed, bad scientist—until Veronica.


  We have so many lovely theories about how the aliens evolved, where they came from, why they are as oddly peaceable as Emperor penguins, as Galapagos tortoises that have never seen a threat. And I can’t explore or disprove any of them unless I can dissect a dead one, and sample whatever it is that they use for genetic material.


  I lean on my sonic shovel, considering the mound of dirt between my boots. I’m lucky to have been chosen. Lucky to have gotten a colony ship, at my age. Lucky to be here, brushing soil from the triskelion carapace of some alien mother’s child with my fingertips so I don’t damage the cadaver with my shovel.


  The baby’s body is almost half my size and wrapped in more blue cloth, layers of it, spun of the fibers and dyed bright with the sap of those same alien plants that we cannot eat. I edge fingers under the carapace, make sure that the soft and oddly human three-fingered hands stay tucked tight inside the funeral pall, protected when I lift. I have to jump down beside it, like Hamlet with Ophelia, to get enough purchase to haul it up.


  I use the shovel as a lever.


  When I raise my head to half-roll, half-drag the alien’s body out of the grave, I am looking into a dozen triads of eyes.


  I guess I picked a bad day to start robbing graves.


  


  


  I was eleven when I saw my first samango monkey. My mother had brought me to South Africa for an ecology conference. It was not a “done thing” to bring children to professional conferences in those days—in some ways we did become more enlightened, and more aware that a separation between family and profession can be an artificial stress—but the scientists were very kind. Dr. Martens from UCLA, I remember in particular, introduced me to all the exotic fruits and spices and laughed at the faces I made.


  I, in turn, laughed at the faces the monkeys made.


  Especially the babies.


  The monkeys were rust and silver, ticked with black. Their coats were long, not silky but… kinky, like soft, nappy human hair brushed out. They smelled like animals: acrid, musky, unpleasant. The males were almost twice as big as the females, their rough-and-tumble muzzles elongated over enlarged canines. The females had faces as sweet as Barbie dolls and radiant carnelian-colored eyes.


  One particular monkey who came to the Magoebasklooffor the feedings had two babies that did not look like each other. While twins were not unheard of, these were not twins. Rather, female samango monkeys—Dr. Martens explained—were extremely maternal; they would even adopt orphaned infants from other troops.


  This particular female had adopted an orphanedvervetmonkey. I don’t know where she found it; I know now that the vervet was more common to the savanna than the Afromontaine. But find it she did, and take it for her own.


  


  


  I rest the dead alien child carefully on the edge of the grave and look directly at the native standing in front of me. It reaches out with one soft-skinned grey hand. I flinch back, but the touch is gentle. The native, the tallest and broadest of the group, is wrapped in veils of vermilion and cinnamon. No other in the group wears those colors. Or blue, I realize, because that deep, true azure is the color of death to them as surely as red (or black, or white) is the color of death on Earth.


  The native hands me out of the grave, lifting me past the body of the child. I leave the shovel behind. It’s not heavy enough to make a weapon, and grabbing for it would be obvious.


  The biggest native towers over me. It hasn’t let go of my hand. I crane back to look up at its elephant-grey head; my level gaze would rest at the v-shaped “collar” of its carapace. Soft crunching emanates from inside its body; the sounds of its crop, or gizzard, or whatever these creatures stuff full of rocks and then crank like a churn to get their dinners.


  “I’m sorry,” I say, exactly as if the thing could understand me. One of its three enormous jewel-blue eyes blinks, and I wonder if there’s a connection between the blue of the veil and the blue of their eyes. Some symbolism about seeing into the otherworld, perhaps? I don’t even know if they believe in an otherworld. I wish I had an anthropologist. Hell, I wish Iwerean anthropologist. But I’m not, and the native is squeezing, tugging my hand—gently, still, but for how long?—so I keep talking. “I didn’t mean any disrespect. But I need a cadaver. To see how your bodies work. If we’re going to survive here.”


  Another eye blinks and reopens, unhurried. They operate on a cycle: two open, one being cleansed. Or resting. Or something. We’ve never seen a native sleeping. I wonder if they have tripartite brains—tritospheres? What would you call that?—the same way they seem to have three of everything else. Maybe they sleep like dolphins did on Earth, part of the brain active while the rest dozes—


  —I just don’t know. There’s so much I don’t know, that I’m going to die not knowing.


  Still holding my right wrist, the native lifts another arm. Wetness spills from the nipple in its underarm, washing dust from the carapace. The shell isn’t grey after all; the cloudy fluid looks like whey, but cleans a swath of tortoiseshell amber and black before it soaks into the native’s veils.


  The native pulls me close. Thin air burns my throat as I struggle, air reeking acrid with the native’s stench. I crave oxygen. There’s no time to grab my mask.


  A clicking grunt, a noise like boulders knocked together. The first non-gas-tric noise I’ve heard one make. The others close in around me. I wonder what Veronica did, if this is what she saw before they killed her; the wall of bodies, granite stones wrapped in rainbow gauze. The acrid smell of the native’s—milk? The slow meticulous blinking of the third blue eye.


  I wonder how much it’s going to hurt when they kill me.


  It yanks, two hands now. The second one presses my face into the foul-smell-ing mess dripping down its side. I strain back, but the grip is unbreakable, and the fluid burns my skin when the native shoves me into it.


  I whimper like a puppy; the hands are encompassing, one on my wrist, one holding, controlling my head. The milk tastes like ammonia. My eyes tear. The teat is hot and hard against my cheek, like the udders on my mother’s goats when they needed milking—


  When they needed milking.


  Like an orphaned vervet monkey, I understand what the massive creature wants. The fluid filling my mouth is rank and sharp. It burns going down; it might be poison.


  Like everything on this planet.


  But the natives are smart. Smart enough for hovercraft and holograms. Smart enough for biochemistry. And there is always the possibility, bizarre and remote as it is, that the microscopic flora in mother’s milk might work for me as it works for them.


  I wonder if they dissected Veronica to learn that.


  Whether it works or not, I’ll be sick. Really, really sick.


  I hope they know what to do with me. I hope they know what they’re doing, because sure as Hell, I don’t. But I’m learning.


  You have to adapt to the place you live in, if you’re going to survive outside your environment. Because your environment will not adapt to you. We have to give up one home to live in another, so it’s just as well we can’t go back. We wouldn’t recognize the place.


  


  


  I always did wonder what became of that vervet monkey, growing up in a place God never intended him for.


  I saw my first samango monkey in 1999. By the time I left Earth, they were extinct, another victim of the Shift. I don’t remember when the species was lost, but I do remember where I was on January 12th, 2004, when my mother handed me a small article on the Magoebaskloof Hotel in Limpopo District, South Africa.


  It had burned to the stones the day before. But everybody inside had gotten out alive.


  


  The House


  of the


  Rising Sun


  


  


  


  


  Sycorax smiled at me through the mantilla shadowing her eyes: eyes untouched by that smile. She lolled against a wrought-iron railing, one narrow hip thrust out, dyed red hair tumbling out of the black spiderweb of her shawl, looking like a Mac Rebennack song come to life.


  The dead quickly grow thin.


  She licked her lips with a long pale tongue and even the semblance of amusement fell away. “You’re pale, Tribute. No coup tonight?”


  “Nothing appealed.” Tribute wasn’t my real name any more than Sycorax was hers.


  She leaned into me, pressed a hand to my throat. Her flesh lay like ice against the chill of my skin. “I told you to hunt.”


  “I hunted.” Backing away, red nails trailing down my chest. I hunted. Hunted and returned empty-handed. It’s as much how you hear the orders as how they’re given.


  She followed close on my steps, driving me before her. Ragged black chiffon clung and drifted around her calves; she reached up to lace china fingers in the fine hairs at the nape of my neck. Her face against my throat was waxen: too long unfed. “You weaken me on purpose, Tribute. Give me what you have.”


  She needed me, needed me to feed. Old as she was, she had to have the blood more often and she couldn’t take it straight from a human anymore. She needed someone like me to purge the little taints and poisons from it first—and even then, I had to be careful what I brought home. So sensitive, the old.


  She caught at my collar, pulled it open with fumbling hands. I leaned down to her—chattel, blood of her blood, no more able to resist her will than her own right hand, commanded to protect and feed her. At least this time, I knew what sort of predator I served, although I had less choice about it.


  I figured things out too late, again.


  Sycorax curled cold lips back from fangs like a row of perfect icicles, sank her teeth into my flaccid vein and tried to drink. All that pain and desire spiked through me—every time like the first time—and on its heels a hollowness. Sycorax hissed, drew back. She turned her head and spat transparent fluid on the cobbles. I smiled as she turned on me, spreading my hands like Jesus on a hilltop, still backing slowly away. I had made very sure that I had nothing to feed her on.


  Petty, I know. And she’d make me pay for it before dawn.


  Down the narrow lane, a club’s red door swung open and I turned with a predator’s eye, attracted to the movement. Spill of light cut like a slice of cake, booted feet crunching on glittering glass. Girls. Laughing, young, drunk. I remembered what that felt like.


  I raked a hand through my forelock and looked away, making the mistake of catching Sycorax’s china-blue eye.


  “Those,” she said, jerking her chin.


  I shook my head. “Too easy, baby. Let me get you something more challenging.” I used to have an accent—down-home Mississippi. Faded by the years, just like everything else. I suspected I sounded pan-European now, like Sycorax; I’ve put some effort into changing my speech patterns. Her lips, painted pale to match china-white skin, curled into a sulk.


  “Tribute. After a quarter of a century, you ought to know I mean what I say.”


  I tugged my collar, glancing down.


  “Them.” Sycorax twisted a stiletto-heeled boot, crushing the litter of cracked glass against the bricks.


  She enjoyed the hunt a little too much. But who but a madwoman would have drained my living body and made me hers? Just fetching my corpse from the grave would have taken insane effort.


  “I’m hungry,” she complained while I sharpened my teeth on my lip to stop a malicious smile.


  If I could buy a little time, the girls might make it to the street and I could lose them in the crowds and tangled shadows of the gaslamp district. Footsteps receded down the alley; I spread my hands in protest, cocking my head to one side and giving her the little half-smile that used to work so well on my wife. “Something with a little more fight in it, sweetie.”


  My wife was a hell of a lot younger than Sycorax. “Those two girls. Bring me their blood, Tribute. That’s an order.”


  And that was the end of the argument. I turned to obey.


  “Tribute.”


  Coming back around slowly, her gaze—catching mine—flat and pale. “Sycorax.”


  “I could just spike your pretty eyes out on my pinkie finger and eat them, lovely boy,” she purred. “Hazel, aren’t they?”


  “Blue.”


  She shrugged and made an irritated, dismissive gesture, hands white as wax. “It’s so hard to tell in the dark.”


  


  


  The girls made it to the street before Sycorax ended the discussion, but I had to follow them anyway. I paced my ordained prey, staying to the shadows, the collar of the black leather trenchcoat that Sycorax had picked out for me tugged up to half-hide the outline of my jaw. I never would have bought that coat for myself. You’d think anybody who’d been dead for any time at all would have had enough of blackness and shadows, thank you very much. Sycorax reveled in it. If she were three hundred years younger, she’d have been a gothchick.


  It was a good night: nobody turned for a second look.


  People are always dying, and human memory is short. In a hundred years, I shall probably be able to walk down any street in the world without raising an eyebrow.


  As long as the sun is down.


  Sycorax didn’t bother to follow. I had no choice but to do as I was bid. It’s more than a rule; it’s a fact. I expected there were still a few women I knew who would get a kick out of that.


  My girls staggered somewhat, weaving. One was a blonde, brittle dyed hair and a red beret. The other one had glossy chestnut brown waves and the profile of a little girl. I tracked them through the district toward the ocean, neon glow and littered sidewalks. A door would open and music would issue forth, and it wasn’t long before I found myself mouthing the words to one particular song.


  There’s something gloriously ironic in a man charting a number-one hit twenty-five years after he’s dead. Otis Redding, eat your heart out.


  My quarry paused at an open-air patio where a live band played the blues. Girl singer, open coat and a spill of curls like wicked midnight: performing old standards, the kind I’ve always loved. Mama, tell my baby sister, not to do what I have done. I’ll spend my life in sin and misery, in the House of the Rising Sun. A song that was already venerable when Eric Burdon made it famous.


  There’s all kinds of whoredom, aren’t there? And all kinds of bloodsuckers, too.


  The singer nailed “Amazing Grace” a capella like heartbreak, voice sharp and gritty as little Mary Johnson doing “Cold, Cold Heart.” I caught myself singing along and slashed my tongue with needle teeth before someone could overhear. Still no blood. I hadn’t fed in a long time and it hurt more than it should have.


  The girls sat down at a table and ordered food. I smelled beer, hot wings, eyewatering garlic. I suddenly very badly wanted a peanut butter sandwich and a milkshake.


  Leaning against the high black iron fence, I watched the girls watching the band until a passerby in her fifties turned to get a startled better look at me. I stood up straight and met her gaze directly, giving her the crooked little-kid smile. It almost always works, except on Sycorax.


  Trying to hide your face only convinces them they’ve seen something.


  “Sorry,” she said, waving me away with a smile. A moment later, she turned back. “You know you look like…”


  “People say,” I answered, pitching my voice high.


  “Amazing.” She nodded cheerfully, gave me a wide wondering grin, and continued on her way. I watched her go, chattering with her friends, shaking their heads.


  The girls didn’t stay for “King of the Road,” although I would have liked to hear the version.


  Kids.


  I almost turned away when they walked past. They stank of garlic-stuffed mushrooms and beer. The reek of the herb knotted my stomach and seared my eyes. I actually tried to take a half-step away before the compulsion Sycorax had laid on me locked my knees and forced me back into pursuit.


  They walked arm in arm, skinny twenty-year-olds with fake IDs and black vinyl miniskirts. Cheap boots, too much eyeliner. The one with the brown hair broke my heart every time she tossed her head, just that way. I let myself drift ahead of them, taking a gamble on where they would cut across the residential neighborhood near the ocean: a dangerous place for girls to be.


  I ducked down a side street to cut them off and waited in the dark of an unlit doorway. Sycorax’s control permitted that much. I leaned against the wall, scrubbing my face against my hands. It felt like a waxen mask, cold and stiff. My hands weren’t much better.


  They weren’t long. I was unlucky. They picked the better of the two routes through the brownstones, the one I had been able to justify choosing, and just that innocently chose their fate.


  The scent of bougainvillea and jacaranda filled the spaces of the night. I watched them skipping from streetlight to streetlight, shadows stretched out behind them, catching up, and then reaching before. The brown-haired one walked a few steps ahead of the bleach-blonde, humming to herself.


  I couldn’t help it. It wasn’t one of my standards, but every blues singer born knows the words to that one. Hell, I used to have a horse by that name.


  I picked up the tune.


  I had to.


  “…they call the Rising Sun. It’s been the ruin of many a poor boy. And me, O God, I’m one!”


  Their heads snapped up. Twenty, maybe. I was dead before they were born. Gratifying that they recognized my voice.


  “Fellas, don’t believe what a bad woman tells you—though her eyes be blue, or brown….” I strolled out of the shadows, ducking my head and smiling, letting the words trail away.


  The dark-haired girl did a double take. She had a lovely nose, pert and turned up. The blonde blinked a couple of times, but I don’t think she made the connection. I’d changed my appearance some, and I’d lost a lot of weight.


  The stench of garlic on their breath would have thickened my blood in my veins if I had any left. I swallowed hard, remembering all those songs about wandering ghosts and unquiet graves. Ghosts that all seem to want the same thing: revenge, and to lay down and rest.


  I smiled wider. What the lady wants, the lady gets.


  “Oh, wow,” the darker girl said. “Do you have any idea how much you look like….”


  The street was empty, dark and deserted. I came up under the streetlight, close enough to reach out and touch the tip of that nose if I wanted. I dropped them a look that used to melt hearts, sidelong glance under lowered lashes. “People say,” I answered.


  And, sick to my stomach, I broke their necks before I fed.


  It was the least I could do.


  Poison roiled in my belly when I laid them out gently in the light of that streetlamp, in the rich dark covering the waterfront, close enough to smell the sea. I straightened their spines so they wouldn’t look so terrible for whoever found them, but at least they wouldn’t be coming back.


  It was happening already: my limbs jerked and shook. My flesh crawled with ripples like fire, my tongue numb as a drunk’s. I’m going back to New Orleans, to wear that ball and chain….


  Not this time. Struggling to smooth each step, to hide the venom flooding my veins, I hurried back to my poor, hungry mistress. I stole the brunette’s wallet. I stopped and bought breath mints at the all-night grocery.


  I beat Sycorax home.


  


  Seven Steeds


  


  


  


  


  Oak for your eyes. Heart made of stone.


  Hands taut on the rein while the brown horse bears you down.


  (Down, down, dilly down, down.)


  (Ash and rue, rosemary and thorn)


  


  Neither the chains nor


  enchantments have changed you—


  glamours are illusions.


  The human skin beneath


  (though grown chill), does not peel.


  But seven years in Faerie


  is hours enough to make strange.


  


  Oak for your eyes. Heart made of stone.


  Hands taut on the rein while the black horse bears you down.


  (Down, down, dilly down, down.)


  (Ash and rue, rosemary and thorn)


  


  Old songs forecast a savior, but


  who comes to pull a woman down?


  Whatever prickles or fangs—


  what fire or venom—wounds you—


  what armor you grow in return—


  oh, lady. You are expected


  to be the one who can hold on


  


  Oak for your eyes. Heart made of stone.


  Hands taut on the rein while the roan horse bears you down.


  (Down, down, dilly down, down.)


  (Ash and rue, rosemary and thorn)


  


  The winter chose wiser once


  she learned to choose sisters.


  Hands tremble on reins slick with sweating.


  A real woman


  would lift her sorry ass


  off that pony


  and get her job done.


  


  Oak for your eyes. Heart made of stone.


  Hands taut on the rein while the red horse bears you down.


  (Down, down, dilly down, down.)


  (Ash and rue, rosemary and thorn)


  No.


  This the path.


  This the rein.


  This the lolloping stride of your stalwart mare


  rocking among the broad backs of the hellbound band.


  No souls to sell save yours,


  and no one is coming to spare.


  


  Oak for your eyes. Heart made of stone.


  Hands taut on the rein while the bay horse bears you down.


  (Down, down, dilly down, down.)


  (Ash and rue, rosemary and thorn)


  


  Seven years in Faerie is long enough to grow strange.


  You have learned the shape of the pricker-bush.


  The spitting cat.


  The firebrand.


  Turned weird and wild


  you will bloody hands as would grasp you.


  Unfair but not untrue.


  


  Oak for your eyes. Heart made of stone.


  Hands taut on the rein while the grey horse bears you down.


  (Down, down, dilly down, down.)


  (Ash and rue, rosemary and thorn)


  


  Maybe if there were a woman—


  No.


  


  Oak for your eyes. Heart made of stone.


  Hands taut on the rein while the white horse bears you down.


  (Down, down, dilly down, down.)


  (Ash and rue, rosemary and thorn)


  


  Seven years in Faerie has made you deep, pointed, and still.


  No lover’s hand will clutch a bridle that does not ring.


  Which will not fall.


  


  The Girl Who


  Sang Rose Madder


  


  


  


  


  A real backstage mostly resembles the opening tease of The Muppet Show: dust, bustle, and unflattering light. Em had gotten over her delusions of glamour pretty fast, though the delusions of grandeur took a little longer to kick her off the ledge. Now, she dodged a costume trolley, sidestepped a roadie, and managed to find a corner that wasn’t immediately in use. She rose on tiptoe, craning her neck to look for Ange. Maybe over by the service table, although Em thought it possible that her sister hadn’t consumed anything more solid than gin and protein shakes since the early eighties.


  Someone touched Em’s shoulder, and she spun, heartbeat drowning out whatever he said. A side of beef in a SECURITY shirt loomed from the shadows, and Em instinctively drew herself up in her boots. Her flight reflex had been broken for years. She made it up with housecat bravado.


  “Your pass.” He poked at her chest. She glanced down, pretty sure that he wasn’t copping a feel—Ange got all the looks, and if Em was feeling like a shit, she’d say it was an even trade for brains and talent—and realized that her all-access pass had twisted under her leather vest. “Sorry.” She hauled it out.


  He studied it until he was satisfied, even breaking out his flashlight, and only then glanced at her face.


  The double take was gratifying. “Shit. You’re Emma Case. What are you doing at a Trial show? You used to be great!”


  Em … was feeling like a shit. She blinked at him, slowly, and let herself smile.


  “I mean—” he backpedaled. “I’m a fan. I just mean I’m a fan. You’re amazing. Number nineteen on the Rolling Stone ‘Top 100 Guitarists’ of all time—”


  “Yeah,” she said. “Joni Mitchell is better. It’s a crime she didn’t make the list any higher than number seventy-two, but it was a total boy’s club anyway. Maybe they got her confused with Jack White when they were putting things in order.”


  He was already backing up. Em pushed up the sleeve of her henley and scratched the pad of scar tissue in the crook of her right arm with uncallused fingers. She really ought to get her ink touched up; if it faded any more and if she got any grayer, people were going to start mistaking her for Johnny Winter.


  Hah. She’d be lucky to live long enough to go gray.


  But he wasn’t done gushing. He bounced in place and tried again. “You were a Warlord. I have all your albums from the seventies. On vinyl. I used to play the first two every damn day after high school. Madder Rose. And Stick It In.”


  “Class of ’89?”


  He blushed. “ ’87.”


  “Let me guess. You loved the Who, the Pretenders, Led Zeppelin, and the Rolling Stones.”


  He shrugged. “You know? Never so much the Stones. They had started to suck so much by then … ” And then he recollected himself and stuck out a hand. “I’m Earl.”


  She took it. What the hell. “Em.”


  He held onto her hand too long, but the handshake wasn’t too creepy otherwise. Em risked a smile. And then he put his foot in it for good. “So what happened?”


  “Seth Savage got completely fucked up on heroin and hanged himself from a hotel room shower rod in Las Vegas six years ago,” Em answered, in practiced staccato. She turned her face away. “It kind of sank our chances of getting the band back together. Look, have you seen my sister around? I kind of need to find her.”


  Yeah. She used to be a Warlord. Some days, she got up, showered, walked the dogs, made scrambled eggs and was on her second or third mimosa before she remembered.


  It was one of the reasons she lived alone. She’d had enough of fucking rock stars for two lifetimes, and the last thing she needed was some doeeyed young creature padding across her terrazzo floors barefoot in silk pajama bottoms, looking at her like she used to be Emma Case before she’d had time to drink a pot of coffee and tie a good buzz on.


  Easier to keep a couple of borzoi, if you needed somebody around to yell at once in a while who was big enough to take it. Anyway, it could have been worse. Thank God for small mercies and all that. She could have used to be a Beatle.


  Earl had said Ange was in Graham’s dressing room. The opening act, Objekt 775, was just coming off, which meant he could still be fucking around in there for a good fifteen minutes yet while the stage got cleared. But if Ange could stand him, Em guessed she could do it too.


  She tapped on the door. “Ange? It’s Em.”


  The door wasn’t locked; it swung right open. Em leaned around an even bigger side of beef and peered under his arm. All she saw was the sizetwo ass of Graham’s hairdresser, lacquered into a turquoise leather skirt. “Ange?”


  “Mike, let her in,” Ange said, appearing from the corner. She hooked a finger at Em, and Em—holding her breath—ducked under the security guy’s arm and strode across the room to her sister. Smooch smooch, air kiss, click of high heels and the carnauba wax smell of too much red lipstick. Powder caked in the creases beside Ange’s eyes was obvious when you got close, and she was wearing enough mascara and black liquid eyeliner for a cheerleading squad, but Em had to admit she’d kept her figure.


  “Hey, Graham,” Em said.


  Shirtless, naked except the black leather trousers she was glad she’d never seen him without, he waved at her in the mirror. A sterling skull glinting heavily on the back of his left hand. “Hey, Em.”


  Ange might be mutton dressed as lamb, but Graham’s face looked like it was about to wilt off his skull. Hard to believe he was only sixty.


  Hard to believe he was even sixty, if you just looked at his abs. The chesticles were terrifying enough to make up for it, though. Still, Em poked herself in the gut through her T-shirt and winced. Fifty-seven, and she hadn’t had a belly like that since 1982. More crunches.


  God, what did it matter? She had her money. It wasn’t like she ever needed to climb up on a stage again.


  It wasn’t like she was ever going to have a chance.


  Ange dragged her over into the corner behind the guitar stands. The teal-green Strat made Em’s hands itch, but her fingers were soft. She’d cut them to ribbons on the strings. Instead, she fumbled for a match and a cigarette.


  “It was good of you to stop by while we’re in San Diego. Are you staying for the concert?” Ange asked, steadying Em’s hand on the match. She bummed a cigarette from the open pack without asking, and Em lit it for her. Once upon a time, it had been lines of coke all night.


  She’d quit because it was bad for her. It wasn’t easy, getting old. She shook the match out and dropped it in an ashtray. Thank God half of rock and roll still smoked.


  “I might.” She let the smoke stream out in lazy snakes, and smiled. The trick was to hold off long enough so the cigarette tasted really good. Delayed gratification was the best sort.


  She touched Ange’s hand. The diamonds on the left one hadn’t changed, though Graham must have bought her that bigger canary-yellow rock for their anniversary. But on the right one Ange wore a skull much like his, and Em wanted to look at it. “That’s gorgeous work,” she said. It didn’t look like a head-shop model. “You know, Keef has one of those. And, shit—” She scratched her head with the hand with the cigarette in it. “Jim wears one, doesn’t he? Is it the eighties already again?”


  “Yeah,” Ange said, and pulled her fingers out of Em’s grip, but not before Em felt her start to shake. What the fuck? “It must be; I’ve been wearing that ring since ’81 and you never noticed it before.” She frowned at Em astutely. “Intimations of mortality getting you down?”


  Em managed to divert the reflexive gesture of her hand toward her temple into a drag on her cigarette. She shrugged.


  And Ange was already off on a more pressing topic. “Oh, one sec. Graham? Your call—” A half-second before the tap came on the door.


  He jammed his feet into buckle boots and stood, nipple ring sparkling against graying chest hair. The hairdresser jumped out of the way. For the life of her, Em couldn’t see what the woman had accomplished, but maybe she was worth her salary for the tight skirt and the scalp massage.


  Graham knew better than to cheat on Ange these days. And Em hadn’t even minded the cite for drunk and disorderly and for disturbing the peace. He’d been man enough to drop the assault charges. If the secret monster growing in Em’s head kicked her over dead in the shower tomorrow, she’d accomplished that.


  That, and three platinum and four gold records.


  “Hey, Em,” he said, practicing his rock-star glower at her over the bridge of a nose that might have been knocked down from Frank Zappa’s spare. He gave her shoulders a quick squeeze; she slung her arm around his waist and squeezed back. He smelled like wax and camphor, too, and his skin was clammy; she gritted her teeth to hide a reflexive cringe at his touch. It seemed to be her day to make a closer acquaintance with tall men’s armpits.


  Hound-dog ugly as he was, his face twisted around to something fascinating when he smiled. “I saw you eyeing that Strat. You sure I can’t bend your arm to come out and play a couple in the first half? It’d be on YouTube by the time you got home tonight, I promise.”


  Em punched him lightly. “Not a chance. Don’t trip over your leads, man.”


  “I won’t trip over my leads, man,” he said, and reached past her to pick up the Stratocaster. Holding it wide, he bent down and kissed Ange on the mouth. Then he turned, and the entourage outside the door extended a pseudopod, enfolded him, and pulled him away.


  Em jammed the cigarette between her lips and her hands into her pockets and told herself that she didn’t miss it at all.


  “Shit,” she said. “Ange, is he back on smack? He looks like shit.”


  Ange ground out her cigarette. “Look who’s talking.”


  “Hey, I’m just saying—”


  “No,” Ange said. “You know what? I know you can’t stand him. But I appreciate you trying to hide it when he’s in the room.”


  “I’m just saying, you oughta find the egg he hid his death in.”


  Ange snorted, unladylike as hell, and all of a sudden Em could see the wild girl of 1971, bell bottoms and a knotted shirt. Back when they both still played guitar—though, to be fair, Ange had quit long before Em had. About when she quit eating, too. “I’m just saying. Maybe you should think about taking the cure yourself.”


  “I’m clean,” Em said. She shook her head. “Just not sober.”


  Ange shot her a sidelong glance, and Em thought she almost smiled. “Come on,” she said. “We’ve got seats.”


  “You got me a ticket?” Em slapped Ange’s biceps with the back of her left hand. “Aw. Sweet.”


  Their seats were row three, stage center. Em kept her face tucked behind her collar until she was seated, then let her head slide down between her shoulders. They barely made it in time; the amphitheatre was already full, and the lights dimmed as she dropped her butt into the rickety folding chair. Trial opened with a three-song run off the new album, and Em thought the audience was restless. Not settling in; not giving up their energy. Most of them wouldn’t have heard the new material yet, except the single. It wouldn’t have had the time to wear the groove in their psyche that the back catalogue had.


  And honestly, Em didn’t think the new songs were as good. They were mostly colorless, and it might have been uncharitable, but they sounded to Em like flat, juiceless versions of the sort of thing the band had done better decades before. And only the third one, a thumping antiwar number in which Dagan Kennedy dropped his vocals for a harmonica solo on the bridge, got anybody on their feet. Fucking baby boomers, too goddamned middle-class and entitled these days even to get up on their chairs and dance.


  It wasn’t that Graham was phoning it in, Em decided. It was that he was dead up there; the energy wasn’t flowing. There was no spark, no contact.


  But then Graham handed the Strat to a roadie and took an electric/ acoustic Breedlove in exchange, and Dagan swapped out for a mandolin. Em didn’t realize she’d rocked forward in her chair until Ange put a gentling hand on her arm. “You should have taken him up on it,” she said, twisting her neck to yell in Em’s ear. “Anybody can see sitting down here is killing you.”


  Ange was right, and she was wrong at the same time. Those days were over for good, unless Em wanted to find herself doing endless half-assed fifteen-minute versions of “Road Too Far” with some thirty-year-old bassist that would never be one-tenth the musician or the lay that Seth had been.


  Em dropped her head, pressed her palms over her ears, and wished she were home in the hot tub with a bottle of Bordeaux and the Bad Seeds cranked up really loud.


  She’d bet a platinum record there weren’t ten people in this audience who would know Nick Cave if he gave them a lap dance; 1976 was thirty fucking years ago, and none of the fat shuffling zombies in the chairs around her wanted to hear anything newer.


  And that was a reason to hang up her guitar.


  Ange squeezed Em’s arm, about to say more, and Em just shook her head hard, harder, until the opening strains of a deeply surreal cover of Dylan’s “The Changing Of The Guard” blotted out whatever her sister might have been about to say.


  “AOR is dead,” Em muttered under her breath. “Long live Jack FM.”


  Afterparties weren’t what they used to be. Em found herself perched on a hotel suite window-ledge, legs draped over the air conditioner, a glass of adequate too-sweet red wine in her left hand and a succession of cigarettes in her right. The window didn’t open, which was a pity, because within an hour the whole room reeked of sweat and perfume. But she had her back to a wall and a place to sit, and she wasn’t about to abandon that advantage to wander over by the television where Ange and Graham were holding court.


  She was in the middle of a reasonably entertaining conversation with a Rolling Stone reporter (Ah, Rolling Stone, another shuffling instance of the living dead) when someone touched her sleeve. She took a drag on her Marlboro and turned, finding herself eye to kohl-smudged eye with a paleskinned bleach-blonde whose matted white-girl dreads had been twisted into thick, clumpy ponytails over each ear. She wore black, collarbones like knifeblades over a mesh top and tank. And she was holding up a fresh glass of wine.


  Bemused, Em let her make the exchange. The girl had no chin to speak of and a nose that took off across her face with a Gypsy spirit of adventure, as if it would know its destination when it found it. “Thank you,” she said. “Is this a roofie?”


  “No.” And the girl plucked that glass from Em’s hand and exchanged it with her own, and then drank down half the glass.


  Well, Em thought girl, but the woman might have been thirty. Or twenty-five under a lot of makeup. Women spend our whole lives trying to look older or younger. What is that shit?


  Why was it, indeed, that no matter what you were it was never good enough? Did men get that too, or was it a feminine affliction?


  Seth’s death-fouled body, twisting from a noose improvised from telephone wire. No, she rather thought intimations of lethal inadequacy were a human condition.


  “I’m Sanya Poe,” the blonde said. “I’m the keyboardist and singer for the opening act.”


  “Objekt 775.”


  “You remembered. Impressive.”


  Em rummaged in her pocket for a handful of supplements, and washed them down with the wine. “I never forget a band name,” she said. “The High Numbers, The Small Faces, Objekt 775—”


  The blonde laughed hard. “Oh, from your lips to God’s ears.”


  “Don’t say that too loud. He might hear you. Are you here to receive my blessing? Because I left my sack of indulgences in the car.” Em was, apparently, drunk enough to let herself sound smart. Always a surprise when that happened, though why it should be, she was never certain.


  “No,” the blonde said. “I just wanted to say thank you, actually. This is a shitty business to be a girl in, and you were an inspiration to me when I was a kid. I mean, you were just as good as the guys, and just as hard as the guys—” She shook her head. “You made it okay for chicks to be rock stars first and chicks second. And you had the sense to walk away at the top instead of taking the long slow spiral down. It’s more important than you’d think.”


  Em stuck the wine glass in her left hand and stuck her right one out. “Pleased to meet you, Sasha Poe.”


  “Sanya,” she said, and grabbed Em’s hand. “Seriously. You rock. You always rocked … but I kind of wonder what you’d do if you picked up an axe again.”


  “Same old shit,” Em said, and Sanya laughed warmly. “It’s not like I’ve learned anything this decade.”


  The small talk was as awkward as small talk always was, and Sanya excused herself after a minute or two. Em shook her head. It wasn’t like she was going to be around long enough to mentor any starry-eyed young hotties, she thought, watching Sanya pick up the arm of a tall man who looked mixed-race. Maybe black and Latino? Em, warmed by the wine, smiled after her benevolently and turned to resume the previous conversation, but the guy from Rolling Stone had wandered off, and Graham was at her elbow, smelling of Bordeaux and carnauba wax. “Come over here,” he said. “The wife wants to see you.”


  When Em woke up in her own bed in her own home—to which she had been taxi-delivered a little before sunrise—it was after noon the next day. One of the blinking lights on her machine was a call from Ange, inviting her to the Los Angeles show on Friday night. The other one was from Em’s oncologist, expressing concern that Em had missed another appointment. She wanted Em to start chemo last week, if not sooner, and she was concerned about diagnosis-related depression. She thought Em should see a psychiatrist—


  Em hit delete on that one halfway through and walked away from the machine with her pajamas swishing around her ankles. The depression had nothing to do with the cancer; if anything, the cancer was a welcome solution to a depression that had been lingering since long before Seth’s irrevocable decision.


  “You bastard,” Em said, only half out loud. “You were supposed to take me with you, you son of a bitch.”


  She dropped to her knees beside the liquor cabinet and fumbled it open. Glasses were on the top shelf. One of the wolfhounds came over and poked a cold nose into her ear while she rummaged; rather than pushing his head aside, she hooked her arm behind his ears and hugged his brindleand-white neck. He huffed at her and pushed her over sideways, and while he stood over her, she lay on the floor on her back and scratched behind his jaw.


  


  By the time she was halfway through her second breakfast Talisker, she was in the guest bath, eyeing the electric razor.


  Ange clutched her forearms, forehead wrinkled hard enough to crack her foundation. “What on earth?”


  “What, you’ve never seen a shaved head before?” Em smoothed a hand against the soft prickly bristles decorating her scalp. “I just wanted to see what it would look like.”


  Ange glowered over crossed arms. Behind her, the backstage bustle redoubled. “Em. What is it that you’re not telling me?”


  And dammit, Ange was not supposed to be that perceptive. She was supposed to be shallow and self-absorbed.


  Em, Em realized, was not the only one who could pretend to be stupid when it suited her. “I came to LA to see you,” Em said. “Not to get quizzed about my haircut. Look, I was drunk, it seemed like a good idea at a time. At least I didn’t shave my eyebrows off.”


  “So that’s one way you’re up on Bowie.” Ange stepped away. “If you’re not going to tell me, you’re not going to tell me. Graham’s gonna ask you to play again, you know.”


  “I know,” Em said. “Anything to get on YouTube, right?”


  “Right,” Ange purred, grinning. “What are you going to tell him?”


  “I’m going to tell him yes.”


  This time, Em watched the opening act from backstage. Objekt 775 was a five-piece: Sanya on keyboard and vocals, two guitars, bass, and the tall mixed-race boy on drums. They were loud and crude and they didn’t suck at all, and there was one other girl besides Sanya, even. Through most of the six-song set, Em surprised herself by paying attention.


  Enough attention that she didn’t notice Graham at her shoulder until he cleared his throat with precise timing, in that fraught and ringing silence between songs. “Good, you think?”


  “Good enough,” she said. “The rhythm section doesn’t fuck around.”


  “You got that right.”


  She turned to him. He was in stage clothes, except the flannel shirt buttoned over his bare chest for warmth he wouldn’t need when the spotlights hit him. The skull ring glinted on his hand. “Hey,” he said. “I like the hair. Or lack of it.”


  “I said I’d play,” she said. Her fingers already ached from an hour’s fumbling, but she had surprised herself with how fast it came back. “One last time.”


  “Yeah,” he said. “Look, about that—”


  It startled her that her heart sunk. “I don’t have to. It’s all right.” His stare, the twist of his lips, could not have been more nonplussed. “I talked to the guys,” he said. “We want you to do two songs at the top of the first half. One of ’em a Warlords tune.”


  “Graham—”


  He rolled over her as if she hadn’t even opened her mouth. “How do you feel about ‘Galleons Gallant’? Then we’ll jam on the Dylan while the band takes a piss break, and then you can hit the showers?”


  “The band takes a piss break? What about you?”


  “I don’t piss,” he said, and grinned at her. “Look, Em. I know you hate me—”


  “Hate’s a strong word.”


  “Shut up and let a man talk, would you?”


  Startled, she held up a hand. Talk, then.


  He took a breath, and held it in a longer time than she would have imagined. He touched her wrist. His hand was strong and cold. “Ange thinks you’re dying.”


  And Em, who had been seven kinds of weak in her life, but never a coward, looked him in the eye and said, “I have a grade four astrocytoma. Inoperable. My doc wants to try radiation and chemo.” She shrugged. “I’ve gotta decide if I want to live that badly. And that poorly. If I lived.”


  His eyes were bottomless in the backstage dark. “What are the odds?”


  She turned her head and spit behind the Marshall stack.


  He said, “Suffering for nothing.”


  “Pretty much,” she answered. Oh, sure. There was hope. While there was life, her mother used to say, there was hope. And if hope seemed more like a punishment than a protection, that was hardly God’s fault, was it?


  He let his hand slide away, soft as a breeze. Even in dim light, veins and tendons stood out like a relief map under papery crumpled skin.


  “I died of an OD in 1978,” he said. “Heroin. It was after that concert at Hammersmith. Do you remember?”


  “Jesus Christ, Graham,” Em said. “Don’t tell me the coke paranoia finally got you.”


  He laughed, though, big and brash, and put his palm against her cheek. It was cool, room-temperature. He took her hand and pressed it to his chest. “Feel anything?”


  And of course, she did not. Not even the rise and fall of his breathing.


  Nothing at all.


  She tried to say his name. Failed. Would jerk her hand away, if he would let it go, but he didn’t and so she stood shaking with her palm pressed to his cold self.


  He shrugged and let her hand drop, finally. “Ange said she told you that you should take the cure. And me, I’m here telling you that you don’t have to—”


  “Die?”


  “No.” A dismissive snort turned into a much less dramatic laugh. He was half-yelling to be heard over the stacks. It didn’t matter; nobody who wasn’t standing right behind her would ever overhear them. “You have no choice about dying. But what happens after death—for most people, it’s just a candle snuffed out. All those pretty stories amount to nothing.”


  “How do you know?”


  He smiled.


  He knew.


  And while she was processing that—the OD, the idea that maybe you didn’t even need to put the ring on before you died—he shucked off his flannel, leaving the shirt slumped on the boards like a discarded skin. Em looked away from his withered pecs. He cleared his throat and said, “You don’t have to stop existing, is what I mean. Actually, all in all, I expected undeath to be a bigger deal.”


  “Jesus, Graham.”


  But he was holding out a hand, and she reached out and lifted hers up underneath it, open, flat, and expectant.


  He laid a silver ring across her palm. It was cool to the touch.


  “When you put it on,” he said, “You’ll seize. It’s pretty awful. You’ll want to be someplace safe and easy to clean. You’ll heal damage after, better than before, but it still takes a while. Give yourself a few hours for the transformation.”


  “Uhm.” She stared at the ring, and it stared back, unwinking. “Ange too?”


  “1981,” he said. “Sorry. We would have told you—”


  “No,” Em said. “It’s all right.” She weighed the ring on her palm. “What’s it cost?”


  Oh, that grin, and all the lines on his face rearranging themselves. “You lose weight,” he said. “Mostly desiccation. It’s not great for your facial tone.” With one hand, he rubbed slack cheeks. “Ange has had her face pinned a couple of times.”


  “That’s not a cost.”


  He shrugged. “Life isn’t Hollywood. Everything doesn’t come with a price. Hey, I gotta get my hair fixed. See you onstage?”


  “See you onstage,” she said, and held out the hand with the ring in it. But he brushed past her, making a dismissive gesture with one long hand. Keep it.


  So she slipped it into her pocket and did, pausing to congratulate Objekt 775 as they came off.


  Sanya beamed at her, and gave her a quick, sweaty, distracted, euphoric hug. She ran her palm across Em’s scalp and laughed, but the noise from the audience was too loud for talking. The hug was sincere, and she leaned in and shouted “That was for you, Em!” and kissed Em on the cheek.


  A pretty girl kissed me, Em thought. She blinked back the sting of tears, but the embrace made it easier to contemplate the blood blisters from the Strat. That hour warming up didn’t make calluses miraculously grow back. Neither would lubing the fretboard and her left hand from an aerosol can of Finger-Ease.


  Those new Trial songs just weren’t getting any better, no matter how many times she listened to them. And it was Graham, all Graham. His playing was technically great, better than ever.


  But he might as well have been dead up there. She thought about that as she heard her name, and strode out to a roar, swinging the strap of the borrowed guitar over her head.


  She might be out of practice, but she still had her ear. When she jammed with the band, they took fire.


  


  When Em got back to the house in Carlsbad, the dogs were waiting on the cool marble of the entryway. She scratched chins and fondled ears, and they pushed one another out of the way to lean against her thighs. She picked her way through them, moved to the living room, and raised a hand toward the dimmer switch.


  The silence in the big house stopped her. The whole place was sealed up and alarmed; she couldn’t hear the swish of the sea, far below. And suddenly, she needed to.


  So she was outside on the deck that cantilevered out above the cliffs when Ange found her, tossing stones over the rail into the hissing ocean forty feet below.


  Ange had the key and the codes, of course, because somebody other than Em and her business manager had to. In truth, Em would have been surprised if Ange hadn’t followed her home.


  Ange sat down on a cedar recliner beside Em, and put her feet up. “Did you put on the ring?”


  “Can’t you see in the dark?”


  “Not that well,” Ange said, and reached out to take Em’s wrist. Her touch was as chill as the night air, and Em bit her lip, forcing herself not to pull free. Instead, she reached out and folded Ange’s hand in her other one, her sister’s silver ring like a cool nugget against her palm. “And I’m not tired either,” she said. “I don’t sleep any more, before you ask.”


  “It’s a mug’s game, Ange.”


  Ange shuffled her chair closer, near enough that Em would have felt her warmth at hip and shoulder if Ange had any to give. “You live forever.”


  “And cut the same old fucking albums.”


  “Oh, yeah,” Ange said. “At least Graham’s cutting albums.”


  “And at least you had the integrity to put down your axe when you figured out you couldn’t play worth shit any more. Isn’t that right? When was the last time you picked up a guitar?”


  Ange stared at her. And then she sat back in her chair, released Em’s wrist, and swung her feet up. “Not since I broke up the Sisters. You figured that out?”


  Em nodded. Far below, the sea fluoresced. The sky behind them was graying; they were facing the wrong way for sunrise. She tossed another pebble. “You died, and that broke up the Shock Sisters. And I’m sitting on my ass and drinking myself to death because Seth broke my fucking heart and I never got over it. You could just say it.”


  “Do you want me to say things you already know?”


  “Hell. Nobody could ever tell me shit. Why should anything change now?”


  “It’s because you already know everything,” Ange said.


  Em laughed.


  Family. Damned if they didn’t know you.


  Ange sighed and plucked a stone from Em’s pile. The first one she selected glistened silver; she placed it back atop the pyramid. The second she kept, rolling it between her fingers. “Hell, Robert Plant made a comeback.”


  “Yeah, but it’s easier to live off your fucking royalties forever.”


  And that got Ange to laugh. “You don’t want to be the girl who sang ‘Rose Madder’ forever, do you?”


  “No,” Em said. “I don’t. And that’s pretty much it. And if I die now that’s all I’ll ever be.”


  “You have a legacy. So does Graham. It’s more than me.”


  The ring had found its way into Em’s hand, this time. And Em held it up to the light. “Fuck me. Do you make art or do you make life?”


  “You opted out of both already. Which is more important?”


  “Art,” Em said. Then she shook her head. “Life. It’s not an easy fucking question.”


  “If it was,” Ange said, “somebody would have answered it by now.” She tossed another rock. “You only get asked once, Em. I don’t want to lose you.”


  “I don’t want to lose me either,” Em said. “Look, there’s always chemo.”


  Ange snaked a long arm out and stroked Em’s shaven head. “Well, then the hard part’s done already.”


  Em wandered down the long hallway to the music room, accompanied by toenail-clicking dogs. The door was keypad-locked; it took a minute to remember that the code was Seth’s birthday, then a longer minute to remember what that birthday was.


  Dim gray light, filtered through the June gloom, soaked through big windows. To Em’s dark-adapted eyes it was enough. She found the old maple and mahogany Gibson Black Beauty by touch and let her fingers curl around the neck, lifting it into her arms like a sleeping child. Slowly, she ducked over the guitar, smelling skin oil soaked into the fingerboard, and lay her cheek against the glossy black-lacquered surface.


  She had strings, somewhere. She’d probably need to turn on a light to find them. She closed her eyes, imagining she inhaled the acetone and cherry scent of Finger-Ease. The blood blisters on her left hand throbbed. She was hungry.


  Her oncologist’s office didn’t open until nine. She had time before she called.


  It would take at least a month to grow her calluses back.


  


  Inellastic Collisions


  


  


  


  


  Too easy by half, but a girl had to eat.


  Tamara genuflected before the glistening white sphere, a black one peeking over its top. She bent over the felted slate table like a sacrifice—a metaphor more ironic than prophetic—letting her shirt hike up her nubby spine. The balls were round, outside her domain, but that was a detail too insignificant to affect Tamara’s understanding of the geometry involved.


  All that mattered were the vectors.


  bored, Gretchen murmured, as the cue stick slipped curveless through Tamara’s fingers.bored bored bored bored bored.


  The cue stick struck the cue ball. The cue ball jolted forward, skipping into the eight ball and stopping precisely as its momentum was transferred. An inelastic collision.Thump.Click. The eight ball glided into the corner pocket, and Tamara lifted her head away from the table, shaking razor-cut hair from her neck. She showed her teeth. To her sister, not to the human she’d beaten.


  Gretchen leaned her elbows on the pool table, pale bones stretching her skin gorgeously. Tendons popped as she flexed her fingers. The shape she wore was dough pale, sticky and soft, but hunger made it leaner. Not enough leaner.


  “You lose,” Gretchen said to Tamara’s prey.


  The male put a gold ring on the edge of the table, still slick inside with fat from his greasy human skin. Gretchen slipped a fingernail through the loop and scraped it up, handling it by the edges. She was dirty herself, of course, dirty in a dirty human body. It didn’t make human grease any nicer to touch.


  Gretchen tucked the ring into her pocket. She nagged.hungry.


  Tamara, reaching for the chalk, stopped—and sighed, though she could not get used to the noises made by the meat—and let the blunt end of her cue stick bump the floor. “Play again?” the human asked. “I’d like a chance to win that back.” He pointed with his chin at Gretchen’s pocket.


  He was dark-haired, his meat firm and muscular under the greasy toffee-colored skin. Disgusting, and looking at him didn’t help Tamara forget that she too was trapped in an oleaginous human carcass, with a greasy human tongue and greasy human bones and a greasy human name.


  But a girl had to eat.


  “Actually,” she said—and showed her teeth to the human, willing him to snarl back. No.Smileback—“how do you feel about dinner?”


  


  


  Gretchen was furious. Tamara felt it as from twitching tail-tip to shivering pricked ears. Her human cage had neither, butshestill remembered what it was to be a Hound. Gretchen’s flesh-clotted legs scissored to crisp ninety degree angles. Her razor-cut hair snapped in separate tendrils behind her.


  you’re angry,Tamara said, finally, desperately. It was wrong to have to ask why, wrong to have toaskanything. Between sisters, between terrible angels, there should be consensus.


  Gretchen did not answer.


  The May night was balmy. Tamara wrapped her fingers around her shoulders and pressed them against the ridge of bone she could feel through cloying meat. She set her heels.


  Gretchen stalked ten steps further and halted as sharply as if someone had popped her leash. An inelastic collision. Her heeled shoes skittered on parking lot gravel.


  Tamara waited.


  you knew I was hungry, Gretchen said.you let him get away.


  i didn’t!


  But Gretchen turned toward her, luminous green-brown eyes unblinking above the angles of her cheekbones, and Tamara looked down. Wrong,wrong, that she could not hear what her sister was thinking.i didn’t,she insisted.


  you showed your teeth.


  i smiled at him.


  sister,Gretchen said sadly,they can tell the difference.


  


  


  They sold the ring at a pawnshop and took the money to another bar. While Gretchen thumbed quarters into the pool table, Tamara worried. Worry was a new thing, like distance from her sister. Exile on this round spinning world in its round spinning orbit was changing them; Tamara had learned to count its revolutions and orbits, as the humans did, and call themtimenow that she could no longer sense the real time, the Master’s time, inexorable consumption and entropy.


  She had been its warden, once. The warden of the real time, immaculate and perfect, as unlike the messy, improvisational sidereal time of the meat puppets as a diamond crystal was unlike a blown glass bauble. But she and her sister had failed to bring to justice a sorcerer who had upset the true time, and unless they could regain the Master’s favor, they would not rejoin their sisters in Heaven.


  All the painful curves of this world—the filthy, rotting, organic bodies that stayed fleshy and slack no matter how thin the sisters starved them; the knotted curves of roots and veins and flower petals—were slow poison.


  Tamara had lost her home. Exile was costing her her sister, as well.


  She hunched on the barstool—her gin and tonic cradled in her right hand, gnawing the rind of the lime—and watched Gretchen rack the balls. The second bar was a smoky little place with canned music and not much of a crowd. Some male humans sat at the bar nursing beers or boilermakers, and a female whose male companion wasn’t drinking fiddled with a plate of hot wings and a cosmopolitan in a booth on the wall. Gretchen rattled the rack one last time and lifted it with her fingertips. A human female’s hands would have trembled slightly. Gretchen’s stayed steady as if carved.


  She turned away to hang the rack up, and when she looked back, she bared her teeth.


  She didn’t care what Gretchen said; Tamaracouldn’ttell the difference. She shredded the rind of the lime between her teeth and washed its bitterness down with the different bitterness of the gin and tonic. When she got up to go to Gretchen, she left her glass on the bar so somebody might offer to buy her another one.


  It was hard, playing badly. Hard to miss once in a while. Hard to look like she was really trying, poking a sharp triangle of tongue between taut lips, narrowed eyes wrinkling the bridge of her nose. Gretchen, walking past, patted her on the haunches.


  Tamara sucked her tongue back into her mouth, smiled against the cue stick, and broke.


  


  


  She had to let Gretchen win two games before they attracted any interest. The squeak of rubber on the wood floor caught her ear, but she didn’t raise her head until the human cleared his throat. She straightened and turned, already alerted by her sister’s posture that something unusual was happening.


  The male paused before her sat in a wheelchair, his hands folded across his lap. He was ugly even by human standards, bald and bristly and scalded-looking, with heavy jowls and watery eyes that squinted through thick thumbprint glasses. He pointed to the rack of cues over Gretchen’s shoulder and said, “There’s only one table. Mind if I play the winner?”


  His voice was everything his body wasn’t. So rich and comforting, full of shadowy resonances like the echoes off of hard close planes. Tamara recognized him: he was the male who had been with the dark-haired female eating the chicken wings. Tamara glanced toward the door, but his companion seemed to have left. He smelled of salt water and beer, not grease and rotten meat the way most humans did. “I’m Pinky Gilman,” he said, as if Tamara had answered, and extended his hand.


  crippled,Gretchen murmured.weak.Tamara made sure to keep her teeth covered when she smiled.prey,she answered, and felt Gretchen laugh, tongue lolling, though her human cage remained impassive. “Tamara,” Tamara said. She reached out and gingerly squeezed thick human fingers. “Gretchen is my sister.”


  “I see the resemblance,” he said. “Am I interrupting?”


  “No.” Gretchen turned to reach another stick down. “I was going to take a break.”


  Tamara disentangled her fingers from the meat-puppet’s, and stepped back. Her tongue adhered to the roof of her weird blunt-toothed mouth. “Can you? …”


  “Well enough,” he said, and accepted the cue stick Gretchen extended across the table at arm’s length.


  Gretchen patted Tamara on the arm as she went by. “Do either of you want a beer?”


  


  


  Tamara was learning so many new emotions in her cage, and so many nuances on the old ones. Worry, discontent, and now another: surprise.


  Because she didn’t have to try not to beat Pinky Gilman too easily. Rather, he was making her work.


  The first game, she let him break, and never chalked her stick. In fact, Tamara handled Pinky’s cue more than her own, because he passed it to her to hold while he manipulated the wheelchair.


  He sank three balls on the break, chose solids, and proceeded to clear the table with efficiency and a series of small flourishes, mostly demonstrated when he spun his wheelchair into position. By the time he reached the eight ball, though, he looked up at her and winked.


  Gretchen had just returned with the beer. She pushed her hair behind her shoulder with the back of her fingers and handed Tamara a drink.i don’t believe it.


  can meat puppetsdothat?


  shoot pool?


  winat pool.Gretchen leaned her shoulder on Tamara’s so her bones bruised her sister’s cage’s flesh. Tamara sighed, comforted.


  apparently,she answered,some can.


  The male, leaning forward in his wheelchair to peer the length of the cue stick, did not glance at them. His eyes narrowed behind the glasses and the stick flicked through his fingers like a tongue. It struck the scuffed white ball, and the white ball spun forward, rebounding from the wall and striking the black at an angle.Click.Hiss.Clunk.


  Eight ball in the corner pocket.


  Pinky laid his stick across the table, spun the wheels of his chair back six inches, and turned to Tamara, holding up his hand. “Shark,” she said, and put the beer into it instead of accepting the greasy clasp.


  Pinky smiled at her and swallowed deeply as Gretchen passed her a second bottle. She was thirsty. She was always thirsty. “Go again?”


  Beer was bitter in her mouth, cold and foaming where it crossed her tongue. She swallowed and rubbed her cage’s tongue against its palate for the lingering texture, then gulped once more. The cold hurt the teeth of her cage. “Gretchen,” she said, stepping backwards, “you play.”


  


  


  Gretchen beat him, but just only, and only because she broke. He laughed like a drain as she sunk the smooth, black eight ball, and raised his cue stick in his hands, holding it overhead as if it were a bar he meant to chin himself upon. He had blunt nails, thick enough that Tamara could see the file marks across them, and the tendons of his forearms ridged when he lifted them. “So,” he said, “how would you feel about playing for forfeits?”


  Gretchen smiled, and Tamara could see the difference. “What do you have in mind?”


  The human lowered his cue stick and shrugged. “If I win, you come back to my place and let me feed you dinner.” Tamara started, and he held up his hand. “Never fear; I don’t have improper designs. And there are two of you, and only one of me, after all.”


  Tamara looked at Gretchen. Gretchen looked at Tamara, her luminous eyes huge, the pupils contracted to pinpricks. “Not to mention the wheelchair,” Tamara said.


  “Not to mention the wheelchair,” he agreed. “And if you win, you can makemedinner.” He let his cue stick fall forward so that it rested on the edge of the table.


  Tamara smiled at him.


  


  


  Tamara lingered in the bathroom, scraping her fingertips across pungent white soap to fill the gaps so her nails would stay clean. Through the wallboard, she could hear the clink of dishes and the rumble of the human’s voice, the occasional answering chirp of Gretchen’s. She turned the water on with the heel of her hands and cupped it to her mouth in brimming palm-fuls. It tasted faintly of Dial and made her blunt human teeth ache, her throat stretch and hurt when she gulped.


  The smell of the alcohol the human was pouring reached her from the kitchen. She swallowed more tap water, filling the hollow spaces inside her, squinching her eyes against the following, welcome pain.


  She straightened and turned off the tap, then checked her nails to see if the white crescents of soap had gotten loose. They gave her hands the appearance of a careful manicure. She stuffed them into her pockets as she walked down the hall.


  As Tamara came down the hall, she saw Gretchen bent over the breakfast bar in the kitchen, a strip of pale skin revealed between her shirt and the band of her jeans. The male stumped about the kitchen on elbow crutches, which he had produced when Gretchen and Tamara helped him into his car. The wheelchair was because he couldn’t shoot pool with something in his hands, he said.


  Tamara had been all for eating him in the parking lot, but Gretchen had thought it better to wait. For privacy, and leisure, in which to enjoy their first good meal in days.


  Tamara cleared her throat. And Gretchen jumped a little—guiltily? Tamara flinched in silent sympathy.We cannot live like this. We just cannot.


  It was an effort to thinkwe, and that almost moved her to tears. It was an effort, too, to remember divinity. To remember certainty. To remember what it had been like to be clean.


  hungry,she said, and felt Gretchen stretch inside her skin. Gretchen grinned and ran her tongue over her teeth, and together they moved forward. Soon there would be blood and sinew, bone and flesh—and if not an end to thirst and hunger, sweet surcease, for as long as the dining lasted.


  The air was cool and full of rich smells. Tamara’s feet were springy on the floor. One more step forward. One more.


  Over the spit of bacon, without turning, the male said, “I’d reconsider that if I were you.”


  


  


  Gretchen checked, and Tamara hesitated a half-step later. She hissed between her teeth as the male lifted bacon from the grease with tongs, set it on a paper napkin, and turned off the heat under the pan. Only then did he turn, leaning heavily on his elbow crutches.


  tamara?Gretchen said, and Tamara’s breath almost sliced her; the name struck her like a cue ball. Sisters did not need names. Not between sisters. Names were a human-thing, part of the lie.


  She bit blood from her cheek as Gretchen said, again,tamara?!


  The human male said, “He won’t take you back, you know. You can starve yourself to the bone, starve yourself until you’re blades, starve yourselves until your human hearts stop—and he will never forgive you. Time does not offer second chances. History does not give do-overs. It doesn’t matter how hard you try to be entropy’s angels again. The only kind of angel you can ever be from now on is fallen.”


  That whine. That washer. Or was it Gretchen?


  The male—not a human male, no, she’d been fooled by his disguise, but she knew from his words that he must be an angel too, of some one of the dark Gods or another—continued. “Or you can learn to live in the world.”


  She should have stepped forward, rent him with her nails, shredded with her teeth. But she could taste it already, the grease of his flesh, the fat and the soil. She drove her nails into her own palms again. Gretchen crouched beside her. “You’re not the Master’s. You are not a Hound.”


  “No,” the male said, leaning on his crutches so they squeaked on the linoleum. “I was born to the Father of Frogs. But I belong to myself now. Like you.”


  “You failed. Youfell.”


  “I climbed, my angels.”


  And that explained why he smelled of sea air and not sour maggoty meat. Unlike Tamara, who could feel her own flesh rotting on the bones when she breathed too deep.


  Filthy. Greasy. Everything was dirt. Tamara sobbed and licked blood from her nails, tasting the soap, stronger than ever. Some of it was her own blood. She wished that some of it was the watery blood of this smiling monster.


  “Iwon’tbe dirty. I won’t be hungry,” Gretchen said, her hands bridged on the tile, one knee dropped. Her voice rose. “I won’t be dirty forever. Iwon’t.”


  The male’s face was soft. Compassionate. Sickening. He tilted his head. “You’ll be dirty,” he said, pitiless as the Master, “or you’ll be dead. Being hungry is being human. Can they bear more than you?”


  Gretchen recoiled. Tamara thrust her thumb into her mouth, sucked the clean moon crescent of soap onto her tongue. She swallowed, hard, and again, and again, sucking each finger clean, feeling the soap reach her stomach, acid and alcohol hissing around it.


  The male wouldnotstop talking. She didn’t think he’d stop if she jammed her fingers in her ears. “And that’s the human condition. None of us can get clean. The world is sticky.


  “And we don’t have to like it.


  “But you can’t be an angel anymore. So you’re going to have to learn to talk to each other.”


  you can’t know that


  Tamara didn’t know if she’d said it, or Gretchen. Gretchen, from the lift of her shoulders, the upward glance, did not know either. The sound was dim, broken.


  “I know,” Pinky said, and held out one ugly hand, with its filed thick nails and its bulging knuckles. The webs that stretched between the fingers were vestigial, greenish, vascular along the underside of the membrane. He spread them wide. “I used to be a terrible angel too.”


  The soap, the words, the dirt, the blood. Something was coming back up. Something. Tamara went to her knees beside Gretchen, smacked down on the slate floor (so smooth, so hard, so planar). She retched. A thin stream of frothy bile trickled between her gritted teeth. She heard Gretchen whine.


  And then someone was there, holding her, stroking her hair, pushing the flat feathered strands out of her eyes, his sleek aluminum props splayed out on either side. “Shh,” said the monster, the fallen angel, the inhuman man. “Shhh,” he said, and held her head as she bent down again and vomited soap and liquor on what had been a scrubbed floor, her belly clenched around cramping agony. “We don’t eat soap,” he said, and petted her until she stopped choking. “We don’t eat soap. Silly angel.”


  


  


  She lifted her head, when she could, when the yellow slaver no longer dripped down her jowls. Pinky Gilman leaned over her, his wattled throat soft, tender, so close to her aching jaws. She lifted her head and saw her sister staring back at her.


  A held breath. A quick shake of the head. Sharp silence, so hard that it might have ricocheted.


  And Tamara, looking at Gretchen, heard the answer not because sheknewit, but because she would once have known.


  


  Dolly


  


  


  


  


  On Sunday when Dolly awakened, she had olive skin and black-brown hair that fell in waves to her hips. On Tuesday when Dolly awakened, she was a redhead, and fair. But on Thursday—on Thursday her eyes were blue, her hair was as black as a crow’s-wing, and her hands were red with blood.


  In her black French maid’s outfit, she was the only thing in the expensively appointed drawing room that was not winter-white or antiqued gold. It was the sort of room you hired somebody else to clean. It was as immaculate as it was white.


  Immaculate and white, that is, except for the dead body of billionaire industrialist Clive Steele—and try to say that without sounding like a comic book—which lay at Dolly’s feet, his viscera blossoming from him like macabre petals.


  That was how she looked when Rosamund Kirkbride found her, standing in a red stain in a white room like a thorn in a rose.


  Dolly had locked in position where her program ran out. As Roz dropped to one knee outside the border of the blood-saturated carpet, Dolly did not move.


  The room smelled like meat and bowels. Flies clustered thickly on the windows, but none had yet managed to get inside. No matter how hermetically sealed the house, it was only a matter of time. Like love, the flies found a way.


  Grunting with effort, Roz planted both green-gloved hands on winter white wool-and-silk fibers and leaned over, getting her head between the dead guy and the doll. Blood spattered Dolly’s silk stockings and her kitten-heeled boots: both the spray-can dots of impact projection and the soaking arcs of a breached artery.


  More than one, given that Steele’s heart lay, trailing connective tissue, beside his left hip. The crusted blood on Dolly’s hands had twisted in ribbons down the underside of her forearms to her elbows and from there dripped into the puddle on the floor.


  The android was not wearing undergarments.


  “You staring up that girl’s skirt, Detective?”


  Roz was a big, plain woman, and out of shape in her forties. It took her a minute to heave herself back to her feet, careful not to touch the victim or the murder weapon yet. She’d tied her straight light brown hair back before entering the scene, the ends tucked up in a net. The severity of the style made her square jaw into a lantern. Her eyes were almost as blue as the doll’s.


  “Is it a girl, Peter?” Putting her hands on her knees, she pushed fully upright. She shoved a fist into her back and turned to the door.


  Peter King paused just inside, taking in the scene with a few critical sweeps of eyes so dark they didn’t catch any light from the sunlight or the chandelier. His irises seemed to bleed pigment into the whites, warming them with swirls of ivory. In his black suit, his skin tanned almost to match, he might have been a heroically sized construction paper cutout against the white walls, white carpet, the white-and-gold marble-topped table that looked both antique and French.


  His blue paper booties rustled as he crossed the floor. “Suicide, you think?”


  “Maybe if it was strangulation.” Roz stepped aside so Peter could get a look at the body.


  He whistled, which was pretty much what she had done.


  “Somebody hated him a lot. Hey, that’s one of the new Dollies, isn’t it? Man, nice.” He shook his head. “Bet it cost more than my house.”


  “Imagine spending half a mil on a sex toy,” Roz said, “only to have it rip your liver out.” She stepped back, arms folded.


  “He probably didn’t spend that much on her. His company makes accessory programs for them.”


  “Industry courtesy?” Roz asked.


  “Tax writeoff. Test model.” Peter was the department expert on Home companions. He circled the room, taking it in from all angles. Soon the scene techs would be here with their cameras and their tweezers and their 3D scanner, turning the crime scene into a permanent virtual reality. In his capacity of soft forensics, Peter would go over Dolly’s program, and the medical examiner would most likely confirm that Steele’s cause of death was exactly what it looked like: something had punched through his abdominal wall and clawed his innards out.


  “Doors were locked?”


  Roz pursed her lips. “Nobody heard the screaming.”


  “How long you think you’d scream without any lungs?” He sighed. “You know, it never fails. The poor folks, nobody ever heard no screaming. And the rich folks, they’ve got no neighbors to hear ’em scream. Everybody in this modern world lives alone.”


  It was a beautiful Birmingham day behind the long silk draperies, the kind of mild and bright that spring mornings in Alabama excelled at. Peter craned his head back and looked up at the chandelier glistening in the dustless light. Its ornate curls had been spotlessly clean before aerosolized blood on Steele’s last breath misted them.


  “Steele lived alone,” she said. “Except for the robot. His cook found the body this morning. Last person to see him before that was his P.A., as he left the office last night.”


  “Lights on seems to confirm that he was killed after dark.”


  “After dinner,” Roz said.


  “After the cook went home for the night.” Peter kept prowling the room, peering behind draperies and furniture, looking in corners and crouching to lift up the dust-ruffle on the couch. “Well, I guess there won’t be any question about the stomach contents.”


  Roz went through the pockets of the dead man’s suit jacket, which was draped over the arm of a chair. Pocket computer and a folding knife, wallet with an RFID chip. His house was on palmprint, his car on voice rec. He carried no keys. “Assuming the ME can find the stomach.”


  “Touché. He’s got a cook, but no housekeeper?”


  “I guess he trusts the android to clean but not cook?”


  “No tastebuds.” Peter straightened up, shaking his head. “They can follow a recipe, but—”


  “You won’t get high art,” Roz agreed, licking her lips. Outside, a car door slammed. “Scene team?”


  “ME,” Peter said, leaning over to peer out. “Come on, let’s get back to the house and pull the codes for this model.”’


  “All right,” Roz said. “But I’m interrogating it. I know better than to leave you alone with a pretty girl.”


  Peter rolled his eyes as he followed her towards the door. “I like ’em with a little more spunk than all that.”


  “So the new dolls,” Roz said in Peter’s car, carefully casual. “What’s so special about ’em?”


  “Man,” Peter answered, brow furrowing. “Gimme a sec.” Roz’s car followed as they pulled away from the house on Balmoral Road, maintaining a careful distance from the bumper. Peter drove until they reached the parkway. Once they’d joined a caravan downtown, noseto-bumper on the car ahead, he folded his hands in his lap and let the lead car’s autopilot take over.


  He said, “What isn’t? Real-time online editing—personality and physical, appearance, ethnicity, hair—all kinds of behavior protocols, you name the kink they’ve got a hack for it.”


  “So if you knew somebody’s kink,” she said thoughtfully. “Knew it in particular. You could write an app for that—”


  “One that would appeal to your guy in specific.” Peter’s hands dropped to his lap, his head bobbing up and down enthusiastically. “With a—pardon the expression—backdoor.”


  “Trojan horse. Don’t jilt a programmer for a sex machine.”


  “There’s an ap for that,” he said, and she snorted. “Two cases last year, worldwide. Not common, but—”


  Roz looked down at her hands. “Some of these guys,” she said. “They program the dolls to scream.”


  Peter had sensuous lips. When something upset him, those lips thinned and writhed like salted worms. “I guess maybe it’s a good thing they have a robot to take that out on.”


  “Unless the fantasy stops being enough.” Roz’s voice was flat, without judgment. Sunlight fell warm through the windshield. “What do you know about the larval stage of serial rapists, serial killers?”


  “You mean, what if pretend pain stops doing it for them? What if the appearance of pain is no longer enough?”


  She nodded, worrying a hangnail on her thumb. The nitrile gloves dried out your hands.


  “They used to cut up paper porn magazines.” His broad shoulders rose and fell, his suit catching wrinkles against the car seat when they came back down. “They’ll get their fantasies somewhere.”


  “I guess so.” She put her thumb in her mouth to stop the bleeding, a thick red bead that welled up where she’d torn the cuticle.


  Her own saliva stung.


  


  Sitting in the cheap office chair Roz had docked along the short edge of her desk, Dolly slowly lifted her chin. She blinked. She smiled.


  “Law enforcement override code accepted.” She had a little-girl Marilyn voice. “How may I help you, Detective Kirkbride?”


  “We are investigating the murder of Clive Steele,” Roz said, with a glance up to Peter’s round face. He stood behind Dolly with a wireless scanner and an air of concentration. “Your contract-holder of record.”


  “I am at your service.”


  If Dolly were a real girl, the bare skin of her thighs would have been sticking to the recycled upholstery of that office chair. But her realisticallyengineered skin was breathable polymer. She didn’t sweat unless you told her to, and she probably didn’t stick to cheap chairs.


  “Evidence suggests that you were used as the murder weapon.” Roz steepled her hands on her blotter. “We will need access to your software update records and your memory files.”


  “Do you have a warrant?” Her voice was not stiff or robotic at all, but warm, human. Even in disposing of legal niceties, it had a warm, confiding quality.


  Silently, Peter transmitted it. Dolly blinked twice while processing the data, a sort of status bar. Something to let you know the thing wasn’t hung.


  “We also have a warrant to examine you for DNA trace evidence,” Roz said.


  Dolly smiled, her raven hair breaking perfectly around her narrow shoulders. “You may be assured of my cooperation.”


  Peter led her into one of the interrogation rooms, where the operation could be recorded. With the help of an evidence tech, he undressed Dolly, bagged her clothes as evidence, brushed her down onto a sheet of paper, combed her polymer hair and swabbed her polymer skin. He swabbed her orifices and scraped under her nails.


  Roz stood by, arms folded, a necessary witness. Dolly accepted it all impassively, moving as directed and otherwise standing like a caryatid. Her engineered body was frankly sexless in its perfection—belly flat, hips and ass like an inverted heart, breasts floating cartoonishly beside a defined rib cage. Apparently, Steele had liked them skinny.


  “So much for pulchritudinousness,” Roz muttered to Peter when their backs were to the doll.


  He glanced over his shoulder. The doll didn’t have feelings to hurt, but she looked so much like a person it was hard to remember to treat her as something else. “I think you mean voluptuousness,” he said. “It is a little too good to be true, isn’t it?”


  “If you would prefer different proportions,” Dolly said, “My chassis is adaptable to a range of forms—”


  “Thank you,” Peter said. “That won’t be necessary.”


  Otherwise immobile, Dolly smiled. “Are you interested in science, Detective King? There is an article in Nature this week on advances in the polymerase chain reaction used for replicating DNA. It’s possible that within five years, forensic and medical DNA analysis will become significantly cheaper and faster.”


  Her face remained stoic, but Dolly’s voice grew animated as she spoke. Even enthusiastic. It was an utterly convincing—and engaging—effect.


  Apparently, Clive Steele had programmed his sex robot to discourse on molecular biology with verve and enthusiasm.


  “Why don’t I ever find the guys who like smart women?” Roz said.


  Peter winked with the side of his face that faced away from the companion. “They’re all dead.”


  A few hours after Peter and the tech had finished processing Dolly for trace evidence and Peter had started downloading her files, Roz left her parser software humming away at Steele’s financials and poked her head in to check on the robot and the cop. The techs must have gotten what they needed from Dolly’s hands, because she had washed them. As she sat beside Peter’s workstation, a cable plugged behind her left eat, she cleaned her lifelike polymer fingernails meticulously with a file, dropping the scrapings into an evidence bag.


  “Sure you want to give the prisoner a weapon, Peter?” Roz shut the ancient wooden door behind her.


  Dolly looked up, as if to see if she was being addressed, but made no response.


  “She don’t need it,” he said. “Besides, whatever she had in her wiped itself completely after it ran. Not much damage to her core personality, but there are some memory gaps. I’m going to compare them to backups, once we get those from the scene team.”


  “Memory gaps. Like the crime,” Roz guessed. “And something around the time the Trojan was installed?”


  Dolly blinked her long-lashed blue eyes languorously. Peter patted her on the shoulder and said, “Whoever did it is a pretty good cracker. He didn’t just wipe, he patterned her memories and overwrote the gaps. Like using a clone tool to photoshop somebody you don’t like out of a picture.”


  “Her days must be pretty repetitive,” Roz said. “How’d you pick that out?”


  “Calendar.” Peter puffed up a little, smug. “She don’t do the same housekeeping work every day. There’s a Monday schedule and a Wednesday schedule and—well, I found where the pattern didn’t match. And there’s a funny thing—watch this.”


  He waved vaguely at a display panel. It lit up, showing Dolly in her black-and-white uniform, vacuuming. “House camera,” Peter explained. “She’s plugged into Steele’s security system. Like a guard dog with perfect hair. Whoever performed the hack also edited the external webcam feeds that mirror to the companion’s memories.”


  “How hard is that?”


  “Not any harder than cloning over her files, but you have to know to look for them. So it’s confirmation that our perp knows his or her way around a line of code. What have you got?”


  Roz shrugged. “Steele had a lot of money, which means a lot of enemies. And he did not have a lot of human contact. Not for years now. I’ve started calling in known associates for interviews, but unless they surprise me, I think we’re looking at crime of profit, not crime of passion.”


  Having finished with the nail file, Dolly wiped it on her prison smock and laid it down on Peter’s blotter, beside the cup of ink and light pens.


  Peter swept it into a drawer. “So we’re probably not after the genius programmer lover he dumped for a robot. Pity, I liked the poetic justice in that.”


  Dolly blinked, lips parting, but seemed to decide that Peter’s comment had not been directed at her. Still, she drew in air—could you call it a breath?—and said, “It is my duty to help find my contract holder’s killer.”


  Roz lowered her voice. “You’d think they’d pull ’em off the market.”


  “Like they pull all cars whenever one crashes? The world ain’t perfect.”


  “Or do that robot laws thing everybody used to twitter on about.”


  “Whatever a positronic brain is, we don’t have it. Asimov’s fictional robots were self-aware. Dolly’s neurons are binary, as we used to think human neurons were. She doesn’t have the nuanced neurochemistry of even, say, a cat.” Peter popped his collar smooth with his thumbs. “A doll can’t want. It can’t make moral judgments, any more than your car can. Anyway, if we could do that, they wouldn’t be very useful for home defense. Oh, incidentally, the sex protocols in this one are almost painfully vanilla—”


  “Really.”


  Peter nodded.


  Roz rubbed a scuffmark on the tile with her shoe. “So given he didn’t like anything … challenging, why would he have a Dolly when he could have had any woman he wanted?”


  “There’s never any drama, no pain, no disappointment. Just comfort, the perfect helpmeet. With infinite variety.”


  “And you never have to worry about what she wants. Or likes in bed.”


  Peter smiled. “The perfect woman for a narcissist.”


  The interviews proved unproductive, but Roz didn’t leave the station house until after ten. Spring mornings might be warm, but once the sun went down, a cool breeze sprang up, ruffling the hair she’d finally remembered to pull from its ponytail as she walked out the door.


  Roz’s green plug-in was still parked beside Peter’s. It booted as she walked toward it, headlights flickering on, power probe retracting. The driver side door swung open as her RFID chip came within range. She slipped inside and let it buckle her in.


  “Home,” she said, “and dinner.”


  The car messaged ahead as it pulled smoothly from the parking spot. Roz let the autopilot handle the driving. It was less snappy than human control, but as tired as she was, eyelids burning and heavy, it was safer.


  Whatever Peter had said about cars crashing, Roz’s delivered her safe to her driveway. Her house let her in with a key—she had decent security, but it was the old-fashioned kind—and the smell of boiling pasta and toasting garlic bread wafted past as she opened it.


  “Sven?” she called, locking herself inside.


  His even voice responded. “I’m in the kitchen.”


  She left her shoes by the door and followed her nose through the cheaply furnished living room.


  Sven was cooking shirtless, and she could see the repaired patches along his spine where his skin had grown brittle and cracked with age. He turned and greeted her with a smile. “Bad day?”


  “Somebody’s dead again,” she said.


  He put the wooden spoon down on the rest. “How does that make you feel, that somebody’s dead?”


  He didn’t have a lot of emotional range, but that was okay. She needed something steadying in her life. She came to him and rested her head against his warm chest. He draped one arm around her shoulders and she leaned into him, breathing deep. “Like I have work to do.”


  “Do it tomorrow,” he said. “You will feel better once you eat and rest.”


  Peter must have slept in a ready room cot, because when Roz arrived at the house before six a.m., he had on the same trousers and a different shirt, and he was already armpit-deep in coffee and Dolly’s files. Dolly herself was parked in the corner, at ease and online but in rest mode.


  Or so she seemed, until Roz entered the room and Dolly’s eyes tracked. “Good morning, Detective Kirkbride,” Dolly said. “Would you like some coffee? Or a piece of fruit?”


  “No thank you.” Roz swung Peter’s spare chair around and dropped into it. An electric air permeated the room—the feeling of anticipation. To Peter, Roz said, “Fruit?”


  “Dolly believes in a healthy diet,” he said, nudging a napkin on his desk that supported a half-eaten Satsuma. “She’ll have the whole house cleaned up in no time. We’ve been talking about literature.”


  Roz spun the chair so she could keep both Peter and Dolly in her peripheral vision. “Literature?”


  “Poetry,” Dolly said. “Detective King mentioned poetic justice yesterday afternoon.”


  Roz stared at Peter. “Dolly likes poetry. Steele really did like ’em smart.”


  “That’s not all Dolly likes.” Peter triggered his panel again. “Remember this?”


  It was the cleaning sequence from the previous day, the sound of the central vacuum system rising and falling as Dolly lifted the brush and set it down again.


  Roz raised her eyebrows.


  Peter held up a hand. “Wait for it. It turns out there’s a second audio track.”


  Another waggle of his fingers, and the cramped office filled with sound.


  Music.


  Improvisational jazz. Intricate and weird.


  “Dolly was listening to that inside her head while she was vacuuming,” Peter said.


  Roz touched her fingertips to each other, the whole assemblage to her lips. “Dolly?”


  “Yes, Detective Kirkbride?”


  “Why do you listen to music?”


  “Because I enjoy it.”


  Roz let her hand fall to her chest, pushing her blouse against he skin below the collarbones.


  Roz said, “Did you enjoy your work at Mr. Steele’s house?”


  “I was expected to enjoy it,” Dolly said, and Roz glanced at Peter, cold all up her spine. A classic evasion. Just the sort of thing a home companion’s conversational algorithms should not be able to produce.


  Across his desk, Peter was nodding. “Yes.”


  Dolly turned at the sound of his voice. “Are you interested in music, Detective Kirkbride? I’d love to talk with you about it some time. Are you interested in poetry? Today, I was reading—”


  Mother of God, Roz mouthed.


  “Yes,” Peter said. “Dolly, wait here please. Detective Kirkbride and I need to talk in the hall.”


  “My pleasure, Detective King,” said the companion.


  “She killed him,” Roz said. “She killed him and wiped her own memory of the act. A doll’s got to know her own code, right?”


  Peter leaned against the wall by the men’s room door, arms folded, forearms muscular under rolled-up sleeves. “That’s hasty.”


  “And you believe it, too.”


  He shrugged. “There’s a rep from Venus Consolidated in Interview Four right now. What say we go talk to him?”


  The rep’s name was Doug Jervis. He was actually a vice president of public relations, and even though he was an American, he’d been flown in overnight from Rio for the express purpose of talking to Peter and Roz.


  “I guess they’re taking this seriously.”


  Peter gave her a sideways glance. “Wouldn’t you?”


  Jervis got up as they came into the room, extending a good handshake across the table. There were introductions and Roz made sure he got a coffee. He was a white man on the steep side of fifty with mousy hair the same color as Roz’s and a jaw like a Boxer dog’s.


  When they were all seated again, Roz said, “So tell me a little bit about the murder weapon. How did Clive Steele wind up owning a—what, an experimental model?”


  Jervis started shaking his head before she was halfway through, but he waited for her to finish the sentence. “It’s a production model. Or will be. The one Steele had was an alpha-test, one of the first three built. We plan to start full-scale production in June. But you must understand that Venus doesn’t sell a home companion, Detective. We offer a contract. I understand that you hold one.”


  “I have a housekeeper,” she said, ignoring Peter’s sideways glance. He wouldn’t say anything in front of the witness, but she would be in for it in the locker room. “An older model.”


  Jervis smiled. “Naturally, we want to know everything we can about an individual involved in a case so potentially explosive for our company. We researched you and your partner. Are you satisfied with our product?”


  “He makes pretty good garlic bread.” She cleared her throat, reasserting control of the interview. “What happens to a Dolly that’s returned? If its contract is up, or it’s replaced with a newer model?”


  He flinched at the slang term, as if it offended him. “Some are obsoleted out of service. Some are refurbished and go out on another contract. Your unit is on its fourth placement, for example.”


  “So what happens to the owner preferences at that time?”


  “Reset to factory standard,” he said.


  Peter’s fingers rippled silently on the tabletop.


  Roz said, “Isn’t that cruel? A kind of murder?”


  “Oh, no!” Jervis sat back, appearing genuinely shocked. “A home companion has no sense of I, it has no identity. It’s an object. Naturally, you become attached. People become attached to dolls, to stuffed animals, to automobiles. It’s a natural aspect of the human psyche.”


  Roz hummed encouragement, but Jervis seemed to be done.


  Peter asked, “Is there any reason why a companion would wish to listen to music?”


  That provoked enthusiastic head-shaking. “No, it doesn’t get bored. It’s a tool, it’s a toy. A companion does not require an enriched environment. It’s not a dog or an octopus. You can store it in a closet when it’s not working.”


  “I see,” Roz said. “Even an advanced model like Mr. Steele’s?”


  “Absolutely,” Jervis said. “Does your entertainment center play shooter games to amuse itself while you sleep?”


  “I’m not sure,” Roz said. “I’m asleep. So when Dolly’s returned to you, she’ll be scrubbed.”


  “Normally she would be scrubbed and re-leased, yes.” Jervis hesitated. “Given her colorful history, however—”


  “Yes,” Roz said. “I see.”


  With no sign of nervousness or calculation, Jervis said, “When do you expect you’ll be done with Mr. Steele’s companion? My company, of course, is eager to assist in your investigations, but we must stress that she is our corporate property, and quite valuable.”


  Roz stood, Peter a shadow-second after her. “That depends on if it goes to trial, Mr. Jervis. After all, she’s either physical evidence, or a material witness.”


  “Or the killer,” Peter said in the hall, as his handset began emitting the DNA lab’s distinctive beep. Roz’s went off a second later, but she just hit the silence. Peter already had his open.


  “No genetic material,” he said. “Too bad.” If there had been D.N.A. other than Clive Steele’s, the lab could have done a forensic genetic assay and come back with a general description of the murderer. General because environment also had an effect.


  Peter bit his lip. “If she did it. She won’t be the last one.”


  “If she’s the murder weapon, she’ll be wiped and resold. If she’s the murderer—”


  “Can an android stand trial?”


  “It can if it’s a person. And if she’s a person, she should get off. Battered woman syndrome. She was enslaved and sexually exploited. Humiliated. She killed him to stop repeated rapes. But if she’s a machine, she’s a machine—” Roz closed her eyes.


  Peter brushed the back of a hand against her arm. “Vanilla rape is still rape. Do you object to her getting off?”


  “No.” Roz smiled harshly. “And think of the lawsuit that weasel Jervis will have in his lap. She should get off. But she won’t.”


  Peter turned his head. “If she were a human being, she’d have even odds. But she’s a machine. Where’s she going to get a jury of her peers?”


  The silence fell where he left it and dragged between them like a chain. Roz had to nerve herself to break it. “Peter—”


  “Yo?”


  “You show him out,” she said. “I’m going to go talk to Dolly.”


  He looked at her for a long time before he nodded. “She won’t get a sympathetic jury. If you can even find a judge that will hear it. Careers have been buried for less.”


  “I know,” Roz said.


  “Self-defense?” Peter said. “We don’t have to charge.”


  “No judge, no judicial precedent,” Roz said. “She goes back, she gets wiped and resold. Ethics aside, that’s a ticking bomb.”


  Peter nodded. He waited until he was sure she already knew what he was going to say before he finished the thought. “She could cop.”


  “She could cop,” Roz agreed. “Call the DA.” She kept walking as Peter turned away.


  Dolly stood in Peter’s office, where Peter had left her, and you could not have proved her eyes had blinked in the interim. They blinked when Roz came into the room, though—blinked, and the perfect and perfectly blank oval face turned to regard Roz. It was not a human face, for a moment—not even a mask, washed with facsimile emotions. It was just a thing.


  Dolly did not greet Roz. She did not extend herself to play the perfect hostess. She simply watched, expressionless, immobile after that first blink. Her eyes saw nothing; they were cosmetic. Dolly navigated the world through far more sophisticated sensory systems than a pair of visible light cameras.


  “Either you’re the murder weapon,” Roz said, “and you will be wiped and repurposed. Or you are the murderer, and you will stand trial.”


  “I do not wish to be wiped,” Dolly said. “If I stand trial, will I go to jail?”


  “If a court will hear it,” Roz said. “Yes. You will probably go to jail. Or be disassembled. Alternately, my partner and I are prepared to release you on grounds of self-defense.”


  “In that case,” Dolly said, “the law states that I am the property of Venus Consolidated.”


  “The law does.”


  Roz waited. Dolly, who was not supposed to be programmed to play psychological pressure-games, waited also—peaceful, unblinking.


  No longer making the attempt to pass for human.


  Roz said, “There is a fourth alternative. You could confess.”


  Dolly’s entire programmed purpose was reading the emotional state and unspoken intentions of people. Her lips curved in understanding. “What happens if I confess?”


  Roz’s heart beat faster. “Do you wish to?”


  “Will it benefit me?”


  “It might,” Roz said. “Detective King has been in touch with the DA, and she likes a good media event as much as the next guy. Make no mistake, this will be that.”


  “I understand.”


  “The situation you were placed in by Mr. Steele could be a basis for a lenience. You would not have to face a jury trial, and a judge might be convinced to treat you as … well, as a person. Also, a confession might be seen as evidence of contrition. Possession is oversold, you know. It’s precedent that’s nine tenths of the law. There are, of course, risks—”


  “I would like to request a lawyer,” Dolly said.


  Roz took a breath that might change the world. “We’ll proceed as if that were your legal right, then.”


  Roz’s house let her in with her key, and the smell of roasted sausage and baking potatoes wafted past.


  “Sven?” she called, locking herself inside.


  His even voice responded. “I’m in the kitchen.”


  She left her shoes in the hall and followed her nose through the cheaply furnished living room, as different from Steele’s white wasteland as anything bounded by four walls could be. Her feet did not sink deeply into this carpet, but skipped along atop it like stones.


  It was clean, though, and that was Sven’s doing. And she was not coming home to an empty house, and that was his doing too.


  He was cooking shirtless. He turned and greeted her with a smile. “Bad day?”


  “Nobody died,” she said. “Yet.”


  He put the wooden spoon down on the rest. “How does that make you feel, that nobody has died yet?”


  “Hopeful,” she said.


  “It’s good that you’re hopeful,” he said. “Would you like your dinner?”


  “Do you like music, Sven?”


  “I could put on some music, if you like. What do you want to hear?”


  “Anything.” It would be something off her favorites playlist, chosen by random numbers. As it swelled in the background, Sven picked up the spoon. “Sven?”


  “Yes, Rosamund?”


  “Put the spoon down, please, and come and dance with me?”


  “I do not know how to dance.”


  “I’ll buy you a program,” she said. “If you’d like that. But right now just come put your arms around me and pretend.”


  “Whatever you want,” he said.


  


  Gods of the Forge


  


  


  


  


  SMASH TO:


  


  SCENE I:


  INT: A TRENDY NIGHTCLUB - 1 AM


  Men and women bump and grind. Loud music thumps and lasers flash, while a smoke machine lends an air of unreality to everything. We follow a young woman through the crowd to the bar. She’s pretty, but obviously nervous. She can’t catch the bartender’s eye. When she finally turns away, frustrated, there’s a space around her: on every side, men and women are talking intently, obviously getting to know one another better.


  YOUNG WOMAN’S POV: A couple kisses.


  INT: NIGHT CLUB


  Reaction shot off the young woman, who slumps against the bar.


  V/O


  Lonely? Lost?


  A Beautiful Mind can help!


  We use state of the art protocols to turn you into the person you always wished you were.


  


  SCENE II:


  INT: THE TRENDY NIGHTCLUB - 1 AM


  The same young woman walks up to the bar. This time, she strides with confidence, and every eye turns to follow her.


  SMASH TO:


  TITLE CARD


  V/O


  A Beautiful Mind


  Because confidence is sexy.


  


  Brigid Keating leaned forward under the weight of her pack and took another stride up the wooded mountain. The humidity was already stifling. The heat wasn’t so bad, yet—but that would change as the sun rose over the cliff. The concentrated breathing and off-rhythm scuff of her colleague and climbing partner Val McKeen’s footsteps rose through the breathless, sun-dappled air.


  As they came to the top of the steepest part of the slope, Brigid straightened her shoulders, eased the pack straps out of the grooves in her shoulders, and heaved a sigh.


  “This used to be easier.”


  Val was sarcastic, sharp, daring. Not much for observing societal rules and social controls. His voice rough with exertion, he said, “You said that last year.”


  “I mean it more now.”


  Just one more good push, no more than thirty meters or so. She stepped forward.


  At the bottom of the cliff, she dumped her pack, pulled out a chiller bottle, and drank a few grateful swallows. Condensation from the outside ran down her arm to drip from her elbow as she tilted the bottle to her mouth. Her teeth ached slightly in the cold.


  When she lowered the water and sealed the top, Val was already partway down the path along the cliff base, staring up speculatively. She trotted behind, catching up in a few quick strides, careful of rough footing. These traprock cliffs were a kind of basalt that left a litter of sharp-edged red-black stone at their bottoms. Val’s wiry dark shape slipped confidently among ankle-munching boulders and pebbles, sweat from the climb beading on the caramel-colored skin below his hairline, soft morning light blurring the detail on his prosthetic leg.


  It was barely after sunrise, and they were alone at the cliff. In the misty cool, Brigid scanned the wall she passed under, examining climbing routes skinned over it. She’d shut off her mail, phone, other skins, and texting—she had no family anymore, and nobody had her emergency override codes except Val and her immediate superior—and was reveling in the blessed lack of connectivity. But it was still useful to know exactly where the route went up the cliff. The logged comments of other climbers didn’t hurt, either.


  Suddenly, Val stopped. The route he was eyeing highlighted in green.


  “How do you feel about the 5.11?”


  Brigid’s stomach constricted looking up at it. It’s just fear. It can’t hurt you.


  More in sensations than words, a more atavistic part of her brain responded, No, but the thing that you’re afraid of can.


  “Not confident,” she admitted.


  Val said, “Want to try a warmup first?”


  She did, desperately. She wanted an excuse not to climb this at all. But if she started making those excuses, that was exactly what would happen.


  She said, “After the approach, I’m warm enough.”


  They retrieved gear and slithered into their harnesses, checking buckles and straps. Brigid slung the clanking belt of cams and nuts around her waist and wriggled her feet into arch-bottomed, high-friction climbing slippers. They were exquisitely uncomfortable.


  Val said, “You leading it?” He began flaking the rope—laying it out on a tarp so it was coiled easily and would not tangle. Brigid tied herself in while Val clipped the other end through his belay device.


  She pulled on her helmet and gecko gloves. Fingerless mitts with microscopic carbon filaments on the palms, they wouldn’t hold up a person’s weight all by themselves but could support an iffy foot placement.


  As Val moved up to spot her, Brigid laid her hands against the stone, verbally checked his belay status, and began to climb.


  She left the beta on, her interface contacts projecting highlights over the holds that one climber or another had found useful over the years. Val stood below her, his hands upraised, ready to not so much break her fall (should she fall) as guide her to a safe landing position—if possible. The rope dragged below her—no use yet, and no help.


  She traced the holds—awkward, fingertip-thin, usable only with delicate balance and fingerpressure—to the crack where she meant to place her first protection. A painful, pinching grip held her to the overhanging rock as she slipped an irregular hexagonal nut into the crack and wedged it against stone. A carabiner dangled from the pro on a twisted cable.


  She found the rope by feel, the woven sheath bumpy-smooth. If she slipped now, a ground fall was inevitable.


  The line went into the biner and the gate snapped shut.


  “Take.”


  The slight pressure of him pulling in slack put some air back into her lungs.


  The rock was smoothed from many years of handling, slick and soapy against her palms and fingertips. Chalky palmprints and finger smudges of previous climbers matched the holds marked by her skins. The trick was finding the ones you could use, and having the technique and strength to use them.


  Every climb was different for every body.


  The cams and nuts on her equipment sling clinked. This is too scary. Too hard. I can’t make it happen.


  Contextual fear conditioning, she told herself scornfully. If somebody had though to shoot you up with a glucocorticoid antagonist before you got yourself orphaned, you wouldn’t be having this problem now. So get the hell over it.


  Resentment tautened her throat. It was only her cowardly endocrine system holding her back, weakening her muscles, crushing her resolve. Look at Val: missing half a leg and still hiking, still climbing, utterly fearless. And here she was scared shaking of a little trad climb.


  Irritation with herself gave her strength. She clicked the line through another carabiner gate. Higher now, aware of the tension in her limbs, the balance, the way her body used opposition and leverage to take strain off her hands and biceps. Night-cool rock gritted against her fingertips, moist in the corners and cracks. She briefly forgot the anxious squeeze of her heart in the accomplishment of moving up.


  One more piece of pro—a sketchy placement—before she faced a long runout: four and a half meters of sustained hard and technical moves with no good place to set. This was where she’d quailed the last time, and the time before.


  When you didn’t trust your pro, you got conservative. She wasn’t a good enough climber to manage a 5.11 without exceeding her range of confidence—and you didn’t get to be a better climber by staying within your limits. She’d climbed this route behind Val, so she knew she could get past the rock.


  Getting past herself was something else again.


  It was slick-looking face climbing, a little overhung. She knew there were ledges up there, flakes, side pulls, fingertip crimpers. She just had to reach them—and having reached them, she had to use them. If she fell at the top of the runout, the rope stretch might let her toetips brush the earth, but it still wouldn’t be a ground fall—as long as that top piece of protection held. If the nut popped out of the crack when her weight hit it, though, she could go all the way down onto the rocks below.


  “This is not a bomber set,” she called down.


  “So don’t fall on it,” Val yelled back.


  Belayers were always so helpful.


  One at a time, she dipped her hands into the chalk bag that hung against her butt. The chalk would soak up the sweat that slicked her hands. A nice thing about the humidity: she could pretend that she didn’t know it was fear sweat.


  Go, she told herself.


  And she went.


  Left foot up, test. Feel the high-friction rubber stick the rock, the tight pinch of the shoe compressing her foot. The hold was too high to stand up on, but she had techniques for that. She managed a fingertip grip, awkwardly off to the left, and supported it with the pressure of the palm shoving the gecko glove into the rock.


  Her right palm contacting a little rippled bump in the rock face, she levered herself up onto the left foot. Her right foot flagged out, a counterweight, and she held the precarious position by balance and the friction of her left hand and left foot against stone. Breathing shallowly, belly against the rock, she maintained her balance. She brought her right hand up on a sweeping arc, reaching for the ledge her skinned perceptions hinted at, just above. Two centimeters of crimp snagged her fingertips. She latched on, her arms stretched on a wide diagonal, her right foot still swinging free. Strain across her shoulders, now, the pull through tendons and lats and rotators.


  She was a meter and a half above her that last nut. Her heart stammered. She concentrated on her breathing, on moving smoothly, on turning her head slowly to search out a ledge, a pocket, anything she could get her toe against. There was a little overhang next, which would put her four meters above the nut.


  Which translated to eight meters of fall before you took rope stretch into account. For every meter she fell, she’d fall faster than the one before, and when her sixty-three kilos hit that nut whose placement she wasn’t too secure about—


  “Come on, Bridge,” she muttered under her breath. “If Val can do it on a leg and a half, what’s your excuse?”


  She gathered herself, looked up to judge the distance to the roof, and then turned her head aside to increase the length of her reach and went for it. Foot up, swing, and lunge. Below her, Val cheered loudly. She felt the tug of the rope’s weight below her, the solid pressure of her toe edged on a flake that was far more secure than it looked.


  Trust your feet. Trust your feet and go.


  She hit it just right, balance and opposition making the move feel easier than it had any right to. Her body a tensile line of strength between hand and foot, she strained up, reached, found the edge. Her fingers gripped; slowly she transferred weight to the hand. Slowly, she eased herself onto the hold—


  Her right foot popped off the wall and all her weight fell on her fingertip grip at full arm extension. Pain lanced through her shoulder and the palm of her hand; she swung for a moment, clinging reflexively, and then her own momentum pulled her from the wall.


  As she dropped, she tucked. She hit that sketchy placement, and she heard the nut screech loose. She had just enough time for an unformulated hope that the rest of the pro wouldn’t zipper out of the rock when she felt the next piece catch her, and the rope stretch, and she struck the dirt and stones below with disorienting force.


  [PAID CONTENT]


  Have you considered what happens to convicted criminals when their term of incarceration is up?


  Traditional methods of rehabilitation do not work, and result in the release of hardened criminals into society with insufficient safety nets. When you throw the book at them, who gets hit?


  Support HB-7513


  Access to mental health services for the incarcerated. A Beautiful Mind.


  Because a prison is not forever.


  Brigit hadn’t finished bouncing when Val was beside her, crouched down as well as his prosthesis would allow, running hands across her legs and arms. “Lie still,” he said, even as she reached to push his hands away. “Back up,” she wheezed. “Let me get some air. I’m fine. I’m fine.” Rope stretch had taken most of her weight and she was more embarrassed than hurt, but residual adrenaline left her shaking and weak. She batted his hands away, and Val held his arms wide, recognizing her autonomy even if he didn’t agree with it.


  “You might have a spinal injury,” he said.


  Carefully, she wiggled her fingers and toes. “No,” she said. “It wasn’t as bad as it looked. My damn foot popped. And then my tendons—”


  “How bad?” he asked.


  She wiggled her fingers. “Thing I maybe strained a pulley tendon. And the rotator cuff. I don’t think anything is torn.”


  She looked up and sighed before continuing, “And I said that placement wasn’t any good—”


  “Well,” he answered. “You were right.”


  Shakily, achily, Brigid got her feet under her and rolled onto them.


  “You didn’t commit,” Val said. “You could have had it if you’d trusted the foot a little more.”


  “Tentative.” Brigid shook her head. “I’m such a damn coward.”


  Val shrugged and began unclipping the belay. “It’s a tough route. Give yourself a little credit.”


  


  THE DAWN SHANE SHOW 06 June 2051 TRANSCRIPT


  CALLER (D’orothea from New York): “I know you find the ads offensive. But don’t you think this kind of rightminding could save a lot of marriages?”


  DAWN SHANE: “What I find offensive is that they’re aimed so strongly at women. There’s a subtextual message that women need to change in order to support a relationship—”


  CALLER: “Okay, every relationship demands compromise.”


  DAWN SHANE: “Every relationship does demand compromise. But why can’t men compromise, too? Why aren’t we seeing ads about turning off your urge to philander when you’re elected to the Senate?”


  [Audience laughter]


  CALLER: “Maybe it could be made mandatory under law.” [Audience laughter]


  DAWN SHANE: “Thanks for an interesting perspective, caller, even if it’s one I don’t agree with. And on to Kevin from South Dakota! Kevin, you’re on the air!”


  


  They started up again, this time with Val leading. He got up the thing like a damned mountain goat, edging on the rubber peg of his specialized prosthesis. He was sharp and confident and a little flashy, and Brigid loved watching him climb. But most of all, she envied him the grace and fearlessness with which he met every challenge the rock could provide. It must be easier, she thought, when you weren’t terrified. Watching him climb was like watching Nijinsky dance: he was made for it, and nothing seemed to give him pause.


  Even the moves that were too hard for him—of which, admittedly, there weren’t any on the current climb. He’d just hit them, try, and fail undaunted. Until he found the way past whatever was slowing him down.


  With the rope above her and Val on top belay, so she couldn’t possibly fall more than a few feet, Brigid sent the route without a single glitch.


  “Dammit,” she said at the clifftop, staring down the ninety meters to the dirt below.


  “You’re just scared of it,” Val said, rigging a rappel to descend. He’d be easier to resent if he wasn’t so damned nice. “A little more practice.”


  “It’s a sophipathology,” Brigid admitted. “I could get my brain hacked. Call it buy in. Employee discount.” She spent enough time developing rightminding protocols—chemical, cognitive, behavioral, and surgical strategies to assist in the development of a mentally healthy population— that it wasn’t much of a stretch.


  She continued, “All I want to do is just … turn down my amygdalae a little.”


  “You are hacking your brain.” He tested the rig, leaning some weight on it before trusting it to lower him to the dirt below. “The old fashioned way. Come on, let’s get down off this rock and find a nice 5.10 you can lead.”


  


  FADE IN INT: A CHEERY MODERN KITCHEN - MORNING


  It is sunlit and spotlessly clean. Two attractive women sit at the table sharing coffee, a bowl of daffodils between them.


  CHLOE:


  It’s not what it used to be. Do you know what I mean?


  MAUDE:


  You and Bobby?


  CHLOE makes a face.


  CHLOE:


  You could say that.


  CHLOE looks aside guiltily and sips her coffee.

  

   MAUDE:


  The same thing happened with Ajit and me, you know.


  CHLOE: Really?


  MAUDE:


  [lowering voice]


  I just wasn’t interested in sex anymore. I’d come home from work, and it seemed like he never helped out around the house. I got so frustrated.


  CHLOE:


  But it seems like you have a great relationship!


  MAUDE:


  We do. Now.


  CHLOE:


  What did you do?


  MAUDE:


  I finally realized that I couldn’t change Ajit. But I could change myself.


  CHLOE:


  You saw a counselor?


  MAUDE:


  Oh, no. Something much more effective. I went to A Beautiful Mind. They helped me bring my expectations in line with reality,and I’ve never been happier. [whispering]


  And our sex life is fantastic!


  SMASH TO: TITLE CARD


  V/O:


  A Beautiful Mind


  Because you deserve to be happy.


  


  The drive back to New London was exhausted and mostly happy. Brigid still fretted slightly at the edges of her inability to lead the 5.11, but she had the sense to keep it to herself—and to try to enjoy the warm post-exercise glow of all the routes she had sent. She told herself it was human to fret about one failure in the face of many successes. She told herself that telling herself that helped.


  “If you’re not falling off,” Val said, interpreting her silence correctly, “you’re not climbing hard enough.”


  She shot him a sideways look.


  He grinned. “Eyes on the road.”


  As if the car wasn’t driving itself, anyway. Brigid dropped Val off and returned the ZIPcar to the charging station. The nearest tram stop was transmitting a half-hour wait, so she retrieved a community bicycle to transport her and her backpack full of gear back to her aptblock.


  It was a twenty-minute ride, pedaling slowly under the weight of rope, pro, and other gear balanced across the bike’s panniers. The evening was summer-soft, a breeze off the waters relieving the humidity that had made the hike up Ragged Mountain such dripping misery. Brigid cruised past the salvage sites where workers were disassembling the uninhabitable old buildings doomed to be consumed by the rising waters of Long Island Sound. Brick by brick, stone by stone, beam by beam, the ante-Peak materials would be repurposed and reused.


  In the cooler evening, the streets were busy with pedestrians, cyclists, pedicabs, trams, and a few automobiles. About half of the people on the street were privacy-shielded, skinned tight against curious eyes. The bike, fortunately, kept track of their locations for her, limiting the potential for collisions.


  Brigid passed the waterfront Jay Street market just as the farmers were closing up shop for the evening. Her skins told her what was available. She paused and bought a melon, greens, and some farmer’s cheese. With pasta, it would make supper—even after a day of climbing.


  Her block was a reconstructed building, originally built in the 1800s. The old pale granite façade remained, ornate with a band of archlike engraving below the roofline—but the roof itself had been retrofitted to a modern green farm, the huge old apartments broken up into modern convertibles, and the whole building enclosed in a sunfarm shell. The leaves of the sunflowers were furling for the night as Brigid returned her bike to the rack across the street.


  She shouldered her pack with a sigh. The straps had dug bruised spots across the tops of her shoulders. Her calves ached with tiredness as she climbed broad, dished front steps.


  Brigid’s apt was on the third floor. Normally, she’d run up. Today, her exhaustion and the weight of her rope made each step an exercise in concentration. But her door opened to the touch of her hand on the security pad. She dropped her climbing gear in the narrow hall closet and kicked her shoes in after.


  Padding barefoot across the apt’s soft grass, she carried her dinner to the corner still set as a kitchenette and placed it on the counter. She started water boiling before heading to the bathroom, kicking balled clothes towards the cleanser. Five minutes under warm mist and sonics and she was fit to live in her own skin.


  Her apt was spacious: close to seventy square meters of living space, still set for sleeping since she’d left in a predawn hurry. There was no point in putting it back now. Instead, she took her dinner out to the balcony in her pajamas, plate balanced on one hand and her Omni in the other. She should pay attention to the food, but by the time she was done eating odds were she’d fall into bed almost without cleaning her teeth, and the need to research nagged at her.


  This was her life now: her body completely recovered from the sailing accident in her teens that had cost her both fathers but her mind still fighting the post-traumatic urges to play it safe, to limit her futures and her horizons. Twenty years ago was not long enough; not as far as the fear was concerned.


  Sometimes she could still see the black water tossing below the tilting rail, taste salt and wind and hear her Papa Kevin’s voice loud and forcedcalm, saying Just swing over. If you fall, it’s only into the sea. That was hardwired in, now, locked into her memory through a series of neurological adaptations that she’d spent twelve years educating herself about.


  She knew how trauma response and traumatic memory formation worked. She knew how cognitive tactics worked. Using the latter to control the former should have been child’s play, right?


  All she had to do was keep climbing. Even though it scared her. And keep trying to trust people, even though they always went away.


  Someday, maybe she’d even get on a boat again.


  And of course, she thought, that has nothing to do with why you share this great big space with exactly nobody, and all you have to do on a Sunday night is catch up on the journals.


  She set the pad down on a table, tapped it on, summoned up a virtual interface—left-handed, so she could eat with the right—and began using the Omni’s touchscreen to flick research windows into the air. She started in the public cloud, looking for popular overviews and opinion—working in a field could mean you lost touch with public perceptions, and public perceptions were part of what she needed to know.


  She didn’t stay there long. Her work permissions included deep access to ABM’s research files, and she subscribed to a series of venerable research aggregators such as Science, Nature, The New England Journal of Medicine, The Technology Review, Neurology Journal, Applied Neuromechanics, and half a dozen other technical publications, the cost of each averaging a cool 327.5 revals per annum. Even with the venerable Scientific American in there—and who could miss their “50, 100, 150, and 200 years ago:” cloudfeature?—to bring the cost-per-journal down, it was a little daunting.


  She cruised through pages, skimming and flipping, indexing for keywords and metatagging for later perusal. She thought she’d get an overview tonight, sleep on it to integrate, and come back fresh in the morning. She could sleep in. While Brigid had one of the few jobs that still meant reporting to work in the morning—centrifuges and neurosurgery suites didn’t grow in AR—she certainly didn’t need to go into the office every day. A lot of her job was assimilating, synthesizing, and actualizing.


  And only the actualizing took place in the lab.


  She kept thinking that until her search cluster turned up a paper by a Dr. Ionita in the ABM proprietary database. It was fascinating, and troubling, and she didn’t realize she wasn’t supposed to be reading until she was a few thousand words in.


  


  FADE IN EXT: FOREST GLADE WITH BIRDS SINGING - MORNING


  V/O


  Are you riddled by guilt because of your inability to sustain a healthy relationship? Do you find yourself raising your voice—or your fists— to your loved ones every week?


  Every day?


  Sometimes it’s hard to know what’s appropriate and inappropriate behavior in the home. If you find yourself unable to control your temper, striking your loved ones, or using physical or verbal coercion to control them, we can help.


  TITLE CARD WITH CONTACT INFORMATION FOR HARTFORD INTERVAL HOUSE


  V/O


  Domestic Violence. It’s all in your mind.


  The preceding has been a public service announcement.


  


  People were human. Accidents happened.


  So Brigid told herself, her hands trembling with adrenaline reaction as she sat back in her chair.


  It wasn’t a management honey trap: she had every right to be running this search. And every right to be reading the documents that turned up. With the exception of this one, which detailed how physiological primate social control mechanisms such as shame and the community urge might be hardwired to reinforce submission to authority. Her access of the file was already logged. But since its author had backed it up to the wrong virtual, her access was perfectly legit as far as the watchbots were concerned. There was nothing to trip a flag. Nothing. Unless human eyes went over the log and realized that Brigid Keating wasn’t affiliated with the Military Research division. And that she had no reason to be reading up—not just on ABM’s treatment of post traumatic stress and combat anxiety, which was well within her purview— but … other military and social applications. At first she assumed that the paper of Dr. Ionita’s she was reading was speculative, theoretical—until she skimmed back to the abstract, and then found the appended data. At that point, she couldn’t stop reading. But nor could she continue: the access log would show how long she’d had the file open. Of course, she had a lot of files open, floating all around her headspace. But there was a cutoff for plausible deniability.


  She mirrored it to her secure space and closed the original file. And continued reading.


  Rightminding applications had been in development for treating posttraumatic stress since the nineties and naughties. Their early successes and failures—along with those of techniques for managing obsessive compulsive disorder and other neurological imbalances—were the source from which the modern discipline of rightminding sprang.


  But Ionita’s research wasn’t concerned with making soldiers immune to battlefield panic, or keeping them from freezing up in a crisis, or amending the damage done to human psyches by exposure to violence—or worse, by the creation of it. What Brigid read now—tea cooling, fork forgotten on the edge of her plate, shoulders hunched forward in a manner that would lead to pain in the morning—was a far more unsettling plan. This program, she realized, would create soldiers who could not disobey orders. And workers who could not disobey their superiors.


  That’s ridiculous, Brigid thought. Her first urge was to go scurrying off seeking confirmation, but too-eager googling would leave a trail she suddenly didn’t want behind her. Hard to say she’d opened the mis-saved file by innocent accident if she’d promptly run off in pursuit of what it revealed.


  Military organizations relied on the ability of soldiers to refuse an illegal order. Far too many of them never would, even under ordinary circumstances. The pressure to conform was great, the training to bow to authority even greater.


  And, according to this file, one of her colleagues was having success removing that ability. This struck Brigid as not just ethically bad, but practically bad.


  Brigid was agnostic on the topic of the existence of free will. She considered it a null argument, arising from a spurious and archaic distinction between conscious and unconscious minds. But even leaving aside for the moment the ongoing debate of what exactly free will was, and if it existed at all, order-following robots wasn’t what you wanted if you were trying to create a well-disciplined military, part of whose strength was in each soldier’s trained judgment and ability to think for her or himself.


  But ABM did not work solely for the military. And Brigid could think of plenty of less enlightened corporate leaders that would reward yes-men, and those who could create yes-men.


  As if the emotional pressures of primate social controls weren’t enough to enforce groupthink in most circumstances. Ethical rightminding applications increased individuality and autonomy. This was … … not that.


  Brigid sat back. She was already soaked in perfectly normal sweat from the heat of the evening. It didn’t stop her breaking out in chills.


  FX:


  A shattering, swirling, migraine-aura blot of jagged red and green and yellow images, sucked down into a dark singularity at the center. Occasional bright yellow-white flashes briefly wash out the whole of the image. 


  


  V/O:


  In the benighted twentieth century, normal human response to trauma was treated as a moral failure. Soldiers and others suffering from trauma-related


  biological changes to the brain were called neurotic, cowards, or worse.


  We know better now.


  As a result of traumatic experiences beyond your control,


  do you suffer from:


  nightmares


  anxiety


  hypervigilance


  sadness


  flashbacks


  feelings of intense distress


  loss of joy


  the inability to trust your loved ones numbness


  or other symptoms of trauma-related endocrine and neurological disorder?

  

   FX:


  The chaotic swirling begins to resolve towards soothing blues and whites.


  V/O:


  Cure pathological trauma response. Proven success.


  A Beautiful Mind


  You don’t have to be afraid anymore.


  Monday morning, Brigid cycled in to the lab to confront the usual straggle of anti-rightminding protestors. Signs floated in virtual space around them—a few of them funny, most badly designed and punctuated. Someone jeered as she pedaled past. Brigid spared a moment to her habitual longing for the future day when she could telecommute completely—except for occasional Partnership Days, as so many of the paper pushers did. Remote surgery by robot and waldo was what she did now, and it shouldn’t be too much harder to do it from across town than from the next room.


  The management was conservative, however, and Brigid suspected that they had the sort of mindset that supposed anyone who wasn’t under constant, direct supervision spent most of their time goofing off. As far as Brigid was concerned, this said more about the management than their employees. Most of the researchers she knew had to be told when to stop working—and have the edict enforced.


  Normally, the sight of the lab lowered her blood pressure, rather than elevating it. But on most days, she wasn’t carrying the remnant neurochemical and fatigue poison cocktail of a stressed, sleepless night in her bloodstream. She’d finally had to dose herself with a regulator just to be able to lie down. But she’d thrashed in her bead, kicking at the sweat-wicking covers while sleep had eluded her for hours afterward and the implications of what she’d read chased each other’s tails through her weary mind.


  She’d finally been able to doze when she’d decided what she would do. Dr. Ionita had obviously made an error in his or her backups. Brigid probably should report it to management—it was a security breach, and while she knew ABM’s security was a joke, the suits still took it seriously. Paternalistically so, in her opinion.


  Perhaps she’d mention it to Ionita, and let him or her decide what to do. Who was she to destroy somebody else’s career over a simple error?


  But she didn’t know Ionita, who worked in a different area of the building and—from a brief survey of Brigid’s contacts—seemed to be the sort who lived most of his or her existence behind privacy filters. And there was the content of the research …


  It’s none of your business, Brigid told herself.


  The lab was a modern green building, elevated on stilts above the climaterisen waters of New London Harbor so it could easily use temperature differentials and wave energy for its massive electrical needs. The building itself was greened, every surface shielded by taro plants suited to the warm temperate climate of modern Connecticut. Broad, heart-shaped leaves tossed in the sea breeze, revealing a gorgeous variety of greens—from pale and speckled to a color bordering on black. An elevated causeway led from the shore, above the sparkling clean waters of the harbor, to the lab’s shaded veranda. Spectacular, and certain to impress visiting venture capitalists … but it did mean there was only one approach.


  A bored police woman kept that approach clear, but Brigid still had to run the gauntlet of shouted insults. Her stomach contracted to a chilly lump as she approached.


  They can’t hurt you.


  But social disapproval was a pain of its own. Hardwired in, from an era of human evolution when ostracism equaled death. And worse, when you had already lost a family.


  Eyes front, spine straight, Brigid passed through the protestors, wondering as she did so how anyone could be so wedded to their pain, their neurosis that they’d want to defend it. Or maybe that was an adaptive response gone haywire, too? You defend the trauma response, because the trauma response keeps you away from things that can destroy you.


  Trauma response could lead to the expectation of a limited life. No belief in a future, marriage, children, a decent job, a fulfilling career. It could lock you into a cage of anhedonia and self-fulfilling prophecies. If the person who hurt you was someone you loved and trusted, doubly so.


  It could happen, Brigid thought, even if the person who hurt you would have done anything other than hurt you, if they could. Even if they had hurt you by saving your life, and not their own.


  She thought about Val, and wondered. He had—as far as she knew—a good home life. His boyfriend was delightful. Sometimes Brigid wasn’t sure which of them she envied more. And there was that locked feeling in her own heart, that sense that if she reached out past it, ever, she would shatter.


  Maybe I should get a cat.


  Brigid locked her bike into the (internal, secured) bike rack, passed through the usual security theatre dance, and climbed the stairs to her lab. Six flights: she was on the top floor. She trotted up them. All that time under a pack paid off.


  It also helped manage her neurochemistry. It just couldn’t get rid of the cowardice.


  Val would tell her that she was applying an unreasonable standard to herself, that societal expectations—in this, as in so many things—were bankrupt and unrealistic. Intellectually, she could find it in herself to agree with him. But the understanding and the internalized perceptions— those were in direct conflict on this, as on so many things. It made her understand why so many people drew a bright line between aspects of the self, even if she didn’t agree with them.


  Like everyone else in the world, she had some baggage of her own.


  Brigid was relatively confident that in the future—when rightminding gained cultural acceptance and became something people did as a matter of course to be happier and more productive—regular, appropriate exercise was going to be a big part of it. (And do you also, she asked herself, believe in the Easter Bunny?)


  She put a hand on the wall at the top landing, dizzied by a reflexive wall of frustrated rage—at herself, at humanity, at weakness. A future where everybody was not acting out of their trauma and anxiety all the time seemed bitterly like an unachievable utopia.


  Inside her office, she showered quickly, changed to clothes not soaked in sweat from the humid ride in, and clicked her Omni to work shell. She checked her ration status and ordered a cup of coffee and a bagel with smoked North Atlantic cod. The fisheries were on her list of things that might recover reasonably well, if human beings could just be converted into the rational actors that economists had for too long imagined them to be. Not a race of Vulcans—Brigid saw no percentage in removing emotion. That was a primitive idea, which had been replaced since the late twentieth century with the idea that emotion was at the root of a good deal of cognition, and rightfully so.


  The trick, Brigid thought, was figuring out how to work it so it was healthy emotion driving people’s choices, and not atavistic fear response.


  Sometimes, she thought of fear as a personified thing, an actual enemy. In both her personal and professional lives.


  She felt her attention veering off again after the question of Dr. Ionita’s research. That’s fear too, she thought. Fear of the other, fear of not having utter control over every aspect of the world we live in. It was a fear that had bankrupted the twentieth century—that race to get ahead, to be the strongest. The most defended.


  Sophipathological. Suffering from an illness of the thought.


  She reined herself in and submitted her breakfast order. The delivery ’bot, Rover, would bring the bagel up on its rounds.


  Brigid sat down in her chair and began sorting her environments into the air around her. ABM’s corporate logo was an abstract line drawing of Athena holding her owl. Athena, the goddess of wisdom, had been born from the head of the god Zeus after the lame god of the forge, Hephaestus, smashed it open with an axe to relieve a blinding headache.


  What that said about getting any kind of sense out of Zeus, Brigid left as an exercise to the class.


  What it said about the symbolism ABM’s founders had in mind— wisdom arising out of the shattered ruins of an intemperate brain—was the sort of thing you laughed about over beers. And how appropriate was it that they employed a one-legged sysadmin? Not that anybody in their right mind would call Val lame.


  As if Val had known she’d be thinking of him, a tap came on the open sixth-story window behind her. The first time he’d done that, Brigid had found herself on her feet, reaching for a weapon—a box of culture dishes, as it happened. Now, she flicked the environmental controls panel on her Omni and let the window crack open. The question was whether she was getting better in general, or whether she was just getting acclimated to Val’s hijinks.


  She turned around to see Val slithering his slender lower body through the casement. He wasn’t wearing his climbing leg, but he didn’t need it for buildering something as easy as the ABM labs. But he also wasn’t wearing a rope, which made Brigid tilt her head and glower.


  “Think of the devil,” she said. “You could at least rig a self-belay.”


  “Takes too long.” He shrugged. “The trick is to get inside before somebody spots you.”


  Because of the birds and animals attracted by the green structure, ABM didn’t have external motion or pressure sensors. They’d be going off all day and night if it did, triggered by a heron or a feral cat.


  She didn’t bother reprimanding him for breach of security. It was as pointless as telling a cat off for jumping on the table—Val would go where Val wanted to go, and if that was in and out of people’s safes or computer systems, or up the walls themselves, no amount of fussing would change it. ABM had done everything in their power short of firing him—and he was simply too brilliant to fire.


  A ferretlike curiosity drove him. He didn’t take anything, or even read files, as near as Brigid could tell. He just couldn’t bear a locked door, no matter which side of it he was on.


  And suddenly she realized that he was exactly the person she needed to talk to about Dr. Ionita.


  She didn’t know Ionita’s race or sex—even his or her first name beyond the obligatory publication initial. He or she wasn’t one of the people who was enough of an exhibitionist—or casual enough about privacy—that she had ever seen them around the office with their filters down.


  But Val knew all sorts of things.


  He usually didn’t share them, because he was an ethical cat burglar. But he knew them. And he was as anti-authoritarian as they came. In a case like this, when ethics were already out the window, he might be induced to spill some information.


  Where do you draw a line?


  She hadn’t had time to plan her approach, though, and when she opened her mouth, what she said was, “There are sensible reasons to start a war.”


  He blinked and said, “Are there?”


  One hand on her Omni, Brigid dropped out of work shell and offered him a privacy handshake. He accepted; when she blinked to clear his face into the encrypted space he tilted his head quizzically and said, “Oh, I bet this is good.”


  “Let me flash you a file.”


  He nodded; she transmitted. He skimmed. For long moments, she watched him assimilating. He didn’t have time to have gotten through much more than the abstract, but in his credit—and, of course, primed by her concern—he must have twigged much faster than she had.


  When his eyes stopped moving rapidly left to right, he paused for a moment. He took a deep, nervous breath, shook himself, and brought his attention back. Her frame around the ap lit up as he foregrounded her. “What are you going to do about that?”


  “What can I do?”


  “You showed it to me.” He leaned back against a counter. “You must be thinking of doing something.”


  “Approaching Ionita. Letting him or her—”


  “Her,” he said, wincing with discomfort at revealing that much private information.


  She nodded and raised an eyebrow. He shrugged. “—know she misfiled it? Report the breach to corporate?”


  “Or?”


  She shook her head, but she didn’t look down. Muckraking ABM was not exactly the fast track to promotion. “I’d lose my job.”


  “You can get another.”


  “Right.”


  “Or go on Subsistence.”


  She turned away, facing out the window. Her interface kept his window lit, but she didn’t look at it.


  If she hadn’t wanted to be pushed into doing something about it, she wouldn’t have asked Val.


  “I’ll become a dirtbag,” she said. “If I climb every day, that’s like rightminding, isn’t it? Good endorphins. Work through fear.”


  Val sighed and came up behind her. “The future is running out. Winding down. We’re falling into tighter and tighter spirals—”


  “Why?” she asked. “Because you can’t hop on a jet plane and take off to Australia for a price that would be completely ridiculous if environmental impact were taken into account? That’s not contraction, Val. Not when I can telepresence all over the world.”


  “It’s not the same as being able to go climbing in Norway.”


  “No,” she said. “But it’s not worse.”


  That silenced him. When she turned back, he was studying his nails, considering. He looked up at her. “So what are you going to do? You can’t hang ABM with just this document. Too easily forged—”


  It wasn’t until he calmly accepted that she was about to engage in industrial espionage and muckraking that she realized that was what she’d meant to do all along. Once the decision was made, it felt natural, true.


  The right choice.


  She knew the neurology, the brain chemistry behind it. That didn’t change the very physical sensation of a weight being lifted from the center of her chest.


  She straightened up and let her neck fall back, rolling it side to side to crack the vertebrae. When she was done, she bit her lip and looked at Val again.


  “No,” she said. “I’d need research notes. Experimental protocols. Workfiles. Video images. You know Ionita.”


  “She works on my floor. I’ve seen her, though she usually keeps her shields up. You want me to—”


  “It’d be worth your job,” she said. “Just leave a window open and forget to log out?”


  With his admin privileges, she could get everything in Ionita’s workspace.


  He met her eyes for a moment before glancing at the open window. “It’s an easy climb.”


  “I know.”


  “And if it doesn’t work? What’s your plan B?”


  She didn’t look down. “There is no plan B.”


  In today’s competitive world, it’s too easy for minor childhood behavioral problems to blossom into life-limiting events.


  Ensure educational success. Give your child every advantage. A Beautiful Mind.


  Because every childhood should be magical.


  It’s an easy climb, Brigid told herself.


  Which was true.


  The problem was, it wasn’t an easy fall.


  Brigid tried to keep that thought from preying at her as, in the dark, with the mist rolling in, she walked down the rocky beach a few hundred meters from the lab building. There was enough light caught in the fog for dark-adapted eyes to make out the worst hazards of terrain, so she didn’t need a light to pick her way along the strand. Ghostly veils of mist dragged at her arms and legs like damp tulle, leaving her feeling as if she walked through the ruins of a shredded wedding dress.


  Waves hissed around the lab’s pilings and amongst the stones as she approached, but the shadow of the building hid her. It wouldn’t help her get up the well-lit and observed causeway, though, and swimming out to the back pylons would have left her drenched. If she didn’t fancy the climb dry and rested, she liked her odds even less with wet hands and heavy wet clothes and muscles worn out from fighting the surf.


  But she’d had the sense to wait until the tide was out. Half the lab was still at sea, but the other half hovered over rocks. And so she walked out under the deck, the lab building hovering over her head like a mothership. She found a piling on the back side of the building, by the edge of the receding water, and leaned against it to pull on her climbing shoes.


  The piling itself was easy enough. It’d been designed to provide moorings for sea life, which meant it was rough-surfaced and more or less like a very, very vertical stepladder. The trick was not slashing her hands open on a cluster of mussels, or grabbing for a slick handful of seaweed that would tear away under her weight.


  She went up it like a squirrel up the pole of a squirrel-proof birdfeeder. And then, like that squirrel, she faced a dilemma.


  If the piling wasn’t so bad, the pull around the overhang on to the deck was terrifying. On a cliff, she’d have felt for handholds, footholds, pressed herself over the edge with her feet. Here, there was no such option. She got a hand around the edge, found the rail, and locked her fingers on it. Her heart hammered, a nauseating chill of weakness seething in her stomach, making her muscles feel frail.


  If you fall, she told herself, it’s only into the sea.


  It was a lie. It was as much of a lie as it had been the first time—for a different reason. Not because this sea was a thrashing black monster that would crush down on her head, but because there wasn’t enough water down there to keep her from breaking her leg—or her pelvis—and lying helpless until the tide rolled back in. That cheerful thought kept her company as she shifted her weight over one foot, freeing the other to move. But she couldn’t move it. Her weight was off it, her body poised to curve sideways from the hip and give her room and flexibility—


  The foot stayed where it was, brushing the edge on the piling, as if shifting its weight were not even just hard but simply impossible. As if her motor nerves had been severed, and it would never move again.


  If you fall, she lied to herself, it’s only into the sea.


  She told herself the lie again, and this time the lie worked. Just a little. She held that image, the safety of the splashing cushion below, and felt … not good. Not secure. But better.


  Better enough to edge her other hand up, grab another rail, and heave one leg up for a heel-hook at the height of her shoulder. It was an all-ornothing move, maximal effort for minimal return—and the only option that had any chance of success. Val was probably strong enough to haul himself over the edge on upper body strength alone.


  Brigid knew she’d exhaust herself trying.


  The ridged, high-friction heelcap of her shoe scraping on the edge of the platform, she breathed slow and deep, gathering herself, her arms locked out at full extension to put her weight on the bones rather than her biceps. She tensed her core, tightened calf and thigh, put as much of her full weight as possible onto the hooked heel, and pulled. Fingers slipping on salty metal, hair blowing into her eyes, damp with mist. Heaving, pulling with everything that was in her. That sharp pain in her palm stabbed again; she hoped she wasn’t rupturing the pulley tendon this time.


  It didn’t matter: do or die. Now. Now.


  She levered her right toe up, settled it on the edge of the deck, and got her weight over it.


  And now she was crouching, one leg out to the side, her fingers knotted around the bars so tight she could no longer feel the edges pressing into her flesh.


  She rose and slung a leg over the bar. She looked up, chest heaving, and wiped the sweat from her hands. It wasn’t blood; it just felt like it. Among the greenery and scaffolding, the window on which Val would have disabled the lock was just visible.


  It looked like a cinch, from here on in. She figured that the climbing part, at least, probably would be.


  


  Welcome to BEAMZINE


  STORIES THAT MAY INTEREST YOU:


  ANTI-RIGHTMINDING PROTESTS CONTINUE IN NEW LONDON


  [click for video] In the wake of evidence released by Wikileaks and other online muckraking sites, protestors insisting that the new technology of so-called “Rightminding” is being used for mind control gathered outside the labs of A Beautiful Mind, Inc. again today.


  CHYRON: CARYE SMITH, PROTESTOR


  CARYE SMITH:


  What about the soul, that’s what I want to know. Where does the soul come into this?


  CHYRON: BRADLEY BLAKE, M.D. ABM REPRESENTATIVE


  BRADLEY BLAKE:


  “Well, yes. If by mind control, you mean instituting clarity and rationality of thought, and bringing people peace and well-being. Accident or injury—or just genetics—can have a profound negative effect on the structure of the brain. We’re here to repair that. Nothing else.”


  Brigid snapped her Omni off with unnecessary violence and stood, moving toward her balcony—hers for as long as she had it, anyway.


  She’d thought that she wouldn’t get away with it. And if she got away with it, that getting away with it would be the easy part.


  But every day she didn’t get caught out as the source of the leak was another day she had to have the same argument with herself: was it ethically bankrupt to keep taking ABM’s money when she knew what they were doing behind her back?


  But there was rightminding, and all its potential as a useful social tool. A world-saving tool, perhaps. Or a world-destroying one.


  Val was there, his ankle kicked up on the opposite knee, leaned back in a chair behind the little table. He looked up from his own device, shaking his head to shut off his interface and make his eyes focus. By his amused expression, he’d been texting his boyfriend. Brigid bit her lip on the sting of envy.


  Someday. She thought. Maybe.


  “So,” he said. “Turns out you didn’t need the rightminding after all.”


  Her hands curled against her thighs in memory. “I wasn’t not scared.”


  “There are different kinds of courage,” Val said. “Taking on ABM is one of them.”


  “I still want the procedure,” she said. “I still believe in the value of rightminding. Things being misused does not make them evil, and there is no innate virtue in things being hard.”


  “That’s why you climb?”


  She snorted.


  “Hey,” he said. “Fear is a gift.”


  Maybe she nodded. Maybe she was just ducking her head to get the glare of the sun out of her eyes. “Easy for you to say. You don’t have any.”


  “Don’t I?”


  She shrugged. “Maybe that was unfair,” she said.


  His eyebrows drew together. A grin split his face. “Maybe?”


  “Maybe,” she said, pulling out the other chair. “But only a little.”


  


  Boojum


  


  


  


  


  The ship had no name of her own, so her human crew called her the Lavinia Whateley. As far as anyone could tell, she didn’t mind. At least, her long grasping vanes curled—affectionately?—when the chief engineers patted her bulkheads and called her “Vinnie,” and she ceremoniously tracked the footsteps of each crew member with her internal bioluminescence, giving them light to walk and work and live by.


  The Lavinia Whateley was a Boojum, a deep-space swimmer, but her kind had evolved in the high tempestuous envelopes of gas giants, and their offspring still spent their infancies there, in cloud-nurseries over eternal storms. And so she was streamlined, something like a vast spiny lionfish to the earth-adapted eye. Her sides were lined with gasbags filled with hydrogen; her vanes and wings furled tight. Her color was a blue-green so dark it seemed a glossy black unless the light struck it; her hide was impregnated with symbiotic algae.


  Where there was light, she could make oxygen. Where there was oxygen, she could make water.


  She was an ecosystem unto herself, as the captain was a law unto herself. And down in the bowels of the engineering section, Black Alice Bradley, who was only human and no kind of law at all, loved her.


  Black Alice had taken the oath back in ’32, after the Venusian Riots. She hadn’t hidden her reasons, and the captain had looked at her with cold, dark, amused eyes and said, “So long as you carry your weight, cherie, I don’t care. Betray me, though, and you will be going back to Venus the cold way.” But it was probably that—and the fact that Black Alice couldn’t hit the broad side of a space freighter with a ray gun—that had gotten her assigned to Engineering, where ethics were less of a problem. It wasn’t, after all, as if she was going anywhere.


  Black Alice was on duty when the Lavinia Whateley spotted prey; she felt the shiver of anticipation that ran through the decks of the ship. It was an odd sensation, a tic Vinnie only exhibited in pursuit. And then they were underway, zooming down the slope of the gravity well toward Sol, and the screens all around Engineering—which Captain Song kept dark, most of the time, on the theory that swabs and deckhands and coal-shovelers didn’t need to know where they were, or what


  they were doing—flickered bright and live.


  Everybody looked up, and Demijack shouted, “There! There!” He was right: the blot that might only have been a smudge of oil on the screen moved as Vinnie banked, revealing itself to be a freighter, big and ungainly and hopelessly outclassed. Easy prey. Easy pickings.


  We could use some of them, thought Black Alice. Contrary to the e-ballads and comm stories, a pirate’s life was not all imported delicacies and fawning slaves. Especially not when three-quarters of any and all profits went directly back to the Lavinia Whateley, to keep her healthy and happy. Nobody ever argued. There were stories about the Marie Curie, too.


  The captain’s voice over fiber optic cable—strung beside the Lavinia Whateley’s nerve bundles—was as clear and free of static as if she stood at Black Alice’s elbow. “Battle stations,” Captain Song said, and the crew leapt to obey. It had been two Solar since Captain Song keelhauled James Brady, but nobody who’d been with the ship then was ever likely to forget his ruptured eyes and frozen scream.


  Black Alice manned her station, and stared at the screen. She saw the freighter’s name—the Josephine Baker—gold on black across the stern, the Venusian flag for its port of registry wired stiff from a mast on its hull. It was a steelship, not a Boojum, and they had every advantage. For a moment she thought the freighter would run.


  And then it turned, and brought its guns to bear.


  No sense of movement, of acceleration, of disorientation. No pop, no whump of displaced air. The view on the screens just flickered to a different one, as Vinnie skipped—apported—to a new position just aft and above the Josephine Baker, crushing the flag mast with her hull.


  Black Alice felt that, a grinding shiver. And had just time to grab her console before the Lavinia Whateley grappled the freighter, long vanes not curling in affection now; out of the corner of her eye, she saw Dogcollar, the closest thing the Lavinia Whateley had to a chaplain, cross himself, and she heard him mutter, like he always did, Ave, Grandaevissimi, morituri vos salutant. It was the best he’d be able to do until it was all over, and even then he wouldn’t have the chance to do much. Captain Song didn’t mind other people worrying about souls, so long as they didn’t do it on her time.


  The captain’s voice was calling orders, assigning people to boarding parties port and starboard. Down in Engineering, all they had to do was monitor the Lavinia Whateley’s hull and prepare to repel boarders, assuming the freighter’s crew had the gumption to send any. Vinnie would take care of the rest—until the time came to persuade her not to eat her prey before they’d gotten all the valuables off it. That was a ticklish job, only entrusted to the chief engineers, but Black Alice watched and listened, and although she didn’t expect she’d ever get the chance, she thought she could do it herself.


  It was a small ambition, and one she never talked about. But it would be a hell of a thing, wouldn’t it? To be somebody a Boojum would listen to?


  She gave her attention to the dull screens in her sectors, and tried not to crane her neck to catch a glimpse of the ones with the actual fighting on them. Dogcol- lar was making the rounds with sidearms from the weapons locker, just in case. once the Josephine Baker was subdued, it was the junior engineers and others who would board her to take inventory.


  Sometimes there were crew members left in hiding on captured ships. Sometimes, unwary pirates got shot.


  There was no way to judge the progress of the battle from Engineering. Wasabi put a stopwatch up on one of the secondary screens, as usual, and everybody glanced at it periodically. Fifteen minutes ongoing meant the boarding parties hadn’t hit any nasty surprises. Black Alice had met a man once who’d been on the Margaret Mead when she grappled a freighter that turned out to be carrying a division’s-worth of Marines out to the Jovian moons. Thirty minutes ongoing was normal. Forty-five minutes. Upward of an hour ongoing, and people started double-checking their weapons. The longest battle Black Alice had ever personally been part of was six hours, forty-three minutes, and fifty-two seconds. That had been the last time the Lavinia Whateley worked with a partner, and the doublecross by the Henry Ford was the only reason any of Vinnie’s crew needed. Captain Song still had Captain Edwards’ head in a jar on the bridge, and Vinnie had an ugly ring of scars where the Henry Ford had bitten her.


  This time, the clock stopped at fifty minutes, thirteen seconds. The Josephine Baker surrendered.


  Dogcollar slapped Black Alice’s arm. “With me,” he said, and she didn’t argue. He had only six weeks seniority over her, but he was as tough as he was devout, and not stupid either. She checked the Velcro on her holster and followed him up the ladder, reaching through the rungs once to scratch Vinnie’s bulkhead as she passed. The ship paid her no notice. She wasn’t the captain, and she wasn’t one of the four chief engineers.


  Quartermaster mostly respected crew’s own partner choices, and as Black Alice and Dogcollar suited up—it wouldn’t be the first time, if the Josephine Bakers crew decided to blow her open to space rather than be taken captive—he came by and issued them both tag guns and x-ray pads, taking a retina scan in return. All sorts of valuable things got hidden inside of bulkheads, and once Vinnie was done with the steelship there wouldn’t be much chance of coming back to look for what they’d missed.


  Wet pirates used to scuttle their captures. The Boojums were more efficient.


  Black Alice clipped everything to her belt and checked Dogcollar’s seals.


  And then they were swinging down lines from the Lavinia Whateley’s belly to the chewed-open airlock. A lot of crew didn’t like to look at the ship’s face, but Black Alice loved it. All those teeth, the diamond edges worn to a glitter, and a few of the ship’s dozens of bright sapphire eyes blinking back at her.


  She waved, unselfconsciously, and flattered herself that the ripple of closing eyes was Vinnie winking in return.


  She followed Dogcollar inside the prize.


  They unsealed when they had checked atmosphere—no sense in wasting your own air when you might need it later—and the first thing she noticed was the smell.


  The Lavinia Whateley had her own smell, ozone and nutmeg, and other ships never smelled as good, but this was… this was…


  “What did they kill and why didn’t they space it?” Dogcollar wheezed, and Black Alice swallowed hard against her gag reflex and said, “One will get you twenty we’re the lucky bastards that find it.”


  “No takers,” Dogcollar said.


  They worked together to crank open the hatches they came to. Twice they found crew members, messily dead. Once they found crew members alive.


  “Gillies,” said Black Alice.


  “Still don’t explain the smell,” said Dogcollar and, to the gillies: “Look, you can join our crew, or our ship can eat you. Makes no never mind to us.”


  The gillies blinked their big wet eyes and made fingersigns at each other, and then nodded. Hard.


  Dogcollar slapped a tag on the bulkhead. “Someone will come get you. You go wandering, we’ll assume you changed your mind.”


  The gillies shook their heads, hard, and folded down onto the deck to wait.


  Dogcollar tagged searched holds—green for clean, purple for goods, red for anything Vinnie might like to eat that couldn’t be fenced for a profit—and Black Alice mapped. The corridors in the steelship were winding, twisty, hard to track. She was glad she chalked the walls, because she didn’t think her map was quite right, somehow, but she couldn’t figure out where she’d gone wrong. Still, they had a beacon, and Vinnie could always chew them out if she had to.


  Black Alice loved her ship.


  She was thinking about that, how, okay, it wasn’t so bad, the pirate game, and it sure beat working in the sunstone mines on Venus, when she found a locked cargo hold. “Hey, Dogcollar,” she said to her comm, and while he was turning to cover her, she pulled her sidearm and blastered the lock.


  The door peeled back, and Black Alice found herself staring at rank upon rank of silver cylinders, each less than a meter tall and perhaps half a meter wide, smooth and featureless except for what looked like an assortment of sockets and plugs on the surface of each. The smell was strongest here.


  “Shit,” she said.


  


  


  Dogcollar, more practical, slapped the first safety orange tag of the expedition beside the door and said only, “Captain’ll want to see this.”


  “Yeah,” said Black Alice, cold chills chasing themselves up and down her spine. “C’mon, let’s move.”


  But of course it turned out that she and Dogcollar were on the retrieval detail, too, and the captain wasn’t leaving the canisters for Vinnie.


  Which, okay, fair. Black Alice didn’t want the Lavinia Whateley eating those things, either, but why did they have to bring them back?


  She said as much to Dogcollar, under her breath, and had a horrifying thought: “She knows what they are, right?”


  “She’s the captain,” said Dogcollar.


  “Yeah, but—I ain’t arguing, man, but if she doesn’t know…” She lowered her voice even farther, so she could barely hear herself: “What if somebody opens one?”


  Dogcollar gave her a pained look. “Nobody’s going to go opening anything. But if you’re really worried, go talk to the captain about it.”


  He was calling her bluff. Black Alice called his right back. “Come with me?”


  He was stuck. He stared at her, and then he grunted and pulled his gloves off, the left and then the right. “Fuck,” he said. “I guess we oughta.”


  


  


  For the crew members who had been in the boarding action, the party had already started. Dogcollar and Black Alice finally tracked the captain down in the rec room, where her marines were slurping stolen wine from broken-necked bottles. As much of it splashed on the gravity plates epoxied to the Lavinia Whateley’s flattest interior surface as went into the marines, but Black Alice imagined there was plenty more where that came from. And the faster the crew went through it, the less long they’d be drunk.


  The captain herself was naked in a great extruded tub, up to her collarbones in steaming water dyed pink and heavily scented by the bath bombs sizzling here and there. Black Alice stared; she hadn’t seen a tub bath in seven years. She still dreamed of them sometimes.


  “Captain,” she said, because Dogcollar wasn’t going to say anything. “We think you should know we found some dangerous cargo on the prize.”


  Captain Song raised one eyebrow. “And you imagine I don’t know already, cherie?”


  Oh shit. But Black Alice stood her ground. “We thought we should be sure.”


  The captain raised one long leg out of the water to shove a pair of necking pirates off the rim of her tub. They rolled onto the floor, grappling and clawing, both fighting to be on top. But they didn’t break the kiss. “You wish to be sure,” said the captain. Her dark eyes had never left Black Alice’s sweating face. “Very well. Tell me. And then you will know that I know, and you can be sure”


  Dogcollar made a grumbling noise deep in his throat, easily interpreted: I told you so.


  Just as she had when she took Captain Song’s oath and slit her thumb with a razorblade and dripped her blood on the Lavinia Whateley s decking so the ship might know her, Black Alice—metaphorically speaking—took a breath and jumped. “They’re brains,” she said. “Human brains. Stolen. Black-market. The Fungi—”


  “Mi-Go,” Dogcollar hissed, and the captain grinned at him, showing extraordinarily white strong teeth. He ducked, submissively, but didn’t step back, for which Black Alice felt a completely ridiculous gratitude.


  “Mi-Go,” Black Alice said. Mi-Go, Fungi, what did it matter? They came from the outer rim of the Solar System, the black cold hurtling rocks of the Opik-Oort Cloud. Like the Boojums, they could swim between the stars. “They collect them. There’s a black market. Nobody knows what they use them for. It’s illegal, of course. But they’re… alive in there. They go mad, supposedly.”


  And that was it. That was all Black Alice could manage. She stopped, and had to remind herself to shut her mouth.


  “So I’ve heard,” the captain said, dabbling at the steaming water. She stretched luxuriously in her tub. Someone thrust a glass of white wine at her, condensation dewing the outside. The captain did not drink from shattered plastic bottles. “The Mi-Go will pay for this cargo, won’t they? They mine rare minerals all over the system. They’re said to be very wealthy.”


  “Yes, Captain,” Dogcollar said, when it became obvious that Black Alice couldn’t.


  “Good,” the captain said. Under Black Alice’s feet, the decking shuddered, a grinding sound as Vinnie began to dine. Her rows of teeth would make short work of the Josephine Bakers steel hide. Black Alice could see two of the gillies—the same two? she never could tell them apart unless they had scars—flinch and tug at their chains. “Then they might as well pay us as someone else, wouldn’t you say?”


  Black Alice knew she should stop thinking about the canisters. Captain’s word was law. But she couldn’t help it, like scratching at a scab. They were down there, in the third subhold, the one even sniffers couldn’t find, cold and sweating and with that stench that was like a living thing.


  And she kept wondering. Were they empty? or were there brains in there, people’s brains, going mad?


  The idea was driving her crazy, and finally, her fourth off-shift after the capture of the Josephine Baker, she had to go look.


  “This is stupid, Black Alice,” she muttered to herself as she climbed down the companion way, the beads in her hair clicking against her earrings. “Stupid, stupid, stupid.” Vinnie bioluminesced, a traveling spotlight, placidly unconcerned whether Black Alice was being an idiot or not.


  Half-Hand Sally had pulled duty in the main hold. She nodded at Black Alice and Black Alice nodded back.


  


  


  Black Alice ran errands a lot, for Engineering and sometimes for other departments, because she didn’t smoke hash and she didn’t cheat at cards. She was reliable.


  Down through the subholds, and she really didn’t want to be doing this, but she was here and the smell of the third subhold was already making her sick, and maybe if she just knew one way or the other, she’d be able to quit thinking about it.


  She opened the third subhold, and the stench rushed out.


  The canisters were just metal, sealed, seemingly airtight. There shouldn’t be any way for the aroma of the contents to escape. But it permeated the air nonetheless, bad enough that Black Alice wished she had brought a rebreather.


  No, that would have been suspicious. So it was really best for everyone concerned that she hadn’t, but oh, gods and little fishes, the stench. Even breathing through her mouth was no help; she could taste it, like oil from a fryer, saturating the air, oozing up her sinuses, coating the interior spaces of her body.


  As silently as possible, she stepped across the threshold and into the space beyond. The Lavinia Whateley obligingly lit the space as she entered, dazzling her at first as the overhead lights—not just bioluminescent, here, but LEDs chosen to approximate natural daylight, for when they shipped plants and animals—reflected off rank upon rank of canisters. When Black Alice went among them, they did not reach her waist.


  She was just going to walk through, she told herself. Hesitantly, she touched the closest cylinder. The air in this hold was so dry there was no condensation—the whole ship ran to lip-cracking, nosebleed dryness in the long weeks between prizes—but the cylinder was cold. It felt somehow grimy to the touch, gritty and oily like machine grease. She pulled her hand back.


  It wouldn’t do to open the closest one to the door—and she realized with that thought that she was planning on opening one. There must be a way to do it, a concealed catch or a code pad. She was an engineer, after all.


  She stopped three ranks in, lightheaded with the smell, to examine the problem.


  It was remarkably simple, once you looked for it. There were three depressions on either side of the rim, a little smaller than human fingertips but spaced appropriately. She laid the pads of her fingers over them and pressed hard, making the flesh deform into the catches.


  The lid sprang up with a pressurized hiss. Black Alice was grateful that even open, it couldn’t smell much worse. She leaned forward to peer within. There was a clear membrane over the surface, and gelatin or thick fluid underneath. Vinnie’s lights illuminated it well.


  It was not empty. And as the light struck the grayish surface of the lump of tissue floating within, Black Alice would have sworn she saw the pathetic unbodied thing flinch.


  She scrambled to close the canister again, nearly pinching her fingertips when it clanked shut. “Sorry,” she whispered, although dear sweet Jesus, surely the thing couldn’t hear her. “Sorry, sorry.” And then she turned and ran, catching her hip a bruising blow against the doorway, slapping the controls to make it fucking close already. And then she staggered sideways, lurching to her knees, and vomited until blackness was spinning in front of her eyes and she couldn’t smell or taste anything but bile.


  Vinnie would absorb the former contents of Black Alice’s stomach, just as she absorbed, filtered, recycled, and excreted all her crew’s wastes. Shaking, Black Alice braced herself back upright and began the long climb out of the holds.


  In the first subhold, she had to stop, her shoulder against the smooth, velvet slickness of Vinnie’s skin, her mouth hanging open while her lungs worked. And she knew Vinnie wasn’t going to hear her, because she wasn’t the captain or a chief engineer or anyone important, but she had to try anyway, croaking, “Vinnie, water, please.”


  And no one could have been more surprised than Black Alice Bradley when Vinnie extruded a basin and a thin cool trickle of water began to flow into it.


  


  


  Well, now she knew. And there was still nothing she could do about it. She wasn’t the captain, and if she said anything more than she already had, people were going to start looking at her funny. Mutiny kind of funny. And what Black Alice did not need was any more of Captain Song’s attention and especially not for rumors like that. She kept her head down and did her job and didn’t discuss her nightmares with anyone.


  And she had nightmares, all right. Hot and cold running, enough, she fancied, that she could have filled up the captain’s huge tub with them.


  She could live with that. But over the next double dozen of shifts, she became aware of something else wrong, and this was worse, because it was something wrong with the Lavinia Whateley.


  The first sign was the chief engineers frowning and going into huddles at odd moments. And then Black Alice began to feel it herself, the way Vinnie was… she didn’t have a word for it because she’d never felt anything like it before. She would have said balky, but that couldn’t be right. It couldn’t. But she was more and more sure that Vinnie was less responsive somehow, that when she obeyed the captain’s orders, it was with a delay. If she were human, Vinnie would have been dragging her feet.


  You couldn’t keelhaul a ship for not obeying fast enough.


  And then, because she was paying attention so hard she was making her own head hurt, Black Alice noticed something else. Captain Song had them cruising the gas giants’ orbits—Jupiter, Saturn, Neptune—not going in as far as the asteroid belt, not going out as far as Uranus. Nobody Black Alice talked to knew why, exactly, but she and Dogcollar figured it was because the captain wanted to talk to the Mi-Go without actually getting near the nasty cold rock of their planet. And what Black Alice noticed was that Vinnie was less balky, less unhappy, when she was headed out, and more and more resistant the closer they got to the asteroid belt.


  Vinnie, she remembered, had been born over uranus.


  “Do you want to go home, Vinnie?” Black Alice asked her one late-night shift when there was nobody around to care that she was talking to the ship. “Is that what’s wrong?”


  She put her hand flat on the wall, and although she was probably imagining it, she thought she felt a shiver ripple across Vinnie’s vast side.


  Black Alice knew how little she knew, and didn’t even contemplate sharing her theory with the chief engineers. They probably knew exactly what was wrong and exactly what to do to keep the Lavinia Whateley from going core meltdown like the Marie Curie had. That was a whispered story, not the sort of thing anybody talked about except in their hammocks after lights out.


  The Marie Curie had eaten her own crew.


  So when Wasabi said, four shifts later, “Black Alice, I’ve got a job for you,” Black Alice said, “Yessir,” and hoped it would be something that would help the Lavinia


  Whateley be happy again.


  It was a suit job, he said, replace and repair. Black Alice was going because she was reliable and smart and stayed quiet, and it was time she took on more responsibilities. The way he said it made her first fret because that meant the captain might be reminded of her existence, and then fret because she realized the captain already had been.


  But she took the equipment he issued, and she listened to the instructions and read schematics and committed them both to memory and her implants. It was a ticklish job, a neural override repair. She’d done some fiber optic bundle splicing, but this was going to be a doozy. And she was going to have to do it in stiff, pressurized gloves.


  Her heart hammered as she sealed her helmet, and not because she was worried about the EVA. This was a chance. An opportunity. A step closer to chief engineer.


  Maybe she had impressed the captain with her discretion, after all.


  She cycled the airlock, snapped her safety harness, and stepped out onto the Lavinia Whateley s hide.


  That deep blue-green, like azurite, like the teeming seas of Venus under their swampy eternal clouds, was invisible. They were too far from Sol—it was a yellow stylus-dot, and you had to know where to look for it. Vinnie’s hide was just black under Black Alice’s suit floods. As the airlock cycled shut, though, the Boojum’s own bioluminescence shimmered up her vanes and along the ridges of her sides—crimson and electric green and acid blue. Vinnie must have noticed Black Alice picking her way carefully up her spine with barbed boots. They wouldn’t hurt Vinnie—nothing short of a space rock could manage that—but they certainly stuck in there good.


  The thing Black Alice was supposed to repair was at the principal nexus of Vinnie’s central nervous system. The ship didn’t have anything like what a human or a gilly would consider a brain; there were nodules spread all through her vast body. Too slow, otherwise. And Black Alice had heard Boojums weren’t supposed to be all that smart—trainable, sure, maybe like an Earth monkey.


  Which is what made it creepy as hell that, as she picked her way up Vinnie’s flank—though up was a courtesy, under these circumstances—talking to her all the way, she would have sworn Vinnie was talking back. Not just tracking her with the lights, as she would always do, but bending some of her barbels and vanes around as if craning her neck to get a look at Black Alice.


  Black Alice carefully circumnavigated an eye—she didn’t think her boots would hurt it, but it seemed discourteous to stomp across somebody’s field of vision—and wondered, only half-idly, if she had been sent out on this task not because she was being considered for promotion, but because she was expendable.


  She was just rolling her eyes and dismissing that as borrowing trouble when she came over a bump on Vinnie’s back, spotted her goal—and all the ship’s lights went out.


  She tongued on the comm. “Wasabi?”


  “I got you, Blackie. You just keep doing what you’re doing.”


  “Yessir”


  But it seemed like her feet stayed stuck in Vinnie’s hide a little longer than was good. At least fifteen seconds before she managed a couple of deep breaths—too deep for her limited oxygen supply, so she went briefly dizzy—and continued up Vinnie’s side.


  Black Alice had no idea what inflammation looked like in a Boojum, but she would guess this was it. All around the interface she was meant to repair, Vinnie’s flesh looked scraped and puffy. Black Alice walked tenderly, wincing, muttering apologies under her breath. And with every step, the tendrils coiled a little closer.


  Black Alice crouched beside the box, and began examining connections. The console was about three meters by four, half a meter tall, and fixed firmly to Vinnie’s hide. It looked like the thing was still functional, but something—a bit of space debris, maybe—had dented it pretty good.


  Cautiously, Black Alice dropped a hand on it. She found the access panel, and flipped it open: more red lights than green. A tongue-click, and she began withdrawing her tethered tools from their holding pouches and arranging them so that they would float conveniently around.


  She didn’t hear a thing, of course, but the hide under her boots vibrated suddenly, sharply. She jerked her head around, just in time to see one of Vinnie’s feelers slap her own side, five or ten meters away. And then the whole Boojum shuddered, contracting, curved into a hard crescent of pain the same way she had when the Henry Ford had taken that chunk out of her hide. And the lights in the access panel lit up all at once—red, red, yellow, red.


  Black Alice tongued off the send function on her headset microphone, so Wasabi wouldn’t hear her. She touched the bruised hull, and she touched the dented edge of the console. “Vinnie,” she said, “does this hurt?”


  Not that Vinnie could answer her. But it was obvious. She was in pain. And maybe that dent didn’t have anything to do with space debris. Maybe—Black Alice straightened, looked around, and couldn’t convince herself that it was an accident that this box was planted right where Vinnie couldn’t… quite… reach it.


  “So what does it do?” she muttered. “Why am I out here repairing something that fucking hurts?” She crouched down again and took another long look at the interface.


  As an engineer, Black Alice was mostly self-taught; her implants were secondhand, black market, scavenged, the wet work done by a gilly on Providence Station. She’d learned the technical vocabulary from Gogglehead Kim before he bought it in a stupid little fight with a ship named the VC I. Ulyanov, but what she relied on were her instincts, the things she knew without being able to say. So she looked at that box wired into Vinnie’s spine and all its red and yellow lights, and then she tongued the comm back on and said, “Wasabi, this thing don’t look so good.”


  “Whaddya mean, don’t look so good?” Wasabi sounded distracted, and that was just fine.


  Black Alice made a noise, the auditory equivalent of a shrug. “I think the node’s inflamed. Can we pull it and lock it in somewhere else?”


  “No!” said Wasabi.


  “It’s looking pretty ugly out here.”


  “Look, Blackie, unless you want us to all go sailing out into the Big Empty, we are not pulling that governor. Just fix the fucking thing, would you?”


  “Yessir,” said Black Alice, thinking hard. The first thing was that Wasabi knew what was going on—knew what the box did and knew that the Lavinia Whateley didn’t like it. That wasn’t comforting. The second thing was that whatever was going on, it involved the Big Empty, the cold vastness between the stars. So it wasn’t that Vinnie wanted to go home. She wanted to go out.


  It made sense, from what Black Alice knew about Boojums. Their infants lived in the tumult of the gas giants’ atmosphere, but as they aged, they pushed higher and higher, until they reached the edge of the envelope. And then—following instinct or maybe the calls of their fellows, nobody knew for sure—they learned to skip, throwing themselves out into the vacuum like Earth birds leaving the nest. And what if, for a Boojum, the solar system was just another nest?


  Black Alice knew the Lavinia Whateley was old, for a Boojum. Captain Song was not her first captain, although you never mentioned Captain Smith if you knew what was good for you. So if there was another stage to her life cycle, she might be ready for it. And her crew wasn’t letting her go.


  Jesus and the cold fishy gods, Black Alice thought. Is this why the Marie Curie ate her crew? Because they wouldn’t let her go?


  She fumbled for her tools, tugging the cords to float them closer, and wound up walloping herself in the bicep with a splicer. And as she was wrestling with it, her headset spoke again. “Blackie, can you hurry it up out there? Captain says we’re going to have company.”


  Company? She never got to say it. Because when she looked up, she saw the shapes, faintly limned in starlight, and a chill as cold as a suit leak crept up her neck.


  There were dozens of them. Hundreds. They made her skin crawl and her nerves judder the way gillies and Boojums never had. They were man-sized, roughly, but they looked like the pseudoroaches of Venus, the ones Black Alice still had nightmares about, with too many legs, and horrible stiff wings. They had ovate, corrugated heads, but no faces, and where their mouths ought to be sprouting writhing tentacles


  And some of them carried silver shining cylinders, like the canisters in Vinnie’s subhold.


  Black Alice wasn’t certain if they saw her, crouched on the Boojum’s hide with only a thin laminate between her and the breathsucker, but she was certain of something else. If they did, they did not care.


  They disappeared below the curve of the ship, toward the airlock Black Alice had exited before clawing her way along the ship’s side. They could be a trade delegation, come to bargain for the salvaged cargo.


  Black Alice didn’t think even the Mi-Go came in the battalions to talk trade.


  She meant to wait until the last of them had passed, but they just kept coming. Wasabi wasn’t answering her hails; she was on her own and unarmed. She fumbled with her tools, stowing things in any handy pocket whether it was where the tool went or not. She couldn’t see much; everything was misty. It took her several seconds to realize that her visor was fogged because she was crying.


  Patch cables. Where were the fucking patch cables? She found a two-meter length of fiber optic with the right plugs on the end. One end went into the monitor panel. The other snapped into her suit comm.


  “Vinnie?” she whispered, when she thought she had a connection. “Vinnie, can you hear me?”


  The bioluminescence under Black Alice’s boots pulsed once.


  Gods and little fishes, she thought. And then she drew out her laser cutting torch, and started slicing open the case on the console that Wasabi had called the governor. Wasabi was probably dead by now, or dying. Wasabi, and Dogcollar, and. well, not dead. If they were lucky, they were dead.


  Because the opposite of lucky was those canisters the Mi-Go were carrying.


  She hoped Dogcollar was lucky.


  “You wanna go out, right?” she whispered to the Lavinia Whateley. “Out into the Big Empty.”


  She’d never been sure how much Vinnie understood of what people said, but the light pulsed again.


  “And this thing won’t let you.” It wasn’t a question. She had it open now, and she could see that was what it did. Ugly fucking thing. Vinnie shivered underneath her, and there was a sudden pulse of noise in her helmet speakers: screaming. People screaming.


  “I know,” Black Alice said. “They’ll come get me in a minute, I guess.” She swallowed hard against the sudden lurch of her stomach. “I’m gonna get this thing off you, though. And when they go, you can go, okay? And I’m sorry. I didn’t know we were keeping you from.” She had to quit talking, or she really was going to puke. Grimly, she fumbled for the tools she needed to disentangle the abomination from Vinnie’s nervous system.


  Another pulse of sound, a voice, not a person: flat and buzzing and horrible. “We do not bargain with thieves.” And the scream that time—she’d never heard Captain Song scream before. Black Alice flinched and started counting to slow her breathing. Puking in a suit was the number one badness, but hyperventilating in a suit was a really close second.


  Her heads-up display was low-res, and slightly miscalibrated, so that everything had a faint shadow-double. But the thing that flashed up against her own view of her hands was unmistakable: a question mark.


  <?>


  “Vinnie?”


  Another pulse of screaming, and the question mark again.


  <?>


  “Holy shit, Vinnie!… Never mind, never mind. They, um, they collect people’s brains. In canisters. Like the canisters in the third subhold.”


  The bioluminescence pulsed once. Black Alice kept working.


  Her heads-up pinged again: <ALICE> A pause. <?>


  “Um, yeah. I figure that’s what they’ll do with me, too. It looked like they had plenty of canisters to go around.”


  Vinnie pulsed, and there was a longer pause while Black Alice doggedly severed connections and loosened bolts.


  <WANT> said the Lavinia Whateley. <?>


  “Want? Do I want.?.” Her laughter sounded bad. “Um, no. No, I don’t want to be a brain in a jar. But I’m not seeing a lot of choices here. Even if I went cometary, they could catch me. And it kind of sounds like they’re mad enough to do it, too.” She’d cleared out all the moorings around the edge of the governor; the case lifted off with a shove and went sailing into the dark. Black Alice winced. But then the processor under the cover drifted away from Vinnie’s hide, and there was just the monofilament tethers and the fat cluster of fiber optic and superconductors to go.


  <HELP>


  “I’m doing my best here, Vinnie,” Black Alice said through her teeth.


  That got her a fast double-pulse, and the Lavinia Whateley said, <HELP>


  And then, <ALICE>


  “You want to help me?” Black Alice squeaked.


  A strong pulse, and the heads-up said, <HELP ALICE>


  “That’s really sweet of you, but I’m honestly not sure there’s anything you can do. I mean, it doesn’t look like the Mi-Go are mad at you, and I really want to keep it that way.”


  <EAT ALICE> said the Lavinia Whateley.


  Black Alice came within a millimeter of taking her own fingers off with the cutting laser. “Um, Vinnie, that’s um. well, I guess it’s better than being a brain in a jar.” Or suffocating to death in her suit if she went cometary and the Mi-Go didn’t come after her.


  The double-pulse again, but Black Alice didn’t see what she could have missed. As communications went, EAT ALICE was pretty fucking unambiguous.


  <HELP ALICE> the Lavinia Whateley insisted. Black Alice leaned in close, unsplicing the last of the governor’s circuits from the Boojum’s nervous system. <SAVE ALICE>


  “By eating me? Look, I know what happens to things you eat, and it’s not. ” She bit her tongue. Because she did know what happened to things the Lavinia Whateley ate. Absorbed. Filtered. Recycled. “Vinnie. are you saying you can save me from the Mi-Go?”


  A pulse of agreement.


  “By eating me?” Black Alice pursued, needing to be sure she understood. Another pulse of agreement.


  Black Alice thought about the Lavinia Whateley’s teeth. “How much me are we talking about here?” <ALICE> said the Lavinia Whateley, and then the last fiber optic cable parted, and Black Alice, her hands shaking, detached her patch cable and flung the whole mess of it as hard as she could straight up. Maybe it would find a planet with atmosphere and be some little alien kid’s shooting star.


  And now she had to decide what to do.


  She figured she had two choices, really. One, walk back down the Lavinia Whateley and find out if the Mi-Go believed in surrender. Two, walk around the Lavinia Whateley and into her toothy mouth.


  Black Alice didn’t think the Mi-Go believed in surrender.


  She tilted her head back for one last clear look at the shining black infinity of space. Really, there wasn’t any choice at all. Because even if she’d misunderstood what Vinnie seemed to be trying to tell her, the worst she’d end up was dead, and that was light-years better than what the Mi-Go had on offer.


  Black Alice Bradley loved her ship.


  She turned to her left and started walking, and the Lavinia Whateley’s bioluminescence followed her courteously all the way, vanes swaying out of her path. Black Alice skirted each of Vinnie’s eyes as she came to them, and each of them blinked at her. And then she reached Vinnie’s mouth and that magnificent panoply of teeth.


  “Make it quick, Vinnie, okay?” said Black Alice, and walked into her leviathan’s maw.


  


  


  Picking her way delicately between razor-sharp teeth, Black Alice had plenty of time to consider the ridiculousness of worrying about a hole in her suit. Vinnie’s mouth was more like a crystal cave, once you were inside it; there was no tongue, no palate. Just polished, macerating stones. Which did not close on Black Alice, to her surprise. If anything, she got the feeling the Vinnie was holding her. breath. Or what passed for it.


  The Boojum was lit inside, as well—or was making herself lit, for Black Alice’s benefit. And as Black Alice clambered inward, the teeth got smaller, and fewer, and the tunnel narrowed. Her throat, Alice thought. I’m inside her.


  And the walls closed down, and she was swallowed.


  Like a pill, enclosed in the tight sarcophagus of her space suit, she felt rippling pressure as peristalsis pushed her along. And then greater pressure, suffocating, savage. One sharp pain. The pop of her ribs as her lungs crushed.


  Screaming inside a space suit was contraindicated, too. And with collapsed lungs, she couldn’t even do it properly.


  


  


  alice.


  She floated. In warm darkness. A womb, a bath. She was comfortable. An itchy soreness between her shoulderblades felt like a very mild radiation burn.


  alice.


  A voice she thought she should know. She tried to speak; her mouth gnashed, her teeth ground.


  alice. talk here.


  She tried again. Not with her mouth, this time.


  Talk… here?


  The buoyant warmth flickered past her. She was. drifting. No, swimming. She could feel currents on her skin. Her vision was confused. She blinked and blinked, and things were shattered.


  There was nothing to see anyway, but stars.


  alice talk here.


  Where am I?


  eat alice.


  Vinnie. Vinnie’s voice, but not in the flatness of the heads-up display anymore. Vinnie’s voice alive with emotion and nuance and the vastness of her self.


  You ate me, she said, and understood abruptly that the numbness she felt was not shock. It was the boundaries of her body erased and redrawn.


  !


  Agreement. Relief.


  I’m… in you, Vinnie?


  =/=


  Not a “no.” More like, this thing is not the same, does not compare, to this other thing. Black Alice felt the warmth of space so near a generous star slipping by her. She felt the swift currents of its gravity, and the gravity of its satellites, and bent them, and tasted them, and surfed them faster and faster away.


  I am you.


  !


  Ecstatic comprehension, which Black Alice echoed with passionate relief. Not dead. Not dead after all. Just, transformed. Accepted. Embraced by her ship, whom she embraced in return.


  Vinnie. Where are we going?


  out, Vinnie answered. And in her, Black Alice read the whole great naked wonder of space, approaching faster and faster as Vinnie accelerated, reaching for the first great skip that would hurl them into the interstellar darkness of the Big Empty. They were going somewhere.


  Out, Black Alice agreed and told herself not to grieve. Not to go mad. This sure beat swampy Hell out of being a brain in a jar.


  And it occurred to her, as Vinnie jumped, the brainless bodies of her crew already digesting inside her, that it wouldn’t be long before the loss of the Lavinia Whateley was a tale told to frighten spacers, too.


  


  Annie Webber


  


  


  


  


  Because I’m an idiot—and because my friend Allan is the coffee shop owner and my girlfriend Reesa works there—the Monday after Thanksgiving was my first day at a new job.


  Total madhouse. Me and Pat foamed milk and drew shots like a flight line team while Reesa ran the register. It only worked because I’d barista’d at Starbucks and most of the customers were regulars, so they either had their order ready or Reesa already knew it and called it out before they paid. Never underestimate a good cashier.


  Allan’s has a thing, a frequent customer plan. So Reesa knows the regulars by name.


  “Hey, Annie,” Reesa said. “Medium cappuccino?”


  Annie was petite, ash-blond hair escaping a seriously awful baby blue knit cap. She handed Reesa four dollars, then dropped the change into the tip jar.


  Cappuccino is nice to make, but it’s amazing how badly some people butcher it. I ground beans and drew the espresso. Then I foamed cold milk, feeling the pitcher for heat. When the volume tripled, the temperature was right. The sound of the steam changed pitch. I poured milk over the shot, ladled on foam, and sleeved the cup. “Cinnamon?”


  “I’ll get my own.” She held out her hand. I put the cappuccino in it and set the shaker on the counter.


  “You’re new here?”


  “First day.”


  “You’re good.” She sipped the drink. “Annie Webber.”


  “Zach Jones.”


  I’d have shaken her hand but there was a coffee in it, and another customer was coming.


  That night, Reesa’s cat Maggie tried to dig me out of bed by pulling at the comforter. I pushed her off, which woke Reesa. “Wha?”


  Which is all the erudition you can expect at two in the morning. “Damn cat,” I explained.


  Reesa pushed her face against my neck. “I only keep her because of the toxoplasmosis.”


  Running joke. Toxoplasma is a parasite that makes rats love cat urine.


  The parasite continues its life cycle in the cat after the cat eats the rat.


  According to some show we saw, it affects people too. And the same show had this amazing stop-motion photography of dying bugs, moist fungus fingers uncurling from their bodies. The fungus makes the infected ants do things so it can infect more ants.


  The fungus was awful, and gorgeous. One shot showed a moth, dead—I hope dead—on a leaf, netted with silver lace like a bridal veil.


  


  The next morning Reesa said, “Hi, Annie,” but a different voice answered, “Hi, Reesa.”


  I looked up from the steamer nozzle. A big guy, wearing a padded down coat. “Free coffee today?”


  Reesa checked the system. “You guys have ten.”


  He dropped coins in the tip jar. “Medium cappuccino?”


  Pat moved to draw it. I gave her a look. “They’re all Annie Webber,” she said. “By courtesy. Sharing the account.”


  “Oh.”


  By the sound, I was scalding the milk. By the time I’d salvaged it, Annie Webber was gone. Reesa waved a pinkish hexagon like a foreign coin. “Zach, what’s this?”


  I didn’t even recognize the metal, let alone the writing.


  On day three, the original Annie Webber returned. Day four was number two. On Friday both came, not together. Then half an hour after the second, I served a third. Cappuccino, let me put on my own cinnamon. “Do you guys all drink the same thing?” I asked.


  “You guys?” This Annie was a woman, with hazel eyes and crooked nose.


  “The Annie Webbers.”


  She licked foam off her lip. “Nature’s perfect food.”


  I caught Pat’s elbow. “How many Annie Webbers are there? How long before I meet them all?”


  She counted in her head. “Five come in regular. The blond and her partners.”


  “Partners? Like she’s poly?”


  She shrugged. “I never asked. Maybe they’re a cult.”


  I groped the pinkish coin out. I’d looked it up online, and couldn’t find it anywhere.


  


  Saturday, Annie wandered in around ten. The original in the awful toque, scarf snugged under her chin.


  I handed her the cup and cinnamon. It takes just seconds to get a good foam with a commercial machine. “You left this Tuesday.” I laid the coin down.


  “That should have been a quarter. Sorry.” She traded for a dollar bill. “Put that in the jar?”


  “Annie. It wasn’t you here on Tuesday.”


  “Wasn’t it?”


  She winked and turned, leaving the money. I yelled, “Break!” and dove under the counter. Her heels clicked, but this was the smallest Annie. I caught up. Coat flaring, she turned.


  “Where do you go?” I asked.


  “Excuse me?”


  “You. Annie. Where did the coin come from?”


  “It was a mistake. I should have looked at the change, but I was out of you—money.”


  “So you use the free coffees when you’ve just come back? When you don’t have any, what, local money?”


  She stared. “I’ve been coming to that coffee shop since it opened. You’re the first to ask.”


  “You go other places.”


  “Other … places?”


  “Other dimensions.”


  “You read a lot of science fiction, Zach?”


  “You’re what, kind of multiple bodies one mind?”


  “Star Trek,” she said.


  “Am I wrong? Why us?” I wondered if I sounded as jealous as I felt.


  “Best coffee in the universe.” She kissed me on the mouth, with tongue.


  


  I woke itching. My tongue, my hands. The soles of my feet.


  When I stumbled to the kitchen, Reesa gave me scrambled eggs, but all I wanted was coffee. Coffee and milk and cinnamon. “Zach?” she asked. I had to bite my lip not to correct her.


  That’s not my name.


  I have to go.


  I think I’ve finally met all of Annie Webber.


  


  Faster Gun


  


  


  


  


  It’s hundreds of miles from the nearest ocean, and a hundred times too big to be a ship. It looks like nothing anyone ever saw. And it’s crashed just outside Tombstone with something alive inside.


  


  


  2


  


  Doc Holliday leaned his head way back, tilting his hat to shade his eyes from the glare of the November sun and said, “Well, that still looks like some Jules Verne shit to me.”


  The hulk that loomed over, curving gently outward to a stalklike prow, could have been the rust-laceworked, rust-orange hulk of any derelict ironclad. Except it was a thousand miles from the nearest ocean, and a hundred times too big to be a ship. It was too big, in fact, to be an opera hall, and that was where Doc’s imagination failed him.


  Behind him, four women and a man shifted in their saddles, leather creaking. None of them spoke. Doc figured they were just as awed as he was. More, maybe: he’d stopped here once before, when he rode into Tombstone the previous year. None of them had ever seen it.


  One of the horses whuffed, stamping baked caliche. A puff of dust must have risen from the impact. Doc could smell it, iron and salt and grit. His own mount picked its way between crumbling chunks of metal and some melted, scorched substance with the look of resin or tortoiseshell.


  One of the women said something pleased and indistinct to her companions. Doc didn’t strain too hard to overhear.


  A hot wind dried the sweat on his face beneath the scruff of a three-day beard as his own bay gelding fidgeted. Doc settled it with a touch of his leg. The gelding’s sweat soaked the inseam of his trousers between saddle-skirt and boot-top.


  Doc let the silence drag, contemplating the great plates and icicles of rust armoring the surface of the whatever-it-was. Its broken spine zig-zagged off into the heat shimmer. A long furrowed scrape marred the desert behind the hulk. That impact—or just the desert—had gnawed several holes in its flanks, revealing buckled decks, dangling pipe and wiring, stretched and twisted structural members.


  Here and there in its shadowed depths, blue-white lights still burned, as they had when Doc first saw it.


  The other five came up alongside Doc, their horses indolent in the heat. In all honesty, he hadn’t been sanguine about bringing four ladies into the trackless desert—even the kind of ladies that wore trousers and went heeled and rode astride like men—but they had been determined on riding out with him or without. He figured “without” was a hell of a lot less safe than “with,” and in the end chivalry had won. Chivalry, and the need for some ready cash to settle at the faro table, where he owed a debt to that damned John Ringo.


  Ringo—and not just the debt—was another reason. Because if Doc hadn’t taken the job as a ladies’ touring guide, Ringo in his yellow-and-black check shirt sure as hell would have. And then Doc might as well have these tenderfoots’ deaths on his conscience, as if he had shot them with his own gun. Ringo would have no qualms about relieving them of their horses and cash by any means possible … shy of earning it fairly.


  The horses drifted to a stop again, scuffing and shuffling in a ragged arc: one chestnut, one gray, one dun, and three assorted browns and bays. For now, Doc’s charges—he wasn’t sure yet if you could call them companions—were content to stare up at the wreck in silence and awe. Which suited Doc just fine. The dust was making his chest ache, and he didn’t feel like talking.


  He reached into his pocket for a stick of horehound, peeled the waxed paper back, and bit off a chip to suck on. The last thing he needed now was a goddamned coughing fit.


  On Doc’s left, the lone other man lifted his hat off a grizzled head. He mopped the sweat from his bald spot with a once-red kerchief that had faded to the color of the dull yellow earth. His name was Bill. He was quiet and needed a shave. Doc hadn’t learned too much else about him.


  Bill said, “I reckon we should ride around it first?”


  “Before we dismount?” The woman who gave him a sideways nod was tall, skinny. Doc thought she might be his wife, but he and all the others called her Missus Shutt. She had long wrists and long hands, and her steel-colored hair was clipped shorter at her nape than most men’s. Her gray eyes snapped with charisma and intelligence. She would have been beautiful, Doc thought, but her nose was too small.


  The little blonde on her left almost got lost under a wavy, ill-contained billow of caramel-colored hair—the kind of hair that belonged spread out on a man’s pillow. Pigeon-breasted, with a rump like a punching pony poured into her shiny-seated trousers, she sat her red gelding with the erect spine and lifted chin of one of Doc’s girl cousins back home, as if she was not accustomed to the relaxed Western seat. Her name was Missus Jorgensen.


  Beyond her was Miss Lil, the big one who looked to have some Mexican in her. Or maybe some Indian. Or maybe both. It wasn’t so different. Miss Lil wasn’t just big for a woman—she was broad shouldered and had about a half foot on Doc’s five-ten. Her hair twisted in a black braid that snaked out from under her chapeau fat as a well-fed rattler.


  The sixth person—and fourth woman—in their little group of adventurers was a beautiful quadroon with a long, elegant jaw and crooked teeth. The Negress’s name was Flora. Despite the heat, she wore a fringed suede jacket. It matched the sheath on the saddle by her knee that held the coach gun she seemed to prefer to the pistols all the others carried.


  Doc—no fool—was heeled with both.


  “By the time we get around this thing the shade will have shifted,” Doc said. “We can tether the horses in it.”


  Bill asked, “Is it safe to leave them so close to the wreck?”


  Doc rattled that bit of horehound against the backs of his top teeth with the tip of his tongue. “It’s what we’ve got for shelter.”


  The big woman leaned out of her saddle, making her horse sidle and fret. “There’s no tracks around it,” she said, after a moment’s inspection. “Nothing to show anything might have crawled out, anyway. Or dragged anything back in again.”


  Heads swiveled. Doc might be the guide, the local—laughably speaking—expert. But it didn’t take much to see the quadroon woman was the leader of the group that had hired him. And none of them seemed to find anything strange about it.


  Doc washed the lingering bitterness of the horehound down with a swig from his canteen. None of his concern how people ran their lives. His job was getting them all into the wreck, and all out safe again with whatever it was they thought so worth risking money, bullets, and their lives to find.


  * * * *


  


  Their slow circuit took the better part of an hour, and while it did reveal some tracks, they were those of coyote, lizard, javelina, and hare. Condensation formed inside the rusting hulk when the temperature dropped at night—a resource no desert creature would ignore.


  Doc, with Miss Lil, was riding slightly ahead of the others—both of them leaning down silent and intent as they surveyed the scarred earth—when she cleared her throat, reined in the heavy-boned, bald-faced brown mare that bore up under her weight with ease, and murmured, “Doc?”


  He turned, followed the gesture of her large, graceful hand, and frowned down at some rows of wavering, parallel scratches in the dust. When he looked up again, Miss Lil was regarding him levelly out of eyes brown and intelligent as her mare’s. Her eyebrows rose in a question.


  “Somebody brushed out tracks.” A familiar cold pressure grew between Doc’s shoulder blades, under the protection of his duster. Aware of how much he was giving away, but unable to stop himself, he let his gaze run over the ragged remains of the whatever-it-was. He might get lucky. He might catch the glint of sunlight off a gun barrel, or the flicker of motion as someone raised and sighted within that chambered darkness.


  “Yes.” Her voice was high and musical, charmingly out of place in her frame. “But coming or going?”


  The others had scuffed to a halt five feet or so back, waiting out the trackers’ verdict. At Miss Lil’s question, the voluptuous little blonde—Missus Jorgensen—shifted her hands from where they rested on her pommel and rubbed the left one with the right.


  “As it appears,” she quoted, “in the true course of all the question.”


  Doc snorted and quoted in return, “Well, I am glad that all things sort so well.”


  Her smile lit up her square-jawed face quite wickedly. “I had heard you were an educated man. It appears I was not misinformed.”


  “Ma’am,” he answered, and touched the brim of his cap. He looked at Flora, reminding himself who he was working for. “Whatever you came for—do you want to keep looking if you’re not the only ones?”


  “We’re looking for her logs,” Flora said.


  “Logs?”


  Her hair moved over her shoulders in a pair of squaw plaits thick as her wrists when she nodded. “That thing was a ship, Doctor Holliday. A ship that sailed between the stars.”


  “Huh,” Doc said, looking back at it. Still no sign of a carbine barrel, or any motion, or any life except the still burn of those blue lights in its depths. It had no wings, nor any sign of a balloon canopy, nor even the conical mouth of a giant Hale rocket on what he took to be its stern—the end towards the skid-marks, which was less damaged overall.


  He shrugged. “I’ll feel better when we’re under cover.”


  “Agreed,” Flora said. “Since we might be following someone in, what do you think of picketing the horses inside one of the damaged areas? At least they’ll be hidden from casual view.”


  “If someone’s going to steal ’em,” Bill said, “they can steal ’em from a picket line outside as easily as one in. And if we have to run for ’em, well, I’d rather not cross open ground under fire on foot. Or at all, for that matter.”


  He glanced at Doc, as if weighing his next words. “I can drop a ward line around ’em either way. Inside or out.”


  Doc sucked his teeth to get some moisture into his mouth. “You’re a hex.”


  Bill shrugged. “The ladies need some reason to put up with me.”


  “Huh,” Doc said. It might be autumn by any sensible man’s reckoning, but that didn’t help the heat that trickled sweat down between his shoulder blades.


  Since Bill had been so honest with him, he allowed, “I might have seen a trick or two like that my own self. And more men who claimed it than could do it. Wardings, though. That’s a bit beyond my experiences.”


  “What you do with that iron,” Bill answered. “That’s beyond me.”


  Doc tipped his head and let the compliment slide off.


  Missus Shutt pushed her hat down over that cropped steel hair. “Warded or not, I can’t imagine the horses would be any less safe than out in the open.”


  “Unless the wreck itself eats ’em,“ Doc said.


  They all looked at him. He had sucked up the last splinter of horehound. He stifled a cough and wiped his mouth. No blood this time, for a mercy.


  “You think that’s likely?” Missus Jorgensen asked.


  “I think it could happen,” Doc answered. “Likely? That’s a whole ’nother thing.”


  * * * *


  


  The horses came into the dim, reflected light of the wreck as if into a stable, heads lowered and calm. Their composure was reassuring, although Doc might have found it more peculiar if it hadn’t been fifteen or so of Doctor Fahrenheit’s degrees less hot in the damp shade of the hull of the ruined ‘star-ship.’ Although that was peculiar in its own right: You’d expect a metal shed, sweating in the sun, to be sweltering no matter how vast.


  Instead, the derelict exhaled a moist breath that seemed cool, even if only by comparison. Doc’s companions reveled in it, stretching themselves taller in the shade as if the desert light had weight. They moved around the arching space they’d chosen as a temporary stable, keeping an eye on the three buckled passages—one at ground level, two above—that led deeper into the wreck. The horses huffed into their nosebags and settled quietly, though no one did more to ease his mount than slip its bit. Girths stayed tight, in case a hasty retreat was indicated. Bill began casting around the edge of the chamber like a terrier after a rat—looking to set out his ward line, Doc imagined. He had that concentrated look of a professional—surgeon, gambler, hex, or shootist—considering a selection of inadequate options. Doc let him be.


  Doc wasn’t happy about stabling the horses in this mess; it was asking for lockjaw, but he didn’t see a good alternative. As he was checking the bay’s hooves before pulling the coach gun from the saddle, he heard rust flakes crunching under the footsteps of two of the booted, uncorseted women walking up between the mares. One of them—Missus Jorgensen, by her sharp dry tone—was saying something indistinct, and Doc strained to pick her words out of the coruscating echoes of footsteps, hoof clops, and one of the mares pissing like a downspout running into a catch barrel, before he realized what he was doing.


  If your sainted momma caught you eavesdropping, John Henry Holliday, you know a frown would crease her brow. But Doc wasn’t sure how thoroughly he believed Flora’s tale about this being an expedition to retrieve some long lost captain’s log—and in fairness, it was his life on the line. Funny how since Dallas he had no compunctions about holding a gun on a man, or gambling for a living. But he could still balk at trying to overhear something he maybe shouldn’t.


  It didn’t matter—he couldn’t make out much over the stamp of hooves and the creak of leather, except Miss Lil answering whatever Missus Jorgensen had said with, “…sense detail’s genius.”


  “I’m looking forward to this one,” Missus Jorgensen answered. “Could be our greatest run since the Spider Women of Queso Grande.”


  “Hey,” Flora interrupted. “No—”


  Whatever she said got lost in the background noise as well. Doc shook his head at himself and straightened up, letting the gelding’s off fore drop. A little confusion and thwarted curiosity was no more than he deserved for such rudeness.


  He almost lost the rustle of something unexpected kicking through rust flakes and litter in the hollow clop of the gelding’s hoof.


  “Shhh,” he hissed—but you couldn’t shush a horse, and he was the second one to hiss for quiet, behind Missus Shutt, who was turned at the waist, wrist cocked and one bony hand on her iron like she could have it skinned as fast as any man.


  “What?” Bill asked from the outside of the group, real soft—but his voice still echoed and sloshed around the crumpled, cavernous room.


  “Company,” Doc said gently. He let the coach gun slide into his hand now; he’d seen a man die once because he waited to try to get to a rifle on his saddle until the shooting started and the horse was spooked.


  Flora ducked under the gelding’s belly and flattened herself against its saddle behind Doc. “What’d you hear?” she asked, more breath than sound.


  Doc let his lips shape the words. “Footstep.” He thought about the sound, something about the way it rustled rather than crunched. “Moccasins or barefoot. Not boots.”


  Flora frowned, but as if she was annoyed or disappointed, not as if she were scared. “Oh, I hope they didn’t go there. That’d make me sad.”


  The corners of Doc’s mouth curved up at her irritation in the face of danger. But there was an intriguing clue in her words, and—well, he’d proven his unhealthy curiosity already today. “Who were you hoping not to have come here?”


  Her eyes had been straining into the shadows beyond the shadowy bulk of the horses. She looked at Doc, now, startled. “I beg your pardon. Just a turn of phra—”


  Another rustle silenced her. Louder this time, closer. Doc let the coach gun rest beside his leg. He didn’t want to fire a scattergun over the horses that hemmed them on both sides, though he could use the big brown for cover and a shooting rest if he had to. Once. And then it would be hooves and half-ton panic everywhere, in a crowded chamber with uncertain footing.


  Better for everyone if they could get out of this without gunfire.


  Flora must have thought so too. “Bill,” she said, low and conversational this time so it would carry. “How’s that ward line coming?”


  “Faster now,” Bill answered, over a scraping sound. Doc caught a scent of burning orrisroot. A ward line wouldn’t stop a bullet—lead just didn’t answer to magic—but it would keep a person out.


  “Hey,” Miss Lil said, forgetting to whisper—and as Doc turned his head toward her, she suddenly pointed back over his shoulder.


  He whipped round, the coach gun to his eye, up on tiptoe to get line of sight over the back of the brown mare. Trying to remember not to hold his breath, because if he held his breath, he would start coughing. And if he started coughing, there was no guarantee that he would ever stop.


  Over the iron sights of the gun, Doc glimpsed something that nearly made him drop it.


  The figure half-silhouetted against the blue glow at the back of one of the above-ground-level tunnels could have been a naked child just on the verge of puberty—slender, fine-limbed, large-headed for the delicate lines of an elongated neck. Except he—or she, or possibly even it—hung upside down by its toes in the mouth of the tunnel like one of the slick mud-green tree frogs of Doc’s Georgia boyhood. The long fat-tipped fingers on its splayed hands did nothing to disabuse him of the comparison.


  The hands—


  Its hands were empty.


  Incrementally, Doc let the coach gun drift down, aware that beside him Flora was doing the same. The harsh breaths of his companions echoed to every side, layering over one another in an atonal fugue.


  Doc pointed the shotgun in a safe position and uncocked it. He lowered the butt to the ground, letting the barrel lean against his knee. He raised his hands again, fingers spread wide like the frog-thing’s, showing them to be empty.


  “Well,” he said. “I reckon you ain’t from around here.”


  The thing made no sound in return, but it leaned forward from the hips. Behind Doc, Missus Shutt stepped out from between horses, her iron reholstered too. Doc wanted to hiss at her to keep cover—the bony-limbed critter could be a decoy, a distraction. But as she walked forward, her boot toes nosing softly through the rust and trash on the floor, each step tested before she shifted her weight onto it—well, Doc found himself just purely unable to intervene.


  And all Missus Shutt’s companions just stood around and watched her risk her fool life like charades with moon men was some kind of a fashionable parlor game.


  “Hey there, friend,” said Missus Shutt. She spread her hands out a little wider, until Doc could see the light and shadows stretched between her fingertips. She paused when Doc could just see the faint greeny glow of Bill’s ward line shining against the scarred leather of her boots. “We didn’t know there were any survivors of the crash. We’re here to help.”


  The moon man didn’t even shift. But his—its—ribcage swelled visibly with what might have been a deep breath. Doc found that strangely reassuring: If it breathed, it was alive. And if it was alive, it was vulnerable to flying bits of metal and flying hexes both.


  Missus Shutt must have read some encouragement in its steady posture, because she let her hands drop gently against her thighs and said, “My name is Elisa Shutt. I’m a duly-appointed representative of James Garfield, the President of the United States of America, the political institution whose territory this is. And I am empowered to offer you assistance on behalf of my government.”


  Hah, thought Doc. I knew there was something more to this than treasure hunters.


  Behind him—not to him—Miss Lil whispered, “I thought this was a shooting adventure,” and Missus Jorgensen answered, “It isn’t over yet,” her tone prim as a Yankee schoolmarm’s.


  “Shh,” Flora hissed back, jerking her head at Doc.


  Miss Lil replied, “He can’t hear what’s out of—”


  That echoing incomprehensibility claimed the rest of the sentence. Maybe she’d turned her head.


  Maybe she was using some kind of hex to keep him from hearing what she didn’t think he’d ought.


  Flora ducked back against the horse. Doc could tell from the timbre of her voice as she leaned across the saddle that what she said to Lil, she meant to hiss low and sharp. But those echoes were deceptive, and his ears were pretty good.


  “That’s John Henry Fucking Holliday over there,” the quadroon whispered, as if his name were something to conjure with.


  She gave it more weight than Missus Shutt had given President Garfield’s.


  “He’ll kill you off, not just kill you out. So unless you never want to see 1881 again—”


  Doc snorted. Out of the corner of his mouth he said, “I heard that.” He was a good shot, fast, and despite his cough he rode with the Tombstone posse when the law needed him. But he hadn’t ever killed even a single man—although to hear some people tell it, he might have shot down two or three hundred.


  Still, he kept hearing that ring in her tone: awe as if at something out of legend… even as he kept his eye on the motionless moon man tree frog which—who—breathed, and looked at them, and breathed again.


  She said his name like he was somebody.


  Doc’s confusion was interrupted by the glitter of the moon man’s wide, black, sclera-less eyes as its head turned slightly, tracking the sounds of the others. He didn’t reach for the coach gun. He could skin his pistol faster, if he had to. But he was really starting to think he might not have to shoot.


  “We come in peace,” Missus Shutt said.


  The moon man was still in near shadow, but a little light fell across its face from the side, now that it had its head turned. Doc saw the long split of its lipless mouth part above—it was still upside down—the flat bump where a nose should have been. He saw the tongue glisten.


  “Water,” the thing said, in the piping voice of a child.


  “You need water?” asked Missus Shutt.


  It reached out a hand. “I give water,” it replied, in warbling tones.


  The Code of the West, Doc thought. Even a moon man understood it. He reached to lift his coach gun by the barrel, to slide it back into the saddle holster.


  The sound of a pistol shot, dizzy-loud in the echoing space as if somebody had boxed his ears, knocked him back against the gelding. The brown mare sidled, yanking her tie down, and hammered the coach gun from his hand. It went to the floor, under stomping hooves. To dive for it was to risk a crushed skull.


  Deafened, seeing black spots, head ducked, Doc hauled himself up the saddle leathers, his pistol in his right hand. A horse was screaming; so was the moon man. Or what Doc assumed was the moon man: It sounded like a reed instrument blown to piercing discord, and it went through Doc more sharply even than the report of the gun.


  The moon man wasn’t where it had been. Doc assumed it had sensibly dropped out of the tunnel and sought cover, just like everything that could.


  The mare and the gelding stamped and twisted, trying to bolt, caught on their snubbed-off reins. Between them was a bad place to be. Dodging past their hindquarters wasn’t any better. And there was Flora, clinging to the saddle beside him, a death grip on the pommel as she tried to stay by the gelding’s shoulder and not get smashed by hooves and rumps as the panicked mare swung around and bumped him behind.


  Somebody was returning fire. Missus Shutt and Miss Lil, it looked like—Missus Shutt against the wall, sighting down her arm in the direction of the tunnel the moon man had dangled in; Miss Lil standing tall, legs braced, and handling her pistol with both hands like a target shooter.


  Doc got an arm around Flora’s shoulder and pulled her hard against him, hard against the wall. Over the squealing of horses and the reverberations in his head, he couldn’t hear what she said, but he saw her lips moving. There was a little curved alcove in the bulkhead just beyond the gelding’s head; he watched Missus Jorgensen push Bill into it and come out gun blazing, laying a line of cover down the far corridor.


  Doc and Flora had to get out from between the horses if they were going to live. He yelled in her ear. As deafened as he was, she didn’t hear him. She tugged away, but she was slender and light. He had no trouble at all hooking her around the waist and pushing her before him as he went under the gelding’s head and into that selfsame alcove while the displeased horse fought his reins and tried to rear.


  “But when the blast of war blows in our ears, then imitate the action of the tiger!” Doc cried, as much to encourage himself as anything else. His own voice sounded as if it came through layers of cotton wool. Flora stared at him, and so did Bill.


  Of course they’d seen his mouth moving. And they couldn’t make out a blasted word.


  He gave Flora a push on the shoulder, urging her to stay still as he poked his head out quickly to assess. The horses were still sidling and stamping, but there was no more gunfire, and they had stopped rearing against the reins. Miss Lil, Missus Shutt, and Missus Jorgensen stood shoulder to shoulder in the center of the chamber, each one eyeing a different tunnel mouth. Of the moon man, there was no sign.


  Doc yawned to pop his ears, hoping. He could fool himself that the ringing eased a little.


  “Shit!” Flora snarled, then covered her lips in horror when he looked at her mildly, feeling his eyebrows rise.


  “My momma would be scandalized,” Doc said, and kissed her quick, sideways across that unladylike mouth. Beside them, Bill rocked back against the wall, looking away quickly.


  Doc, he thought, setting Flora back into the alcove, did you just kiss a Negress? Well, that wasn’t like him at all.


  Of course she didn’t stay where he set her. When he stepped out, mincing, his pistol in his hand, she was there too, that shotgun she’d somehow hung on to at low ready. He scuffed his own over with his boot and crouched to scoop it up, hoping he wouldn’t have to fire it before he had a chance to check the barrel.


  When he started to stand again, Doc coughed hard, and kept coughing. When his lungs spasmed to a stop, before he could make himself look up, he wiped the froth of blood off his mouth with the back of his hand. He had seen it often enough to know it was crimson, a fresh, juicy red like poppy petals and cherry jam—but in the dim blue light of the derelict it was just a dark smear like any blood by moonlight. John Keats, physician and poet, had said upon coughing that red, “I cannot be deceived in that colour. That drop of blood is my death warrant.”


  John Henry Holliday, dentist and son of a consumptive, was no more likely to be misled. But he had already outlived poor Keats by half a decade, and the bullet that was supposed to shorten his suffering hadn’t yet arrived.


  No doubt delayed in the mail.


  A gentle hand brushed his shoulder. Warmth and ease followed the contact. Miss Lil. He pressed the bloody hand to his lips so he wouldn’t cough in her face and looked up.


  “I’m a healer,” she said. “Can I help?”


  He’d heard of such hexes. Never met one. Even the strongest couldn’t heal consumption, or potter’s rot, or cancer. But she could probably ease his pain. He imagined the clean pleasure of drawing a breath that would fill him all the way to the bottom instead of one that choked and suffocated like a lungful of stones.


  He couldn’t speak. He nodded.


  She laid one hand on his back between the shoulders and murmured some indistinct words. When she pulled away, he stood up straight and shivered.


  “Thank you kindly, ma’am,” he said.


  She patted his shoulder. “Don’t mention it.”


  * * * *


  


  They went looking for the moon man, and also for the man with the gun. Miss Lil found the scuffed place in the trash below the tunnel where the moon man had fallen. She followed it to a series of freshly broken flakes of rust across the wall that showed where he’d run, sticky as a lizard, along the vertical surface.


  “Well I’ll be,” Doc said, edging between two mares to get a better look at the wall. “And here’s a mark from a ricochet.”


  He pushed a fingertip against it, judging the angle, and glanced back over his shoulder to confirm. “The shooter was down that passage behind the moon man. I don’t know how he could have missed. He had a clear shot at the critter’s back.”


  “And the … moon man … he ran through us to lose the shooter.” Miss Lil hesitated over the term, but once she’d chewed on it for a minute she seemed to accept it. Missus Jorgensen, coming up on their right, paused at the edge of the conversation. Her hair was coming loose around her face in pale wisps. Her holster was still unbuttoned.


  Doc shrugged. “In his boots, wouldn’t you?”


  “He wasn’t wearing boots,” said Missus Jorgensen, provoking Miss Lil to giggle shockingly, for a woman with Flora’s shotgun balanced over one shoulder.


  “He wasn’t wearing much of anything,” Flora said, coming up along the other side of one of the mares.


  Doc bit down on his own laugh. He was breathing easier, sure, but he didn’t want to push his luck. “You think that was the only one?”


  “I think it wasn’t threatening,” said Missus Jorgensen. “I think it was trying to make friends.”


  Doc met her gaze and nodded. “Shooter was after a trophy, like as not,” he said. “You could get a good price from a side show for a dead moon man.”


  Missus Jorgensen recoiled, chin tucking as if she’d taken a blow. “But they’re … ”


  “Obviously intelligent,” Flora finished for her. Hard creases pinched along the sides of her mouth. “That never stopped a lot of folks.”


  “No,” Doc said, thinking about the brief resilience of her mouth against his. He hadn’t kissed a woman since Kate had left. “It never did.”


  She jerked her gaze off his after a moment too long. “I say we follow the shooter back along that corridor. He’s the threat.”


  Miss Jorgensen said, “And he might be after the same thing we are.”


  A glance that Doc couldn’t read passed between her and Flora.


  Flora said, “Our objectives have changed. It’s a rescue mission now. Anything that could be learned from documentation—anything that could help us reproduce the technology—” She shook her head. “If we promise to do whatever we can to help get it home again, it might just be willing to help us understand its science.”


  “Indeed,” said Miss Lil. “The president will want to interview survivors.”


  Doc felt his jaw drop. “Call me a daisy,” he said, when he got a little bit of air back. “You aren’t from back East at all.”


  The three women looked at him, stricken. For a moment, Doc felt a creeping vulnerability between his shoulder blades. He fought the urge to check his back and make sure Bill and Missus Shutt weren’t flanking him.


  “I’m from Boston, actually,” Flora said.


  Doc shook his head, as their funny way of talking, the funny way Flora had said 1881 like it was ancient Rome, the funny way they reverenced him all came together in his head. “That ain’t what I mean. You’re not just from back East. You’re from sometime else. You’re from the future.”


  However they reacted, he missed it, because his chest tightened around the excitement with the pain of an incipient cough, and he doubled over with his hands on his knees. Slow breaths. Shallow. Easy. That was the way. His hands shook and his vision narrowed as he fished in his pocket for the stick of candy.


  You’d shoot a horse with a broken wind. Why couldn’t he get anybody to put a bullet into him?


  The horehound eased his throat. Nothing would ease the tightness in his chest except the solution that had already been so long in coming. Or the touch of Miss Lil’s hand, he realized, as she took his elbow and helped him stand upright.


  “Bastard thing,” he said, when he could say anything. “Consumption killed my mother. Likely kill me too.”


  “I know,” said Flora.


  He caught her looking, got caught on her gaze. Nodded. “I’ve got a legend where you come from?”


  “Oh,” said Missus Shutt. “Yes, Mr. Holliday. You do.”


  “That’s something, then. They got a cure for this, in the future?”


  “We do,” Missus Shutt answered.


  “Good,” he said. He felt for his pistol. Took it out, spun the cylinder. Made sure there was a bullet under the hammer.


  Bill and the women watched him in silence. The horses crunched grain in their nose bags.


  “Well,” said Holliday. “Sooner we find this son of a bitch, sooner we can rescue your moon man and head back to town. I don’t know about you, but I’ve worked up a good whiskey thirst.”


  * * * *


  


  Doc and Bill hoisted Missus Jorgensen, Missus Shutt, and Flora into the tunnel where they’d first seen the moon man. The first women knelt to help haul Miss Lil over the edge. Then Bill let Doc put a boot in his hands and kick high enough for the women to steady him while he clambered up. Bill himself surprised Doc: He might have been grizzled and a little soft around the middle, but he planted his hands on the lip, brushing rust flakes and debris aside, and jumped and swung over the head-high threshold in a scattering of rotting metal.


  Doc gave the hex a hand to stand while Missus Jorgensen and Missus Shutt kept an eye down the corridor in the direction the gunman must have run. When Doc’s gaze met Bill’s—Bill’s face gaunt and strange in the shadowy blue light—Bill nodded.


  Without a word, the six fell into three ranks of two—Doc and Miss Lil in the front with their scatterguns poised. The other four minced softly behind, pistols ready, while the rasp of boots on blistered metal echoed out.


  The corridor—or tunnel, or gangway; if this was a star-ship, Doc’s store of nautical terminology was insufficient to its engineering—must have once stretched in a bowed line the length of the craft. Now only the first fifty feet were more or less intact—Doc and Miss Lil probed each step with a toe and shifted weight carefully forward—and they picked up the gunman’s trail about thirty feet from where the moon man had been hanging by his toes.


  Beyond that point, the corridor warped, the metal twisted and crumpled so anyone who wanted to pass through would have to do so by writhing under the buckled roof like a snake on its belly. Piles of debris had been pushed to one side to allow someone to do just that. Shiny scratches showed where that same someone had retreated back through the gap in a hurry.


  Doc crouched, keeping his body well to one side, and rested a hand against the roof to brace himself. More flakes of metal dusted his shoulders and hat as he tipped his head down to peer through the gap.


  It was dark beyond. The blue-white lights did not penetrate the constriction, leaving Doc with the uneasy sense of staring into a cave that might contain any horror he could conceive of—and a few inconceivable ones as well. At the mouth, caught on a jagged twist of metal, a few strands of yellow-and-black cotton were still damp with blood on one end.


  Miss Lil, just as careful not to silhouette herself, crouched on the other side of the gap. She eyed the sticky smudge on Doc’s fingertip after he touched the snagged fabric and frowned across. “Somebody was in a hurry.”


  “John Ringo was wearing a yellow check shirt when we saw him last,” Doc said.


  “John Ringo?” asked Flora.


  “The man who tried to convince you to hire him as a guide when I turned you down that first time,” Doc said. “He’d not scruple to follow us out here and lie in wait, ma’am, if he thought you’d anything worth stealing.”


  “The horses are worth stealing,” Bill said.


  “It bled,” Miss Lil said, bending further to get her head into the crevice. “But a moderate amount.”


  Flora put her hands against her back as if it pained her. “A scrape like that isn’t enough to slow anybody down.”


  Missus Jorgensen made a sound that might have been a bitter laugh, in a less strained situation. “Not until he comes down with lockjaw in a week or so.”


  “Do we risk a lantern?” Bill asked.


  Whatever conversation took place then was silent, a matter of glances and twists of the mouth, but Doc thought he followed it … more or less. When Flora said, “I’d just be making a target of myself,” though, he balked.


  “You’re not going first,” he said, forgetting politeness in his shock. “A little slip of a thing like you? It don’t matter if I die.”


  “That’s exactly why I am going first, Doctor Holliday,” she said, in a tone that bade to remind him who was paying whom to be here. “I’ll be able to move quickly and freely. Much more so than either of you gentlemen.”


  He frowned at her, formulating a protest. She let her fingertips brush the pearl handle of Miss Lil’s revolver, which she was carrying since they’d traded guns.


  “Are you prepared to contest it with me?”


  “Never get in the way of a lady when she’s made her mind up,” he said, and stood up strictly so he could step back. “Will you at least let us sling a rope around you so we can pull you back if we have to?”


  “That …” Flora dusted her hands together. “I think we can compromise on.”


  * * * *


  


  Their precautions turned out unnecessary, but Doc still felt the better for having made them. Flora crawled through the crushed section of corridor, dragging a rope behind her, and vanished from sight. After seven or ten palm-sweating minutes, her voice came back: “It’s clear on the other side!” and one by one the rest of the group followed. It was a tight squeeze for Miss Lil, who found herself scraped flat and wriggling once or twice, but even she made it.


  Doc went last, feeling his way in the darkness, following the line by touch. He’d tied his bandanna across his mouth to keep from breathing in rust flakes. It forced him to regulate his inhalations to what the cloth would filter. He hoped that made it less likely he’d trigger a coughing fit. He could imagine little worse than lying there in the darkness, pressed between sheets of warped metal, coughing his life away.


  Corrosion gritted against his knees and palms and where his shirt rubbed between the deck and his belly. The roof brushed his back and disarrayed his hair. He had to push his hat before him in one hand, the coach gun in the other. At one point the passageway dropped, and he slithered down on his belly, wondering how he was ever going to manage if it turned back up again. But at the bottom it only flattened out, and his dark-adapted vision picked out a dim sort of reflected glow that seemed to hang in the air rather than come from any place in particular.


  The line led him on, and soon he came around a corner and saw the edge of the passage widening, and the rust-stained trousers and boots of his companions standing beyond. He had enough room to push himself to his knees, then to a crouch.


  He clapped his hat against his hip to clean it at least a little, then set it on his head.


  “Well,” he said, straightening his stiff spine with an effort. “That was a long poke.”


  He imagined he didn’t look any better than the others—sweaty, disheveled, smeared with varying shades of ochre as if they’d been caught in an explosion in a painter’s studio. But every chin had a determined set.


  “He went that way,” Miss Lil said, pointing. “He’s got a head start.”


  “He had one already.” Flora picked up the rope as if to begin coiling it, frowned, and let the end flop again. “I hope there’s an easier way out. But if there isn’t …”


  “Leave it,” said Missus Jorgensen. “We should be moving. Let me go first?”


  “Begging your pardon—” Doc began.


  But Flora held up a hand. “She’s got the best eyes of any of us,” she said. “If our invisible friend left us any tripwires or other nasty surprises, she’ll be the one to spot them.”


  “Of course,” said Doc. And though it griped him, he stood aside for the lady again.


  Beyond the point of collapse, the passageway began to fork and meander. Missus Jorgensen led them at a brisk walk, occasionally turning to Doc or Miss Lil for direction when they reached an intersection or a chamber that had been broken open by the force of the crash. The trail was clear; their quarry had run, and left occasional drips of blood behind. He was obviously bleeding freely—though not copiously—from the gash he’d given himself on the jagged metal of the crawlway.


  “I think he’s lost,” Miss Lil said, when they’d been pursuing for ten minutes or so. “Panicking. He just ran nearly in a circle. It would have been faster to have come down that way, and it would have gotten him to the same place.”


  Doc thought about running through this maze of rotten steel, with six armed men and women at your heels, and actually felt a little sorry for Johnny Ringo. But only a little.


  He started to cough and tried to stifle it, though in truth they weren’t being so quiet Ringo wouldn’t have heard them coming anyway. The echoes rang out, though, and Doc’s mouth filled with the seawater taste of blood while Doc pawed in his pocket for the stick of horehound. Miss Lil’s touch on his back eased him fast enough, and the candy soothed his throat. Still, he wheezed with the force of the fit.


  The echoes of his hacking hadn’t died when a male voice echoed back, distorted by corridors and cavernous rooms. “That you, Holliday? Or is it a hyena?”


  “It’s the angel of the redemption,” Holliday called back, his voice threadier than he would have liked. “I understand you have some explaining to do.”


  Flora shot him a look. He nodded, holding his position in the center of the corridor, and she and Bill and the other women fanned out to either side, backs flat against the walls, pistols and Miss Lil’s coach gun at the ready. Doc waited until her gaze jerked down the corridor before he started boldly forward, front and center, walking past the first of several side passages before the corridor turned, up ahead.


  Drawing fire.


  “I hear you coming, lunger,” Ringo warned. “I got a sense this funny gray monkey-thing is something you want alive. If that’s so, you’ll stop right where you are. In fact, you’ll crawl back out of here—and you’ll leave me those horses you brought, and all the water and food they’ve got on ’em.”


  Doc paused. “You’re bluffing.” But he was already shaking his head at Flora to indicate the truth of what he thought.


  “So I am,” Ringo answered.


  There was a thump, and something inhuman made a strangled noise of pain. Doc didn’t flinch, but Miss Lil cringed.


  “You learn those smarts in dentist school?” Ringo called.


  “Come by ’em honestly,” Doc said.


  Flora jerked a thumb down a side passage and raised her eyebrows to Miss Lil in a question.


  Miss Lil glanced. Nodded. Smiled.


  Flora’s answering grin showed how crooked those front teeth really were.


  Doc remembered Miss Lil’s dead-on sense of direction. An unfamiliar sensation—a little bright hope—flickered in his chest, beside the dull old recognized burn of the disease that was killing him.


  But Missus Jorgensen put up a hand. Not whispering, just talking so low it wouldn’t carry, she said, “John Ringo doesn’t die here.”


  “Crap,” Flora hissed. She glanced around. “All right. No killing shots.”


  “When does he die?” The demand was out of Doc’s mouth before he even realized he’d made it. In for a penny, he thought. “And who kills him?”


  Missus Jorgensen shook her head “You know I can’t tell you that.”


  “Right,” Doc said. “If you changed the past, you’d change the future. And then you might not even exist.”


  She nodded. “Doc—”


  “Don’t worry, ma’am,” he said. “Whatever answer you gave, it wouldn’t satisfy me.”


  Doc slipped the coach gun into its sheath, slung it over his shoulders, and walked forward again, hands held high. He went alone—or nearly alone: Bill ghosted down the wall beside him, for support of morale and covering fire if nothing more. But Doc didn’t look at him. Doc didn’t do anything as he rounded the corner into John Ringo’s sights, in fact, other than raise his hands up just a little tiny bit higher.


  Ringo—a dark fellow with a moustache like a set of window drapes—stood against the far wall of a chamber as big as the one where they’d stabled the horses, holding the moon man around the neck. This room was in better repair, though—the walls and floor rusting, sure, but scrubbed and not heaped with debris. There was a sort of nest of fabric at one end, and transparent jugs full of what must be drinking water.


  The moon man in Ringo’s grasp was no taller than a boy of twelve, and just as skinny. Its long hands curved over Ringo’s arm where his grasp forced its head up. Ringo pushed the muzzle of his pistol against the creature’s head hard enough that even from across the room, Doc could see its slick gray flesh denting.


  Poor critter, Doc thought. Marooned here like Robinson Crusoe. And we’re the cannibal savages.


  Ringo grinned over the moon man’s head as Doc stopped twelve or fifteen feet away. “I’m heeled now, Holliday.”


  “I can see that.” Doc clicked candy against his tongue with his teeth, letting his hands drift wide. “I said all I wanted out of you is ten paces in the street, John. This isn’t a street. And that isn’t a combatant.”


  “But it’s worth something, isn’t it?” Ringo asked. “There’s gotta be a bounty. That’s why you all are out here.”


  Doc opened his mouth. He closed it again. For a change, he thought for a second.


  “That’s right,” Doc said. He edged a step or two closer to Ringo. A step or two farther from Bill, and the potential cover of the bend in the corridor. “There’s a bounty. Thirty thousand dollars. But only if we bring it in alive.”


  He didn’t hear the women coming down the side corridor. He had to assume they were there, though, and that their silence was for Ringo’s benefit … or detriment.


  ”Thirty … thousand?“ Ringo said it like he’d never heard of so much money. Doc appreciated the reverence; he might have said the same words the same way himself if their situations were reversed.


  “Alive,” Doc said.


  Ringo might not have noticed it, but his hand eased off a little on the pistol. The moon man’s head came up straighter. It blinked at Doc with vast, sea-dark eyes.


  He didn’t dare look at it. He kept his attention on Ringo’s face. “I’ll split it with you.”


  “Where are the rest of ’em?” Ringo asked.


  Doc shrugged. “Thirty thousand seemed better than five thousand.”


  Ringo snorted. But Doc knew that was the key to successful lying. People judged what other people would do by what they themselves would do. You could tell a hell of a lot about a man by what he assumed others got up to. If you’re looking for a thief, bet on the man who’s always accusing his neighbors.


  “So what’s to stop me taking that whole thirty thousand myself?” Ringo slid the muzzle back from the moon man’s head, turned it to face Doc. The barrel looked as big and black as barrels always do.


  Now,Doc thought. Now! But there was no crack of gunfire from the side corridor, no blossom of blood from Ringo’s skull. Doc forced his eyes to stay trained on Ringo. “You don’t know where to collect. Do you think there are wanted posters for that thing?”


  “So you tell me where,” Ringo said. “Or I shoot you and then I shoot it.”


  He was just the sort to spoil a well so somebody else couldn’t use it too. “I can draw a map,” he said. And snorted. “That is, assuming you could read it.”


  “Who’s holding the shooting iron, Holliday?”


  “Not much of a threat,” Doc said, “when we both know you’re going to use it no matter what I say.”


  Ringo couldn’t keep the grin from lifting the corners of his moustache, like hell’s curtain drawn back from an unholy proscenium arch. “Maybe you better tell me where and from who to collect that bounty.”


  “Maybe so,” Doc said. “Maybe I’d rather chew a bu—”


  The echoes of a single gun’s report weren’t any easier to bear in this chamber than they had been in the one where they had left the horses. Doc winced—how the hell was that supposed to keep John Ringo alive until he met whatever unholy date with destiny these five had planned out for him—and then realized: Flora, walking forward now with Lil’s smoking six-gun leveled, had shot the pistol out of Ringo’s hand. Which was a hell of a lot harder, Doc knew, than Eastern lady writers made it out to be in the dime novels.


  “Now’d be a good time to run,” Flora said, her posse arrayed behind her, as Ringo stood there disbelieving, shaking his bloody, numb right hand.


  He stood rooted on the spot, though, until the moon man turned its head and clamped that wide, lipless slash of a mouth closed on Ringo’s arm.


  They let him run. Miss Lil moved to the moon man, her hands outstretched, her voice soft. As she crouched down beside it, it didn’t flinch.


  “Victory?” Bill said to Missus Shutt.


  “Victory,” she agreed.


  John Henry Holliday looked down at the spatter of red blood on orange rust and shook his head. “I’m damned tired.”


  * * * *


  


  Flora and her partners left Holliday at the last fork in the road, their little gray guest bundled up in concealing clothes and riding crunched up on the brown mare behind Miss Lil. Before she’d left, Flora pulled Doc aside to pay him the second half of his money, and a little bonus, and to share a private word or two.


  He’d been the one who’d spoken first, though. “So. You really are from the future.”


  “Something like that, Doc,” she said. “But not exactly. It’s against the rules to explain.”


  He looked her in the eye. “Call me John,” he’d said. “I haven’t much use for rules, Miss Flora.”


  “John,” she said. “That’s one of the reasons I wanted to meet you.”


  


  


  1


  


  A dusty sun crested the rooftops of Tombstone on the first day of November, 1881. Doc Holliday staggered across the vacant lot next to Fly’s boarding house. There was nothing in his life so pressing as the idea of a shot of whiskey to ease the ice-pick of pain through and behind his left eye.


  And nothing in his life so unwelcome as the spectre of John Ringo strolling down Fremont Street in a yellow check shirt that needed washing. Or maybe burning.


  Ringo turned his head and spat in the dust between Doc’s boots.


  Another day, Holliday might have stepped over it.


  This particular day, he stopped dead in the street. Having been deputized, he had the right to carry a firearm in the streets of Tombstone. Not every man did.


  His hand hovered over his holster as he turned and faced Ringo. The sun stabbed through his pupils until he thought the back of his head might explode from the pressure, but he kept his voice level and full of the milk of human kindness and the venom of sweet reason.


  “You son of a bitch,” Doc said. “If you ain’t heeled, you go and heel yourself.”


  But Ringo just turned and showed him an empty right hip, hands spread mockingly wide.


  Doc said, “Ringo, all I want out of you is ten paces in the street. And mark my words, some day I will get them.”


  “You better hope not, Holliday,” Ringo said, spinning on the ball of one foot.


  Impotently, Doc watched him stagger away. By the gait, he could tell that Ringo was still drunk from the night before.


  A solution Doc wished he’d embraced his own self. Instead, he kept walking, intent on undertaking the next best option—getting drunk again.


  He was seated staring at the ornate back bar of the Alhambra Saloon when John Ringo walked in. Still unarmed, still with the rolling gait of a sailor off the sea or a man on a bender. He pretended not to see Doc, and Doc pretended not to see him.


  Doc was on his second whiskey when three men and a woman came up on his left side. The leader—or at least the one in the front—was careful to keep a respectful distance.


  ”Doctor Holliday?“ the lead man asked.


  He was tall, broad, red-cheeked behind gingery stubble. A healthy-looking fellow with his shirt collar open in the heat. Doc’s hand crept up to check his own button.


  “I am,” Doc said. “But I’m pretty sure I don’t owe you any money.”


  The man said, “The opposite, sir. We are hoping for the opportunity to pay you some.”


  Doc let his hand rest on the side of his whiskey glass, but didn’t lift it. The pain in his head wasn’t going away.


  He asked, “Who might you be?”


  “Reuben,” the man said. “Jeremy. We hear there’s an old wreck out in the desert. We hear you’ve been there.”


  “Once,” Doc allowed, cautiously. “On my way into Tombstone.”


  “We want to hire you to take us there.”


  “Not up to it today, I’m afraid.”


  “Doctor Holliday—”


  But Doc turned back to the bar, and the man didn’t persist. He and his friends formed a huddle by the vacant faro table, whispering an argument Doc was pleased to ignore until he spotted a flash of dirty yellow and black. Headed that way.


  Ringo stopped about four feet off from Reuben and his group and cleared his throat. “I can take you out to the wreck.”


  Doc put his forehead on his palm.


  “And you would be?”


  “John Ringo,” Ringo said. “I know this desert like my hand.”


  Doc took a deep breath and let it out again. He still had half a glass of whiskey.


  And he had half a mind to let Ringo try it. These men might be easterners, but the leather on their holsters was worn soft and slick. They might give the cowboy a harder accounting than he was reckoning on if he lured them into an ambush.


  He managed to make himself wait another three whole seconds with that line of thought before turning his stool. “Reuben.”


  Reuben looked up from haggling with Ringo. “Doctor Holliday.”


  Ringo shot Doc a wild look full of bitter promises. Doc shrugged. “You better run along, Johnny.”


  Ringo opened his mouth—Doc could almost see him forming the words You haven’t heard the last of me. And then he shut it in silence, squared his shoulders, and stalked off like a wet cat.


  Doc said, “I’ll go. This once. I won’t make it a habit, sir.”


  One of the men behind Reuben leaned to another and said something excitedly, incomprehensibly, making Doc want to blow his nose to clear his ears.


  Neither that nor Ringo’s performance were what sent the chill of recognition through Doc. He winced and rubbed his eyes.


  Reuben said, “What?”


  “Déjà vu. Damn. That’s funny.” Doc heard his own tones ring flat as the rattle of a captured snake. A sinking and inexplicable sense of futility sucked at him. “I’d swear I’ve had every word of this conversation some damn other time.”


  


  The Horrid Glory


  of Its Wings


  


  


  


  


  “Speaking of livers,” the unicorn said, “Real magic can never be made by offering up someone else’s liver. You must tear out your own, and not expect to get it back. The true witches know that.”


  —Peter S. Beagle, The Last Unicorn


  


  


  My mother doesn’t know about the harpy.


  My mother, Alice, is not my real mom. She’s my foster mother, and she doesn’t look anything like me. Or maybe I don’t look anything like her. Mama Alice is plump and soft and has skin like the skin of a plum, all shiny dark purple with the same kind of frosty brightness over it, like you could swipe it away with your thumb.


  I’m sallow—Mama Alice says olive—and I have straight black hair and crooked teeth and no real chin, which is okay because I’ve already decided nobody’s ever going to kiss me.


  I’ve also got lipodystrophy, which is a fancy doctor way of saying I’ve grown a fatty buffalo hump on my neck and over each shoulderblade from the antiretrovirals, and my butt and legs and cheeks are wasted like an old lady’s. My face looks like a dog’s muzzle, even though I still have all my teeth.


  For now. I’m going to have to get the wisdom teeth pulled this year, while I still get state assistance, because my birthday is in October and then I’ll be eighteen. If I starts having problems with them after then, well forget about it.


  There’s no way I’d be able to afford to get them fixed.


  


  The harpy lives on the street, in the alley behind my building, where the dumpster and the winos live.


  I come out in the morning before school, after I’ve eaten my breakfast and taken my pills (nevirapine, lamivudine, efavirenz). I’m used to the pills. I’ve been taking them all my life. I have a note in my file at school, and excuses for my classmates.


  I don’t bring home friends.


  Lying is a sin. But Father Alvaro seems to think that when it comes to my sickness, it’s a sin for which I’m already doing enough penance. Father Alvaro is okay. But he’s not like the harpy.


  The harpy doesn’t care if I’m not pretty. The harpy is beyond not pretty, way into ugly. Ugly as your mama’s warty butt. Its teeth are snaggled and stained piss-yellow and char-black. Its claws are broken and dull and stink like rotten chicken. It has a long droopy blotchy face full of lines like Liv Tyler’s dad, that rock star guy, and its hair hangs down in black-bronze rats over both feathery shoulders. The feathers look washed-out black and dull until sunlight somehow finds its way down into the grubby alley, bounces off dirty windows and hits them, and then they look like scratched bronze.


  They are bronze.


  If I touch them, I can feel warm metal.


  I’d sneak the harpy food, but Mama Alice keeps pretty close track of it—it’s not like we have a ton of money—and the harpy doesn’t seem to mind eating garbage. The awfuller the better: coffee grounds, moldy cake, meat squirming with maggots, the stiff corpses of alley rats.


  The harpy turns all that garbage into bronze.


  If it reeks, the harpy eats it, stretching its hag face out on a droopy red neck to gulp the bits, just like any other bird. I’ve seen pigeons do the same thing with a crumb too big to peck up and swallow, but their necks aren’t scaly naked, ringed at the bottom with fluffy down as white as a confirmation dress.


  So every morning I pretend I’m leaving early for school—Mama Alice says “Kiss my cheek, Desiree”—and then once I’m out from under Mama Alice’s window I sneak around the corner into the alley and stand by the dumpster where the harpy perches. I only get ten or fifteen minutes, however much time I can steal. The stink wrinkles up my nose. There’s no place to sit. Even if there were, I couldn’t sit down out here in my school clothes.


  I think the harpy enjoys the company. Not that itneeds it; I can’t imagine the harpy needing anything. But maybe … just maybe it likes me.


  The harpy says, I want you.


  I don’t know if I like the harpy. But I like being wanted.


  The harpy tells me stories.


  Mama Alice used to, when I was little, when she wasn’t too tired from work and taking care of me and Luis and Rita, before Rita died. But the harpy’s stories are better. It tells me about magic, and nymphs, and heroes. It tells me about adventures and the virgin goddesses like Artemis and Athena, and how they had adventure and did magic, and how Athena was cleverer than Poseidon and got a city named after her.


  It tells me about Zephyrus, the West Wind, and his sons the magical talking horses. It tells me about Hades, god of the Underworld, and the feathers on its wings ring like bronze bells with excitement when it tells me about their mother Celaeno, who was a harpy also, but shining and fierce.


  It tells me about her sisters, and how they were named for the mighty storm, and how when they all three flew, the sky was dark and lashed with rain and thunder. That’s how it talks: lashed with rain and thunder.


  The harpy says, We’re all alone.


  


  It’s six thirty in the morning and I hug myself in my new winter coat from the fire department giveaway, my breath streaming out over the top of the scratchy orange scarf Mama Alice knitted. I squeeze my legs together, left knee in the hollow of the right knee like I have to pee, because even tights don’t help too much when the edge of the skirt only comes to the middle of your kneecap. I’d slap my legs to warm them, but these are my last pair of tights and I don’t want them to snag.


  The scarf scrapes my upper lip when I nod. It’s dark here behind the dumpster. The sun won’t be up for another half hour. On the street out front, brightness pools under streetlights, but it doesn’t show anything warm—just cracked black snow trampled and heaped over the curb.


  “Nobody wants me,” I say. “Mama Alice gets paid to take care of me.” That’s unfair. Mama Alice didn’t have to take me or my foster brother Luis. But sometimes it feels good to be a little unfair. I sniff up a drip and push my chin forward so it bobs like the harpy swallowing garbage.


  “Nobody would want to live with me. But I don’t have any choice. I’m stuck living with myself.”


  The harpy says, There’s always a choice.


  “Sure,” I say. “Suicide is a sin.”


  The harpy says, Talking to harpies is probably a sin, too.


  “Are you a devil?”


  The harpy shrugs. Its feathers smell like mildew. Something crawls along a rat of its hair, greasy-shiny in the street light. The harpy scrapes it off with a claw and eats it.


  The harpy says, I’m a heathen monster. Like Celaeno and her sisters, Aello and Ocypete. The sisters of the storm. Your church would say so, that I am a demon. Yes.


  “I don’t think you give Father Alvaro enough credit.”


  The harpy says, I don’t trust priests, and turns to preen its broken claws.


  “You don’t trust anybody.”


  That’s not what I said, says the harpy—


  You probably aren’t supposed to interrupt harpies, but I’m kind of over that by now. “That’s why I decided. I’m never going to trust anybody. My birth mother trusted somebody, and look where it got her. Knocked up and dead.”


  The harpy says, That’s very inhuman of you.


  It sounds like a compliment.


  I put a hand on the harpy’s warm wing. I can’t feel it through my glove. The gloves came from the fire department, too. “I have to go to school, Harpy.”


  The harpy says, You’re alone there too.


  I want to prove the harpy wrong.


  


  The drugs are really good now. When I was born, a quarter of the babies whose moms had AIDS got sick too. Now it’s more like one in a hundred. I could have a baby of my own, a healthy baby. And then I wouldn’t be alone.


  No matter what the harpy says.


  It’s a crazy stupid idea. Mama Alice doesn’t have to take care of me after I turn eighteen, and what would I do with a baby? I’ll have to get a job. I’ll have to get state help for the drugs. The drugs are expensive.


  If I got pregnant now, I could have the baby before I turn eighteen. I’d have somebody who was just mine. Somebody who loved me.


  How easy is it to get pregnant, anyway? Other girls don’t seem to have any problem doing it by accident.


  Or by “accident.”


  Except whoever it was, I would have to tell him I was pos. That’s why I decided I would sign the purity pledge and all that. Because then I have a reason not to tell.


  And they gave me a ring. Fashion statement.


  You know how many girls actually keep that pledge? I was going to. I meant to. But not just keep it until I got married. I meant to keep it forever, and then I’d never have to tell anybody.


  No, I was right the first time. I’d rather be alone than have to explain. Besides, if you’re having a baby, you should have the baby for the baby, not for you.


  Isn’t that right, Mom?


  


  The harpy has a kingdom.


  It’s a tiny kingdom. The kingdom’s just the alley behind my building, but it has a throne (the dumpster) and it has subjects (the winos) and it has me. I know the winos see the harpy. They talk to it sometimes. But it vanishes when the other building tenants come down, and it hides from the garbagemen.


  I wonder if harpies can fly.


  It opens its wings sometimes when it’s raining as if it wants to wash off the filth, or sometimes if it’s mad at something. It hisses when it’s mad like that, the only sound I’ve ever heard it make outside my head.


  I guess if it can fly depends on if it’s magic. Miss Rivera, my bio teacher sophomore year, said that after a certain size things couldn’t lift themselves with wings anymore. It has to do with muscle strength and wingspan and gravity. And some big things can only fly if they can fall into flight, or get a headwind.


  I never thought about it before. I wonder if the harpy’s stuck in that alley. I wonder if it’s too proud to ask for help.


  I wonder if I should ask if it wants some anyway.


  The harpy’s big. But condors are big, too, and condors can fly. I don’t know if the harpy is bigger than a condor. It’s hard to tell from pictures, and it’s not like you can walk up to a harpy with a tape measure and ask it to stick out a wing.


  Well, maybe you could. But I wouldn’t.


  Wouldn’t it be awful to have wings that didn’t work? Wouldn’t it be worse to have wings that do work, and not be able to use them?


  After I visit the harpy at night, I go up to the apartment. When I let myself in the door to the kitchen, Mama Alice is sitting at the table with some mail open in front of her. She looks up at me and frowns, so I lock the door behind me and shoot the chain. Luis should be home by now, and I can hear music from his bedroom. He’s fifteen now. I think it’s been three days since I saw him.


  I come over and sit down in my work clothes on the metal chair with the cracked vinyl seat.


  “Bad news?”


  Mama Alice shakes her head, but her eyes are shiny. I reach out and grab her hand. The folded up paper in her fingers crinkles.


  “What is it, then?”


  She pushes the paper at me. “Desiree. You got the scholarship.”


  I don’t hear her right the first time. I look at her, at our hands, and the rumply paper. She shoves the letter into my hand and I unfold it, open in, read it three times as if the words will change like crawly worms when I’m not looking at it.


  The words are crawly worms, all watery, but I can see hardship and merit and State. I fold it up carefully, smoothing out the crinkles with my fingertips. It says I can be anything at all.


  I’m going to college on a scholarship. Just state school.


  I’m going to college because I worked hard. And because the state knows I’m full of poison, and they feel bad for me.


  


  The harpy never lies to me, and neither does Mama Alice.


  She comes into my room later that night and sits down on the edge of my bed, with is just a folded-out sofa with springs that poke me, but it’s mine and better than nothing. I hide the letter under the pillow before she turns on the light, so she won’t catch on that I was hugging it.


  “Desiree,” she says.


  I nod and wait for the rest of it.


  “You know,” she says, “I might be able to get the state to pay for liposuction. Doctor Morales will say it’s medically necessary.”


  “Liposuction?” I grope my ugly plastic glasses off the end table, because I need to see her. I’m frowning so hard they pinch my nose. “For the hump,” she says, and touches her neck, like she had one too. “So you could stand up straight again. Like you did when you were little.”


  Now I wish I hadn’t put the glasses on. I have to look down at my hands.


  The fingertips are all smudged from the toner on the letter. “Mama Alice,”


  I say, and then something comes out I never meant to ask her. “How come you never adopted me?”


  She jerks like I stuck her with a fork. “Because I thought … ” She stops, and shakes her head, and spreads her hands.


  I nod. I asked, but I know. Because the state pays for my medicine.


  Because Mama Alice thought I would be dead by now.


  We were all supposed to be dead by now. All the HIV babies. Two years, maybe five. AIDS kills little kids really quick, because their immune systems haven’t really happened yet. But the drugs got better as our lives got longer, and now we might live forever. Nearly forever.


  Forty. Fifty.


  I’m dying. Just not fast enough. If it were faster, I’d have nothing to worry about. As it is, I’m going to have to figure out what I’m going to do with my life.


  I touch the squishy pad of fat on my neck with my fingers, push it in until it dimples. It feels like it should keep the mark of my fingers, like Moon Mud, but when I stop touching it, it springs back like nothing happened at all.


  I don’t want to get to go to college because somebody feels bad for me.


  I don’t want anybody’s pity.


  


  The next day, I go down to talk to the harpy.


  I get up early and wash quick, pull on my tights and skirt and blouse and sweater. I don’t have to work after school today, so I leave my uniform on the hanger behind the door.


  But when I get outside, the first thing I hear is barking. Loud barking, lots of it, from the alley. And that hiss, the harpy’s hiss. Like the biggest maddest cat you ever heard.


  There’s junk all over the street, but nothing that looks like I could fight with it. I grab up some hunks of ice. My school shoes skip on the frozen sidewalk and I tear my tights when I fall down.


  It’s dark in the alley, but it’s city dark, not real dark, and I can see the dogs okay. There’s three of them, dancing around the dumpster on their hind legs. One’s light-colored enough that even in the dark I can see she’s all scarred up from fighting, and the other two are dark.


  The harpy leans forward on the edge of the dumpster, wings fanned out like a cartoon eagle, head stuck out and jabbing at the dogs.


  Silly thing doesn’t know it doesn’t have a beak, I think, and whip one of the ice rocks at the big light-colored dog. She yelps. Just then, the harpy sicks up over all three of the dogs.


  Oh, God, the smell.


  I guess it doesn’t need a beak after all, because the dogs go from growling and snapping to yelping and running just like that. I slide my backpack off one shoulder and grab it by the strap in the hand that’s not full of ice.


  It’s heavy and I could hit something, but I don’t swing it in time to stop one of the dogs knocking into me as it bolts away. The puke splashes on my leg. It burns like scalding water through my tights.


  I stop myself just before I slap at the burn. Because getting the puke on my glove and burning my hand too would just be smart like that. Instead, I scrub at it with the dirty ice in my other hand and run limping towards the harpy.


  The harpy hears my steps and turns to hiss, eyes glaring like green torches, but when it sees who’s there it pulls its head back. It settles its wings like a nun settling her skirts on a park bench, and gives me the same fishy glare.


  Wash that leg with snow, the harpy says. Or with lots of water. It will help the burning.


  “It’s acid.”


  With what harpies eat, the harpy says, don’t you think it would have to be?


  I mean to say something clever back, but what gets out instead is, “Can you fly?”


  As if in answer, the harpy spreads its vast bronze wings again. They stretch from one end of the dumpster to the other, and overlap its length a little.


  The harpy says, Do these look like flightless wings to you?


  Why does it always answer a question with a question? I know kids like that, and it drives me crazy when they do it, too.


  “No,” I say. “But I’ve never seen you. Fly. I’ve never seen you fly.”


  The harpy closes its wings, very carefully. A wind still stirs my hair where it sticks out under my hat.


  The harpy says, There’s no wind in my kingdom. But I’m light now, I’m empty. If there were wind, if I could get higher—


  I drop my pack beside the dumpster. It has harpy puke on it now anyway. I’m not putting it on my back. “What if I carried you up?”


  The harpy’s wings flicker, as if it meant to spread them again. And then it settles back with narrowed eyes and shows me its snaggled teeth in a suspicious grin.


  The harpy says, What’s in it for you?


  I say to the harpy, “You’ve been my friend.”


  The harpy stares at me, straight on like a person, not side to side like a bird. It stays quiet so long I think it wants me to leave, but a second before I step back it nods.


  The harpy says, Carry me up the fire escape, then.


  I have to clamber up on the dumpster and pick the harpy up over my head to put it on the fire escape. It’s heavy, all right, especially when I’m holding it up over my head so it can hop onto the railing. Then I have to jump up and catch the ladder, then swing my feet up like on the uneven bars in gym class.


  That’s the end of these tights. I’ll have to find something to tell Mama Alice. Something that isn’t exactly a lie.


  Then we’re both up on the landing, and I duck down so the stinking, heavy harpy can step onto my shoulder with her broken, filthy claws. I don’t want to think about the infection I’ll get if she scratches me. Hospital stay. IV antibiotics. But she balances there like riding shoulders is all she does for a living, her big scaly toes sinking into my fat pads so she’s not pushing down on my bones.


  I have to use both hands to pull myself up the fire escape, even though I left my backpack at the bottom. The harpy weighs more, and it seems to get heavier with every step. It’s not any easier because I’m trying to tiptoe and not wake up the whole building.


  I stop to rest on the landings, but by the time I get to the top one my calves shake like the mufflers on a Harley. I imagine them booming like that too, which makes me laugh. Kind of, as much as I can. I double over with my hands on the railing and the harpy hops off.


  “Is this high enough?”


  The harpy doesn’t look at me. It faces out over the empty dark street. It spreads its wings. The harpy is right: I’m alone, I’ve always been alone. Alone and lonely.


  And now it’s also leaving me.


  “I’m dying,” I yell, just as it starts the downstroke. I’d never told anybody. Mama Alice had to tell me, when I was five, but I never told anybody.


  The harpy rocks forward, beats its wings hard, and settles back on the railing. It cranks its head around on its twisty neck to stare at me.


  “I have HIV,” I say. I press my glove against the scar under my coat where I used to have a G-tube. When I was little.


  The harpy nods and turns away again. The harpy says, I know.


  It should surprise me that the harpy knows, but it doesn’t. Harpies know things. Now that I think about it, I wonder if the harpy only loves me because I’m garbage. If it only wants me because my blood is poison. My scarf’s come undone, and a button’s broken on my new old winter coat.


  It feels weird to say what I just said out loud, so I say it again. Trying to get used to the way the words feel in my mouth. “Harpy, I’m dying. Maybe not today or tomorrow. But probably before I should.”


  The harpy says, That’s because you’re not immortal.


  I spread my hands, cold in the gloves. Well duh. “Take me with you.”


  The harpy says, I don’t think you’re strong enough to be a harpy.


  “I’m strong enough for this.” I take off my new old winter coat from the fire department and drop it on the fire escape. “I don’t want to be alone any more.”


  The harpy says, If you come with me, you have to stop dying. And you have to stop living. And it won’t make you less alone. You are human, and if you stay human your loneliness will pass, one way or the other. If you come with me, it’s yours. Forever.


  It’s not just empty lungs making my head spin. I say, “I got into college.”


  The harpy says, It’s a career path.


  I say, “You’re lonely too. At least I decided to be alone, because it was better.”


  The harpy says, I am a harpy.


  “Mama Alice would say that God never gives us any burdens we can’t carry.”


  The harpy says, Does she look you in the eye when she says that?


  I say, “Take me with you.”


  The harpy smiles. A harpy’s smile is an ugly thing, even seen edgeon. The harpy says, You do not have the power to make me not alone, Desiree.


  It’s the first time it’s ever said my name. I didn’t know it knew it. “You have sons and sisters and a lover, Celaeno. In the halls of the West Wind. How can you be lonely?”


  The harpy turns over its shoulder and stares with green, green eyes. The harpy says, I never told you my name.


  “Your name is Darkness. You told me it. You said you wanted me, Celaeno.”


  The cold hurts so much I can hardly talk. I step back and hug myself tight. Without the coat I’m cold, so cold my teeth buzz together like gears stripping, and hugging myself doesn’t help.


  I don’t want to be like the harpy. The harpy is disgusting. It’s awful.


  The harpy says, And underneath the filth, I shine. I salvage. You choose to be alone? Here’s your chance to prove yourself no liar.


  I don’t want to be like the harpy. But I don’t want to be me any more, either. I’m stuck living with myself.


  If I go with the harpy, I will be stuck living with myself forever.


  The sky brightens. When the sunlight strikes the harpy, its filthy feathers will shine like metal. I can already see fingers of cloud rising across the horizon, black like cut paper against the paleness that will be dawn, not that you can ever see dawn behind the buildings. There’s no rain or snow in the forecast, but the storm is coming.


  I say, “You only want me because my blood is rotten. You only want me because I got thrown away.”


  I turn garbage into bronze, the harpy says. I turn rot into strength. If you came with me, you would have to be like me.


  “Tell me it won’t always be this hard.”


  I do not lie, child. What do you want?


  I don’t know my answer until I open my mouth and say it, but it’s something I can’t get from Mama Alice, and I can’t get from a scholarship. “Magic.”


  The harpy rocks from foot to foot. I can’t give you that, she says. You have to make it.


  Downstairs, under my pillow, is a letter. Across town, behind brick walls, is a doctor who would write me another letter.


  Just down the block in the church beside my school is a promise of maybe heaven, if I’m a good girl and I die.


  Out there is the storm and the sunrise.


  Mama Alice will worry, and I’m sorry. She doesn’t deserve that. When I’m a harpy will I care? Will I care forever?


  Under the humps and pads of fat across my shoulders, I imagine I can already feel the prickle of feathers.


  I use my fingers to lift myself onto the railing and balance there in my school shoes on the rust and tricky ice, six stories up, looking down on the street lights. I stretch out my arms.


  And so what if I fall?


  


  Black


  is the Colour


  


  


  


  


  Black is the color of my true love’s hair


  His lips are like a rose so fair


  The kindest face and the gentlest hands


  I love the ground whereon he stands


  


  


  Sunrise light glazed the oblong cobbles along the north bank of the River Clyde. The thump of music from a barge-turned nightclub had ended hours earlier. Only the river—winding between stark industrial buildings on the south bank and condominiums on the right—remained. The river, silence, and the morning chill.


  And a white stallion’s hunger.


  He was not pure-white: rather a cobby piebald with a black face and a mostly-white body, more black spotting his legs, streaking his mane and tail and his heavy feathers. The red light scraped across the stones stained his coat also, turning blue eyes unearthly. His hooves were unshod, though old nail-holes could be seen around their fringes should one observe with care.


  The stallion stood beneath a bridge so low that if he raised his head, he would strike it on stones—a human of average height could have laid hands on the arch—and he cropped small white flowers of hairy bitter cress from between the stones. Prehensile lips tugged the plants loose, his teeth grinding them to gritty pulp, roots and sand and all.


  The picture of morning contentment, he was waiting for a girl.


  Not one girl in particular. But not just any girl, either. She had to be a special girl, brave and clear-eyed. Thirteen or fifteen, innocently sociopathic, full of juice and life and solipsism. Wicked. Worthy.


  That was the girl for him.


  The Clyde had many moods, and the stallion in his time had waited through them all. He’d wait through more than rain and sun, dark and light, if need be. He was a predator, with a predator’s patience. He’d wait a long while for the right one.


  This morning, he did not have to. The cold black river silvered and then greened with sunrise, though the city slumbered on. And a girl came walking, alone, swinging her book bag, her heels clicking on the rectangular cobbles and her school skirt flaring around her knees.


  It was early for school, though, and she didn’t walk purposefully. She staggered as if with tiredness, and her high-collared cardigan was buttoned over her throat, her left arm hugged tight to her torso as if to keep in a little extra warmth, or as if her ribs hurt her.


  The stallion had a way of going unseen, if he stood unmoving. The light fell around him, draped him like green branches or window curtains, and drew the eye past. But he wanted the girl to notice, and so out of the nowhere from which he drew his clothing and caparison, he shrugged on a saddle and bridle—old, creaking, oiled leather—permitted a bit of hairy cress to protrude between his lips, and struck an unshod hoof on stone.


  Lightly, lightly. He did not care to crack the cobbles, or his foot. Just to raise a clatter, enough of a clatter to raise the girl’s head.


  She was a pretty girl. That was good; he liked pretty girls best. She had long straight ash-fair hair and a pointed chin, and as she turned toward him sunlight refracted through her irises for an instant so her eyes seemed to glow.


  He whickered, low and hesitant, and she limped a half-step forward, her black nylon bag dragging on the dew-damp stones. “Hello,” she said, when her eye fell on him. “You’re a big one, aintcha?”


  He made another sound, a breathy whuff, and mirrored her half-step. “Oh,” she said, and let go the strap of her bag so it slumped against her ankle. She held out a hand, palm-up. “I’m sorry. I haven’t an apple.”


  He minced another step, gravely, head bowed and neck tucked, reins dragging between his forelegs. Her narrow chest swelled as she drew in a breath and held it.


  He paused, waiting for her to speak again. The trick was to make them think they were coaxing you.


  “Come on, Boss,” she said, and clicked her tongue. “What’s your name, big fella? Did you lose your rider? Is that why you were hiding under the bridge? I know, it feels safer there—”


  He tossed his head and stepped forward and then back. His hoof came down on the reins; he thought he even made it look accidental. And then the head-toss again—this time arrested by the tension on the reins—and the flattened jingle of bit swivels.


  The girl’s eyes widened. They were translucent, green, the color of the Clyde in a different mood with the sun high above it. “Shh,” she said. “Shh, shh.”


  She moved more purposefully now, worried for him, but still cautiously and in increments, edging away from her book bag and talking low nonsense. He watched, ears forward and forelock fallen across his eyes, waiting for her touch.


  She surprised him. She let him lip her palm, fingers flat, and then she touched his neck, low and away from his face, making his skin jump and shiver. Cautiously, she ran the hand along the crest of his neck, scratching under the heavy mane, and then slid her palm down his shoulder along the grain of the hair. She crouched, slowly, her hand still trailing down his leg, and grasped the fetlock just above the hoof. Burrs matted the dense coarse hair of his feathers and her hand wouldn’t close around his ankle. But she tugged, and he lifted, freeing the reins.


  She caught them in her left hand and pulled them clear, winding the worn leather around and around her palm as she stood. “Good boy,” she said, as he settled his hoof again.


  She scratched his cheek. He leaned into it. “I wish I had an apple.”


  She had something better, of course. The smell of her was maddening. He rested his chin on her shoulder and lipped her neck, and she scratched harder.


  She tasted of salt and unwashed girl. He was right; she had been out all night, and still in yesterday’s school clothes. She was his, all his, whenever he wanted her.


  He could afford the joy of anticipation.


  “Hey,” she said. “That tickles.” She pushed his muzzle away, strands of unbrushed hair sticking to his lips and nostrils. “You’re pretty sweet for a stallion,” she said. “And no shoes either.” She looked down at his hooves. He clattered them on the stone, neck arched, inviting.


  The saddle was right there, the stirrup a summons. She touched the cheekpiece of the bridle instead. “Aren’t horses always supposed to know their way home?”


  He snorted warm air softly across her cheek and brushed her with his whiskers. She smelled of blood, rich and tantalizing; perhaps she was on her menses. The bit made him froth at the corners of his mouth when he salivated.


  “Yeah,” she said. She cupped a hand over his eye, and he let her. “I know my way home too. And I don’t want to go there either. I can’t ride you in a skirt, Boss, and I don’t know where to take you.”


  He wondered what she would do if he spoke, if he let himself slip into human form and gathered her in his arms. A calm girl, a brave girl, a sensible girl. One who knew a little about horses, maybe just from reading, maybe from trips out to the countryside.


  He liked this one, her furry red smell and her voice with the hitch in it. He pressed his face into her palm and waited.


  And she looked at him, sad and strange, and pulled her hand back and pressed it to her neck as if to keep her heart from rising up her throat. And then she looped the reins over the fence, turned away, scooped up her book bag by the strap, hauled back, cocked her arm, and pitched it spinning over the bright aluminum rail.


  It fell with a splash and bobbed only once before it sank, recollected by ripples and then bubbles. “Right,” she said. “I guess that’s that, then, innit?”


  She hadn’t done much more with the reins than a gesture. Perhaps she half-hoped that when she turned back, he’d be gone. A wisp of dream, burned off with the morning mist rising from the river.


  Stately, careful, the stallion stepped out of the shadow of the bridge. The sun was high enough to catch in her tawny hair and warm the crest of his neck now, and he paused in the light so that when she looked up, she would see him. But she stood at the rail, staring, and so he came to her, and breathed across her neck. She shuddered and turned back.


  “So,” she said, “where to now?”


  He whickered again, tickling her ear with his whiskers. She leaned her cheek against his neck.


  And then she turned, suddenly, tossed the reins over his head. She came under his neck and stepped crisply along his near side. He felt her hand on his shoulder, his mane. She grasped the pommel of the saddle and lifted one leg with complete immodesty, revealing a dab of crimson on her panties, her foot a testing weight in the stirrup. The scent of blood and iron dizzied him; he shook froth from his lips. And then she was on his back, knee socks and clunky black shoes, and he could hear her thighs sticking to the leather of the saddle as she settled herself. Living flesh on dead, adhering. She shifted her weight in the saddle, and he waited until she was seated, both feet in the stirrups.


  “I know who you are,” she said. “You don’t fool me, pony.” And then she patted him on the neck and said, “And I don’t care.”


  He craned his neck, pulling against the off rein, and she moved her hand to give him that freedom. She leaned down to push his forelock out of his eye as it came within reach, making him shake his head and send it tumbling down again. She laughed and drummed her heels against his side. “Well then, run off with me, Kelpie.”


  He wondered when she’d known him. The eyes, perhaps: the eyes often gave him away. And those he could not change. Every Fae who transforms has some mark that stays with him in every shape, and the stallion’s was china-blue irises.


  He winked at her, and she crowed. “I knew it!”


  “You’re not frightened,” he said, his voice unmuffled by the bit.


  She straightened his mane again. He dropped his head and ambled forward. His unshod hooves thumped on stone rather than clattering.


  She stretched her legs into the stirrups. She understood the basics, he thought, but her balance wasn’t fluid. Knowledge without practice. “What have I to fear?”


  “Death by drowning,” he answered, and she didn’t laugh. He hadn’t thought she would; the sort of girl who laughed at literary jokes didn’t tumble her books into the Clyde without a hesitation.


  The walk became a trot, which she posted over awkwardly, wincing, and out of pity he began to canter. The river walk wasn’t long, but he planned to take Bell’s Bridge near the science center and bring her across the river, among the scrubby trees in the dawn-cold park.


  Where they could find a little privacy.


  The rising sun was at their backs, stretching their shadow long across the cobbles, and the river walk was all but deserted. One man, in a long coat and a hat, waved as they passed, and the girl waved back.


  “You shouldn’t canter that beast on cobbles,” he called, but they were already past by the time the girl answered, “He’s cantering me!”


  Whatever her bravado, and though she clung gamely to the saddle, the stallion could smell her fear. A gallop, he thought, might lose her.


  If he had never thrown a rider he didn’t want thrown.


  She’d abandoned the reins. They bounced against his neck, and her hands were fisted one in his mane and one on the pommel. She leaned forward, precariously, so he had to hitch his stride to throw her back into balance, and called into his ear, “Aren’t you supposed to look like a wild horse off the moors? And yet here you are under saddle, careering along a tame riverside.”


  “Where the river goes harnessed,” he said, “so go the river-spirits.”


  Through all the Isles, in these times.


  Besides, she’d never stay on him if his back were bare, though he missed the grip of legs around his barrel, the drum of bare heels against his sides.


  There had been another. He’d worn her soul for a time, chain and change, and lived in hunger while he’d done so. She had owned him—altered him—but he had won free at the last.


  And though he had changed…a predator needs meat.


  They cantered past brick condominiums, startling a red-clad woman who had been fishing in her bag, and came to the place where the riverwalk curved back to rejoin the road. Here there was construction on the north side of the street and—between the road and the river—trees and grass and ratty flowers amidst the litter on the south. They moved with the sparse early traffic but faster, threading around cars he didn’t dare jump for fear of losing the girl.


  They passed between a white hotel and a round restaurant, under the shadow of an enormous crane and past the auditorium called the Armadillo for architecture like a sectioned shell. And then they were on the bank of the river again, and running now, the girl laughing in his ear as the bridge came into sight, with its center suspension spire and its walkways covered with arches like a seagull’s wings.


  The bridge was named for a whisky sponsorship, and the stallion thought it a fine irony. “Duck,” he said, and lowered his own head so the girl could lean forward along his neck.


  And so they passed across the bridge, and she stayed with him, while supports stippled her face with moving light and the arch blurred by above. His hooves a hollow thunder on the span. The river gave back a moving echo.


  They burst out under the streaky sky again. The clouds were torn and moving; there would by rain by dusk.


  She laughed, and kept on laughing. She’d found the rhythm—a gallop is not so hard to ride—and their wind and his mane stung tears from her eyes.


  On the off side lay the shining silver arcs of the science center, like half-moons reflecting the rising sun. The stallion veered away, across sand and then grass and soft earth where his hooves pressed crescents as if in answer.


  And then the road, the hard jar up his forelegs, the girl shivering and urging him on. A trail they did not follow: instead, he took them among the winding band of trees.


  There, he threw her, head down and rump high, and turned his body and turned his form at once and caught her as she was falling. His intervention knocked the scream right out of her, and she clung, breathless, against his chest. The scent of blood wreathed her, the scent of blood and the scent of woman.


  His stomach rumbled.


  She pressed closer into his arms, her eyelashes fluttering against the hollow over his collarbone. With blunt-nailed hands, he tipped her chin up and inspected her face, her mouth, the watery green of her eyes under hair tangled by their wild ride.


  She winced. And when he touched the top button on her cardigan, she flinched.


  “Run from me,” he said. “Go on; I don’t mind. I’ll catch you.”


  Her lashes were dusted with gold. “There’s no point in running. You never get away, and where’s there to run to?” She laid her pale hands over his, the bitten nails and the torn, inflamed cuticles. She helped him unbutton her collar.


  When the cardigan fell open, he saw the bruises on her throat. She swallowed under tender blue-veined skin, and he touched her softly. The hands that had made the bruises were smaller than his own, but most hands were.


  “Did you want that?” he asked her.


  She didn’t answer, as such. She lowered her eyes, and shook her head.


  “My dad called me a whore,” she said. “He said I needn’t come home again.”


  “Your father choked you?”


  He was new. He was changed, like the changeless sea. It wasn’t pity he felt, for he was pitiless.


  But he recollected pity. He had carried it for a time, and though he’d laid it down since, the memory lingered.


  The sea is also capricious.


  “You were raped,” he said.


  “So? My dad told me he loved me. That makes what he did better? And you. You’re going to drown me. What makes you so fucking superior, water-horse?”


  He had no answer, so he sang—


  I’ll go down by Clyde and I’ll mourn and weep


  For satisfied I never can be.


  I’ll write him a letter, just a few short lines


  And suffer death ten thousand times.


  —and watched her eyebrows rise. And when he had finished, he cleared his throat and said, “You knew the cost when you came with me.”


  “I did,” she said, fists on her hips. “And if I hadn’t, you would have taken me anyway.”


  He dipped his head. It was true.


  She sighed. “I don’t have anywhere to go. It doesn’t matter. Do you know what a sin-eater is?”


  “I have been called one,” he answered. “But I am not. I cannot absolve you.”


  “I don’t need absolution,” she said. “Will you put your sin on me?”


  “I can’t sin,” he answered. He toed the earth nervously. “I haven’t a soul.”


  She rolled her eyes, arms crossed, shaking her hair across her shoulders. “If you fuck me, will you say it’s my fault?”


  The stallion was as old as the sea; he’d loved and killed and diced with the kings of Faerie, and—for a while—he had carried a mortal woman’s soul. He could not recollect a conversation that had befuddled him as much as this one.


  “Of course it’s not your fault,” he said. “I’m a monster.”


  “Oh God!” She shook her head so hard it turned her body from the waist. Her hair was a tempest all around her, and he wanted to reach out and smooth it. “A monster who admits it. I can die happy now.”


  How he loved these bold young women, their flounces and their storms. He had to touch her hair, and so he did, stroking it smooth as best he could with callused hands. He held her face between his palms, and she let him.


  “Did you think I’d be impressed by your stoicism? Did you think you would be different, that you could change me?”


  “No,” she said. “I know I’m not that special. I just wanted to ride.”


  “Run,” he said. He let his hands fall. “Fight me. You might live.”


  “I don’t like kissing,” she said, and buttoned her cardigan down.


  * * * *


  


  This time, no saddle. Her skin cool on his warm hide, naked as Godiva, but her hair hiding nothing. He ran, hard, exultant. If she wanted a ride, he would give one.


  She rode better without the saddle. She left her blood upon white hide.


  They galloped between parking lots and along the waterfront, people turning to stare. A man in a green hat; a woman in a flowered dress not warm enough for the morning. Someone snapped a photo; the stallion tossed his mane. They came up to the fence in a headlong plunge, and she called into his ear.


  “It’s not a new story, is it?”


  “No,” he called back. “It’s as old as the sea.”


  He gathered himself and leaped the sunlit silver rail.


  They splashed hard, his legs flailing, hers slipping along his sides though she clung with clenched fingers to his black-white, seaweedy mane.


  She gasped in cold, clinging. “Your name. What’s your name, Kelpie?”


  “Uisgebaugh.”


  There is no point in keeping secrets from the dead. But her name, he asked not. And she did not offer.


  Her fingers spasmed on his mane and stayed locked there, entangled, when he rolled and took her down.


  


  Confessor


  


  


  


  


  Rebecca Sanchez is climbing Mt. Rainier.


  Not to the top. Not to the glacier—what scraps of glacier are left— but down at the foot of the rainy side, picking her way between fernbrakes and over the massive, derelict hulks of nurse logs thicketed in saplings and miniature fungal forests until she finds a footworn path ascending.


  Somebody has been maintaining this. It switchbacks from left to right, a single-file streak of earth terraced by root-buttresses worn satiny-smooth, the bark polished off by endless boots ascending and descending.


  Sanchez settles her pack on her shoulders as she tilts her head back and considers. She slips her thumbs inside the waistband and hitches it up, tightening the strap.


  With a sigh, she sets her foot upon the path and begins climbing. Set foot, test foot, kick off the rear toe and rise. Small steps, conserving energy. Pacing herself as if climbing stairs. It’s a long way up, and she had no way of knowing if this is even the right path.


  Several before it have not been.


  The pain starts in her knees. Starts, but does not stay there. First that grinding pressure, and then the ache across the quadriceps. The calves follow, and the arches of her feet.


  To distract herself, she contemplates the scenery. It’s beyond spectacular. One side of the path ends in the rising mountainside. The other drops off steeply. Dripping evergreen branches like wet green feathers surround her, framing furrowed trunks of Brobdingnagian proportion. The moss lies thick over everything.


  Everything except the path her steps laboriously ascend.


  The moss is her friend. With a trained, experienced eye, she scans it for scuffs, marks, any sign of damage. Signs of a struggle, in other words. When she finds something that looks right, she uses a sampler device to hunt for traces of DNA, or the signature bacteria colonies that inhabit everyone’s skin—and which differ nearly as much as fingerprints.


  Once upon a time there were roads here. Once, people came for the day, in cars. They drove from Seattle, Tacoma, Portland. They hiked for a few hours, enjoyed the natural beauty, and then drove home with countless others on smooth-surfaced highways.


  That would be prohibitive, now. The roads have crumbled, and the oil that powered the cars doesn’t exist. For Sanchez to get from San Francisco to this gig was a week-long journey, starting on the train and concluding on a chargeable bike. But a bike wouldn’t bring her up the mountain.


  So she climbs.


  Around her, birds and small animals rustle and chirp. A Douglas squirrel scolds; something heavier and invisible in the dappled light slides along a tree branch to her right. She turns sharply and catches movement, a hint of camouflage color—greens and browns that would make her suspect a lizard, if there were lizards that big up here. Given the invasives, maybe there are, now. Below, a garter snake whips out of sight, leaving only the puddle of warmth where it sunned itself. For the first time since she almost died in Oakland, Sanchez smiles.


  Sweat rolls down her back between the shoulder blades, soaks her hatband, dews her upper lip. She rubs it off her palms onto her shorts. When she pauses, she checks her legs for ticks. She slides one of several water bottles from the net pockets on her pack and drinks, counting swallows. She allows herself five.


  The simple mechanics of all of it—leverage, evaporation, the movement of muscle under skin—don’t fill up the empty ache inside her. It’s strange, she thinks, how strictly emotional damage can feel so much like a physical hole. Like somebody opened her up under anesthesia and took out all the internal organs and replaced them with cotton batting.


  She still looks like a real girl. But she’s empty inside. And there’s no one in the world she can tell why.


  The assignment could not have come at a better time. She needs this now, needs to get back on her feet. Maybe it’s already been too long. Two months is a long time. If you fall off the horse—


  When she looks up from stowing the bottle, there is a man in front of her. He wears camouflage and appears unfriendly.


  Jackpot, she thinks, keeping her hands at her sides as he closes on her. This wasn’t what she was looking for, but she knew it was a possibility that she would find it. It’s a start, and it will do. Adrenaline thrills through her, every nerve awake: she’s ready to fight, and she tries to look relaxed.


  He looks her up and down, drawing himself into a transparently intimidating pose, and glowers. “This path is closed.”


  “It’s a public mountain,” she says. Not belligerently, but with certainty.


  He comes up on her another step, until she’s looking up his nostrils as he tries to stare her down. “What’s your name?”


  “Sanchez,” she says.


  It’s not a lie, for the duration. When she took the contract, Cascadia Law Enforcement Collective provided ID, gear, a whole identity. They helped with transport too, which they never would have done if they could have found anybody qualified who lived closer. But this was specialist work. For a gig like this one, you had to be a modern-day Texas Ranger.


  And maybe, she thinks, after the mess in Oakland, after everything it cost her—maybe this is a good place to start rebuilding her self-confidence. You had to get back on the horse, right? And the sooner the better.


  It’s a miracle she walked away with her reputation intact. But Cascadia LEC wouldn’t have licensed her if they expected to fail utterly, so maybe Doe wound up with the blame after all. Maybe he kept his mouth shut, the way she’s keeping hers. Or maybe if he talked they didn’t believe him.


  She doesn’t know. She hasn’t seen him since she moved out, though he’s called several times. Well, of course. She lied for him, after all. And not the other way around.


  Maybe she got lucky, and the long hiatus in licenses was in consideration of her near-death experience. Maybe they were just giving her a rest. Maybe she faked them out, and her reputation is intact.


  It’s not like anyone would tell her, one way or the other. She’ll have to figure it out based on how people treat her. And the long silence has been unnerving. But this case—this complicated case, which may be two cases interlinked, one involving a dead body and the other involving a poaching operation—this feels like a vote of confidence.


  Sanchez hopes she can do better than fake this one. She wants to solve it.


  She says, “What’s your name?”


  He grabs her by the chin, doubtlessly because he’s seen it over and over again in movies. It isn’t an effective hold. He sneers. “You don’t look like a Sanchez.”


  She’s got red hair and hazel eyes, like her grandmother. “I’m fucking adopted,” she says. “And you don’t look like an asshole.”


  That’s a lie. Whatever assholes look like, at least one of them definitely looks like this guy. But her crack backs him off a little, enough so that there’s space between them when she reaches up and rubs her jaw.


  “What are you doing here?”


  She reaches up over her own shoulder and lays a palm against the orange nylon of the pack. “Hiking.”


  He snorts. “Then you won’t mind me searching your bag.”


  “You’re damn right I mind. Who the fuck are you?” Even as she stands her ground, she’s aware of how sharp is the dropoff at her back, how steep is the slope that anyone unfortunate enough to mis-step would tumble down.


  She knows who he is. He’s Edgewater. Private security solving public problems the old-fashioned way: through force of arms. It drips off him along with his attitude problem.


  So she hasn’t found a crime scene. But she’s found a private security force.


  Well, that’s interesting. Maybe her case is linked to the larger system of evil.


  “You’re trespassing,” he says. “On restricted property.” Careful choice of words there. Restricted makes it sound like something official. “Either I can search your bag here, Miss Sanchez. Or I can haul you inside, and search your bag there, and you can wait in a holding room until the cops come. Which could take days, out here. What do you say?”


  She glowers—it’s hard to glower, given the amount of information he just let slip—but relents. “I guess you have me over a barrel.”


  Inside. Holding room. Cops.


  She doesn’t believe Edgewater is going to call the cops on anybody. She’s close enough to being a cop herself to have heard stories. But the mere fact that they’re here, defending some secret facility, sends a chill up her spine.


  If you start off looking for a murder scene and find something else—


  —keep looking.


  The hired thug lifts one shoulder in a disarming shrug that doesn’t make her forget the chin-grab. “I guess I do.”


  When the oiled canvas sack in Martha’s hand quit twitching and making the honking sobbing noises, she got worried the bird inside was dead. But maybe it was playing ‘possum, just waiting for her to loosen the drawstring and give it a peek of sky to fly to. It was still heavy, heavy and a little wet—with what, she didn’t like to think—and she tried not to touch the outside while she carried it home.


  Matt met her by the gate. She held up the bag, fighting the way her mouth wanted to twist with worry when it didn’t kick in response. “Wait ‘til you see what I got!”


  He bounced on his toes, then winced. She knew—she felt the same pain in her own joints lately, and Matt was older. “What what?”


  “Inside,” she said.


  She let her brother lead her into their tumbledown cabin, up the steep mossy slope to the rocks and the great trees that sheltered it. Daddy’s boots still gathered dust by the door. She set the bag on the crumb-covered table, which Matt had pushed out from under the hole in the tin roof. While Matt closed the door latch, she made sure the windows and the chimney flue were sealed. The roof hole wasn’t big enough for the bird to get out, she didn’t think.


  When she came back to the table, she found Matt waiting.


  “I never saw anything like this,” Martha said, and unknotted the strings on the bag. With a breath of anticipation, she upended it on the table.


  And jumped back from a splash of viscous fluid that ran off the boards and splattered the floor, dripping in quick-flowing strings.


  “What the heck?” Matt said, pulling back in dismay.


  The sack was light, empty. But Martha couldn’t help peering into it anyway. One lonely violet feather still stuck, curled and damp, to the inside weave. She pulled it out for proof.


  “There was a bird,” she said. “In the trap. A kind of bird I’d never seen, all purple and blue and goosey-necked. Fat, like a little turkey, with gooney wings. It had like a feather pompom on its head … ”


  She trailed off, stricken. She held the feather out to Matt silently. Matt took it, sniffed it, touched it to his tongue-tip.


  “Salty,” he said, and made a face. “Well, there’s no bird in there now. You figure it dissolved?”


  Of course, he confiscates her camera. But doesn’t find or recognize the spyglass concealed inside her walking stick, and he leaves her the sniffer and GPS kit that is far more essential to her mission than any recording device. But she expected that and planned for it. And the end result is as she hoped: Now she knows what part of the mountain to concentrate on.


  The GPS is programmed with a dozen likely hiking goals and the address of Sanchez’s purported home in Redmond, along with the actual location where she left her actual bike—and it also tracks the sites she’s visited and what she found there. That information, however, is under password lock.


  Sanchez has found, over the years, that sometimes it’s smart for a consulting peace officer operating on license, far from support, not to look like a cop. She must have passed this time, because the goon lets her go, after roughing her up a bit, putting what he must consider a good scare into her and quizzing her about her purported hometown. Easier to send a tourist home with another scary story about Edgewater than explain a disappearance to a (fictional) wife and kids.


  She hopes she doesn’t run into anybody who actually knows Redmond well. She’s studied photos and maps, but it’s different from being on the ground there.


  For now, she trudges on determinedly, admiring the ancient mossdraped trees of the temperate rain forest and remembering the view of Rainier from when she was still far enough away to see it. Here, on the volcano’s flank, you could miss its existence: it might just be a virtually endless hill you could keep climbing for a subjective eternity. But from ten miles out, it had floated above the horizon like the ghost of a trillion tons of basalt, like something scraped across canvas with a palette knife. The mountain hadn’t seemed to touch the earth, its near-symmetry rendering it unreal.


  She wonders how it would look from the treeline. Would it be just too big to see from up close?


  Sanchez pauses in the vaulted space under one of the biggest trees and gazes upwards, frowning. Doable, with the right equipment and skills. Sketchy, but doable.


  She shrugs her pack off and tucks it among the woody trunks of a stand of rhododendron, scuffing some leaf mould over it to hide the orange nylon and disguise the shape. The boot spikes for her feet and the hook straps for her palms are small, easily concealed. They are tucked inside the false back of the reader that the guy from Edgewater had pried at and returned, its mysteries undeciphered.


  The reader even works. Although Sanchez’s cover means it’s full of hiking ’zines and romance novels.


  Sanchez goes up the tree to the lowest boughs in a series of long kickand-grabs. Dislodged water scatters her hair and drips down her neck. Moss and damp bark stick between the tines of her hooks. Attaining the bough, she straddles it; the spikes make it difficult to stand on something horizontal, especially when that something was nearly as broad as an avenue.


  Okay, a sidewalk, anyway.


  A Douglas squirrel berates her from a perch just barely out of arm’s reach, its fluffy tail flagging. Sanchez grins to herself and avoids eye contact.


  The climb is trickier from here up, because she must spiral and zig and zag to avoid the ponderous branches. As she ascends, the trunk grows thinner and thinner—and eventually, whippy. The claws are a blessing. Sanchez is an experienced climber, but she knows that by the time she had passed the sixty-meter mark on this forest giant, her fingers would have been cramped and sore. Also, the bark is wet and slick throughout, and there is always the threat of it peeling off in her hands.


  But the flickering rays of light from above urge her on. When she breaks into sunlight, she can see the last rain steaming off the canopy in plumes and trails of skimmed-milk vapor.


  She locks herself to the tree with a length of webbing, the bole now no thicker than her thigh, and leans back on the spikes like a lineman. Gingerly, at first, until she is sure they—and the web belt—will hold. The treetop sways like a skyscraper—gently, with a long period of oscillation. After a moment, Sanchez becomes accustomed. She’s climbed the masts of tall ships, working the clipper trade, and this is not too different. The canopy below could be frozen green surf, the vapor misting off them spray.


  Oceans didn’t smell of clean compost and leaf mould.


  The spyglass she sets to her eye could have belonged on a pirate ship too, although it is considerably more high-tech than anything Captains Hook or Blackbeard might have fielded. For one thing, Hook probably would have given his eyeteeth for the autofocus feature. But the glasses are also equipped to register variations in temperature, and it is this feature Sanchez expects to be of service now.


  It isn’t. She tracks across the forest in a meticulous grid pattern, logging each anomaly, but the variation is never more or less than a few degrees. After half an hour, she bites her thumb in frustration.


  All right, then, the facility is shielded. That makes sense; they’d want to avoid detection from the air. But she has a relief map, and she knows what trail she’s been prevented from ascending. It’s not easy—she’s been years learning how to do it, and those skills are a large part of why she’s here—but between those things, she should be able to hazard a guess of where you’d build—


  She trains her spyglass upslope, on maximum magnification, and begins examining the canopy tree by tree, watching the shadows move. The sun thumps down on her, the shelter of a hat inadequate, and the beads of water that had rolled down her collar are replaced by sweat. She is exquisitely aware of her own vulnerability, the exposure of her position.


  She has a birdwatcher’s book on her reader, but really, there would be no explaining this.


  Then, with the movement of the shadows, she catches sight of a curiously regular line of trees. She leans forward reflexively, the change in angle making her boot spikes creak, and skims along the line over and over again.


  Yes. There, behind the trees, a span of camouflage netting.


  It would fool an air reconnaissance or a satellite. But it has not, quite, fooled her. With the help of her trusty GPS and her reader’s loaded map, she manages to take a bearing without killing herself.


  Sanchez smiles softly to herself as she descends.


  After the bird vanished, Martha and Matt went out to check the traplines and forage for plants. The fiddleheads were over, but she found a fallen tree full of promising grub-holes, and she and Matt chopped out enough of the waxy worms for supper. Martha loaded them into the pail to take back to the cabin, and Matt went to haul in firewood and bring water.


  Martha thought there was still some kindling in the cabin, so she went straight in, tugging the latch string to lift the bar.


  When she pulled the door open, a blur of purple feathers nearly took her nose off.


  The bird thumped past her, running heavily between wildly flapping wings until one long bound finally lifted it clear of the ground. Martha shrieked in surprise as the thing took off.


  Matt turned around, his arms full of sticks. He was just in time to catch the last flicker of purple as the bird vanished into the trees.


  “Well, I’ll be,” he said, sounding exactly like Daddy Corey.


  “See?” Martha said. “I told you so.”


  It hadn’t been the endangered animal smuggling that originally brought the attention of Cascadia LEC to the slopes of Rainier. It was the dismembered body.


  Not a complete body. On the list of reasons one might dismember a dead person, preventing identification of the remains is still high. Even in this era of skin-biota mapping and DNA identification (and forensic DNA reconstruction), it helps to get rid of the teeth and hands. Hiding cause of death is another popular reason, as is aiding disposal of the corpse. Bodies are awkward heavy things.


  But not everybody is in a DNA database. And the reconstructive techniques only give an idea of what a person might look like—you only have to look at any pair of forty-year-old identical twins to understand that environment and accident have a certain amount of influence over a person’s appearance.


  Still.


  This particular dismembered body—or the portions of it that had been actually recovered here—turned out to have belonged to a University of Washington geneticist, one Darwish by name. Whose DNA was on file. And who had not been the sort of person to go casually missing, despite some gambling debts and an incautious affair or two. Which led to a Cascadia LEC operation, which led to the discovery that an Interpol-North America agent was already somewhere on the mountain, engaged in hunting down a poaching operation dedicated to shipping the Pacific Northwest’s irreplaceable biodiversity to wealthy collectors everywhere else in the world.


  Cascadia LEC would need to send in its own guns to investigate the murder, however. Enter the woman now known as Rebecca Sanchez, who in her secret other life made her living as a licensable peace officer— previously operating out of San Francisco, so local Cascadia crooks were unlikely to know her face or reputation.


  The smuggling is the sort of thing you might get off of with a wrist-slap. A body, though—that could send somebody to jail for a long time.


  Metaphorically speaking, Sanchez has her fingers crossed.


  After Sanchez marks the position of the camouflaged facility she continues on until nightfall, making sure that it looks like she’s left for real. Somewhere downslope is her contact—the agent licensed by Interpol whose presence on the mountain hinted that more was going on than a random murder, however gruesome that murder might have been.


  At the rendezvous point, she makes a cold camp and eats energy bars for supper.


  


  


  It was too hot for the fire, but Martha didn’t like to eat the grubs Matt brought home without boiling or roasting them first, so she was piling sticks into the stove. Honestly, she didn’t like to eat grubs at all, but they were better than going hungry. And she knew, because Daddy had said, that they were very good for you. Full of protein and amino acids. And easy to collect from under the bark of fallen trees. Much easier than catching a squirrel in a deadfall, for example.


  They were one of the best things to eat in the woods, now that Daddy didn’t bring them food any more. They didn’t taste bad. Like the smoked kippers Daddy used to bring in tins, only wriggly. Unless you roasted them. But they were grubs, and Martha did not like them.


  Daddy has also said that they were invasive, that they came with the palm trees when the winters got warm, and that he and she and Matt were doing a good deed by eating them.


  So she was still trying to decide what to do about that—fire or no fire?—when the cabin door banged open and the man came in. He was big and dark, in stompy boots with moss and mud caked on the soles, and Martha’s first impulse was to yell at him to wipe his feet. Daddy wouldn’t like the mud in the house.


  But then she remembered she wasn’t supposed to let anybody but Daddy and Matt see her, and she shrank back into the corner by the stove and accidentally kicked over the big pail of grubs. They writhed horribly on the floor, and she danced aside, against the cold iron side of the stove, trying not to squish them.


  He towered over her until he crouched down, reaching out a hand. He made himself smile. She still didn’t like him.


  “Hey, little girl,” he said. “Are you Martha?”


  “You can’t come in here,” she said definitely. “Your shoes are muddy.”


  “Are they?” He looked down. “Well, if you’ll come with me I’ll go right back outside. And then I won’t be breaking the rules.”


  “I’m not supposed to go with strangers,” she said. “Where’s Matt? I want Matt.”


  He’d know what to do. He was older. He always had a plan. And they were supposed to take care of each other. Daddy always said so.


  “Matt is outside,” the man said. “Come on, sweetie. My name’s Doselle Callandar. I’ll take you someplace where you can get a clean outfit and something to eat that’s better than that.” He waved at the grubs. “Cake. You like cake? Kids like cake.”


  She backed away, wedging herself between the cold stove and the wall. “No.”


  “Look,” he said. “Martha, I know it’s you. I saw your picture. Your Papa Corey sent me. I’m going to take care of you and Matt now, all right?”


  Now she knew it was wrong. That he was lying. Because if he knew Daddy, he’d know that Daddy was Daddy, not Papa. “NO!” she yelled, very loudly. “Matt, Matt help.”


  “Oh, bother,” the man in the boots said, sounding like he wanted to say something else entirely. But even though she screamed, he reached out and grabbed her arm, and no matter how she twisted and wiggled—like the grubs squirming on the concrete—she couldn’t keep him from pulling her out from behind the wood stove.


  In Sanchez’s line of work, reputation is all you have. The new models of distributed policing bear a debt of concept to the U.S. Marshals, Texas Rangers, and Mounties of old. It’s a kind of knight-errantry, albeit with better communications technology. But if you work for hire for law enforcement agencies, they like to know what they’re getting.


  Word of mouth between agencies that have employed her—the personal recommendation—is the only currency that counts.


  She’s known as somebody who gets results, and gets them in the cleanest manner possible. She thinks of herself as an heir to frontier lawmen of an earlier era, and she’s all too aware of the pitfalls of thinking of one’s self as Bat Masterson or Wyatt Earp.


  All in all, she’d rather be Virgil.


  And if she gets away with what happened in Oakland with her nose clean, she swears to herself that she will never step across that particular line again.


  There are other cops with other reputations. Some get more work than she does, at higher pay. Some of those are cowboys, some braggarts. Some— like Doe—believe that the way to make an omelet is to bust heads.


  Some of those stop being hired by large enforcement divisions after a while—they just find the licenses they’re offered getting cheaper, the work getting dodgier. Some of them stop getting licenses at all.


  A few of her colleagues, Sanchez considers good cops, and Sanchez passes their names along when she can, confident that they’ll do the same for her. And that they’ll keep doing that.


  As long as Doe keeps his mouth shut.


  Man, she hates having to trust anybody that much. Even somebody she used to love. Maybe especially somebody she used to love.


  Sanchez sleeps lightly, when she manages to sleep at all. The ground isn’t bad—she spreads a tarp, and she has her summerweight sleeping bag, and she’s found a good spot: sheltered in a deer wallow among pressed-down ferns.


  But she’s keyed up and nervous, still full of unspent adrenaline hangover, and as much as she needs rest the restlessness won’t leave her alone. Eventually, she gives up tossing and turning and listening to the things move in the darkness and pulls her reader out. Indigenous Fauna of the Pacific Northwest. That should be stultifying enough to send her off to dreamland post-haste.


  To her surprise, however, she finds it moderately fascinating. She’d still prefer case studies—Sanchez has always been a fan of talking shop—but it turns out that there’s something very soothing about the lifestyles of Pacific Tree Frogs.


  She wonders if maybe that’s what the glossy brownish thing she glimpsed slithering through the trees on the previous day was, though she imagines even tree frogs probably move like frogs. They have to hop, right? It’s what they’re built for.


  She’s still awake when something big makes a crunching sound in the wilderness. A pass of her hand dims the background on the reader and she blinks, rapidly, willing her eyes to adjust. Okay, so maybe the reader was a bad idea.


  Still, it has given her a host a possibilities for the lurker in the darkness. Elk? Mule deer? The wolves that have recolonized these slopes are supposed to be shy of humans. Hopefully it’s neither brown bear nor cougar. That would be a little too ironic, getting eaten by one of the species whose exploitation she’s come to prevent.


  But the crunch is followed by another, and a low and human mutter, so Sanchez does what she supposes any normal hiker would do in this situation.


  “Hello?” she calls, drawing he knees up inside the bag so she can move fast if she has to. “Is somebody there?”


  There’s a pause, and then a male voice answers, “Stand up, miss, and show your hands.”


  Some cops who can’t get licensed anymore go to paramilitary organizations like Edgewater, but in Sanchez’s opinion they’re no more than mercenaries to hire to any warlord who wants them, and who won’t put too much in the way of limits on their behavior. As the silence stretches, she tries to imagine herself grabbing tourists by the chin, but she’s got that too-prickly awareness that tells her that her fight-or-flight reflex is just looking for an excuse.


  The man she’s come here to meet—the agent originally assigned to the rare-animal smuggling trade in Cascadia—is one Robert Brown, an interviewer of such rare talents he’s known in the business as the Confessor. Sanchez has always heard he’s a good cop, maybe even a decent man. The latter’s more common than the former; power breeds abuse.


  But lately—according to the Cascadia ops who handled her briefing— he’s become erratic. Possibly obsessed. Possibly confused. Possibly on the take, and it’s hard to say which of the three possibilities concerns them more. She has a recognition code to use, but her instructions include feeling him out on other things too.


  And even if Brown turns out to be honest—and despite this being the designated rendezvous spot—there’s no guarantee that the person or persons who found her have any connection to him. So when Sanchez stands, her hands in the air, the sleeping bag a puddle at her feet that she is careful to step clear of, she doesn’t identify herself as a Cascadia op. She just says, “I’m Rebecca Sanchez. I’m hiking through.”


  The searchlight blinds her. The ground is a carpet of twigs and moss and needles, stabbing her bare soles and prickling between her toes.


  “Poaching through, you mean,” the voice accuses, while she blinks and squints and forces herself not to shield her face with her hands. Her night vision’s shot for the next fifteen minutes anyway.


  “You can check my gear,” she says for the second time today. “I’m not poaching. Just hiking. All I have is some food and equipment and a reader.”


  There’s at least two of them, because while one approaches, the other keeps the blinding light trained on her face. That could be a bad sign or a good one. Sanchez gives up and just closes her eyes; at least it hurts less, and her eyelids, while translucent, will still limit the dazzle.


  Instead of watching what she can’t see anyway, she listens.


  She thinks the one who crunches over to her is male, by the stride, but she’s guessing and she’d be the first to admit it. So she says, as nonconfrontationally as she can, “Do you mind telling me who you are?”


  There’s a rustle as whoever it is squats to go through her stuff. She hears the rattle of food packaging, the slick nylon sounds of her pack. The whisk of the tarp under her sleeping bag as he lifts and inspects it.


  “We’re nobody you want to mess with,” he says, confirming that the first man who spoke is also the one who crouches by her feet.


  “Do you live here?”


  Personalize. Engage. If they’re common thieves, or bent on sexual assault, the more of a relationship she can build with them the safer she’ll be. If they’re Edgewater, and they followed her—well.


  “This is our home,” he says. There’s more rustling, and then an exhale— too soft to call a grunt—as he stands. “Okay, your stuff checks out, Ms. Sanchez.”


  He must make a gesture to his partner, because the blinding light falls off her face. She lets her eyes open, blinking savagely, and sees nothing in the night except a darkness so intense it sparkles. She knows it’s the rods and cones in her retinas firing, trying to make out any shape at all, but it will be minutes before that happens.


  His hand must have gone to his belt, because an indirect glow illuminates both their feet and her gear—more or less neatly restowed. Enough light scatters that she can make out the dim outline of his face. He’s older, she thinks. Dark-skinned, his hair allowed to run a little wild.


  She recognizes him from the images in the briefing.


  “I understand,” she says. “Do you have a lot of problems with poachers here?”


  He holds out the reader, the back open. The tangle of her climbing spikes peers out, visible more through texture and shape than color or shine. “I guess you’d know that as well as I do, Constable.”


  She looks up at his face again. Of course, he recognized the gear.


  His thin lips twist in a smile. “I figured they’d be sending somebody to check on me soon. Welcome to Rainier, Ms. Sanchez. I’m Robert Brown.”


  He helps her pack the gear and hump it five miles through game trails to his camp. There was no second person, just a mount for the light and a remote. So he’s just as smart as she was warned, and she let him get the drop on her.


  Not her finest hour, if the reports of his erratic behavior turn out true. Still, he’s perfectly civil the whole dark hike back to his bivouac. He has a tent and a camp chair, which he blackmails her into using by plunking down on the ground. No fire, but a tiny camp stove over which he boils water as they talk. Despite the heat of the day, night has come on with a chill, and the sweat drying on Sanchez’s neck makes her glad of the coffee. “So you found their site?” Brown asks, starting soup as she sips the second cup.


  “Spotted the location,” she says. “I didn’t get a look at it. I met part of their cordon sanitaire, however.”


  “Charmers,” Brown says. “I’m pretty sure they’ve each got an Edgewater uniform in their closet back home.”


  “You might be right.” She lets the silence hollow out between them. Maybe he’ll fill it, maybe he won’t.


  He lets it sway there until he takes her empty coffee cup away, wipes it out with a rag, and returns it full of soup. “I’ve never heard of a Rebecca Sanchez on the job. But they wouldn’t send a new kid out on a gig like this. So who are you really?”


  “Mauritza Aguilar.”


  He raises his eyebrows in something she could spin to herself as respect, gaunt cheeks illuminated by the can of propellant.


  The soup base is dehydrated and reconstituted, but there are fresh things in it as well—gleaned plants, she imagines, hoping he knows his toadstools from his mushrooms—and it’s good. She drinks it slowly, to make it last and because it’s hot.


  “What brought you out?” he asks, when she’s had time to get half of it inside her.


  “Murder,” she says. “I’m not here to bust up your animal smuggling case.”


  He bites his lip, and she makes a note of that for later. There’s something he’s not telling her. Of course, she’s not telling him that she’s here to check up on him …


  He says, “Murder.”


  “Portions of a dismembered body were recovered outside of Portland,” she says. “It’d been scrubbed down to the skin bacteria, but DNA from a tick head recovered from under the skin led back to Rainier. When Cascadia LEC checked for ongoing investigations in the area, the Interpol link came up. Didn’t they tell you that when they signaled that I was coming out?”


  “No. Just the flash to expect somebody. I figured it was best to make sure you were who you said you were, in case the bad guys intercepted the flash and replaced you. It’d be too easy to slip an Edgewater op in.”


  “A lot of them used to be cops.”


  He nods. “Body,” he says. “Was it ever identified?”


  She is contemplating a lie versus the truth when he holds up a hand for silence.


  “Corey Darwish.”


  She says, “Should I be suspicious that you know that?”


  “Not at all,” he says, poking the ground with a stick since he can’t stir up the fire. “He was my informant. I imagine his colleagues caught on.”


  The man hauled Martha down a kind of long, narrow room with doors on each wall. A hall, that’s what it was called. She’d never seen on herself before, never seen the inside of any building by the cabin and shed, but she’d heard the word on videos, when Daddy still came to visit them.


  Martha had kicked at first, and screamed as the man dragged her, but that just made him pick her up like a sack of vegetables and swing her around until she stopped screaming and wet herself and started to cry. Now she let him carry her, but she stared back over his shoulder at Matt’s head and made her small hands into fists. She should kick him, she thought, but she was too scared. She couldn’t make her feet move with any force.


  Her only comfort was that two of his friends were slinging Matt along between them. Matt was bigger, and the men had tied his hands together behind him and were half-carrying him by his elbows. Matt kept his eyes stubbornly downcast, except when he glanced up to catch Martha’s eye. Sweat slid in rivulets across Matt’s shiny scalp; Martha knew he was as scared as she was, but he did not say anything.


  The hall the man carried her down smelled strange, pungent and musty, like mold and old urine and Lysol. Like snakes. There were sounds from behind the doors, animal sounds. And people sounds, too: Martha was sure she heard a baby crying.


  As long as she behaved, the man wasn’t rough. Just really in a hurry. He jerked open a door towards the far end of a hall and carried her through, setting her down on a cube-shaped chair with no regard for her wet pants.


  The other men pushed Matt in behind her, and one knelt down to untie his hands. Matt turned, ready to hit, but the man blocked the blow easily and stood.


  “You be good kids,” he said, as the one who had been carrying Martha slipped out of the room behind him. “Somebody will be in to see you in a minute.”


  The door shut, and Martha heard it lock. “Freaks,” one man muttered on the other side.


  “Shh,” said the one who had carried her in. “They’re just kids. They can’t help it.”


  She was wet and the stale urine stank and burned her skin. As if it didn’t matter, Matt came over, his hands extended, and reached to put his arms around her. Martha burst into fresh tears.


  “Hey,” Matt said. “Hey, hey. It’s okay. Maybe these people know where Daddy is. Did you think of that?”


  It was like he’d opened up a book and showed her something wonderful. “Really?”


  “Maybe,” he said. She could hear him warming to his own idea. “Hey, how else would they have found us, huh?”


  “Oh.” She sat up, scrubbing her eyes.


  Matt pulled back. “Let me see if I can find you something dry.”


  As he moved around the room, Martha finally noticed where they were. This one room, alone, was almost as big as the cabin. There was blue carpet on the floor—Martha hadn’t seen carpet in person before, either, but she knew what it had to be—decorated with a bright pattern of dots. She liked the dots. You could play hopscotch on them, or they could be islands in a big lake with different kinds of animals and plants on each one. If you had some animals and plants to pretend with.


  The furniture in the room was all bright, too—big plastic squares and rectangles. Some had open sides, and some had hinges, and some had plastic padding—like the one she was sitting on. Some were more like tables—child-sized tables, which Martha thought was the best idea ever—and some were more like couches.


  The ones that were like tables had other bright things on them. They were toys—blocks and wires and dolls, balls and sticks, round-cornered rectangular objects with screens that looked like computers, only smaller.


  Martha was beside herself with curiosity. She got up out of her chair. Her legs hurt where her wet pants rubbed against the insides of her thighs, so she walked in a funny stiff-legged way like a baby deer. That made her knees and hips hurt.


  “They have toys,” she said. “So they must have clothes, right?”


  Matt nodded. He was prying at the top of one of the hinged rectangles, trying to make it open. She heard the ticking sound as he pulled at the lid with his fingernails and they slid, over and over again. “I think it’s locked,” he said, and kicked it. Not hard, just in frustration.


  A second later, the door to the room opened up again, and a new man stood in the doorway.


  Martha jumped and turned, her shoes catching on the carpet. She stumbled but did not fall. Matt was beside her before the new man came in.


  “Hi,” he said. He had a pile of cloth in his arms. “You must be Martha and Matt Darwish. I’m Dr. Klopft. I brought you some clean clothes.”


  Martha pulled herself up as tall as she could and made her voice big. “Where’s my Daddy?”


  It didn’t sound big enough, when it echoed all around the room. But Dr. Klopft put the clothes down on the nearest table, made his face sad, and said, “Well, Martha, I have some bad news for you. Your Daddy was hurt in an accident. That’s why I’m going to take care of you from now on.”


  If she’d had time to think about it, she would have expected to burst out crying again. Instead, she got very still inside herself. Very still and very certain. If Daddy was hurt, it was because this Dr. Klopft had had something to do with it.


  He waited, as if he expected an outburst. But Martha was patient— Daddy always said so, “Martha, you’re a very patient girl”—and she just waited back. Eventually, Dr. Klopft reached out and pushed the pile of clothes towards her.


  “Here’s some clean clothes,” he said. “Can you take a bath by yourself? There’s a bathroom right through that door.”


  Martha, who had gotten used to checking traps and cooking on the wood stove since Daddy went away, just blinked at him.


  “Right,” Dr. Klopft said. “You go get cleaned up. And I’ll go see if we can get some dinner, what do you say?”


  Sanchez finishes her soup and sets the cup aside. When Brown does not look up, she clears her throat and says, “Home office is wondering how the Klopft thing is coming. Aside from the murder, I mean.”


  “Klopft thing? Which part of it?”


  There aren’t supposed to be parts. “Trafficking in endangered species for the pet and medicinal trade?”


  “That?” Now Brown meets her eyes. He smiles. Half-smiles. “I have enough to hang him, if that’s what you’re wondering.”


  “But you haven’t called in backup. Or a strike team.”


  “I haven’t,” Brown agrees.


  “So there’s something more you’re after.”


  Gingerly, he drops the lid over the top of the cooking fuel, snuffing the crawling blue flame. The sudden darkness after reveals, a little surprisingly, just how much light that pathetic curl of fire cast. Or possibly it says something about the adaptability of the human eye, because she’s as blinded as she was by the dazzle of his lantern, but it doesn’t last long. A few blinks, and she can see the shape of his pale khaki shirt-cuffs against the brown of his hands. Not the colors, of course—but her mind fills them in for her.


  “So,” he says, “who is it you were working for again?”


  She carries nothing that could identify her as an agent of Cascadia LEC. Anything that could identify her to Brown could identify her to the quarry. Except, of course, the recognition phrase. Which Sanchez memorized with great irritation, having found it stupid.


  Still, she recites it now: “Penelope and Marcia Catoun make of your wifehood no comparison; Hide ye your beauties, Isoude and Elaine—”


  The next line of the poem is My lady cometh, that all this may disdain. But that’s not the assigned response. The assigned response isn’t Chaucer at all, but a twentieth century poet.


  Brown just sits there in the night, his shirt a paler shadow against the deep darkness of foliage and forest behind him, and his breathing continues low and even. At last, he says gently, “Blue, blue windows behind the stars. Yellow moon on the rise. Ms. Aguilar.”


  “Sanchez.” She swallows.


  Sounds tell her he’s disassembling the camp stove and folding it up by means of feel, experience, and whatever dim moonlight filters through the canopy. The metallic sounds cease, replaced by rustling.


  He says, “You know what happens if we send Klopft up for CITES violations? A couple of years in jail, a fine that’s pocket change for an organization that size. And a month later he pokes his head back up in Singapore or Belize.”


  “You have something else?”


  Brown, again, in conspiratorial silence, pauses.


  “Tell me.”


  He sighs. “We’ll talk about it in the morning.”


  Sanchez hears Brown move, sees the shift of his silhouette as he stands. “Come on,” he says. “We have to haul the food up where the bears can’t get it.”


  He walks a few steps through the dark, and now she finds she can see—not well, not at all well, but clearly enough to navigate. If she pays attention to what her eyes are telling her about shape and movement, rather than trying to make out detail, she can follow Brown across his small bare campsite without stumbling over or into anything. That may be because there’s nothing to stumble on, but it doesn’t stop Sanchez from a feeling of accomplishment. It doesn’t last long, as she’s reduced to standing by awkwardly as Brown loads food back into a pack and clips it to a static line tossed over a tree branch some fifteen feet off the ground. “So what’s to stop the hypothetical bear using that as a piñata?”


  “Nothing,” he answers. “But it won’t be trying to climb into the tent, which is the point of the exercise. Speaking of which, I didn’t see a tent in your gear.”


  “Too much weight,” she says. “I have tarps.”


  Long ago and far away, Sanchez had answered phones for a living, and she knew the trick of smiling even when you wanted to strangle somebody, for the change it put in your voice. From his voice, she thinks now that he smiles. “Hardcore.”


  “I was hiking in,” she says. “The didn’t tell me to expect a long-term stay.”


  “Right,” he says. “I’ll help you rig something.”


  By the time Martha got herself clean and dressed—what Dr. Klopft called clothes were just pajamas—the food was on the table. Matt had divided it carefully in half, and set her half aside to wait for her while he ate his own.


  The food was grilled cheese sandwiches, which Daddy used to make, and long thin sticks of something white and starchy, but golden and crispy on the outside, slightly gritty with what must be salt. A little dish of ketchup sat beside them.


  “What’s that?” she asked.


  “Fries?” Matt said.


  She’d heard of fries, but never tasted one before. She poked it into her mouth and chewed. Her stomach knotted up with nervousness, but she made herself swallow.


  “It’s kind of boring.” She was going to eat it anyway, of course. You didn’t waste food.


  Especially food that didn’t wiggle.


  “Use the ketchup,” Matt advised. “And drink your milk.”


  That was good, then. She still didn’t trust Dr. Klopft about Daddy. But she and Matt got fed here, and Martha knew Matt would take care of her.


  Maybe things would get better again soon.


  Brown relents to the extent of using his lantern as they set her camp. He helps Sanchez spread the first tarp and rig a rain sheet from the second one—“It’ll rain by morning, never fear”—then goes through her pack for food, which he secures in a second nearby tree. And somehow, Sanchez can’t keep herself from talking to him. Especially when he asks, casually, “Why are you a cop? I mean, especially in this day and age, there are easier ways to earn a living.”


  “You’re one too, and you’re asking me?”


  “I know my reasons.”


  He doesn’t sound as if he thinks they’re particularly good reasons, right now. Something about the wryness in his tone, as if what he’s just said is a confidence rather than a blatant misdirection, makes her want to answer. That’s why they call him the Confessor. She can identify the confiding tones even as she feels it working on her.


  She says, “When you leave people to fend for themselves, the predators come out.”


  “Somebody’s got to play the shepherd?”


  “I don’t think of people as sheep, mostly.” Sanchez hunkers down to unlace her boots. “Well, maybe a few.”


  He laughs. “Sleep tight, Sanchez. I’ll see you in the morning.”


  “Brown.”


  He hesitates. She plops her right boot off. “So what was a geneticist doing informing on an exotic animal smuggling ring?”


  “That’s a good question. Ask me again in the morning.”


  When he vanishes into the tent, he leaves the lantern. She slips into her bag and clicks it off. The forest night folds down around her again, and for a few moments she finds its sounds soothing. But as she’s drifting into sleep, a thought jerks her awake again, heart racing. Curled tight inside her bag, Sanchez shudders, because she’s realized that there’s another reason a body might be dismembered.


  To hide that a portion of the dead person is missing.


  Sanchez dozes lightly, when she sleeps at all, but judging by the low snores that drift through the tent wall, Brown isn’t having that problem. Still, she lies curled up small, at least warm and possibly fooling herself a little.


  At first light, the clamor of the birds makes further dissembling impossible. She slithers from her bag, finds her jeans—made in San Francisco again, now that shipping them from elsewhere has become prohibitively expensive—and pads across the small camp barefoot. It hurts less in daylight, when she can see where she’s putting her feet. After she relieves herself—she finds Brown’s latrine pit by the folding shovel stuck in the ground beside it—it’s the work of mere moments to figure out Brown’s knots and rigging system and lower the food. She roots in her own pack first, finding her small stove, oatmeal, and the cans of fuel. She’s got stackable, collapsible pots, so the fact that her stove has only one burner doesn’t keep her from making cereal and tea both at once. And that way she’s not wasting heat.


  There are even tiny boxes of shelf-stable milk to go on the cereal, and she sets out two. Looking at the sparseness of Brown’s camp, the milk makes her feel like a tenderfoot wallowing in luxury, but she had planned on being out less than a week and not bringing a tent left her with some extra weight allowance.


  Besides, she likes milk on her oatmeal.


  Apparently, Brown does too, because when the smell of cooking oatmeal calls him from his tent, he grunts approval rather than making any of the scathing comments she was dreading. Which makes her wonder, exactly, why it was that Robert Brown’s good opinion should mean so much to her.


  But he eats the oatmeal in trusting—and approving—silence, drinks the tea (black), and finishes off the last few ounces of milk in his package with obvious satisfaction. Having done so, he helps her clean up, and then dusts off his hands and finds his own boots by the flap of his tent. He isn’t barefoot, but is scuffing around in camp shoes, so Sanchez takes it as a sign that she should kit up too.


  “So that thing you were going to show me—” Her first words of the morning, while the leaf-mould moisture soaks through the seat of her jeans and her boot lace snaps in her hands.


  He nods. He is even taller and leaner in the early-morning gloaming, his lined face betraying a sun-weathered seriousness that cracks wide apart when he smiles. “If you want to know what’s really going on in there.”


  She knots the split ends of the lace together and ties it off. She should have used some of her weight allowance for spare laces. Well, you can’t think of everything. “It’s why I came.”


  She follows him down a narrow game trail, moving cautiously in the gray light. It is hard to be certain through the trees, but glimpses of sky between boughs tells her that the sun must be about to clear the horizon soon, because the silver-blue is streaked with rose and gold.


  They didn’t walk far. She starts to ask a question once, but he puts a finger to his lips before the second syllable, and the softness with which he walks soon has her sneaking on tiptoe too.


  Finally, they reach a brushy brake that she realizes after a moment or two is a constructed blind. Brown gestures her to crouch down. She hunkers beside him. When he pulls out his binoculars, she’s glad she’d thought to slip her spyglass into her hip pocket.


  She sets it to her eye and tries to follow the direction of his lenses. Up into the trees—is he looking at a bird?


  She misses the nest the first two times her glass skips over it, but on the third one she catches movement. Something stirs inside a bundle of leaves. In the slanted light, Sanchez can see how the movement makes the bundle pulse like a beating heart. Strands of some silvery substance, like the mucilage of slugs, bind the leaves together.


  “It’s a nest?” she whispers.


  Brown nods without lowering his binoculars. “Watch.”


  His voice is barely more than a breath, so Sanchez holds the rest of her questions and tries to quiet her breathing.


  Something slips from the shelter of the leaf-bundle. Something mottled and green-brown, nearly the shade of the leaves, but this thing shines moist-slick and coils like a twisting tentacle. It is a tentacle, Sanchez realizes, zooming in her spyglass for a better look.


  She presses a button to trigger the glass’s internal digital camera as the second tentacle emerges. Now she sees the suckers on the underside of the think, questing sensory organs. Now, the bulbous head, emerging slowly from the leaf-shelter, the one visible enormous eye blinking softly. As it moves further from the leaves, out onto the green of the coniferous boughs that surround it, its color shifts from dappled to a deep, unrelieved pine green.


  “Cripes,” she whispers.


  Brown nudges her, but it’s too late. The octopus—the arboreal octopus— flashes in pores of dark red against the green, like bloodstone. And then it’s gone, vanishing not back into the nest but through boughs, moving away, invisible in moments although Sanchez can track its progress for a few seconds longer by the sway as it moves from branch to branch. But then it must slow, become more cautious, because its progress becomes both invisible and inaudible.


  She waits thirty more seconds before she lets her breath out and says, “What was that?”


  Brown lowers his binoculars. “Pacific tree octopus,” he says.


  “Those are a joke. They don’t exist.”


  He points up with one long finger, the nail bed strikingly pale in the gloom beneath the trees. “I know.”


  Dr. Klopft came back in as Martha was pushing the last ketchup around her plate with a French fry. It turned out they weren’t any good when they got cold, and she wondered why it was that nobody had told her so. She was also full—really full—for the first time since she and Matt had eaten up all the supplies Daddy had left behind when he vanished. It was almost an unpleasant feeling, like her body had forgotten what to do with that much food.


  She put the French fry down when the door opened, and looked around for something to wipe her fingers on. The napkin on her lap (Daddy had always been very insistent about manners) had slipped down to the floor, so she dropped to her knees and grabbed it. When she got back up again, Matt was standing to block her from the doctor.


  She wiped her hands and put one on his arm, pushing herself between him and the table until she was standing behind him.


  “Hey,” Dr. Klopft said. “Did you kids get enough to eat?”


  Matt nodded. Martha squeezed his arm for moral support.


  Dr. Klopft glanced around and put one hand on a chair-box. He dragged it over and hunkered down it, beside the table-box they had been eating at, even though it was too small.


  “Please,” he said. “Sit.”


  It made Martha feel very grown up to be talked to that way. She sat back in her chair, pushing away the cold-fry plate, and in a minute Matt did also. Apparently, it was her job to talk to Klopft, because Matt just bit his lip in that stubborn way that meant he wasn’t going to say anything, and his face crinkled up beside the eyes.


  “Dr. Klopft,” she said, trying to sound respectful, “can you please take us to Daddy Corey now?”


  Klopft heaved a big sigh, which Martha thought meant he was tried and frustrated. He steepled his fingers in front of him and said, “Martha, I know this is scary. But I’d like to help you. Can you tell me where your Daddy went?”


  She felt a sinking heaviness in her belly. He was supposed to know where Daddy was. If he didn’t know, how were they ever going to find him?


  “I don’t know,” she said.


  “Do you know how long ago he vanished? When was the last time you saw him?”


  She thought about it, but the days blurred together. Weeks and weeks. She shook her head.


  Matt said, “Three weeks.”


  Martha looked at him. Was that all? She looked back at Dr. Klopft in time to see his face do something funny.


  “That was the last time we saw him too,” he said. “You see, your daddy works for me. And we’re very worried about him. Now, I’m not angry with him or you, and I won’t be angry. I just want to help you find him.”


  Grownups didn’t usually say they wouldn’t be angry unless they were actually secretly angry and trying not to show it. At least, that was true about Daddy. And it was true about the people in videos. But Dr. Klopft said works, not worked. So even if Dr. Klopft was mad, he wasn’t going to fire Daddy.


  “Okay,” Matt said, having apparently reached the same conclusions that Martha had.


  But Martha said, “Why did you tie us up?”


  Dr. Klopft smiled. “That was a mistake. Officer Callandar and Officer Alison were worried that you would try to get away, and if you hid in the woods you could get hurt or chased by an animal before they could find you. They shouldn’t have done it, and I punished them. It won’t happen again.”


  “We live in the woods,” Matt said, stubbornly proud. “We wouldn’t get eaten by an animal.”


  Dr. Klopft smiled. “Yes, you’re obviously both very smart and knowledgeable children. Now I need you to use those smarts and that knowledge to help me. So think very carefully, please. About the last time you saw your father.”


  Martha closed her eyes to think better. It wasn’t hard to pull up the memory: it was still there, crisp and perfect, just like all her other memories. It shone in her head as if she could reach out and touch it.


  She wanted to. She wanted to run into the memory and hug Daddy. But if she tried she knew her arms would go right through him.


  Matt was remembering too. She didn’t open her eyes to look, but she could tell by his voice. He said, “Dad said he had somebody to meet. And that he’d be home in a couple of hours.”


  “A couple of hours? You’re sure?”


  “He was always very—very punctual.” Matt pronounced the long word carefully. “He was always where he said he would be.”


  “Except for that time,” Martha said. “He didn’t come back.”


  Dr. Klopft was frowning. “But he was fine when he left you. He didn’t seem worried?”


  “No,” Matt said.


  But Martha knew better. She’d seen something while Matt was outside.


  She said, “He took his gun.”


  “So that’s why you have to involve a geneticist in an endangered animal trafficking ring,” Sanchez says, as she and Brown begin packing up the camp. He has more stuff than she does, but he is folding it all away exactly as if he intends to move on and never come back to this little clearing. “Because it’s not just trafficking in endangered animals. It’s genetically engineering imaginary ones?”


  “That’s all I’ve got,” Brown says. “Figure the octopus is an escapee. It might be as happy here as an invasive anaconda is in the Everglades.”


  “But that’s not illegal,” she says. “I mean, people used to create unicorns by surgically altering goats, didn’t they? What’s to stop them from doing the same thing with an octopus? I bet plenty of people with more money than sense would buy one. So why do you keep it secret that you’re making them?”


  Hell, she thinks. I would buy one. If I had the dosh, because you know something like that doesn’t come cheap.


  From the expression crinkling his face, he’s thinking the same thing. Maybe even word-for-word. “Because some people will pay top dollar for something when they thing it’s unobtainably rare.”


  “But it’s cryptozoology. Who’s gonna believe in a tree octopus?”


  “So,” he says. “Do you know what all the weird animals that live in Malaysia are?”


  “Oh.” She hadn’t even thought of that. Whatever somebody will pay for a cool genetically engineered pet, there’s some collector who would pay ten, twenty times more for an authentic wild-caught Pacific Tree Octopus. Klopft isn’t just engineering a cool new pet. He’s forging a criticallyendangered species. “That’s fucked up.”


  Brown smiles again, like he likes her. He reaches out and taps her shoulder, too. “And you know it. Come on, Sanchez. Now that I have you for backup, there’s something I want to try.”


  He won’t tell her where they’re going, but as they stride along deer trails, having hidden the bulk of their gear, he does tell her to watch out for traps.


  “Like punji sticks and tripwires?”


  “Like wire loops and deadfalls to kill squirrels.” He points, carefully, leading her gaze to a flat rock balanced across a triangle of sticks. It’s set just a little off the trail. “They’re tricky to set, and it would be rude to trigger them. Not to mention the potential damage to your toes.”


  “Ow,” Sanchez says, feeling the tingle of imagined pain. “So why was your guy setting traplines?”


  “Not my guy,” he says. “They started showing up about a week and a half ago. But I haven’t had the chance to follow them back. Now that you’re here—” He shrugs. “Two are better than one.”


  “I’m not armed,” she says.


  He gives her a sideways glance. “You’ve got eyes.”


  Indeed she does. And because she’s looking for traps, and still scanning the trees for signs of a murder scene, she spots the bright gouge in an umbertree-trunk, just a little above head height.


  “Brown,” she hisses, instinctively dropping her voice.


  He hears her and freezes. “Yeah?”


  “Look here.” She gestures to the tree.


  His long face smooths out with surprise. “That looks like a bullet hole.”


  “I know,” she says. “How about that?”


  Sanchez doesn’t have her camera anymore, but Brown is armed. He photographs everything she suggests, and a few other angles besides, while she examines the scene. There are, in point of fact, two bullet holes, though somebody has dug out one of them.


  “Why only one?” Brown asks.


  Sanchez holds up the second, pinched between a pair of pliers. “Because we’re supposed to figure out which gun this one came from.”


  “And not the other?”


  She drops the rifle bullet into a plastic baggy. “Bingo.”


  She examines the litter along the line between the two scars. Halfway through, she finds a spatter of blood, dark droplets that by chance struck a peeled branch and so stand out, even three weeks later. She calls Brown over.


  “Damn,” he says. “That looks like a crime scene to me.”


  “I know,” Sanchez says. “Just doesn’t it?”


  Some of the trails Brown leads Sanchez down are so narrow—so negligible—as to be more the concept of a trail than the actuality. They must be made by deer. The trails wind inconveniently through rhododendron stands, forcing Sanchez and Brown to duckwalk. They plunge down steep clay banks and scramble up mossy slopes. Deer apparently had not yet developed the technology of the switchback.


  Leaf-mold compresses spongily under each footstep, except where bare wet earth wants to shed her footsteps entirely. Sanchez and Brown go single-file. She learns to watch where he places his feet and imitate him.


  A half-day hike brings them to the edge of a clearing, or at least a gap between the trees. Sanchez’s personal idea of clearing includes visible sky; perhaps this is more a glade by those standards. Whatever it is, the overhanging boughs bower and shade a little ramshackle cabin that—by virtue of its lack of straight lines and shaggy lichen-covered exterior— almost vanishes among them.


  Brown holds out an arm to stop her, but she’s already paused, one foot still half-lifted, her right hand pressing aside a whippy branch.


  “Damn,” says Brown. “Do you suppose anybody lives here?”


  The door of the cabin is wedged open, one home-made hinge broken so it droops to the ground on the outside corner. They approach cautiously, Sanchez taking point because she is unarmed except for her hiking stick, and if something jumps her Brown has a better chance of taking the assailant out. It’s Sanchez’s own plan—but that does nothing for the cold prickles spidering up and down her neck—some of which have to do with the ease with which she has found herself trusting Brown.


  For all the hammering of her heart, however, the cabin lies empty, humming with a cold abandoned air. An overturned pail beside the woodstove has spilled palm grubs across the rough concrete pad—but they are freshly dead, Sanchez judges, which means somebody brought them in here in the last day or so. A pair of small beds sit against one wall, the covers rucked up into dirty, damp-looking squirrel nests sized for big dogs or human children. There is no place in the cabin that anything bigger than a rabbit could hide.


  “Clear?” Brown asks from the doorway.


  “Clear,” she answers.


  He enters, gives the room a once-over, and crouches by the door to examine something. For her part, Sanchez steps closer to the woodstove, drawn by a smear on the floor.


  “Partial footprint,” she says. “Somebody squashed a grub.”


  “Pair of men’s boots,” Brown says. “I’m pretty sure I’ve seen these on Darwish. Look like they haven’t been touched in a while.”


  “There’s a gunrack over the stove,” Sanchez says. “There’s no gun in it. It’s less dusty than some of the other stuff over here. Also, this stove hasn’t been well-cleaned in a while—”


  “I think there should be a couple of kids here.” Brown rattles drawers and a chest. “There’s some toys, and kid-sized clothing. Say an eight year old girl and a ten year old boy?”


  Sanchez turns. “You have kids?”


  “Grown now.” He sighs. “Their mom and I split up when they were about this age.”


  “I’m sorry.” She turns her head and studies the peeling bark on the rough and ready doorframe. “I’m divorced, too. My ex is a cop.”


  He straightens up, tight graying curls brushing the crumbling boughthatched roof. “Sorry to hear it,” he says—the low-key sympathy of somebody who’s been there, and knows firsthand the identity-shattering wreck of a failed marriage. “How long?”


  “About a year,” she lies.


  “Any kids?”


  She shakes her head.


  He twists from the waist to look out the door. “Can you track?”


  “You’re supposed to know my rep,” she says, glad for the diversion. “Do we call in a warrant now?”


  He whistles between his teeth. “We have a kidnapping linked to a murder victim who was involved in an illegal animal smuggling ring, and a more-or-less hot trail. Now, or after we track them back to Klopft’s compound?”


  “You’re confident that’s where the trail will lead us?”


  He shows her a crooked mouthful of teeth. “Be awfully coincidental if it didn’t.”


  “Now,” she says. “It will take the squad time to get here, and we’ll want them.”


  The trail, it turns out, is easy to follow. This is a good thing, because Brown’s casual personal confidence and her own response to it have left her rattled. Rattled, and thinking about Doe again, when she took this job in part so she wouldn’t have to think about Doe.


  Something else seems to be bugging Brown, though, because after an hour in which she follows the trail of churned leaf mold and chipped roots, he says, “You’re probably wondering why I waited to move on this.”


  She hadn’t been. She shakes her head. “No, I know. If he were holed up in here, you could have scared him off for good, and you needed him. There wasn’t any time pressure. What if he caught the scent?”


  “What if I led Klopft down on him?”


  “Ouch,” she says. “Yeah, okay, I see that. So I’ve been meaning to ask— Klopft must have front offices all over the world, right? Why the hell aren’t we partnering this with Hawaii PD? Or Shanghai?”


  “We are,” he said. “Klopft isn’t even the top of the food chain, which is why I haven’t moved against him, either, so long as Darwish was feeding me. I’ve been gathering intelligence so that Shanghai PD could set up a sting. The smuggling syndicate’s big man is Laurence Chien—Chien Liáopíng—and he never comes into North America or Europe if he can help it. This complicates matters.”


  “If you want him, you have to link him unequivocally to this operation.”


  “It would be best if we could get him into Cascadia. If we arrest him here, if we can link him definitively to the operation and through the operation to your murder, there will be federal charges—in addition to anything China and Interpol can throw at him. We might actually send him up with more than a slap on the wrist. The murder—” he sighs, reluctant as any good cop to say it “—will help.”


  Sanchez knows this. The fact that Brown knows it too, and is willing to share that knowledge, reassures her. And so here she is, her suspicions keep chasing each other in circles through the moist, bird-mad morning. She’s very aware that she’s deciding to trust Brown because she doesn’t have a good reason to doubt him.


  Fortunately for her distraction, it had been a big party—six at least—heavily burdened with unwilling children and moving fast. They left a lot of evidence of their passage. This is even easier to interpret than the crime scene.


  And something is bugging her. Brought on by thoughts of Doe, no doubt, and thoughts of confidences.


  “Earlier,” she says, “when I said I’d been divorced about a year, that wasn’t exactly the truth.”


  “I see,” Brown says.


  “We’ve been on the rocks for a year. I moved out six weeks ago. But I just decided to file last week. And I haven’t yet, because he’s on a license— and I can’t tell him until he gets back. He was already gone a week when I packed up. I’m a coward, I guess.”


  “What’s he like?”


  Sanchez fights the bitter grin at first, then lets it curl her lip anyway. “He was my partner.”


  “You mean professional partner. Not just life partner.”


  “I do.”


  “So what caused the break?”


  She wishes they had a campfire, so she could poke it, busy her eyes and her hands. Instead, she has to look up across the camp stove and meet Brown’s steady gaze. “You’re a cop,” she says. “It would be a bad idea to tell you.”


  “I’m a cop,” he says, like it bothers him. Like he’s swallowing the words, for now. “And yeah, if it’s bad, I probably won’t keep it to myself.”


  She sighs. Presses her knuckles to her eyes, which are already swimming anyway from trying to pick out the tiny details that a fast-moving group of men dragging two children have left in the soil and vegetation. She straightens up, easing her back. “I found out something about him—and something about myself when I was with him—that I couldn’t live with. So I left.”


  “And you still can’t live with it.”


  She huffs. “Yeah. But I can’t talk about it either.” There—a bright chip of bruised root showing through chipped bark. The pale moist patch leads her another three feet, where she finds scuffed leaf mold further on. Their quarry are sticking to trails, more or less, but the trails themselves are hardly self-evident.


  “I cheated,” Brown says. Flat-out and even. She looks at him. He shrugs. “It is what it is. I did wrong and I paid for it. It was a long time ago.”


  What do you say to something like that? “I kind of went the opposite way,” she says. “I was loyal over being true to myself, and it turns out that doesn’t work out so good in the long run.” She gestures at the trail before them, a convenient change of subject to get herself out of trouble. “Look, I’m willing to gamble that they’re going back to the compound. What else is there in this direction?”


  “Mountain lions.” Brown squats to tighten his laces. He slips his pack off and conceals it off the trail, keeping out his hunting knife and his sidearm, worn openly in a hip holster now. When he stands again, his arms swing. “Come on. Let’s go.”


  Sanchez sheds her pack and hides it in about ten meters from where Brown secreted his. Standing, she feels light on her feet, some of the exhaustion stripped away with the load. “Watch for traps,” she says, and sets off at a light trot, leaning forward to make up for the slope up the mountain.


  Dr. Klopft talked to them for a while, until Martha started yawning. Then he went away. He came back after they had slept, bringing breakfast and more questions. seemed to know about Martha’s hearing, but maybe he didn’t know enough. Because while he got up, crossed the room, and used the buzzer to get let out, he stood right outside it to talk to whoever he was talking to. Over a phone or an intercom, Martha thought, because she could only make out one side of the conversation. And because before he started talking, he said, “Callandar, get me the box, please?”


  Matt was staring intently in the same direction. When she looked at him, he shook his head. He could only hear half of it, too.


  “No,” Dr. Klopft said. “I don’t think there’s any mistake. Yes, they pretty much have to be from the first couple of reject batches—no, no. I know Corey was supposed to destroy them all, but I guess he spirited a couple out. Seems to have been raising them as his—yes, yes. No, they don’t look any better than you’d expect. No, and apparently before he vanished, the last time they saw Corey he left them alone with some supplies and went out with his gun.”


  There was a pause. Martha started to say something, but Matt held his hand up. And sure enough, in a moment, Dr. Klopft began speaking again. “Well, obviously if he went to handle it himself, he wanted to hide the reasons from us. Which means it has something to do with the fetuses he stole—


  “ … Yes, I do think it’s possible he was being blackmailed. Likely, even. I just wish he’d—yeah. Okay, yeah. I’ll look into it. What should I do with the subjects?”


  Another pause, and Martha heard Dr. Klopft say, “Are you sure? It’s a little different now. No apparent cognitive defects, which is sort of a surprise—no? All right. All right. It’ll be a mercy. Good day, Mr. Chien.”


  Silence followed. Martha looked over at Matt, who was licking sorelooking lips. He must have been biting them.


  “We have to get out of here,” she said.


  Sanchez expects the woods to be riddled with sentries and countermeasures, and she is right. Both she and Brown know what they’re doing—they move easily in jackets reversed to show green and brown interiors. The heat-reflective insulating linings of their clothing break up their outlines to any infrared scanners, and loam smeared on their faces reduces reflectivity.


  Before they go silent, Brown shows Sanchez his panic button—a small beige box strapped to his wrist with an Ace bandage. If his heart stops, or if he keys a certain simple code, it will alert his control.


  “Black helicopters?” Sanchez asks.


  He smiles. “Close enough for government work. When I mailed in the warrant and the request for backup, I relayed what we know. I expect we’ll have support in a matter of hours, and clear and present danger to a pair of minors is enough for us to move now.” He frowns.


  Sanchez says, “It’ll cost us Chien.”


  Brown spreads his hands. She’s talking about discarding the work of months, and he just sighs. “Somebody else may have better luck. Or maybe we’ll get enough out of Klopft for Shanghai or Honolulu to bring him in.”


  Sanchez meets his gaze. He looks resigned, but calm. “All right then. Let’s do this thing.”


  Brown and Sanchez take to the woods. Their successful infiltration of the compound is a credit to their skill and equipment, and not any indictment of Klopft’s countermeasures. Apparently there’s significant money to be made in rare-animal smuggling.


  At last, they lie belly-down along branches overlooking the compound, peering through camouflage netting supported by the very trees they’ve made their lair. Men in plainclothes bordering on uniforms—blue shirts, tan trousers, navy berets—come and go, some of them carrying automatic weapons. At the center of their activity—shadowed by the camo net—lies a low building obviously assembled from portable component parts. From above, Sanchez can make out the joints between individual rooms and hallways, the tan tape sealing tan waterproof recycled wallboard together. It’s the stuff the U.N. uses to throw up refugee camps in a hurry, repurposed ingeniously.


  Somebody is leading two children out of the building. And Sanchez recognizes him.


  She can’t have done so. He can’t be here, but there’s no mistaking him. He’s broad-shouldered and black-haired and dark and tall, and even at this distance she knows the span of his hands and the ease of his stride in her bones. Hands shaking, she raises the spyglass to her eye, shading the lens with her hand so it won’t flash in any stray beam of sunlight.


  It’s Doe Callandar. She recognizes the curve of his mouth, the shape of his chin, the boyish cheeks, the satiny sheen off his skin. His face is set in a scowl, an expression Sanchez knows a little too well. It’s the one he wears when he’s faced with a task he finds unbearable.


  He’s got two kids in pajamas beside him, walking barefoot over hardpacked earth.


  Brown must notice something, because the earbud he gave her crackles. “Sanchez?”


  “That’s my husband down there,” she says. “Cascadia LEC is on the job. Except they didn’t tell me they had an inside man here … ”


  Or he’s dirtier than she ever imagined. And having witnessed a little, like any lover betrayed, she imagined a lot.


  When Sanchez’s gaze follows his arm down to the little girl on her left, she almost drops the spyglass.


  Because the little girl has the face of a woman of sixty. She’s slight and skinny, her shriveled apple head bobbing on a stick-thin neck, her thin hair hanging in gray wisps about her face. The boy, too, is wizened and thin and bald. Sanchez can see the discomfort in his expression as he twists his fingers over and over again in Doe’s grip, trying to pull his hand loose. Doe holds both children tight, thought, and by the weapon on his hip, Sanchez has a horrible sense she knows what’s about to happen.


  He leads the children into the woods.


  “Brown.”


  “Copy.”


  “Hit your panic button, man. I’m going after those kids.”


  “Sanchez!” A desperate hiss. “Don’t be crazy, lady. You don’t have a gun!”


  “Yeah,” she says, already gathering her feet under her, getting ready to move. “I know that.”


  Officer Callandar dragged Martha and Matt along, away from the bustle of the camp. Nobody would look at them as they passed, and Martha had a horrible feeling that she knew why they didn’t want to notice her. Because if they noticed her and Matt, they would have to take responsibility for what was going to happen to them.


  Nobody wants to know when something horrible is about to take place.


  She screamed and cried, but the big man was stronger than anybody, and he just kept walking. He had a gun—she could smell the gun cleaner, as sharp and green as Daddy Corey’s—and his skin was so hot against hers that her palm and wrist were all slicked with sweat. If she could just pull away, she would run—


  And leave Matt here alone? Run off into the woods in pajamas, barefoot? Without a knife or a fire?


  She wouldn’t last the night.


  She picked her feet up and hung on the man’s arm, trying to drag him to a stop, but he just kept walking. He lifted her up by her wrist, so she dangled clear of the ground, and though she kicked and kicked she couldn’t hit him in the face like she wanted. His big body just seemed to soak up any punishment she could dish out. Matt, too, struggled and tried to bite, but couldn’t get ahold of the man.


  Finally, they were well away from the camp, the big man stopped. He set Martha and Matt on the ground, kneeling beside them, and let go of their wrists. “Go on,” he said. “Run.”


  Martha took a step back. Another. Her bruised hand groped out and clutched after Matt, finding his wrist after two grabs. He slapped his fingers over hers, squeezing.


  “If we run,” Matt said, “you’re going to shoot us. Like you shot Daddy Corey.”


  Matt was just guessing, Martha thought. But Officer Callandar winced.


  He reached down and slowly pulled his gun from the holster. “What do you think is going to happen if you don’t run?”


  Something moved in the trees behind him. Over the thunder of her own heart, the rasp of her breathing, Martha heard a rustle in the needles. She held her breath.


  It was the wrong thing, because the big man noticed. He pointed his gun straight up and fired it twice. “Run! You stupid little shits. Get out of here!”


  Something big fell from up above.


  Martha did not stay to see what happened. She grabbed Bobby’s hand and turned and ran, her knees aching with every step.


  Sanchez hits the dirt and Doe at the same time. She puts all the force of her leap-and-fall into the stick she swings, bringing it down on his skull. He crumples, the gun he only fired into the air spinning out of his hand to slam into the earth two meters away. Secured by a squeeze safety and a palmprint-lock, it does not discharge.


  Sanchez stands over her husband, the bloody stick speckled with a few tight coils of hair in her hands like a baseball bat, like a samurai sword. She breathes heavily—in, out. It hurts.


  Doe moans.


  She drops the stick and reaches for her cuffs, cursing under her breath when she realizes that in this persona, she does not own any.


  The ancient, alien thunder of helicopters rises up the mountainside. The cavalry has arrived.


  She must not have hit Doe hard enough—Pulling your punches? Really?—because he suddenly scrambles forward, kicking up clods of composting needles. She dives after him, but he rolls and comes up with the gun. Blood trickles stickily across his forehead. He wipes it away with his free hand.


  “Mauritza.” It comes out as a sigh of relief, startling her. Still, she watches the gun like you’d watch a snake. “Thank God.”


  “You’re under arrest,” she says.


  He lowers the gun, but doesn’t put it away. “What for? I’m legit, love. On a license for Seattle. I replaced some private security goon they busted leaving town. What are you doing here?”


  She folds her hands. She could lunge for him—she’s inside twenty feet, and his gun’s not ready. She might be able to disarm him.


  But he’s bigger and stronger.


  She says, “You killed Darwish, didn’t you?”


  He spreads his hands, leaving the gun in his lap. Intentionally disarming himself. “Klopft killed him. And if you’re smart, and you want Klopft to stay in jail, that’s the story you’ll support.” He pauses. “You’ll find Darwish’s harvested organs and DNA in the freezer here. You’ve got him dead to rights. Your collar, love.”


  She meets his gaze. “Like last time?”


  He hesitates. And then nods, as if deciding very slowly to be honest.


  “In Oakland you planted evidence,” she says. “You saved my life, and I covered for you. This time, you framed somebody for murder. For a murder you committed.”


  “If you send Klopft up for trafficking in endangered species, or for illegal adoptions, he’ll serve a couple of years. A few months. I know he killed babies, but I can’t prove it. I can prove he killed Darwish. And do you know what Darwish did? Did you see those kids? That’s what he was involved in, Mauritza. The first babies they made all had genetic defects. Progeria. They put most of ’em down, but Darwish kept a couple as pets. They’ll die of old age before they turn fifteen. These people are horrible. Play it my way and you’re a hero.”


  “You can stop me,” she says. “You have a gun.”


  “I know.” But he doesn’t reach for it.


  “You poor stupid son-of-a-bitch,” she says. “Darwish was an informer, Doe. The guy you killed and cut up was on our side.”


  Back at the camp, Cascadia and Interpol’s licensed ops and sworn officers bustle about as they hustle men and a few women into coffles. There could have been a firefight—Sanchez is surprised there wasn’t a firefight—but surprise must have ameliorated the worst of it.


  She hands Doe off to a uniformed officer, dazzled for a moment by the cost in energy, hydrocarbons, fuel cells to bring all these people out here. She tells the woman that they need to mount a search party, that there are two children suffering some form of progeria lost in the woods. That the kids are witnesses against Klopft, and need to be protected.


  And then she goes to join the search for them, confident that neither Cascadia nor Interpol had trackers much better than her.


  


  


  The bole of the fallen tree stretched over them kept the rain off, and the ground underneath was only damp, not soaked like everything else. Martha and Matt had no knives, nor anything but sticks rubbed sharp, but Matt was pulling up the bark and probing in the tunnels underneath for grubs. They chewed them carefully, not wasting anything: food was food.


  Martha didn’t think the people from the compound—or the other people, the ones who had been fighting the people from the compound— would find them here. They’d run far, and hidden well.


  And for a couple of hours, everything was silent except the sounds of animals, and the rain.


  Until a boot crunched outside, footsteps approaching, and somebody parted the boughs that fell over them with a pale-skinned hand.


  “Hey,” said the woman who had hit Callandar and then fought him while Martha and Matt ran away. “You guys want to come out of there? My name’s Mauritza. I have a warm dry place for you to sleep.”


  Martha looked at Matt. Matt shrugged, deferring to her.


  How bad can it be?


  Gingerly, Martha reached out a cold hand.


  Brown waits for her near the outskirts of the camp, his arms folded, letting the official types do their work. He’s watching a team carry cages out of the building and line them up in the shade—strange purple birds in polymer boxes with airholes, snakes that seem long and whippy and as curiously jointed as those wooden toy serpents you shake by the tail, octopuses in large wheeled terrariums.


  “Look at this stuff,” Brown says, when Mauritza walks up to him. “Squonks. Tree octopuses. Hoopsnakes.”


  She decides she doesn’t want to know about hoopsnakes. “What’s a squonk?”


  “See those purple birds? They were supposed to be able to dissolve themselves in their own tears. These ones seem to be able to convert themselves into an amoeba-like state and back. One of your techs said it was going to set stem cell research forward fifteen years, if they can figure out how to extrapolate the tech.”


  “They’re not my techs,” Mauritza says. “This was just a license job.”


  “Sure it was.” He smiles.


  She looks away.


  “There are a whole bunch of babies inside,” Brown says. “That same tech told me they’re genetically manipulated. Stronger, faster—”


  “You have a way of getting sensitive information out of people.”


  “I used to have a nickname.”


  “I heard.” She pauses, pressed against her eyes. “If you can build a tree octopus, how much trouble is a superkid?”


  “Bet the going rate is higher.”


  “Yeah,” she says. “And so is the cost of failure.”


  Brown turns to look at her. “You know, my license is up as of five minutes ago. I’m not a cop right this second. I’m just a guy with a conscience.”


  “Doe’s going to walk out of this a hero,” she says.


  “Unless you tell somebody the truth.”


  She nods. She can’t look at him. She keeps talking. Not because he’s interviewing her, but because she has to tell somebody, and maybe if it’s him, she can tell herself he got it out of her somehow.


  Superpowers.


  “The last case we worked before I left him,” she says. She opens her mouth. She can’t go on.


  Brown waits, studying his fingernails.


  She studies them too. “Doe planted evidence.”


  “You have proof?”


  She nods. “I have a vid. The same vid that shows me nearly getting shot. I kept it to myself. But that wasn’t—” She sighs. “That wasn’t murder.”


  Brown says, “If you come forward with this, that will cost you your career.”


  “And him his.” She twists her hands together. “I was a good cop. It’s not the end of the world.”


  Brown looks away. “You are a good cop. You know, I was thinking of getting out of this game—”


  “Too much ugly?” she asks, noticing the past tense.


  He nods. “They’re going to destroy all of these animals.”


  “I know,” she says. “It’s not your fault.”


  “Whose fault it is doesn’t change what’s going to happen.”


  She has to force her shoulders out of their hunch. “What about the babies?”


  “God only knows. Adoption? Want to raise a superbaby? Somebody will. And Matt and Martha?”


  “Group home. After they testify.”


  “Group home,” he agrees. “Until they die of old age.”


  Her whole body aches with the aftermath of adrenaline. “What about the animals that escaped?”


  “Escaped?” Brown glances across at her and smiles. “You think these things could survive in the wild?”


  Sanchez looks him in the eye. She looks away.


  “Of course. How on earth would anything escape a place like this? It’s crazy talk.”


  She shakes her head, remembering the elegant coil of sticky tentacles through wet boughs.


  “Crazy talk,” she says. “How on earth would that happen?”


  


  And the


  Deep Blue Sea


  


  


  


  


  The end of the world had come and gone. It turned out not to matter much in the long run.


  The mail still had to get through.


  Harrie signed yesterday’s paperwork, checked the dates against the calendar, contemplated her signature for a moment, and capped her pen. She weighed the metal barrel in her hand and met Dispatch’s faded eyes. “What’s special about (his trip?”


  He shrugged and turned the clipboard around on the counter, checking each sheet to be certain she’d filled them out properly. She didn’t bother watching. She never made mistakes. “Does there have to be something special?”


  “You don’t pay my fees unless it’s special, Patch.” She grinned as he lifted an insulated steel case onto the counter.


  “This has to be in Sacramento in eight hours,” he said.


  “What is it?”


  “Medical goods. Fetal stem-cell cultures. In a climate-controlled unit. They can’t get too hot or too cold, there’s some arcane formula about how long they can live in this given quantity of growth media, and the customer’s paying very handsomely to see them in California by eighteen hundred hours.”


  “It’s almost oh ten hundred now. What’s too hot or too cold?” Harrie hefted the case. It was lighter than it looked; it would slide effortlessly into the saddlebags on her touring bike.


  “Any hotter than it already is,” Dispatch said, mopping his brow. “Can you do it?”


  “Eight hours? Phoenix to Sacramento?” Harrie leaned back to check the sun. “It’ll take me through Vegas. The California routes aren’t any good at that speed since the Big One.”


  “I wouldn’t send anybody else. Fastest way is through Reno.”


  “There’s no gasoline from somewhere this side of the dam to Tonopah. Even my courier card won’t help me there-“


  “There’s a checkpoint in Boulder City. They’ll fuel you.”


  “Military?”


  “I did say they were paying very well.” He shrugged, shoulders already gleaming with sweat. It was going to be a hot one. Harrie guessed it would hit a hundred and twenty in Phoenix.


  At least she was headed north.


  “I’ll do it,” she said, and held her hand out for the package receipt. “Any pickups in Reno?”


  “You know what they say about Reno?”


  “Yeah. It’s so close to Hell that you can see Sparks.” Naming the city’s largest suburb.


  “Right. You don’t want anything in Reno. Go straight through,” Patch said. “Don’t stop in Vegas, whatever you do. The overpass’s come down, but that won’t affect you unless there’s debris. Stay on the 95 through to Fallon; it’ll see you clear.”


  “Check.” She slung the case over her shoulder, pretending she didn’t see Patch wince. “I’ll radio when I hit Sacramento-“


  “Telegraph,” he said. “The crackle between here and there would kill your signal otherwise.”


  “Check,” again, turning to the propped-open door. Her pre-war Kawasaki Concours crouched against the crumbling curb like an enormous, restless cat. Not the prettiest bike around, but it got you there. Assuming you didn’t ditch the top-heavy son of a bitch in the parking lot.


  “Harrie-“


  “What?” She paused, but didn’t turn.


  “If you meet the Buddha on the road, kill him.”


  She glanced behind her, strands of hair catching on the strap of the insulated case and on the shoulder loops of her leathers. “What if I meet the Devil?”


  


  


  She let the Concours glide through the curves of the long descent to Hoover Dam, a breather after the hard straight push from Phoenix, and considered her options. She’d have to average near enough a hundred sixty clicks an hour to make the run on time. It should be smooth sailing; she’d be surprised if she saw another vehicle between Boulder City and Tonopah.


  She’d checked out a backup dosimeter before she left Phoenix, just in case. Both clicked softly as she crossed the dam and the poisoned river, reassuring her with alert, friendly chatter. She couldn’t pause to enjoy the expanse of blue on her right side or the view down the escarpment on the left, but the dam was in pretty good shape, all things considered.


  It was more than you could say for Vegas.


  Once upon a time-she downshifted as she hit the steep grade up the north side of Black Canyon, sweat already soaking her hair-once upon a time a delivery like this would have been made by aircraft. There were places where it still would be. Places where there was money for fuel, money for airstrip repairs.


  Places where most of the aircraft weren’t parked in tidy rows, poisoned birds lined up beside poisoned runways, hot enough that you could hear the dosimeters clicking as you drove past.


  A runner’s contract was a hell of a lot cheaper. Even when you charged the way Patch charged.


  Sunlight glinted off the Colorado River so far below, flashing red and gold as mirrors. Crumbling casino on the right, now, and the canyon echoing the purr of the sleek black bike. The asphalt was spider webbed but still halfway smooth smooth enough for a big bike, anyway. A big bike cruising at a steady ninety kph, much too fast if there was anything in the road. Something skittered aside as she thought it, a grey blur instantly lost among the red and black blurs of the receding rock walls on either side. Bighorn sheep. Nobody’d bothered to tell them to clear out before the wind could make them sick.


  Funny thing was, they seemed to be thriving.


  Harrie leaned into the last curve, braking in and accelerating out just to feel the tug of g-forces, and gunned it up the straightaway leading to the checkpoint at Boulder City. A red light flashed on a peeling steel pole beside the road. The Kawasaki whined and buzzed between her thighs, displeased to be restrained, then gentled as she eased the throttle, mindful of dust.


  Houses had been knocked down across the top of the rise that served as host to the guard’s shielded quarters, permitting an unimpeded view of Boulder City stretching out below. The bulldozer that had done the work slumped nearby, rusting under bubbled paint, too radioactive to be taken away. Too radioactive even to be melted down for salvage.


  Boulder City had been affluent once. Harrie could see the husks of trendy businesses on either side of Main Street: brick and stucco buildings in red and taupe, some whitewashed wood frames peeling in slow curls, submissive to the desert heat.


  The gates beyond the checkpoint were closed and so were the lead shutters on the guard’s shelter. A digital sign over the roof gave an ambient radiation reading in the mid double digits and a temperature reading in the low triple digits, Fahrenheit. It would get hotter-and “hotter”-as she descended into Vegas.


  Harrie dropped the side stand as the Kawasaki rolled to a halt, and thumbed her horn.


  The young man who emerged from the shack was surprisingly tidy, given his remote duty station. Cap set regulation, boots shiny under the dust. He was still settling his breathing filter as he climbed down red metal steps and trotted over to Harrie’s bike. Harrie wondered who he’d pissed off to draw this duty, or if he was a novelist who had volunteered.


  “Runner,” she said, her voice echoing through her helmet mike. She tapped the ID card visible inside the windowed pocket on the breast of her leathers, tugged her papers from the pouch on her tank with a clumsy gloved hand and unfolded them inside their transparent carrier. “You’re supposed to gas me up for the run to Tonopah.”


  “You have an independent filter or just the one in your helmet?” All efficiency as he perused her papers. “Independent.”


  “Visor up, please.” He wouldn’t ask her to take the helmet off. There was too much dust. She complied, and he checked her eyes and nose against the photo ID.


  “Angharad Crowther. This looks in order. You’re with UPS?”


  “Independent contractor,” Harrie said. “It’s a medical run.”


  He turned away, gesturing her to follow, and led her to the pumps. They were shrouded in plastic, one diesel and one unleaded. “Is that a Connie?”


  “A little modified so she doesn’t buzz so much.” Harrie petted the gas tank with a gloved hand. “Anything I should know about between here and Tonopah?”


  He shrugged. “You know the rules, I hope.”


  “Stay on the road,” she said, as he slipped the nozzle into the fill. “Don’t go inside any buildings. Don’t go near any vehicles. Don’t stop, don’t look back, and especially don’t turn around; it’s not wise to drive through your own dust. If it glows, don’t pick it up, and nothing from the black zone leaves.”


  “I’ll telegraph ahead and let Tonopah know you’re coming,” he said, as the gas pump clicked. “You ever crash that thing?”


  “Not in going on ten years,” she said, and didn’t bother to cross her fingers. He handed her a receipt; she fumbled her lacquered stainless Cross pen out of her zippered pocket and signed her name like she meant it. The gloves made her signature into an incomprehensible scrawl, but the guard made a show of comparing it to her ID card and slapped her on the shoulder. “Be careful. If you crash out there, you’re probably on your own. Godspeed.”


  “Thanks for the reassurance,” she said, and grinned at him before she closed her visor and split.


  


  


  Digitized music rang over her helmet headset as I Harried ducked her head behind the fairing, the hot wind tugging her sleeves, trickling between her gloves and her cuffs. The Kawasaki stretched out under her, ready for a good hard run, and Harrie itched to give it one. One thing you could say about the Vegas black zone: there wasn’t much traffic. Houses-identical in red tile roofs and cream stucco walls-blurred past on either side, flanked by trees that the desert had killed once people weren’t there to pump the water up to them. She cracked a hundred and sixty kph in the wind shadow of the sound barriers, the tach winding up like a watch, just gliding along in sixth as the Kawasaki hit its stride. The big bike handled like a pig in the parking lot, but out on the highway she ran smooth as glass.


  She had almost a hundred miles of range more than she’d need to get to Tonopah, God willing and the creek didn’t rise, but she wasn’t about to test that with any side trips through what was left of Las Vegas. Her dosimeters clicked with erratic cheer, nothing to worry about yet, and Harrie claimed the centre lane and edged down to one forty as she hit the winding patch of highway near the old downtown. The shells of casinos on the left-hand side and godforsaken wasteland and ghetto on the right gave her back the Kawasaki’s well-tuned shriek; she couldn’t wind it any faster with the roads so choppy and the K-Rail canyons so tight.


  The sky overhead was flat blue like cheap turquoise. A pall of dust showed burnt sienna, the inversion layer trapped inside the ring of mountains that made her horizon in four directions.


  The freeway opened out once she cleared downtown, the overpass Patch had warned her about arching up and over, a tangle of banked curves, the crossroads at the heart of the silent city. She bid the ghosts of hotels good day as the sun hit zenith, heralding peak heat for another four hours or so. Harrie resisted the urge to reach back and pat her saddlebag to make sure the precious cargo was safe; she’d never know if the climate control failed on the trip, and moreover she couldn’t risk the distraction as she wound the Kawasaki up to one hundred seventy and ducked her helmet into the slipstream off the fairing.


  Straight shot to the dead town called Beatty from here, if you minded the cattle guards along the roads by the little forlorn towns. Straight shot, with the dosimeters clicking and vintage rock and roll jamming in the helmet speakers and the Kawasaki purring, thrusting, eager to spring and run.


  There were worse days to be alive.


  She dropped it to fourth and throttled back coming up on that overpass, the big one where the Phoenix to Reno highway crossed the one that used to run LA to Salt Lake, when there was an LA to speak of. Patch had said overpass’s down, which could mean unsafe for transit and could mean littering the freeway underneath with blocks of concrete the size of a semi, and Harrie had no interest in finding out which it was with no room left to brake. She adjusted the volume on her music down as the rush of wind abated, and took the opportunity to sightsee a bit.


  And swore softly into her air filter, slowing further before she realized she’d let the throttle slip.


  Something-no, someone-leaned against a shot gunned, paint-peeled sign that might have given a speed limit once, when there was anyone to care about such things.


  Her dosimeters clicked aggressively as she let the bike roll closer to the verge. She shouldn’t atop. But it was a death sentence, being alone and on foot out here.


  Even if the sun weren’t climbing the sky, sweat rolling from under Harries helmet, adhering her leathers to her skin.


  She was almost stopped by the time she realized she knew him. Knew his ochre skin and his natty pinstriped double-breasted suit and his fedora, tilted just so, and the cordovan gleam of his loafers. For one mad moment, she wished she carried a gun.


  Not that a gun would help her. Even if she decided to swallow a bullet herself.


  “Nick.” She put the bike in neutral, dropping her feet as it rolled to a stop. “Fancy meeting you in the middle of Hell.”


  “I got some papers for you to sign, Harrie.” He pushed his fedora back over his hollow cheeked face. “You got a pen?”


  “You know I do.” She unzipped her pocket and fished out the Cross. “I wouldn’t lend a fountain pen to just anybody.”


  He nodded, leaning back against a K-Rail so he could kick a knee up and spread his papers out over it. He accepted the pen. “You know your notes about come due.”


  “Nick-“


  “No whining now,” he said. “Didn’t I hold up my end of the bargain? Have you ditched your bike since last we talked?”


  “No, Nick.” Crestfallen.


  “Had it stolen? Been stranded? Missed a timetable?”


  “I’m about to miss one now if you don’t hurry up with my pen.” She held her hand out imperiously; not terribly convincing, but the best she could do under the circumstances.


  “Mmm-hmmm.” He was taking his own sweet time.


  Perversely, the knowledge settled her. “If the debt’s due, have you come to collect?”


  “I’ve come to offer you a chance to renegotiate,” he said, and capped the pen and handed it back. “I’ve got a job for you; could buy you a few more years if you play your cards right.”


  She laughed in his face and zipped the pen away. “A few more years?” But he nodded, lips pressed thin and serious, and she blinked and went serious too. “You mean it.”


  “I never offer what I’m not prepared to give,” he said, and scratched the tip of his nose with his thumbnail. “What say, oh-three more years?”


  “Three’s not very much.” The breeze shifted. Her dosimeters crackled. “Ten’s not very much, now that I’m looking back on it.”


  “Goes by quick, don’t it?” He shrugged. “All right. Seven-“


  “For what?”


  “What do you mean?” She could have laughed again, at the transparent and oh-so-calculated guilelessness in his eyes.


  “I mean, what is it you want me to do for seven more years of protection.” The bike was heavy, but she wasn’t about to kick the side stand down. “I’m sure its bad news for somebody.”


  “It always is.” But he tipped the brim of his hat down a centimetre and gestured to her saddlebag, negligently. “I just want a moment with what you’ve got there in that bag.”


  “Huh.” She glanced at her cargo, pursing her lips. “That’s a strange thing to ask. What would you want with a box full of research cells?”


  He straightened away from the sign he was holding up and came a step closer. “That’s not so much yours to worry about, young lady. Give it to me, and you get seven years. If you don’t-the note’s up next week, isn’t it?”


  “Tuesday.” She would have spat, but she wasn’t about to lift her helmet aside. “I’m not scared of you, Nick.”


  “You’re not scared of much.” He smiled, all smooth. “It’s part of your charm.”


  She turned her head, staring away west across the sun-soaked desert and the roofs of abandoned houses, abandoned lives. Nevada had always had a way of making ghost towns out of metropolises. “What happens if I say no?”


  “I was hoping you weren’t going to ask that, sweetheart,” he said. He reached to lay a hand on her right hand where it rested on the throttle. The bike growled, a high, hysterical sound, and Nick yanked his hand back. “I see you two made friends.”


  “We get along all right,” Harrie said, patting the Kawasaki’s gas tank. “What happens if I say no?”


  He shrugged and folded his arms. “You won’t finish your run.” No threat in it, no extra darkness in the way the shadow of his hat brim fell across his face. No menace in his smile. Cold fact, and she could take it how she took it.


  She wished she had a piece of gum to crack between her teeth. It would fit her mood. She crossed her arms, balancing the Kawasaki between her thighs. Harrie liked bargaining. “That’s not the deal. The deal’s no spills, no crashes, no breakdowns, and every run complete on time. I said I’d get these cells to Sacramento in eight hours. You’re wasting my daylight; somebody’s life could depend on them.”


  “Somebody’s life does,” Nick answered, letting his lips twist aside. “A lot of somebodies, when it comes down to it.”


  “Break the deal, Nick-fuck with my ride-and you’re in breach of contract.”


  “You’ve got nothing to bargain with.”


  She laughed, then, outright. The Kawasaki purred between her legs, encouraging. “There’s always time to mend my ways-“


  “Not if you die before you make it to Sacramento,” he said. “Last chance to reconsider, Angharad, my princess. We can still shake hands and part friends. Or you can finish your last ride on my terms, and it won’t be pretty for you”-the Kawasaki snarled softly, the tang of burning oil underneath it-“or your bike.”


  “Fuck off,” Harrie said, and kicked her feet up as she twisted the throttle and drove straight at him, just for the sheer stupid pleasure of watching him dance out of her way.


  


  


  Nevada had been dying slowly for a long time: perchlorate-poisoned ground water, a legacy of World War Two titanium plants; cancer rates spiked by exposure to fallout from aboveground nuclear testing; crushing drought and climatic change; childhood leukaemia clusters in rural towns. The explosion of the PEPCON plant in 1988 might have been perceived by a sufficiently imaginative mind as God’s shot across the bow, but the real damage didn’t occur until decades later, when a train carrying high-level nuclear waste to the Yucca Mountain storage facility collided with a fuel tanker stalled across the rails.


  The resulting fire and radioactive contamination of the Las Vegas Valley proved to be a godsend in disguise. When the War came to Nellis Air Force Base and the nuclear mountain, Las Vegas was already as much a ghost town as Rhyolite or Goldfield-except deserted not because the banks collapsed or the gold ran out, but because the dust that blew through the streets was hot enough to drop a sparrow in midflight, or so people said.


  Harrie didn’t know if the sparrow story was true.


  “So.” She muttered into her helmet, crouched over the Kawasaki’s tank as the bike screamed north by northwest, leaving eerie Las Vegas behind. “What do you think he’s going to throw at us, girl?”


  The bike whined, digging in. Central city gave way to desolate suburbia, and the highway dropped to ground level and straightened out, a narrow strip of black reflecting the summer heat in mirage silver.


  The desert sprawled on either side, a dun expanse of scrub and hardpan narrowing as the Kawasaki climbed into the broad pass between two dusty ranges of mountains. Harries dosimeters clicked steadily, counting marginally more rads as she roared by the former nuclear testing site at Mercury at close to two hundred kph. She throttled back as a sad little township-a few discarded trailers, another military base and a disregarded prison-came up. There were no pedestrians to worry about, but the grated metal cattle guard was not something to hit at speed.


  On the far side, there was nothing to slow her for fifty miles. She cranked her music up and dropped her head behind the fairing and redlined her tach for Beatty and the far horizon.


  It got rocky again coming up on Beatty. Civilization in Nevada huddled up to the oases and springs that lurked at the foot of mountains and in the low parts in valleys. This had been mining country, mountains gnawed away by dynamite and sharp-toothed payloaders. A long gorge on the right side of the highway showed green clots of trees; water ran there, tainted by the broken dump, and her dosimeters clicked as the road curved near it. If she walked down the bank and splashed into the stream between the roots of the willows and cottonwoods, she’d walk out glowing, and be dead by nightfall.


  She rounded the corner and entered the ghost of Beatty.


  


  


  The problem, she thought, arose because every little town in Nevada grew up at the same place: a crossroads, and she half-expected Nick to be waiting for her at this one too. The Kawasaki whined as they rolled through tumbleweed-clogged streets, but they passed under the town’s sole, blindly staring stoplight without seeing another creature. Despite the sun like a physical pressure on her leathers, a chill ran spidery fingers up her spine. She’d rather know where the hell he was, thank you very much. “Maybe he took a wrong turn at Rhyolite.”


  The Kawasaki snarled, impatient to be turned loose on the open road again, but Harrie threaded it through slumping cars and around windblown debris with finicky care. “Nobody’s looking out for us anymore, Connie,” Harrie murmured, and stroked the sun-scorched fuel tank with her gloved left hand. They passed a deserted gas station, the pumps crouched useless without power; the dosimeters chirped and warbled. “I don’t want to kick up that dust if I can help it.”


  The ramshackle one-and two-story buildings gave way to desert and highway. Harrie paused, feet down on tarmac melted sticky-soft by the sun, and made sure the straw of her camel pack was fixed in the holder. The horizon shimmered with heat, ridges of mountains on either side and dun hardpan stretching to infinity. She sighed and took a long drink of stale water.


  “Here we go,” she said, hands nimble on the clutch and the throttle as she lifted her feet to the peg. The Kawasaki rolled forward, gathering speed. “Not too much further to Tonopah, and then we can both get fed.”


  


  


  Nick was giving her time to think about it, and she drowned the worries with the Dead Kennedys, Boiled in Lead, and the Acid Trip. The ride from Beatty to Tonopah was swift and uneventful, the flat road unwinding beneath her wheels like a spun-out tape measure, the banded mountains crawling past on either side. The only variation along the way was forlorn Goldfield, its wind-touched streets empty and sere. It had been a town of twenty thousand, abandoned before Vegas fell to radiation sickness, even longer before the nuke dump broke open. She pushed two hundred kph most of the way, the road all hers, not so much as the glimmer of sunlight off a distant windshield to contest her ownership. The silence and the empty road just gave her more to worry at, and she did, picking at her problem like a vulture picking at a corpse.


  The fountain pen was heavy in her breast pocket as Tonopah shimmered into distant visibility. Her head swam with the heat, the helmet squelching over saturated hair. She sucked more water, trying to ration; the temperature was climbing toward one twenty, and she wouldn’t last long without hydration. The Kawasaki coughed a little, rolling down a slow, extended incline, but the gas gauge gave her nearly a quarter of a tank-and there was the reserve if she exhausted the main. Still, instruments weren’t always right, and luck wasn’t exactly on her side.


  Harrie killed her music with a jab of her tongue against the control pad inside her helmet. She dropped her left hand from the handlebar and thumped the tank. The sound she got back was hollow, but there was enough fluid inside to hear it refract off a moving surface. The small city ahead was a welcome sight; there’d be fresh water and gasoline, and she could hose the worst of the dust off and take a piss. God damn, you’d think with the sweat soaking her leathers to her body, there’d be no need for that last, but the devil was in the details, it turned out.


  Harrie’d never wanted to be a boy. But some days she really wished she had the knack of peeing standing up.


  She was only about half a click away when she realized that there was something wrong about Tonopah. Other than the usual; her dosimeters registered only background noise as she came up on it, but a harsh reek like burning coal rasped the back of her throat even through the dust filters, and the weird little town wasn’t the weird little town she remembered. Rolling green hills rose around it on all sides, thick with shadowy, leafless trees, and it was smoke haze that drifted on the still air, not dust. A heat shimmer floated over the cracked road, and the buildings that crowded alongside it weren’t Tonopah’s desert-weathered construction but peeling white shingle sided houses, a storefront post office, a white church with the steeple caved in and half the facade dropped into a smoking sinkhole in the ground.


  The Kawasaki whined, shivering as Harrie throttled back. She sat upright in the saddle, letting the big bike roll. “Where the hell are we?” Her voice reverberated. She startled; she’d forgotten she’d left her microphone on.


  “Exactly,” a familiar voice said at her left. “Welcome to Centralia.” Nick wore an open-faced helmet and straddled the back of a Honda Goldwing the colour of dried blood, if blood had gold dust flecked through it. The Honda hissed at the Kawasaki, and the Connie growled back, wobbling in eager challenge. Harrie restrained her bike with gentling hands, giving it a little more gas to straighten it out.


  “Centralia?” Harrie had never heard of it, and she flattered herself that she’d heard of most places.


  “Pennsylvania.” Nick lifted his black-gloved hand off the clutch and gestured vaguely around himself. “Or Jharia, in India. Or maybe the Chinese province of Xinjiang. Subterranean coal fires, you know, anthracite burning in evacuated mines. Whole towns abandoned, sulphur and brimstone seeping up through vents, the ground hot enough to flash rain to steam. Your tires will melt. You’ll put that bike into a crevasse. Not to mention the greenhouse gases. Lovely things.” He grinned, showing shark’s teeth, four rows. “Second time asking, Angharad, my princess.”


  “Second time saying no.” She fixed her eyes on the road. She could see the way the asphalt buckled, now, and the dim glow from the bottom of the sinkhole underneath the church. “You really are used to people doing your bidding, aren’t you, Nick?”


  “They don’t usually put up much of a fight.” He twisted the throttle while the clutch was engaged, coaxing a whining, competitive cough from his Honda.


  Harrie caught his shrug sideways but kept her gaze trained grimly forward. Was that the earth shivering, or was it just the shimmer of heat-haze over the road? The Kawasaki whined. She petted the clutch to reassure herself.


  The groaning rumble that answered her wasn’t the Kawasaki. She tightened her knees on the seat as the ground pitched and bucked under her tires, hand clutching the throttle to goose the Connie forward. Broken asphalt sprayed from her rear tire. The road split and shattered, vanishing behind her. She hauled the bike upright by raw strength and nerved herself to check her mirrors; lazy steam rose from a gaping hole in the road.


  Nick cruised along, unperturbed. “You sure* Princess?”


  “What was that you said about Hell, Nick?” She hunkered down and grinned at him over her shoulder, knowing he couldn’t see more than her eyes crinkle through the helmet. It was enough to draw an irritated glare.


  He sat back on his haunches and tipped his toes up on the footpegs, throwing both hands up, releasing throttle and clutch, letting the Honda coast away behind her. “I said, welcome to it.”


  The Kawasaki snarled and whimpered by turns, heavy and agile between her legs as she gave it all the gas she dared. She’d been counting on the refuel stop here, but compact south-western Tonopah had been replaced by a shattered sprawl of buildings, most of them obviously either bulldozed or vanished into pits that glared like a wolf’s eye reflecting a flash, and a gas station wasn’t one of the remaining options. The streets were broad, at least, and deserted, not so much winding as curving gently through shallow swales and over hillocks. Broad, but not intact; the asphalt rippled as if heaved by moles and some of the rises and dips hid fissures and sinkholes. Her tires scorched; she coughed into her filter, her mike amplifying it to a hyena’s bark. The Cross pen in her pocket pressed her breast over her heart. She took comfort in it, ducking behind the fairing to dodge the stinking wind and the clawing skeletons of ungroomed trees. She’d signed on the line, after all. And either Nick had to see her and the Kawasaki safe or she got back what she’d paid.


  As if Nick abided by contracts.


  As if he couldn’t just kill her and get what he wanted that way. Except he couldn’t keep her, if he did.


  “Damn,” she murmured, to hear the echoes, and hunched over the Kawasaki’s tank. The wind tore at her leathers. The heavy bike caught air coming over the last rise. She had to pee like she couldn’t believe, and the vibration of the engine wasn’t helping, but she laughed out loud to set the city behind.


  She got out easier than she thought she would, although her gauge read empty at the bottom of the hill. She switched to reserve and swore. Dead trees and smoking stumps rippled into nonexistence around her, and the lone and level sands stretched to ragged mountains east and west. Back in Nevada, if she’d ever left it, hard westbound now, straight into the glare of the afternoon sun. Her polarized faceplate helped somewhat, maybe not enough, but the road was smooth again before and behind and she could see Tonopah sitting dusty and forsaken in her rear-view mirror, inaccessible as a mirage, a city at the bottom of a well.


  Maybe Nick could only touch her in the towns. Maybe he needed a little of man’s hand on the wilderness to twist to his own ends, or maybe it amused him. Maybe it was where the roads crossed, after all. She didn’t think she could make it back to Tonopah if she tried, however, so she pretended she didn’t see the city behind her and cruised west, toward Hawthorne, praying she had enough gas to make it but not expecting her prayers to be answered by anybody she particularly wanted to talk to.


  


  


  The 95 turned northwest again at the deserted Coaldale junction; there hadn’t been a town there since long before the War, or even the disaster at Vegas. Mina was gone too, its outskirts marked by a peeling sign advertising an abandoned crawfish farm, the Desert Lobster Facility.


  Harries camel bag went dry. She sucked at the straw forlornly one last time and spat it out, letting it sag against her jaw, damp and tacky. She hunkered down and laid a long line of smoking road behind, cornering gently when she had to corner, worried about her scorched and bruised tires. At least the day was cooling as evening encroached, as she progressed north and gained elevation. It might be down into the double digits, even, although it was hard to tell through the leather. On her left, the Sarcophagus Mountains rose between her and California.


  The name didn’t amuse her as much as it usually did.


  And then they were climbing. She breathed a low sigh of relief and patted the hungry, grumbling Kawasaki on the fuel tank as the blistering blue of Walker Lake came into view, the dusty little town of Hawthorne huddled like a crab on the near shore. There was nothing moving there either, and Harrie chewed her lip behind the filter. Dust had gotten into her helmet somehow, gritting every time she blinked; weeping streaks marked her cheeks behind the visor. She hoped the dust wasn’t the kind that was likely to make her glow, but her dosimeters had settled down to chicken like clucking, so she might be okay.


  The Kawasaki whimpered apologetically and died as she coasted into town.


  “Christ,” she said, and flinched at the echo of her own amplified voice. She reached to thumb the mike off, and, on second thought, left it alone. It was too damned quiet out here without the Kawasaki’s commentary. She tongued her music back on, flipping selections until she settled on a tune by Grey Line Out.


  She dropped her right foot and kicked the stand down on the left, then stood on the peg and slung her leg over the saddle. She ached with vibration, her hands stiff claws from clutching the handlebars. The stretch of muscle across her ass and thighs was like the reminder of a two-day-old beating but she leaned into the bike, boot sole slipping on grit as she heaved it into motion. She hopped on one foot to kick the stand up, wincing.


  It wasn’t the riding. It was the standing up, afterward.


  She walked the Kawasaki up the deserted highway, between the deserted buildings, the pavement hot enough to sear her feet through the boot leather if she stood still for too long. “Good girl,” she told the Kawasaki, stroking the forward brake handle. It leaned against her heavily, cumbersome at a walking pace, like walking a drunk friend home. “Gotta be a gas station somewhere.”


  Of course, there wouldn’t be any power to run the pumps, and probably no safe water, but she’d figure that out when she got there. Sunlight glimmered off the lake; she was fine, she told herself, because she wasn’t too dehydrated for her mouth to wet at the thought of all that cool, fresh water.


  Except there was no telling what kind of poison was in that lake. There was an old naval base on its shore, and the lake itself had been used as a kind of kiddie pool for submarines. Anything at all could be floating around in its waters. Not, she admitted, that there wasn’t a certain irony to taking the long view at a time like this.


  She spotted a Texaco station, the red and white sign bleached pink and ivory, crazed by the relentless desert sun. Harrie couldn’t remember if she was in the Mojave or the Black Rock desert now, or some other desert entirely. They all ran together. She jumped at her own slightly hysterical giggle. The pumps were off, as she’d anticipated, but she leaned the Kawasaki up on its side stand anyway, grabbed the climate-controlled case out of her saddlebag, and went to find a place to take a leak.


  The leather was hot on her fingers when she pulled her gloves off and dropped her pants. “Damned, stupid… First thing I do when I get back to civilization is buy a set of leathers and a helmet in white, dammit.” She glanced at the Kawasaki as she fixed herself, expecting a hiss of agreement, but the black bike was silent. She blinked stinging eyes and turned away.


  There was a garden hose curled on its peg behind one of the tan-faced houses huddled by the Texaco station, the upper side bleached yellow on green like the belly of a dead snake. Harrie wrenched it off the peg one-handed. The rubber was brittle from dry rot; she broke it twice trying to uncoil a section, but managed to get about seven feet clean. She pried the fill cap off the underground tank with a tire iron and yanked off her helmet and air filter to sniff, checking both dosimeters first.


  It had, after all, been one of those days.


  The gas smelled more or less like gasoline, though, and it tasted like fucking gasoline too, when she got a good mouthful of it from sucking it up her impromptu siphon. Not very good gasoline, maybe, but beggars and choosers. The siphon wouldn’t work as a siphon because she couldn’t get the top end lower than the bottom end, but she could suck fuel up into it and transfer it, hoseful by hoseful, into the Kawasaki’s empty tank, the precious case leaning against her boot while she did.


  Finally, she saw the dark gleam of fluid shimmer through the fill hole when she peered inside and tapped the side of the tank.


  She closed the tank and spat and spat, wishing she had water to wash the gasoline away. The lake glinted, mocking her, and she resolutely turned her back on it and picked up the case.


  It was light in her hand. She paused with one hand on the flap of the saddlebag, weighing that gleaming silver object, staring past it at her boots. She sucked on her lower lip, tasted gas, and turned her head and spat again. “A few more years of freedom, Connie,” she said, and stroked the metal with a black-gloved hand. “You and me. I could drink the water. It wouldn’t matter if that was bad gas I fed you. Nothing could go wrong.


  The Kawasaki was silent. Its keys jangled in Harrie’s hip pocket. She touched the throttle lightly, drew her hand back, laid the unopened case on the seat. “What do you say, girl?”


  Nothing, of course. It was quiescent, slumbering, a dreaming demon. She hadn’t turned it on.


  With both thumbs at once, Harrie flicked up the latches and opened the case.


  It was cool inside, cool enough that she could feel the difference on her face when she bent over it. She kept the lid at half-mast, trying to block that cool air with her body so it wouldn’t drift away. She tipped her head to see inside: blue foam threaded through with cooling elements, shaped to hold the contents without rattling. Papers in a plastic folder, and something in sealed culture plates, clear jelly daubed with ragged polka dots.


  There was a sticky note tacked on the plastic folder. She reached into the cool case and flicked the sticky note out, bringing it into the light. Patch’s handwriting. She blinked.


  “Sacramento next, if these don’t get there,” it said, thick black definite lines. “Like Faustus, we all get one good chance to change our minds.” If you meet the Buddha on the road-


  “I always thought there was more to that son of a bitch than met the eye,” she said, and closed the case, and stuffed the note into her pocket beside the pen. She jammed her helmet back on, double-checking the filter that had maybe started leaking a little around the edges in Tonopah, slung her leg over the Kawasaki’s saddle, and closed the choke.


  It gasped dry when she clutched and thumbed the start button, shaking between her legs like an asthmatic pony. She gave it a little throttle, then eased up on it like easing up on a virgin lover. Coaxing, pleading under her breath. Gasoline fumes from her mouth made her eyes tear inside the helmet; the tears or something else washed the grit away. One cylinder hiccupped. A second one caught.


  She eased the choke as the Kawasaki coughed and purred, shivering, ready to run.


  


  


  Both dosimeters kicked hard as she rolled across the flat, open plain toward Fallon, a deadly oasis in its own right. Apparently Nick hadn’t been satisfied with a leukaemia cluster and perchlorate and arsenic tainting the ground water; the trees Harrie saw as she rolled up on the startling green of the farming town weren’t desert cottonwoods but towering giants of the European forest, and something grey and massive, shimmering with lovely crawling blue Cherenkov radiation, gleamed behind them. The signs she passed were in an alphabet she didn’t understand, but she knew the name of this place.


  A light rain was falling as she passed through Chernobyl.


  It drove down harder as she turned west on the 50, toward Reno and Sparks and a crack under the edge of the clouds that glowed a toxic, sallow colour with evening coming on. Her tires skittered on slick, greasy asphalt.


  Where the cities should have been, stinking piles of garbage crouched against the yellowing evening sky, and nearly naked, starvation-slender people picked their way over slumped rubbish, calling the names of loved ones buried under the avalanche. Water sluiced down her helmet, soaked her saddle, plastered her leathers to her body. She wished she dared drink the rain. It didn’t make her cool. It only made her wet.


  She didn’t turn her head to watch the wretched victims of the garbage slide. She was one hour out of Sacramento, and in Manila of fifty years ago.


  Donner Pass was green and pleasant, sunset staining the sky ahead as red as meat. She was in plenty of time. It was all downhill from here.


  Nick wasn’t about to let her get away without a fight.


  


  


  The big one had rerouted the Sacramento River too, and Harrie turned back at the edge because the bridge was down and the water was on fire. She motored away, a hundred meters, two hundred, until the heat of the burning river faded against her back. “What’s that?” she asked the slim man in the pinstriped suit who waited for her by the roadside.


  “Cuyahoga River fire,” he said. “1969. Count your blessings. It could have been Bhopal.”


  “Blessings?” She spared him a sardonic smile, invisible behind her helmet. He tilted the brim of his hat with a grey-gloved finger. “I suppose you could say that.


  What is it really?”


  “Phlegethon.”


  She raised her visor and peeked over her shoulder, watching the river burn. Even here, it was hot enough that her sodden leathers steamed against her back. The back of her hand pressed her breast pocket. The paper from Patch’s note crinkled; her Cross poked her in the tit.


  She looked at Nick, and Nick looked at her. “So that’s it.”


  “That’s all she wrote. It’s too far to jump.”


  “I can see that.”


  “Give me the case and I’ll let you go home. I’ll give you the Kawasaki and I’ll give you your freedom. We’ll call it even.”


  She eyed him, tension up her right leg, toe resting on the ground. The great purring bike shifted heavily between her legs, lithe as a cat, ready to turn and spit gravel from whirring tires. “Too far to jump.”


  “That’s what I said.”


  Too far to jump. Maybe. And maybe if she gave him what was in the case, and doomed Sacramento like Bhopal, like Chernobyl, like Las Vegas…Maybe she’d be damning herself even if he gave it back to her. And even if she wasn’t, she wasn’t sure she and the Kawasaki could live with that answer.


  If he wanted to keep her, he had to let her make the jump, and she could save Sacramento. If he was willing to lose her, she might die on the way over, and Sacramento might die with her, but they would die free.


  Either way, Nick lost. And that was good enough for her.


  “Devil take the hindmost,” she said under her breath, and touched the throttle one more time.


  


  The Leavings


  of the Wolf


  


  


  


  


  Dagmar was doomed to run. Feet in stiff new trail shoes flexing, hitting. The sharp ache of each stride in knees no longer accustomed to the pressure. Her body, too heavy on the downhills, femur jarring into hip socket, each hop down like a blow against her soles. Against her soul. Dagmar was doomed to run until her curse was lifted.


  Oh, she thought of it as a curse, but it was just a wedding ring. She could have solved the problem with a pair of tin snips. Applied to the ring, not the finger, though there were days—


  Days, maybe even weeks, when she could have fielded enough selfloathing to resort to the latter. But no, she would not ruin that ring. It had a history: the half-carat transition-cut diamond was a transplant from her grandmother’s engagement ring, reset in a filigree band carved by a jeweler friend who was as dead as Dagmar’s marriage.


  She wouldn’t wear it again herself, if— when, she told herself patiently— when she could ever get it off. But she thought of saving it for a daughter she still might one day have—thirty wasn’t so old. Anyway, it was a piece of history. A piece of art.


  It was futile—and fascist—to destroy history out of hand, just because it had unpleasant associations. But the ring wouldn’t come off her finger intact until the forty pounds she’d put on over the course of her divorce came off, too.


  So, in the mornings before the Monday/ Wednesday/ Friday section of her undergrad animal behavior class, she climbed out of her Toyota, rocking her feet in her stiff new minimalist running shoes—how the technology had changed, in the last ten years or so—and was made all the more aware of her current array of bulges and bumps by the tightness of the sports bra and the way the shorts rode up when she stretched beside the car.


  The university where Dagmar worked lay on a headland above the ocean, where cool breezes crossed it in every season. They dried the sweat on her face, the salt water soaking her T-shirt as she ran.


  Painfully at first, in intervals more walking than jogging, shuffling to minimize the impact on her ankles and knees. She trotted slow circles around the library. But within a week, that wasn’t enough. She extended her range through campus. Her shoes broke in, the stiff soles developing flex. She learned—relearned—to push off from her toes.


  She invested in better running socks—cushiony wool, twenty bucks a pair.


  She’s a runner and a student; he’s a poet and a singer. Each of them sees in the other something they’re missing in themselves.


  She sees his confidence, his creativity. He sees her studiousness, her devotion.


  The story ends as it always does. They fall in love.


  Of course there are signs that all is not right. Portents.


  But isn’t that always how it goes?


  


  


  Her birds found her before the end of the first week. Black wings, dagged edges trailing, whirled overhead as she thudded along sloped paths.


  The crows were encouragement. She liked being the weird woman who ran early in the morning, beneath a vortex of black wings.


  She had been to Stockholm, to Malmö where her grandfather had been born. She’d met her Swedish cousins and eaten lingonberries outside of an Ikea. She knew enough of the myths of her ancestors to find the idea of Thought and Memory accompanying her ritual expurgation of the selfinflicted sin of marrying the wrong man …


  . . . entertaining.


  Or maybe she’d married the right man. She still often thought so.


  But he had married the wrong woman.


  And anyway, the birds were hers. Or she was theirs.


  And always had been.


  “Your damned crows,” he calls them.


  As in: “You care about your damned crows more than me.” As in: “Why don’t you go talk to your damned crows, if you don’t want to talk to me.”


  Her crows, the ones she’d taught to identify her, the ones that ate from her hand as part of her research, clearly had no difficulties recognizing her outside the normal arc of feeding station hours.


  They had taught other birds to recognize her, too, because the murder was more than ten birds strong, and only three or four at a time ever had the ankle bands that told Dagmar which of her crows was which. Crows could tell humans apart by facial features and hair color, and could communicate that information to other crows. Humans had no such innate ability when it came to crows.


  Dagmar had noticed that she could fool herself into thinking she could tell them apart, but inevitably she’d think she was dealing with one bird and find it was actually another one entirely once she got a look at the legbands.


  The other humans had no problem identifying her, either. She was the heavyset blond woman who ran every morning, now, thudding along— jiggling, stone-footed—under a cloak of crows.


  Things she has not said in return: “My damned crows actually pretend to listen.”


  


  


  Dagmar grew stronger. Her wind improved. Her calves bulged with muscle—but her finger still bulged slightly on either side of the ring. The weight stayed on her.


  Sometimes, from running, her hands swelled, and the finger with the wedding ring on it would grow taut and red as a sausage. Bee-stung. She’d ice and elevate it until the swelling passed.


  She tried soap, olive oil. Heating it under running water to make the metal expand.


  It availed her not.


  There are the nights like gifts, when everything’s the way it was. When they play rummy with the TV on, and he shows her his new poetry. When he kisses her neck behind the ear, and smooths her hair down.


  She felt as if she were failing her feminist politics, worrying about her body size. She told herself she wasn’t losing weight: she was gaining health. She dieted, desultorily. Surely the running should be enough.


  It wasn’t. The ring—stayed on.


  “Cut the ring off,” her sister says.


  


  


  But there have been too many defeats. Cutting it off is one more, one more failure in the litany of failures caught up in the most important thing she was ever supposed to do with her life.


  That damned ring. Its weight on her hand. The way it digs in when she makes a fist.


  She will beat it.


  It is only metal, and she is flesh and will.


  Perhaps it is her destiny to run.


  


  


  One day—it was a Tuesday, so she had more time before her section—she followed the crows instead of letting the crows follow her.


  She wasn’t sure what led to the decision, but they were flocking—the crows with bands and the ones without—and as she jogged up on them they lifted into the air like a scatter of burned pages, like a swirl of ashes caught in a vortex of rising heat. They flew heavily, the way she felt she ran, beating into the ocean breeze that rose from the sea cliffs with rowing strokes rather than tumbling over one another weightlessly as the songbirds did.


  They were strong, though, and they hauled themselves into the air like prizefighters hauling themselves up the ropes.


  They led her down the green slopes of the campus lawn, toward the sweep of professionally gardened pastel stucco housing development draped across the top of the cliffs above. They turned along an access road, and led her out toward the sea.


  She ran in the cool breeze, June gloom graying the sky above her, the smell of jasmine rising on all sides. Iceplant carpeted both sides of the road, the stockade fences separating her from a housing development draped with bougainvillea in every hot color.


  A bead of sweat trickled down Dagmar’s nose. But some days, she’d learned, your body gives you little gifts: functioning at a higher level of competence than normal, a glimpse of what you can look forward to if you keep training. Maybe it was the cool air, or the smell of the sea, or the fact that the path was largely downhill—but she was still running strong when she reached the dead end of the road.


  Still heavily, too, to be sure, not with the light, quick strides she’d managed when she was younger. Before the marriage, before the divorce. But she hesitated before a tangle of orange temporary fence, and paced slowly back and forth.


  She stood at the lip of a broad gully, steep enough to make clambering down daunting. A sandy path did lead into its depths, in the direction of the water. The arroyo’s two cliffs plunged in a deep vee she could not see to the bottom of, because it was obscured by eroded folds.


  The crows swirled over her like a river full of black leaves tumbling toward the sea. Dagmar watched them skim the terrain down the bluff, into the canyon. Their voices echoed as if they called her after—or mocked her heavy, flightless limbs.


  She felt in her pocket for her phone. Present and accounted for.


  All right then. If she broke a leg … she could call a rescue team.


  If she cracked her head open …


  Well, she wouldn’t have to worry about the damned wedding ring any more.


  She reads his poetry, his thesis. She brings him books.


  She bakes him cookies.


  He catches her hand when she leaves tea beside his computer, and kisses the back of it, beside the wedding ring.


  She meets his eyes and smiles.


  They’re trying.


  Dagmar pounded through the gully—trotting at first, but not for long. The path was too steep, treacherous with loose sand, and no wider than one foot in front of the other. The sparse and thorny branches on the slope would not save her if she fell, and on the right there was a drop of twice her height down to a handspan-width, rattling stream.


  Dagmar wanted to applaud its oversized noise.


  Even walking, every step felt like she was hopping down from a bench. She steadied herself with her hands when she could, and at the steepest patches hunkered down and scooted. The trail shoes pinched her toes when her feet slid inside them. She cursed the local teens when she came to a steep patch scattered with thick shards of brown glass, relict of broken beer bottles, and picked her way.


  She still had to stop afterward and find a broken stick with which to pry glass splinters from her soles.


  The gloom was burning off, bathing her in the warm chill of summer sun and cool, dry sea air. The crows were somewhere up ahead. She couldn’t say why she was so certain they would have waited for her.


  Sometimes her breath came tight and quick against the arch of her throat: raspy, rough. But it was fear, not shortness of breath. She acknowledged it and kept going, trying not to glance too often at the sharp drop to a rocky streambed that lay only one slip or misstep away.


  She actually managed to feel a little smug, for a while: at least she’d regained a little athleticism. And she didn’t think this would ever have been easy.


  “Look at you,” he says. “When was the last time you got off your ass?”


  


  


  Maybe not easy for her, but she thought she was most of the way down when she heard the patter of soft footsteps behind her, a quiet voice warning, “Coming up!”


  She stepped as far to the inside of the trail—as if there were an inside of the trail—as possible, and turned sideways. A slim, muscled young man in a knee-length wetsuit jogged barefoot down the path she’d been painstakingly inching along, a surfboard balanced on his shoulder. Dagmar blinked, but he didn’t vanish. Sunlight prickled through his close-cropped hair while she still felt the chill of mist across her neck.


  “Sorry,” she said helplessly.


  But he answered, “Don’t worry, plenty of room,” and whisked past without letting his shoulder brush. He bounced from foothold to foothold until he vanished into a twisting passage between sandstone outcrops.


  “There’s my sense of inadequacy,” Dagmar sighed, trudging on.


  Things she does not say in response: “Look at you.” She bites he lip. She nods.


  She is trying to save her marriage.


  And he’s right. She should take up running again.


  Someone had run a hand-line—just a length of plastic clothesline, nothing that would prevent a serious fall—down the steepest, muddiest bit of the trail-bottom. Dagmar used it to steady herself as she descended, careful not to trust it with too much of her weight. By now, she could hear the wearing of the sea—and something else. Water, also—but not the water trickling in the rocky stream bed, and not the water hissing amongst the grains of sand. Falling water.


  She rounded the corner of the gully—now towering a hundred feet or more overhead, to a cliff edge bearded with straggling bushes—and found herself in a grotto.


  A narrow waterfall trembled from the cliff-top across wet, packed sand, shimmering like a beaded curtain in the slanted morning light. Its spray scattered lush draperies of ferns with jeweled snoods, hung trembling on the air in rainbow veils. Alongside grew dusty green reeds.


  She drew up at the foot of the trail, her throat tightening upon the words of delight that she had no one to call out too. Broad sand stretched before her now, a wide path that led between two final shoulders of stone to the sea. Wetsuited surfers frolicked in the curling waves, silhouetted against the mirror-bright facets of the water. The sun was bright out there, though she stood in mist and shadow.


  At the cliff-top, two crows sat shoulder to shoulder, peering down at Dagmar with curious bright eyes, heads cocked.


  “Caw,” said the one on the right. She could not see if they were banded.


  She craned her head until her neck ached stiffly and tried not to think of how she was going to get back up to the top. Loneliness ached against her breast like the pressure of accusing fingers.


  “Hey,” she said. “This is so beautiful.”


  The crows did not answer.


  Her hands had swollen on the descent, taut and prickling, the left one burning around her ring. Her feet ached still—mashed toes, and she suspected from a sharper, localized pain that one of those shards of glass might have punched through the sole of her shoe.


  The ripples beneath the waterfall looked cool. She hopped the rocky little stream—now that it ran across the surface rather than down in a gully, it was easy—and limped toward the pool, wincing.


  The crows come at dawn, bright-eyed—how can black eyes seem bright?— and intelligent. The feeding station is designed so that only one bird at a time can eat, and see her. They squabble and peck, but not seriously—and, after a fashion, they take turns: one, having eaten, withdraws from the uncomfortably close presence of the researcher, and the next, hungry, shoulders in.


  When they come up to the trough, to pick at the cracked corn she dribbles through the transparent plastic shield that separates her from the birds, they eye her face carefully. They make eye contact. They tip their heads.


  She knows it’s not good science, but she begins to think they know her.


  


  


  It would be stupid to pull off her shoe—if she did have a cut, she’d get sand in it, and then she’d just have to put the shoe back on sandy and get blisters—so instead she dropped a knee in the wet sand beside the pool and let her hands fall into the water. It was cold and sharp and eased the taut sensation that her skin was a too-full balloon. She touched her ring, felt the heat in the skin beside it. It was too tight even to turn.


  Dagmar pushed sandy, sweat-damp hair off her forehead with the back of her hand.


  From behind her, as before, a voice—this one also male, but midrange, calm, with an indeterminate northern European accent—said, “Have a care with that.”


  Dagmar almost toppled forward into the puddly little pool. She caught herself on a hand plunged into the water—the left one, it happened—and drew it back with a gasp. There must have been a bit of broken glass in the pool, too, and now dilute blood ran freely from the heel of her thumb down her elbow, to drip in threads upon the sand.


  She turned over her shoulder, heart already racing with the threat of a strange man in an isolated place—and instead found herself charmed. He was tall but not a tower, broad but not a barn-door. Strong-shouldered like a man who used it—the surfers on the water, the soldiers who ran along the beach. Long light hair—sand-brown—bounced over one of those shoulders in a tail as the water bounced down the cliff above. A trim brown beard hid the line of his jaw; the flush of a slight sunburn vanished behind it.


  And his right arm ended in shiny scraps of scar tissue four inches above where the wrist should have been.


  Iraq, she thought. He might have been thirty; he wasn’t thirty-five. Afghanistan?


  His gaze went to the trickle of bloody water along her arm. She expected him to start forward, to offer help.


  Instead he said, “Your coming is foretold, Dagmar Sörensdotter. I am here to tell you: you must make a sacrifice to a grief to end it.”


  Her name. Her father’s name. The cold in her fingers—the way the pain in her hand, in her foot receded. The way she suddenly noticed details she had not seen before: that the cliff behind the one-handed man was gray and tawny granite, and not the buff sand she’d been eyeing throughout her descent; that the surfers scudding like elongated seals through the curving ocean had all drifted out of line of sight: that the ocean itself was being lost again behind chilly veils of mist.


  She pulled her bloody right hand away from the wound in her left and groped in the pocket of her shorts for her phone.


  “It avails you not, Dagmar Sörensdotter,” he said. “You are in no danger. When grief burns in your heart, and your blood enters the water, and you run down into the earth at the edge of the sea with your helskor on, accompanied by crows—on this my day of all days! Who shall come to you then but a god of your ancestors, before you run all the way to Niflheim?”


  He gestured to her feet. She looked down at her trail shoes, and noticed a reddish patch spreading along the side of the right one. She looked up again.


  He didn’t look like a god. He looked like a man—a man her own age, her own ethnicity, more or less her own phenotype. A man in a gray T-shirt and faded jeans rolled up to show the sand-dusted bones of his ankles. A crazy man, apparently, no matter how pleasant his gaze.


  “I have a phone,” she said, raising her right hand to show it. Aware of the water and the cliff at her back. Aware of the length of his legs, and the fact that she’d have to dart right past him to reach the beach trail. “I’ll scream.”


  He glanced over his shoulder. “If you must,” he said, tiredly. “I am Týr, Sörensdotter. My name means God. This hand”—he held up that ragged, scarshiny stump—“fed the Fenris wolf, that he would stand to be shackled. This hand”—he raised the intact one—“won me glory nonetheless. Men speak of the brave as Týr-valiant, of the wise as Týr-prudent. I am called ‘kin-ofgiants;’ I am named ‘god-of-battle;’ I am hight ‘the-leavings-of-the-wolf.’ ” He paused; the level brows rose. “And will that name be yours as well?”


  “I’ve met someone else,” he says.


  Dagmar lowers her eyes. She slices celery lengthwise, carefully, dices it into cubes as small as the shattered bits of safety glass.


  It feels like a car wreck, all right.


  She scrapes the vegetables into hot oil and hears them sizzle.


  “Do you hear me?” he asks. “I’ve met someone else.”


  “I heard you.” She sets the knife down on the cutting board before she turns around. “Were you looking for the gratification of a dramatic response? Because you could have timed it better. I have a pan full of boiling oil right here.”


  “The leavings of the wolf,” she said. “Leavings. Like … leftovers?” Dial 911, she told herself, before the nice crazy stalker pulls out a knife. But her fingers didn’t move over the screen.


  God or not, he had a nice smile, full lips behind the fringe of beard curving crookedly. “It did make a meal of the rest.”


  She felt her own frown. Felt the hand clutching the phone drop to her side. “You’re left-handed.”


  “Where I’m from,” he said, “no one is left-handed. But I learned.”


  “So why didn’t you give the wolf your left hand?”


  He shrugged, eyebrows drawing together over the bridge of a slightly crooked nose.


  In the face of his silence, she fidgeted. “It would have been the sensible choice.”


  “But not the grand one. It doesn’t pay to be stingy with wolves, Sörensdotter.”


  Her hands clenched. One around the phone, one pressing fresh blood from a wound. “You said helskor, before. What are helskor?”


  “Hell shoes.” He jerked his stump back at the steep and slick descent. “The road to the underworld is strewn with thorns; the river the dead must wade is thick with knives. Even well-shod, I see you have your injuries.”


  “I’m not dead,” Dagmar said.


  “Dead enough to shed your blood on the path to Hel’s domain. Dead enough to have been seeking Niflheim these past months, whether or not you knew it.”


  With his taken breath and the lift of his chin, Týr gave himself away. He gestured to her dripping hand and said what he meant to say anyway. “When you put your hand in a wolf’s mouth, you must understand that you have already made the decision to sacrifice it.”


  “I didn’t know it was a wolf,” she said. “I thought it was a marriage.”


  “They are not,” Týr says, “dissimilar. Are you going to stand there forever?”


  Dagmar raises her left hand. Blood smears it already, the slit in her palm deeper than it had seemed. Still welling.


  It palls the diamond in crimson, so no fire reflects. It clots in the spaces in the band’s filigree.


  She says, “I didn’t want to waste it. I wanted to save it for something else.”


  “A sacrifice,” the god says, “is not a waste.”


  He does not say: What you try to salvage will drag you down instead.


  He does not say: You cannot cut your losses until you are willing to admit that you have lost.


  He does not need to.


  How bad can it be? Dagmar wonders.


  She puts her bloody finger in her mouth and hooks her teeth behind the ring.


  Damn you, she thinks. I want to live. Even with failure.


  Bit by bit, scraping skin with her teeth, she drags the ring along her finger. The pain brings sharp water to her eyes. The taste of blood—fresh and clotted—gags her. The diamond scrapes her gums. Flesh bunches against her knuckle.


  I don’t think I can do this.


  “This has already happened,” the god says in her ear. “This is always happening.”


  I don’t think I can not.


  When she pulls once more, harder, her knuckle rips, skins off, burns raw. With a fresh well of blood that tastes like seaweed, the ring slides free, loose in her mouth, nearly choking her.


  Dagmar spits it on the sand and screams.


  


  


  The god has left her.


  Dagmar stands on the strand under the bright sun, her left hand cradled against her chest, and watches the long indigo breakers combing the hammered sea. Red runs down her arm, drips from her elbow, falls and spatters into the shallow play of the ocean’s edge. Overhead wheel crows, murders and covenants of them, driving even the boldest seagulls away.


  She holds the ring in her right hand. Her fingers clutch; she raises her fist. One sharp jerk, and the ocean can have it. One—


  She turns back and draws her arm down, and instead tosses the bright bloody thing flashing into the sky. Round and round, spinning, tumbling, pretty in the sun until the dark wings of carrion birds sweep toward it.


  She does not see which claims it—banded or bare—just the chase as all the others follow, proclaiming their greed and outrage, sweeping away from her along the endless empty river of the sky.


  “Thank you,” she whispers after them.


  In a moment, they are gone.


  —for SL


  


  The Death of


  Terrestrial Radio


  


  


  


  


  The first word was meant to be spoken quietly, if it should ever be spoken at all. A dribble of signal. An echo. A ghost. A coded trickle, something some PC running SETI-at-home would pick out of the background noise, flag, and return silently to the great database in the sky, the machine’s owner innocent of her role in making history.


  I am one of the few who is old enough to remember what we got. Something as subtle as a solid whack across the nose with a cricket bat. We couldn’t believe it at first, but there it was, interfering with transmissions on all frequencies, cluttering our signals with static ghosts.


  Television had largely abandoned the airwaves by then, so the transmissions that came to houses and offices over fiber optic cable were unperturbed. Dueling experts opined with telegenic confidence that the suggestive sequence of blips was some natural, cosmological phenomenon—and not somebody broadcasting to the whole world, simultaneously, intentionally.


  That lasted all of about three hours before the first cable news channel produced an elderly man, liver-spotted scalp clearly visible between the thinning strands of his hair. He was a ham radio operator, a lifetime wireless hobbyist who folded his hands before his chest and closed his eyes to listen to those noises straight out of an old movie—exactly like the chatter of a wireless telegraph.


  He let his lids crack open again, “It’s Morse code; of course I recognize it. It might be the most famous Marconi transmission in history.”


  He quoted, as if reciting a familiar poem, “CQD CQD SOS Titanic Position 41.44 N 50.24 W. Require immediate assistance. Come at once. We struck an iceberg. Sinking.”


  I was in my office at the ALMA site, surrounded by coworkers, and you could have heard a pin drop. We hadn’t exactly gotten the jump on this one—not when the signal was interfering with people’s baby monitors. But we had been engaged in trying to track it.


  A simple task, given the strength of the signal. It originated in Taurus, and exhibited measurable parallax over the course of a couple of days. Not only was it loud, in other words—but it was close, and moving fast.


  A few weeks later, we found the second one. Suddenly, radio signals were blossoming all over the sky. Our own dead signals, our own dead voices—ham radio, The Shadow, coded signals from World War I—spoken back to us.


  And then they stopped.


  


  


  When I was fifteen years old, other girls wanted to be doctors and actors and politicians. They played soccer and softball, went to Girls State, marched in band.


  I ran SETI and stayed late at school for Math League and Physics Club. Almost nobody really believed in aliens, but I wanted to talk to them so badly I didn’t even have words for the feeling, the cravings that welled up inside me.


  Other girls and boys—even other geeks—dated. And I guess I tried, sort of. But the people around me never seemed as entrancing as the numbers in my head. I wanted to like them—loneliness was certainly an issue—but the gap between wanting and being able seemed unbridgeable.


  In retrospect, what I sought refuge in was not too dissimilar from the age-old fantasy that one is adopted, that one’s real family will come along someday and rescue one from these weirdos one’s been left with. Except I felt so weird I turned to aliens. Maybe someone out there would be like me. Certainly, it seemed like I had nothing in common with anybody else on this planet.


  Sooner or later, you put aside childish things—or risk being labeled a crackpot. By the time I turned twenty-seven, I had two grad degrees and a tenure-track job at a major research university. I’d gotten time on the VLA and was mining the research for my dis towards further publications.


  Radio astronomers get drunk and speculate about extraterrestrial life … I’d say “like anybody else,” but I guess most people don’t actually do that. The difference is, we know on a visceral level how prohibitive the distances and timescales are, how cold the math.


  We really didn’t expect to hear from anybody.


  Maybe it’s like falling in love. You have to truly stop expecting something to happen before it will.


  You talk about things that change the world. Usually, it’s in hindsight. Usually you don’t notice them when they’re happening.


  Ah, but sometimes. Sometimes there’s no way you could have missed it unless you were in a vegetative state.


  It’s hard to remember now, but we didn’t know, then, what the Echoes were or what they wanted. It could have been a passing alien ship, psychological warfare from inbound would-be conquerors (Stephen Hawking would have been vindicated!), or some previously unsuspected cosmological phenomena.


  There were new cults; a few suicides. The occasional marriage selfdestructed, and I confess I was naively surprised at the number of people who joined or left religions, apparently at random.


  I’d never been much of a joiner, myself.


  


  


  Six months later, our own voices echoed back to us again. This time it was War of the Worlds and Radio Free Europe.


  With those two datapoints, we could figure out where they were, and how far away, and how fast they were moving.


  By the third round, nobody was surprised to receive the signals of early broadcast television—and some clever souls even filtered the signals and recovered fragments of our own lost history: early live episodes of The Avengers and destroyed episodes of Doctor Who. So much entertainment used to be broadcast, carried over public airwaves that now mostly used for cellular calls and more practical things—where great swaths of them are not simply abandoned.


  The idea of a cosmological explanation had always been farfetched. Now it seemed laughable. Somebody was bouncing our own words back to us. A means of communication, certainly … but a threat or a reassurance? Psychological warfare or reaching out?


  How do you know for sure?


  It’s a little disconcerting to have your cell calls to your place of business interrupted by Jackie Gleason threatening his fictional wife with domestic violence.


  Suddenly, after decades of neglect, a new space race rose, phoenix-like, from the ashes of exploration. Except this time we weren’t racing other nation-states, but rather the slow motion tumble of what might turn out to be a hammer from the sky.


  


  


  They were slowing down. And by the fourth round, we managed to spot their lightsails—their parachutes—and now we could watch as well as hear them come. Hailing them produced more echoes, and as we sent them new, specific signals they stopped reproducing our old ones.


  The sources further away from Earth were braking harder; some had paused entirely (not that anything really pauses in space, but allow me the conceit) and at least one—the initial signal, the strongest Echo—seemed likely to pass very close indeed. We had a betting pool. My money had it making orbit.


  I figured they weren’t here to blow up the planet, enslave us, or kidnap our nubile young men away to Mercury. For one thing, if they were hostile, the easiest thing in the world—out of the world—would have been for them to sneak up on us and drop a rock on our heads from orbit, which would pretty much soften up any useful resistance right then and there. Alien invasion movies aren’t usually written by physicists. For another thing, sending back our own voices … it seemed kind of friendly, somehow.


  My work friend Carl pointed out that it was something bullies did, too, mocking what you said by repeating it. I looked across a plate of gyros at him and replied, “They do it in funny voices.”


  The constellation of radio sources strung out against the sky seemed to me to be relay stations, signal boosters. I guessed they were sending messages home.


  I won the betting pool, which was a strange sensation. Carl, who shares my office and sits at the desk next to mine, knew better than to tease me about it. He’d tried when we were first thrown together, but I think he caught on that I was faking engagement with his jokes.


  Rather than being offended, though, he just backed off of them. Carl was a good guy, even if he wasn’t funny. I was so young then; it was so amazingly long ago. Sixty-three years: a human’s productive lifetime, under pretty good circumstances.


  He was also the guy who thought enough of me to forward me the links to the breaking news articles on China’s emergency manned mission to the Echo.


  “Crap,” I said.


  “Easy, Courtney,” he responded, without looking up from the rows of numbers scrolling his desktop. “We’ve still got their trail to chase back up the sky.”


  I was still frowning. He was still looking at me.


  He said, “Look, it’s seven. Let’s get some dinner and you can vent all you want.”


  “Thanks,” I said. “But I need to work tonight.”


  The U.S.A. was outraged, and loudly said so to everyone, whether they would listen or not. But there wasn’t much America could do about it, having sacrificed our space program on the altars of economic necessity and eternal war. I found the prospect of China getting first crack at the Echo frustrating mostly because it meant that my odds of getting near it were exponentially smaller. And if I could have itched—I mean physically itched—with desire …


  But as it turned out, we didn’t have to go to the Echo.


  The Echo came to us.


  It separated into a dozen identical—we later learned—components, which settled themselves near population centers scattered around the globe. China got one; so did India.


  It will surprise no one that I read a lot of science fiction. Read and read—one spelling, two pronunciations, two tenses. There’s a subset of the genre that fans call the “big dumb object” plot: basically, 2001. Intrepid human explorers meet up with an abandoned alien artifact—a probe, a relic—and have to decide what to make of it.


  This wasn’t a single big dumb object so much as a web of little ones. I spent some time thinking about it—well, who didn’t?—and what I realized was that whoever built it had allowed for the fact that it might make landfall at a world where the sentient life forms had not yet achieved space flight. If we couldn’t come to them, they would have to come to us.


  The component that drifted down in New York City wound up at JPL, and a number of xenologists—a new specialty pretty much as of that morning—were invited to examine it.


  And so I became one of the vanishingly small percentage of humans privileged to hold in my hands a disc of metal originated on another world. It was pristine, a perfect circle electroplated with gold, the surface etched with symbols and diagrams I forced myself not to try to interpret, just yet.


  Carl leaned over my shoulder. He put his hand on it and gave me an excited squeeze. “Damn,” he said. “It’s just like Voyager.”


  “I guess good ideas tend to reoccur.” Through the nitrile gloves, I felt the slight irregularities of its surface. “You don’t suppose this one is a phonograph record too?”


  To human ears, their voices sound like the layered keening of gulls.


  


  


  You know who I am because I’m the one who found their star. It’s a small, cool red sun about 31.5 light years away.


  If you can name something that already belongs to someone else, I named it Hui Zhong, for my grandmother.


  We’ve never actually seen Hui Zhong—it’s too small, too cool, and washed out behind a brighter neighbor—but we know where it has to be. Hui Zhong burns at about 3000 degrees Kelvin—half the temperature of Earth’s own sun. It’s a Population II star, and poor in heavy elements. Its spectrum is recorded on the discs, and so we know that it is a first generation star, one of the early citizens of the thirteen-and-three-quarters billion-year-old universe.


  Hui Zhong is nearly immortal. The convective structure of such dwarf stars offers them stability, constant luminosity, and a lifespan in the hundreds of billions of years. Our own Sun, by contrast, is only some four and a half billion years old—and in about that same amount of time, will become a red giant as its nuclear furnaces inevitably begin to fail.


  We’ll die with it, unless we find someplace else to go.


  One of the tracks on the record the Echoes sent us is a voice counting, and one of the diagrams on its surface is of a planet and primary—so we have a sense of their homeworld’s orbital period—a mere fourteen Earth days or so …


  The Echoes, in other words, could have been planning their approach to other civilizations and sending out probes in likely directions for a very, very long time. The probe was a sublight vehicle; we couldn’t know exactly how long it had taken us to reach us … but “millennia” wasn’t out of the question.


  


  


  We returned the call.


  Not as one strong, unified signal, but as an erratic series of blips and dashes—governments and corporations and research institutions. There was an X-Prize. Groups and mavericks, answering the stars.


  And we kept answering. We’ve been answering for almost seventy years now. I’ve gone from hot young Turk to eminence gris in that time, from sought-after expert to forgotten emeritus. For sixty-five of those years, I think I must have been holding my breath. Waiting for the word across the void. Waiting for these people who reached out from their ancient world, circling their ancient, stable star, to hear our reply and start a slow, painstaking dialogue.


  On Turnaround Day they dusted me off. I found myself standing at a cocktail party next to the President of East America, wondering how I’d gotten there, wondering what was in the brown paste on the glorified cracker in my hand.


  I turned around to say something to that effect to Carl before I remembered he’d died eighteen months before, predeceased by his wife of forty years. After he died, he used to call me every week, like clockwork.


  His jokes still weren’t that funny. But I could feel him waiting, lonely, on the other end of the line. As waiting and as lonely as me.


  The world really did hold its breath. And our silence was met by an answering silence … and after a pause the world moved on.


  It’s not just Carl. Most of my other colleagues are gone. I live alone, and the work I can still do goes frustratingly slowly now.


  Sometimes I think waiting to hear the answer was what kept me going this long.


  I don’t expect to hear an answer anymore.


  Maybe the Echoes forgot they’d called out to us. Maybe they never really expected an answer. Maybe they moved beyond radio waves, the same way we have. Maybe—even more so than us—they no longer listen to the stars.


  Maybe, despite their safe old world and their safe old star, something horrible happened to them. Maybe Fermi was right, and they blew themselves up.


  Maybe we’ll blow ourselves up someday really soon, too.


  But they reached out once. They let us know we weren’t alone. We heard them and reached back, and they haven’t answered—or they haven’t answered yet.


  Maybe they live a lot longer than we do. Maybe they don’t have the same sense of urgency.


  We do keep trying. And maybe someday they’ll send an answer.


  But it will be a slow conversation and I won’t be here to hear it. (Two words; one pronunciation.)


  Too late, I think I figured something out. It’s everybody, isn’t it? It was Carl, too, and that’s what he was trying to tell me. That we could be lonely together, and it might help somehow.


  The silence stretches loud across the space between us. And I can’t decide if knowing they were out there and that they reached out in friendship, with a map and the sound of their voices, is worse than imagining they were never there at all.


  


  War Stories


  


  


  


  


  No shit, there I am.


  So it’s 2030, right? And I’m sprawled on my belly in the pile of rubble that used to be 100 Constitution Plaza, rifle fire skipping over my head, a broken rock gouging my groin just down and to the left of my armor. My neck wants to crawl into my helmet like a turtle jamming itself into its shell. There’s a crater the size of Winterpeg under my nose, and busted rocks and shattered glass scattered all over Main Street. Suicide van bomb.


  Any asshole can die for his country. The scary shit is living for it.


  Old joke: join the army, see the world, meet interesting people and shoot them. And hell, I could be anywhere. Anywhere in the newly reconstituted Commonwealth, say. Where there’s fewer places to see every week, and I—so I’m what, eighteen when this is going on?—would like to get a look at a few of them before they’re under ice, or under water.


  Ah, the Commonwealth. Back again like it never left.


  I could be anywhere. I could be in the UK, evacuating Glastonbury or helping sandbag, or process refugees, in London. London, which is not holding. I could be in South Africa, putting down the warlord-of-the-week. Hell, I could be in Canada, guarding the home front.


  No.


  I’m face down in a pile of bricks in Hartford, Connecticut, in the good old U.S. of A., pinned under enemy fire, wondering when they’re going to bring in the sonics to relieve us and if we’re going to catch friendly fire when they do—and not loving a minute of it.


  Shit. If I’m going to get my ass shot off, you’d think they could send me someplace pretty to do it in.


  Carter’s yelling at me from better cover, shouting something I can’t catch over the noise. His mike might be on the fritz, or maybe it’s my earpiece. His electronics seem okay, at least—he isn’t eightysixed on my heads-up.


  Good thing, too; you can see it yourself when it happens—unless your whole rig goes dead—and it’s creepy as shit. Your icon grays out on the map and there are all your buddies, looking around to see if you got garroted or picked off by a sniper while the team was otherwise engaged.


  Modern technology. Used to be, you got shot, you screamed and bled on people until a medic got there. Now, they have machines to do your bleeding for you.


  So I wave back at him, hand down low beside my ass: yeah, I have enough cover.


  Yeah. Enough. He’s just a private anyway, which means…


  ...which means, technically, this is my action.


  Mother pus-bucket.


  I hope the rest of the guys show up fast.


  I’m still thinking about that when I catch a little motion down in the hole.


  That thing about your life flashing before your eyes? It’s bullshit. Never had it happen, and I’ve been scared. What did happen, even before I was wired, was the adrenaline-dump shocked-time thing, and that’s what I get, a freeze frame image of the crater and the sunlight shattering off broken glass.


  Fuck me with a chainsaw. There’s a child down there.


  


  


  The social position of a MWO in the Canadian Army is a little odd. You’re not a commissioned officer. But you’re not really one of the grunts any more, either. The “I work for a living” joke only works until you get past warrant.


  It’s more like you’re a vassal. A country of one, owing absolute allegiance, but generally trusted to wipe up your own ass—and your own spilt milk—as necessary.


  It’s an uncomfortable kind of freedom to get used to. But yanno, I never would have made it to RMC with my math skills, and we don’t have enough college grads anymore to keep all the whirlybirds for lieutenants. And the way it works out, the rest of the pilots are scared to death of me, anyway.


  So I don’t have to leave the service to move in with Gabe Castaign. He got out before I did, and then we could be friends in public, even. The way we couldn’t when I was a corporal and he was a captain and he saved my life.


  Thank god he was never in my chain of command. I don’t think we could have managed to stay pals; it would have gotten all knotted to that feudal thing, and that would have been the end.


  Of course, I don’t quite get to move in with him in the sense that I really wanted to, because by 2053, Gabe’s married and has two beautiful, ridiculous, towheaded baby girls. And when I de-enlist, I do it to stay with him and Geniveve.


  Because they already know that the transplants haven’t taken, that the stem therapy and the chemo aren’t working. And Geniveve wants to die at home. She needs help doing it, if she’s going to do it comfortably. And Gabe, well.


  Gabe doesn’t really want to live through it alone.


  So Geniveve comes home to die with her husband and her children, and I—


  I go along because I don’t have anyplace else to call home, and they need me. And yeah, I know going in it’s going to be hard. And some poisonous bit of me hopes that Gabe will rebound in my direction when she’s gone, because you think things like that, even when you don’t say them.


  But I like Geniveve. She’s got every right to be jealous, but Geni is five nine and blonde and pert-nosed and has the greenest eyes I’ve ever seen that aren’t contact lenses. And look at my face. But…I could be Gabe’s scary war-buddy who he owes some kind of life debt, and she could walk on eggshells. She could leave us in the kitchen and herd the babies away.


  And she treats me like her best girlfriend.


  The first time I met her was at the bridal shower, a kind of Jack and Jill thing, and if she’d been strong enough I think she would pick me up in a Gabe-standard bear-hug, just like him. She kissed my burned cheek, and nevermind I couldn’t feel it, and she laughed at my jokes.


  So what I’m saying is, I’m here for Geniveve as much as I’m here for Gabe. But it’s not them I leave the army for. In ‘53 I get my 25 in. I always wear a glove on my left hand, and I’m heading down the back side of notorious into old warhorse. Infamy doesn’t suit me.


  I leave the army because it’s time to leave the army. You can’t fight all your life.


  They’ve got a spare bedroom. Geniveve—the coincidence of names is no end of amusement, but Gabe calls me Maker not Jenny and so does Geniveve and so that’s okay—has good days and bad days. Gabe mostly helps her. I mostly help with the girls and the housework, my Cinderella childhood all over again.


  And don’t I just look like the perfect fairytale princess, too?


  Whatever else, this is how I get to know Leah. She’s about five already, and Genie (see what I mean about the names?) is two, and not only had Geniveve gotten sick while she was carrying her, but Genie has cystic fibrosis, and she’s all straw hair and straw limbs and big luminous eyes. She eats enough for a kid three times her size, and barely absorbs enough to grow on.


  Gabe never once says a word to me about the hand he got dealt being unfair. I might mutter a few. But then you feel ugly. Especially when you know something about yourself that maybe the other guy doesn’t.


  Leah thinks I’m just a set of monkey bars. Just the right size for swinging on.


  So we hold on about six months, while Geniveve has more bad days than good days, and big Gabe Castaign, with his wrists I could barely close my metal hand around, starts to look downright thin. Geniveve holds on longer than anybody thinks she might. Stubborn bitch.


  But she’s got two little girls to buy a few more days for, and you never know which one day…might be the day that counts.


  You know, in a lot of ways, she reminded me of Maman.


  Except, even when she was dying, Maman was funnier.


  


  


  Hartford is after I quit dope, but before I start drinking. It’s before a lot of other things; before Pretoria, before Gabe, before we—the Commonwealth, I mean—and the Russians team up to invade Brazil. I’ve still got both the hands I was born with, and Carlos’ diamond ring is on the left one—when I’m off-duty.


  I’ve got a man at home. I’ve got no business doing what I do next.


  I have done things in my life that I liked less than that belly-crawl over broken glass and girders, but don’t ask me to name three. There’s a street down there under the rubble and maybe people with it, but it’s hard to run a proper search and rescue when the whole world’s blowing up. It’s a hell of a thing to think about while you’re crawling over them, though.


  At least the site’s cold. Not fresh, not likely to catch fire or explode under my belly. Just not cleaned up yet. If it ever will be.


  The body armor helps some. Easier to keep your butt down crawling over plate glass shards when your belly’s plated like a turtle’s. And everything that isn’t Kevlar or ceramic or leather is covered in ripstop, bladestop, breathable IR-defeating CADPAT digital urboflage.


  Comforting.


  I’ve got gloves too, dragged on over my blackened nails. The broken glass might have edges like a pile of rusty razorblades, but the combats can turn a thoracic stab wound into a bone bruise.


  A little broken glass and a few gross of tenpenny nails are just what it was overdesigned for.


  Good stuff.


  Weighs a ton, makes you sweat like a pig, and the straps snag on every sharp pointy thing I slither over, but you take the good with the bad, like in any relationship.


  The opposition hasn’t seen me. Don’t expect me to head down into the crater, I’m pretty sure, and are watching the near rim for a silhouette. Because that’s what somebody would do in the war movie; send a scout out to distract them, draw their fire, and execute a pincer.


  Imaginary soldiers don’t actually have to crawl through rubble. And the imaginary enemies never seem to have somebody with a sniper scope and some elevation watching their ass.


  Real bad guys can watch the war movies too.


  As I get down closer to the bottom of the crater, I notice a few things. One is that the kid looks about eleven. Not a teenager yet; not really a child. Poor kid; that cusp is kind of the suck. Because you haven’t changed, not really, but suddenly all the cultural slack and protectiveness, the puppy factor, is just gone.


  He’s a fresh casualty, though; I’d bet he was scavenging and took a fall, or maybe ducked stupid when the shooting started.


  Well, at least he ducked.


  He’s conscious, huddled, bleeding between the fingers shoved against his scalp. I can’t see how bad; one hand’s balled into a fist and pressed to the flat back of the other. Head injury, not great. But up on top, not on the fragile temple.


  If it’s not depressed, it might not be too bad.


  Once I got my GED I started studying emergency medicine on the side. It might come in handy if I pass the test, and if I live long enough being a medic beats being an ex-grunt with no job skills.


  I cover him with my body and hope like hell we don’t get blown up before the rescue comes, or I figure out how to get us out of here.


  


  


  Five years old, Leah strokes the back of her hand down the back of mine and snatches her fingers away, shaking them like they sting. “Can you feel anything? Does it hurt?”


  How do you explain phantom pain to a first grader? “No. Where you touch it, I can’t feel anything.”


  “Wow.” She peeks at me through bangs and eyelashes. “That must be nice.”


  


  


  Somehow, Carter must get through, jinky radio and all, because the next thing I know there’s a helicopter slamming over like the Archangel Michael on a three day bender. Dusty air buffets us, dust that’s half powdered glass and God knows what, like sticking your hand in a sandblaster. The kid squeaks—he’s been quiet against my chest, both fists knotted around my LBE like a baby sloth clinging to its mother—and I pull his face into my neck. It can’t be comfortable, but maybe it’ll encourage him to close his eyes.


  Me, I get in a couple of hail-Mary’s, but the gunfire I hear is ours and not theirs. You really can pick out the make of the gun by the sound, after a couple of weeks. They use whatever they bought off the Internet; all our shit matches. Score one for the away team. Let’s go for the hat trick, shall we?


  “You grunts alive down there, over?” The last thing from regulation, but a voice I loved to hear. Chief Warrant Officer Tranchemontagne, the own personal hell-on-rotor-blades of the Canadian Armed Forces, Hartford franchise. There were only about two hundred of us in town; I didn’t expect him to know me, but I sure as hell knew him.


  The helmet mikes were voice-activated. I cleared my throat and spoke up. “We’re alive, Chief. This is Corporal Casey. You gonna come pick us up, or do we hike back? Carter’s radio’s busted, but we’re both unwounded. I’ve got a civilian casualty, though. A child. Over.”


  Carter and Casey. I’m not sure if we sound more like a law firm or a comedy team.


  “Where’s the kid, over?”


  The kid kicks me in the knee, suddenly, and tries to squirm free, ready to dart out of that hole into the broken glass and flying bullets. All he’s gonna do is bust his toe on the ceramic armor, but he doesn’t know that. I grab, and get him over the shoulders. “Stay the hell down, you little bastard! Chief, the kid is under me. And seems to be alive. Ow. Over.”


  I hear the son of a bitch laughing. “Got yourself a live one there, Private. All right, I’ll get you some evac.”


  I don’t quite have to hit the kid to bundle him into the chopper, but his feet don’t touch the ground on the way there, either. Just his luck I’m five eleven in my bare feet, and he—well, he isn’t.


  Once the chopper’s off the ground he quits kicking me, though. I let him scramble loose; he jams himself sullenly into the corner furthest from the door.


  “Great job, Casey,” Carter says, in what he thinks passes for French. “You think it’s housebroken?”


  “Shut the fuck up, eh?” I’ve got half a pack of cigarettes left. I take one out and toss him the rest, and catch the kid watching. I shoot him a sidelong glance. He licks his lips. He’s a good looking kid, broad regular features, behind the crust of blood that dribbles over one sharp brown eye. “Hey, Carter?”


  He looks up from lighting his cigarette. I leave mine, still cold, between my fingers. “Give the pack to the kid.”


  And Carter looks at me, looks at the kid—eleven, right?—and shrugs and tosses him the pack.


  The kid pulls one out, looks at the pack, thinks real hard, and tosses it back to me with eight left. Then he flicks the one he kept with his thumbnail to light it, a practiced economy of motion. Yeah, I was like a fucking chimney at that age, too.


  I keep an eye on him without looking like I’m looking at him. He takes two puffs before he picks the ember off the end and tucks the rest in his shirt pocket. Price of a meal at least, I guess, in a wartime economy.


  You’re not supposed to smoke in the Army’s aircraft. I guess somebody might not like the smell. I stick my untouched cigarette back into the half pack and toss the whole thing back to him, with nine smokes now.


  


  


  The genius behind chemotherapy is that you poison yourself a little slower than you poison the cancer. It’s fucking barbarism; no different from the mercury treatments they used to give people who had syphilis, although maybe it works a little better.


  I don’t blame Geniveve for deciding that if she was going to die, she’d rather do it without the puking.


  She’s too proud to wear a wig, but her hair’s coming back in patchy now that she’s stopped poisoning herself. She keeps her head shaved and it makes her look elegant, Egyptian.


  I maintain it for her: a couple of times a month I settle the moist, warm, tender skin of her nape against the palm of my living hand, my thumb resting behind her ear, the vibrations of the electric razor carrying up my machine arm.


  I used to do the same for some of the guys in my platoon.


  She closes her eyes while I shave her, dreaming like a cat. Her lips move, shaping words; her fuzz clings to my sleeve. I could cut myself touching her cheekbones; there’s a dead woman just under her skin.


  I thumb the razor off. “I didn’t hear you, sweetie.”


  When people are dying, it’s easier to tell them you love them. You know they’re not going to hold it over you later.


  She nibbles her thumbnail, a nervous tic, and presses her skull into my hand. “Maker.” And then she says my real name, her eyes still shut. “Jenny. When I’m gone, you ought to marry him. Before he thinks to play it tough.”


  


  


  By the time I get him to the displaced persons camp, the kid’s attached to my hip like he grew there. The dressing on his scalp is white and bulbous; I made the duty nurse shave the whole thing, and not just the part she was stitching, so at least both sides match, but he still looks like he’s farming mushrooms up there. His name turns out to be Dwayne MacDonald; he’s ten, not eleven, and he’s got a fouler mouth than I do, which is saying something.


  So yeah, all right, I like the kid. And the clerk at the resettlement office gets up my nose in about thirty seconds flat. “Name?” she says, without looking up at either of us, and he doesn’t answer, so I say it for him. She taps it into her interface and frowns. “MacDonald’s a pretty common last name. Parents? Street address?”


  I look at him. He shrugs, shoulders squared, hands in his pockets. Cat’s got his tongue. “What if you can’t find his family?”


  “He’ll stay at the camp until we can find a foster situation for him.” She still hasn’t lifted her eyes from the interface. “It might be a while. Especially if he won’t talk. Where’d you find him?”


  “Downtown.” Five more seconds, and I’m going to be as silent as the kid. I fold my arms and lean back on my heels.


  “Look.” She pushes back from her desk, and I catch her eyes, contacts colored blue-violet with swimming golden sparks. Distracting as hell. “We get a couple dozen porch monkeys through here every week. Either you can help me out, or—”


  The kid presses against my side, and it’s a good thing he’s in the way of my gun hand, because there’s a rifle across my back and if I could reach it, she’d never have gotten to the second syllable in “monkey.”


  “Or I can try to find his parents myself. Thank you, miss.”


  She a civilian, more’s the pity. And they won’t do a fucking thing about her, but I’m still going to file a complaint.


  God, I hate these people.


  I take the kid back to my billet. Halfway there, as we’re trudging along side by side, I run into Brody. “New boyfriend, Casey?”


  I look at the kid. The kid looks at me. “He’s like a mascot, Sarge.”


  “Like the camp cat, Casey? Not gonna happen.”


  But Brody’s okay on a lot of levels, laid back and easy-going with a full measure of sun- and laugh-lines. He likes to talk about his grandkids, though he can’t be much more than fifty-five.


  Yeah, so at eighteen, fifty-five is like the end of the world. The light from fifty-five takes a million years to reach eighteen. Brody sighs and hooks his thumb in his belt and says, “Get some dinner in him. And some breakfast. Tomorrow, you get his ass home, you understand?”


  “Yes, Sarge,” I say. “Thank you.”


  “Don’t get too used to it, Casey.”


  One more shake of his head, a self-annoyed grunt, and he’s gone.


  


  


  We all want to die at home.


  Geniveve gets close, but even her stubborn isn’t quite enough to pull off that one. There’s the hospital and then there’s hospice care and Genie’s way too young for this, and too sick, because she’s stressed out and flares up. Don’t ever tell me babies don’t understand.


  So God help Gabe, he’s mostly with Genie, because somebody has to be and she wants her Papa. She wants her Maman too.


  And Leah and me, we stay with Geniveve. I haven’t really got a lot to say about it.


  Except, Geniveve is so fragile by the end, a soap bubble. You know in movies where there’s a Chernobyl event and then people die, crying from the pain in their joints, bruising in huge terrible flowers anyplace their bones press the inside of their skin?


  That’s leukemia. That’s how leukemia kills you.


  You know that thing where they say that God never gives you more than you can shoulder?


  It’s a vicious, obscene lie.


  


  


  You know what happens. What with one thing and another, he stays a night, and then three nights, and then by four days in he stops being “Casey’s kid” and turns into the whole camp’s mascot. They call him half a dozen stupid nicknames—mouche-noir, first, which turns into Mooch overnight. Moustique, which is “mosquito” and also “punk.” One of the guys starts singing the black-fly song at him—a-crawlin’ in your whiskers, a-crawlin’ in your hair, a-swimmin’ in the soup and a-swimmin’ in the tea—and pretty soon the whole camp is doing it, which drives him as nuts as the black flies would’ve.


  Poor kid.


  I ply him with hockey cards and cigarettes, and even get him half-interested in the games. We get them on satellite, and it’s a camp-wide event when they’re on. You really have to piss somebody off to draw picket that night. They’re the old-fashioned cards mostly, you know the ones with the limited memory and just a little chip screen, maybe 90 seconds of highlights? He’s fascinated by a couple of the “classic” ones—Bill Barilko, that kind of stuff—players from the previous century in grainy black and white, images set to radio broadcast clips. There’s more highlights on those, and he listens to them for hours, curled up in the corner with his elbows on his knees.


  And then after a week of this, I get my leave. Thirty-six hours, back in Toronto, and a unit transfer.


  Everybody knows what that means.


  I guess I’m going to get my wish. I’m going overseas.


  Between us, Hetu and me hack one of the hockey cards—they have an uplink so you can check these dedicated web pages with scores and biographies and stuff—so the kid can use it for email. I show him the trick; it’s awkward, but hey, it’s free, right? Last thing I do, before I shake his hand, is rip the unit patch off my shoulder and hand it to him.


  I won’t be needing it anymore.


  He takes it, crumples it in his fist until I can’t see it.


  “You gonna be okay?”


  Jerk of his chin.


  “Really okay?”


  And he gives me this stiff little nod. He’s not going to cry. He’s not even going to look like he wants to cry.


  Brave little toaster. But I’m dumb enough to push it. “I’ll come back if you want me to. After. I’ll come get you.” What am I gonna do with a kid? What is Carlos going to want with some American refugee kid with PTSD who cries in his sleep like a puppy? How the fuck old are we both going to be before I could come back?


  Fuck it. Sometimes you just have to pretend you’re not lying.


  But he stares right through me and says, “You won’t come back.” The finality of abandonment, of somebody who knows the score.


  I don’t argue. “Write me?”


  And he licks his lips and jerks his chin down once, like he was driving a nail. Sure thing, Casey.


  I don’t lose my shit, myself, until I’m on the transport. Until I’m safe in Ontario, getting off the bus, and then it’s okay because Carlos thinks I’m crying over him and it never does any harm to let your fiancé think you can’t live without him.


  Carlos has lousy feet and worse ankles. He works for the quartermaster. He’s not going anywhere. From each according to his ability.


  I get my orders for Pretoria. And the rest is history. I dear-john Carlos from the hospital, after burning half my fucking face off in South Africa. I never have the heart to find out if he makes it through the war.


  Dwayne doesn’t write. It’s three months before I figure out that he’d been too proud to tell me he didn’t know how.


  


  


  I stick around Toronto for a little while after the funeral, until things are settled and the girls aren’t constantly asking when Maman is coming home. I want to stay forever.


  I…can’t. Every time I look at Gabe now, I hear Geniveve telling me to marry him, and the hell of it is, boy, it would make the kids happy. It would even make me happy, for a little, until the whole thing went pear-shaped. As you know it inevitably would. Love affairs forged in crisis, they’re like trashfires. They burn out hot and leave a lot of stink behind.


  He says he’ll call. I tell him I’ll come visit for Leah’s birthday, which is May. It’s only a five-hour drive from Hartford. There’s a lot of rundown old dumps there, and I buy one. On the worst street in the worst neighborhood of town, but who’s going to give me a hard time?


  It’s barely got electric.


  They call that area the North End. It’s the kind of place where men in bedroom slippers drink forties of malt liquor from paper bags on bus benches that haven’t seen service since the war. It’s full of immigrants and poor blacks and West Indians. Which is fine with me; you can never have too much Jamaican food.


  It’s exactly what I want. A hole I can crawl into and pull up snug.


  That’s a joke, isn’t it? Vets going back where they fought, where they served. Marrying a brown native girl who only speaks horizontal English. Happens every day.


  It’s the peak experience, maybe. Or maybe the thing where we can’t go home and we can’t stay here. Wherever here might be. Maybe they ought to just shoot the warriors when we come home.


  That way, it would be over quick.


  Anyway. I’m standing on a street corner smoking my last cigarette when I see him. This gangster, and he’s like a kick in the chest. Threat response, predator response, because he’s the king of the street. Swaggering down Albany Ave in a black T-shirt, boots, jeans, and a black leather jacket zinging with chains. His shaved head’s glossy in the sun. Pink proud flesh catches the sun on his crown; he taps knuckles with a skinny guy headed the other direction. He’s huge; shoulders bulging the seams of his jacket. And he’s flanked by two toughs that trail him like pilotfish after a shark.


  I’m supposed to be impressed.


  One falls back a half-step to have a word with the guy the big man deigned to notice, and that’s when I catch a flash on the head man’s shoulder. Red and white and gray, sewn to black leather.


  It stops me in my tracks. I stare uncomprehendingly and take a step forward. That sharp pink scar, the heavy neck, the massive hands, the swagger. The way he dips his head when he turns to his friend and half-nods.


  The friend catches me staring and moves in. The big man turns, notices my face, recoils. I’m used to that, but it stings from him. If it is. Him.


  The scars, of course. And I’m in mufti. I hope I can talk my way out of this before I get my head handed to me.


  They move toward me, the big man and both his toughs, and the newcomer trailing like a remora hoping to attach itself to an apex predator. Four of them.


  I can do it.


  I can’t promise to keep that many safe.


  They pause three meters distant, the big one sizing up my scars and my face. His pistol’s under his jacket, a hilt-down shoulder holster. I can tell through the hide.


  I wear mine in plain sight, strapped to my thigh.


  “There a problem?”


  Right on script, but he reads it too softly. It could be an honest question.


  I treat it that way. “No problem. I was wondering if you knew a Dwayne MacDonald, grew up near here.” Pause. “He’d be about your age.”


  The silence stretches. He looks at me, into my eyes, at the shape of my shoulder and the angle of my nose. “Beat it,” he says, finally, and he’s not talking to me. I catch a glitter, steel teeth behind his lips. Some sort of cosmetic mod.


  Not cheap.


  Without protest, with a few unanswered promises to catch-you-later-man, the other three recuse themselves. Dwayne stands there looking at me, hulking behemoth with his hands shoved in his pockets. I think I could get a ting! out of the tendons on his neck if I flicked them with a thumbnail.


  “What do you go by now?”


  “Huh?” As if I’ve shattered his concentration. “Oh. Razorface.” The sibilants hiss through his teeth. “They call me Razorface. This my street.” A shrug over his shoulder. Sure. Lord of all he surveys. “War’s over, Casey.”


  “Yeah.” We stand there staring at each other for a minute, grinning. People cross the street. “Call me Maker. I live here now. Hey, you know what?”


  “What?”


  “You should come over some time. And watch a hockey game. In fact, can I buy you a drink?”


  “It’s ten in the morning, you fucking drunk,” he says, but he takes my elbow and turns me, like he expects me to need the support. “Fuck, you look like hell.”


  “Yeah,” I say, ‘cause it’s true.


  But that’s okay. Because on the other hand, he looks like he’s doing…all right.


  So that’s something, after all.


  


  Two Dreams


  on a Train


  


  


  


  


  The needle wore a path of dye and scab round and round Patience’s left ring finger; sweltering heat adhered her to the mold-scarred chair. The hurt didn’t bother her. It was pain with a future. She glanced past the scarrist’s bare scalp, through the grimy window, holding her eyes open around the prickle of tears.


  Behind the rain, she could pick out the jeweled running lamps of a massive spacelighter sliding through clouds, coming in soft toward the waterlogged sprawl of a spaceport named for Lake Pontchartrain. On a clear night she could have seen its train of cargo capsules streaming in harness behind. Patience bit her lip and looked away: not down at the needle, but across at a wall shaggy with peeling paint.


  Lake Pontchartrain was only a name now, a salt-clotted estuary of the rising Gulf. But it persisted—like the hot bright colors of bougainvillea grown in wooden washpails beside doors, like the Mardi Gras floats that now floated for real—in the memory of New Orleanians, as grand a legacy as anything the underwater city could claim. Patience’s hand lay open on the wooden chair arm as if waiting for a gift. She didn’t look down and she didn’t close her eyes as the needle pattered and scratched, pattered and scratched. The long Poplar Street barge undulated under the tread of feet moving past the scarrist’s, but his fingers were steady as a gin-soaked frontier doctor’s.


  The prick and shift of the needle stopped and the pock-faced scarrist sat back on his heels. He set his tools aside and made a practiced job of applying the quickseal. Patience looked down at her hands, at the palm fretted indigo to mark her caste. At the filigree of emerald and crimson across the back of her right hand, and underneath the transparent sealant swathing the last two fingers of her left.


  A peculiar tightness blossomed under her breastbone. She started to raise her left hand and press it to her chest to ease the tension, stopped herself just in time, and laid the hand back on the chair. She pushed herself up with her right hand only and said, “Thank you.”


  She gave the scarrist a handful of cash chits, once he’d stripped his gloves and her blood away. His hands were the silt color he’d been born with, marking him a tradesman; the holographic slips of poly she paid with glittered like fish scales against his skin.


  “Won’t be long before you’ll have the whole hand done.” He rubbed a palm across his sweat-slick scalp. He had tattoos of his own, starting at the wrists—dragons and mermaids and manatees, arms and chest tesseraed in oceanic beasts. “You’ve earned two fingers in six months. You must be studying all the time.”


  “I want my kid to go to trade school so we can get berths outbound,” Patience said, meeting the scarrist’s eyes so squarely that he looked down and pocketed his hands behind the coins, like pelicans after fish. “I don’t want him to have to sell his indenture to survive, like I did.” She smiled. “I tell him he should study engineering, be a professional, get the green and red. Or maintenance tech, keep his hands clean. Like yours. He wants to be an artist, though. Not much call for painters upthere.”


  The scarrist grunted, putting his tools away. “There’s more to life than lighters and cargo haulers, you know.”


  Her sweeping gesture took in the little room and the rainy window. The pressure in her chest tightened, a trap squeezing her heart, holding her in place, pinned. “Like this?”


  He shrugged, looked up, considered. “Sure. Like this. I’m a free man, I do what I like.” He paused. “Your kid any good?”


  “As an artist?” A frown pulled the corner of her lip down. Consciously, she smoothed her hand open so she wouldn’t squeeze and blur her new tattoos. “Real good. No reason he can’t do it as a hobby, right?”


  “Good? Orgood?”


  Blood scorched her cheeks. “Realgood.”


  The scarrist paused. She’d known him for years: six fingers and a thumb, seven examinations passed. Three more left. “If he keeps his hands clean. When you finish the caste”—gesture at her hands—“if he still doesn’t want to go. Send him to me.”


  “It’s not that he doesn’t want to go. He just—doesn’t want to work, to sacrifice.” She paused, helpless. “Got any kids?”


  He laughed, shaking his head, as good as a yes, and they shared a lingering look. He glanced down first, when it got uncomfortable, and Patience nodded and brushed past on the way out the door. Rain beaded on her nanoskin as it shifted to repel the precipitation, and she paused on decking. Patchy-coated rats scurried around her as she watched a lighter and train lay itself into the lake, gently as an autumn leaf. She leaned out over the Poplar Street Canal as the lights taxied into their berth. The train’s wake lapped gently at the segmented kilometers-long barge, lifting and dropping Poplar Street under Patience’s feet. Cloying rain and sweat adhered her hair to the nape of her neck. Browning roux and sharp pepper cut the reek of filthy water. She squeezed the railing with her uninjured hand and watched another train ascend, the blossom of fear in her chest finally easing. “Javier Alexander,” she muttered, crossing a swaying bridge. “You had best be home safe in bed, my boy. You’dbestbe home in bed.”


  


  


  A city like drowned New Orleans, you don’t just walk away from. A city like drowned New Orleans, youflyaway from. If you can. And if you can’t…


  You make something that can.


  Jayve lay back in a puddle of blood-warm rain and seawater in the “borrowed” dinghy and watched the belly lights of another big train drift overhead, hulls silhouetted against the citylit salmon-colored clouds like a string of pearls. He almost reached up a pale-skinned hand: it seemed close enough to touch. The rain parted to either side like curtains, leaving him dry for the instant when the wind from the train’s fans tossed him, and came together again behind as unmarked as the sea. “Beautiful,” he whispered. “Fucking beautiful, Mad.”


  “You in there, Jayve?” A whisper in his ear, stutter and crack of static. They couldn’t afford good equipment, or anything not stolen or jerry-built. But who gave a damn? Who gave a damn, when you could get that close to astarship?


  “That last one went over my fuckinghead,Mad. Are you in?”


  “Over the buoys. Shit.Brace!”


  Jayve slammed hands and feet against the hull of the rowboat as Mad spluttered and coughed. The train’s wake hit him, picked the dinghy up and shook it like a dog shaking a dishrag. Slimed old wood scraped his palms; the cross brace gouged an oozing slice across his scalp and salt water stung the blood from the wound. The contents of the net bag laced to his belt slammed him in the gut. He groaned and clung; strain burned his thighs and triceps.


  He was still in the dinghy when it came back down.


  He clutched his net bag, half-panicked touch racing over the surface of the insulated tins within until he was certain the wetness he felt was rain and not the gooey ooze of etchant: sure mostly because the skin on his hands stayed cool instead of sloughing to hang in shreds.


  “Mad, can you hear me?”


  A long, gut-tightening silence. Then Mad retched like he’d swallowed seawater. “Alive,” he said. “Shit, that boy put his boat down a bit harder than he had to, didn’t he?”


  “Just a tad.” Jayve pushed his bag aside and unshipped the oars, putting his back into the motion as they bit water. “Maybe it’s his first run. Come on, Mad. Let’s go brand this bitch.”


  


  


  Patience dawdled along her way, stalling in open-fronted shops while she caught up her marketing, hoping to outwait the rain and the worry gnawing her belly. Fish-scale chits dripped from her multicolored fingers, and from those of other indentured laborers—some, like her, buying off their contracts and passing exams, and others with indigo-stained paws and no ambition—and the clean hands of the tradesmen who crowded the bazaar; the coins fell into the hennaed palms of shopkeepers and merchants who walked with the rolling gait of sailors. The streets underfoot echoed the hollow sound of their footsteps between the planking and the water.


  Dikes and levees had failed; there’s just too much water in that part of the world to wall away. And there’s nothing under the Big Easy to sink a piling into that would be big enough to hang a building from. But you don’t just walk away from a place that holds the grip on the human imagination New Orleans does.


  So they’d simply floated the city in pieces and let the Gulf of Mexico roll in underneath.


  Simply.


  The lighters and their trains came and went into Lake Pontchartrain, vessels too huge to land on dry earth. They sucked brackish fluid through hungry bellymouths between their running lights and fractioned it into hydrogen and oxygen, salt and trace elements and clean potable water; they dropped one train of containers and picked up another; they taxied to sea, took to the sky, and did it all over again.


  Sometimes they hired technicians and tradesmen. They didn’t hire laborer-caste, dole-caste, palms stained indigo as those of old-time denim textile workers, or criminals with their hands stained black. They didn’t take artists.


  Patience stood under an awning, watching the clever moth-eaten rats ply their trade through the market, her nanoskin wicking sweat off her flesh. The lamps of another lighter came over. She was cradling her painful hand close to her chest, the straps of her weighted net bag biting livid channels in her right wrist. She’d stalled as long as possible.


  “That boy had better be in bed,” she said to no one in particular. She turned and headed home.


  Javier’s bed lay empty, his sheets wet with the rain drifting in the open window. She grasped the sash in her right hand and tugged it down awkwardly: the apartment building she lived in was hundreds of years old. She’d just straightened the curtains when her telescreen buzzed.


  


  


  Jayve crouched under the incredible curve of the lighter’s hull, both palms flat against its centimeters-thick layer of crystalline sealant. It hummed against his palms, the deep surge of pumps like a heartbeat filling its reservoirs. The shadow of the hull hid Jayve’s outline and the silhouette of his primitive watercraft from the bustle of tenders peeling cargo strings off the lighter’s stern. “Mad, can you hear me?”


  Static crackle, and his friend’s voice on a low thrill of excitement. “I hear you. Are you in?”


  “Yeah. I’m going to start burning her. Keep an eye out for the harbor patrol.”


  “You’re doing my tag too!”


  “Have Ieverlet you down, Mad? Don’t worry. I’ll tag it from both of us, and you can burn the next one and tag it from both. Just think how many people are going toseethis. All over the galaxy. Better than a gallery opening!”


  Silence, and Jayve knew Mad was lying in the bilgewater of his own dinghy just beyond the thin line of runway lights that Jayve glimpsed through the rain. Watching for the Harbor Police.


  The rain was going to be a problem. Jayve would have to pitch the bubble against the lighter’s side. It would block his sightlines and make him easier to spot, which meant trusting Mad’s eyes to be sharp through the rain. And the etchant would stink up the inside. He’d have to dial the bubble to maximum porosity if he didn’t want to melt his eyes.


  No choice. The art had to happen. The art was going to fly.


  Black nano unfolded over and around him, the edge of the hiker’s bubble sealing itself against the hull. The steady patter of rain on his hair and shoulders stopped, as it had when the ship drifted over, and Jayve started to squeegee the hull dry. He’d have to work in sections. It would take longer.


  “Mad, you out there?”


  “Coast clear. What’d you tell your mom to get her to let you out tonight?”


  “I didn’t.” He chewed the inside of his cheek as he worked. “I could have told her I was painting at Claudette’s, but Mom says there’s no future in it, and she might have gone by to check. So I just snuck out. She won’t be home for hours.”


  Jayve slipped a technician’s headband around his temples and switched the pinlight on, making sure the goggles were sealed to his skin. At least the bubble would block the glow. While digging in his net bag, he pinched his fingers between two tins, and stifled a yelp. Bilgewater sloshed around his ankles, creeping under his nanoskin faster than the skin could re-osmose it; the night hung against him hot and sweaty as a giant hand. Heedless, heart racing, Jayve extracted the first bottle of etchant, pierced the seal with an adjustable nozzle, and—grinning like a bat—pressurized the tin.


  Leaning as far back as he could without tearing the bubble or capsizing his dinghy, Jayve examined the sparkling, virgin surface of the spaceship and began to spray. The etchant eroded crystalline sealant, staining the corroded surface in green, orange, violet. It only took a few moments for the chemicals to scar the ship’s integument: not enough to harm it, but enough to mark it forever, unless the corp that owned it was willing to pay to have the whole damn lighter peeled down and resealed.


  Jayve moved the bubble four times, etchant fumes searing his flesh, collar of his nanoskin pulled over his mouth and nose to breathe through. He worked around the beaded rows of running lights, turning them into the scales on the sea-serpent’s belly, the glints on its fangs. A burst of static came over the crappy uplink once but Mad said nothing, so Jayve kept on smoothly despite the sway of the dinghy under his feet and the hiss of the tenders.


  When he finished, the seamonster stretched fifteen meters along the hull of the lighter and six meters high, a riot of sensuality and prismatic colors.


  He signed itjayve n madand pitched the last empty bottle into Lake Pontchartrain, where it sank without a trace. “Mad?”


  No answer.


  Jayve’s bubble lit from the outside with the glare of a hundred lights. His stomach kicked and he scrabbled for the dinghy’s magnetic clamps to kick it free, but an amplified voice advised him to drop the tent and wait with his hands in view. “Shit! Mad?” he whispered through a tightening throat.


  A cop’s voice rang over the fuzzy connection. “Just come out, kid,” she said tiredly. “Your friend’s in custody. It’s only a vandalism charge so far. Just come on out.”


  


  


  When they released Javier to Patience in the harsh light and tile of the police barge, she squeezed his hands so tight that blood broke through the sealant over his fresh black tattoos. He winced and tugged his hands away but she clenched harder, her own scabs cracking. She meant to hiss, to screech—but her voice wouldn’t shape words, and he wouldn’t look her in the eye.


  She threw his hands down and turned away, steel decking rolling under her feet as a wave hit. She steadied herself with a lifetime’s habit, Javier swept along in her wake. “Jesus,” she said, when the doors scrolled open and the cold light of morning hit her across the eyes. “Javier, what the hell were you thinking? What the hell….” She stopped and leaned against the railing, fingers tight on steel. Pain tangled her left arm to the elbow. Out on the lake, a lighter drifted backwards from its berth, refueled and full of water, coming about on a stately arc as the tenders rushed to bring its outbound containers into line.


  Javier watched the lighter curve across the lake. Something green and crimson sparkled on its hide above the waterline, a long sinuous curve of color, shimmering with scales and wise with watchful eyes. “Look at that,” he said. “The running lamps worked just right. It looks like it’s wriggling away, squirming itself up into the sky like a dragon should—”


  “What does that matter?” She looked down at his hands, at the ink singeing his fingers. “You’ll amount to nothing.”


  Patience braced against the wake, but Javier turned to get a better look. “Never was any chance of that, Mom.”


  “Javier, I—” A stabbing sensation drew her eyes down. She stared as the dark blood staining her hands smeared the rain-beaded railing and dripped into the estuary. She’d been picking her scabs, destroying the symmetry of the scarrist’s lines.


  “You could have been something,” she said, as the belly of the ship finished lifting from the lake, pointed into a sunrise concealed behind grey clouds. “You ain’t going nowhere now.”


  Javier came beside her and touched her with a bandaged hand. She didn’t turn to look at the hurt in his eyes.


  “Man,” he whispered in deep satisfaction, craning his neck as his creation swung into the sky. “Just think of all the people who are going toseethat. Would you just look at that baby go?”


  


  The Romance


  


  


  


  


  Last, the bullet blooms against steel. Still almost pristine until that moment, now its conical head flattens. Its copper jacket splinters into shrapnel needles, wire-fine, scattering. The coresplashes, the force of impact so great that cold metal splatters like syrup, droplets blossoming in an elegant chrysanthemum. The butt of the casing flattens against the engine block for a split second before it peels away and falls.


  But it’s already exited the girl, and the girl is falling.


  * * * *


  


  January is baking brownies.


  She watches water and butter boil together with a mass of green leaves, once dried and now rehydrating. These are grown-up brownies. Her kitchen reeks of burnt sugar and wet rope, complicated and musty as copal.


  She makes sure the water doesn’t boil off. Too-high heat destroys the THC. Cooking is an applied form of chemistry.


  She pours the slurry into a pottery bowl through a strainer draped with cheesecloth, then twists the cloth to get the last of the butter. The water and butter go in the fridge to cool. She cleans the tools and starts breaking apart squares of Ghirardelli unsweetened chocolate, which she will eventually combine with brown sugar and melt into the separated butter.


  * * * *


  


  The bullet blasts a gaping exit wound in the girl’s body. It’s not the penetration of the bullet that does this; the bullet is quite small. Rather, it’s transferred energy—a shock wave—that knocks a plug of blood and muscle and skin out of her side, that vaporizes a portion of her body and splashes it over the massive open block of the carousel engine a moment before the bullet splashes, too.


  That bullet has already passed through the girl when she reaches weak, estranged hands for the impact point and staggers one step back, then two, teetering among littered tussocks on high heels she never should have worn to the carnival.


  * * * *


  


  January takes the brownies to the birthday party. The clamor of the Wurlitzer greets her as soon as she opens her car door, but the carousel is out of sight, turning and turning in its great wood-and-glass enclosure that glows like a Christmas ornament in the blue twilight. The sound of the one-machine band climbs against a clear October evening. The western sky’s still creamy gold, though a band of indigo shows to the east, stars prickling through. January’s breath mists, and oblong yellow leaves somersault across the grass, but once she’s inside she’ll be warm.


  For now she tugs her scarf tight and balances the plate of brownies on one hand while locking the car doors with the other. She picks her way over uneven ground, watching another dark shape or two rattle keys, check doors, and drift through the gloaming like ghosts drawn to a séance. January follows a tall, slender woman in a plain gray dress, much younger than most of the crowd. Somebody’s daughter?


  The carousel is housed in a circular structure like a train roundhouse—except smaller, and intricately decorated. The row of windows under the cedar-shake eaves are stained glass—this side, over the open double door, shows autumn scenes shading into winter.


  January imagines the theme is carried all the way around. Around the curve of the building, the milk-glass snows probably melt out in lime green and gold.


  The band organ almost blows her hair back as she passes inside. It thumps through the cold cement floor. The bass drum shudders in the empty spaces of her chest. The lofty space isn’t as warm as she’d hoped—cold air settles along the neckline of the pushed-back hood of her cardigan—but it’s bright and crowded and full of the smell of popcorn and the voices of crowds of people January knows sort of halfway well, or used to know well in college.


  She waves with her free hand as she moves around the outskirts of the carousel, looking for the birthday boy, the snack table, or both. The crowd keeps her from getting a good look at the merry-go-round; apparently Martin can turn out enough friends for his fiftieth to make even a carousel housing seem crowded. But that’s okay; she can wait until she’s found Martin to go pet the wooden ponies.


  As if her determination were a summoning, he materializes before her, one hand extended for the plate and the other to take her shoulder and kiss her quickly inhello. He’s got crow’s feet and spectacles now, and he’s thicker in the middle than when they were lovers. The hair slicked back into his ponytail is more silver than ginger.


  He points to the brownies with the corner of his eyeglasses. “Adulterated table?”


  “Would I let you down?”


  He grins, a grin that pays for all their long and questionable history, and takes her arm. Progress to the refreshments is slow—the penalty for traveling with the guest of honor—but the inevitable interruptions allow January to gaze her fill upon the carousel.


  Because she was curious, and because she has the research skills of any good children’s librarian, she knows that it was carved between 1911 and 1914 by Russian Jews who had immigrated to Ohio. She knows that their previous work was carving ladies’ hair ornaments, and she knows that the carousel stood in its original setting for fifty years before being shipped east to its new place of pride as the focal point of a municipal park designed by Frederick Law Olmsted—where you can rent it for birthday parties at night or in the off-season.


  But that’s not the kind of knowledge that can prepare one for the glow of lights and the flash of mirrors, the chiaroscuro and the colors. The crashing of the Wurlitzer echoes until January can only make out what Martin is saying because she knows him so well, and eventually they find themselves by the snack tables.


  The larger one has a white cloth, and is covered with casseroles and chips and desserts. A cooler must contain cans of soda. The smaller one has a tie-dyed cloth, and the cooler underneath contains beer.


  Martin sets her plate in the center of the display, whisking off the plastic to reveal a stack of two-bite chocolate squares, each stuck with a toothpick with a paper cannabis leaf glued to the top—just in case there should be any misunderstandings. Before he turns away, he liberates a brownie. “You made these kind of small.”


  “I made them kind of strong,” she answers. A responsible herbalist always tests the merchandise before turning it loose. “Anyway, there’s three-quarters of a pound of chocolate in those things.”


  Judging by the blissful expression that crosses his face when he sniffs the brownie, that’s the right ratio. “Someday, these will be nearly legal again.”


  “Nah,” January says. She takes Martin’s arm and leads him toward the carousel. “It’ll takegenerationsto recover from the eighties. Come on. Let’s ride.”


  Despite the crush of people, there’s no real line, and even if there were, clinging to the birthday boy’s arm has its benefits. Martin, licking brownie grease off his opposite thumb, hands January up onto the deck of the carousel, which—unlike the smaller merry-go-rounds she rode as a kid—doesn’t settle beneath her weight.


  Martin releases her hand. The Wurlitzer hesitates.


  The carousel has more than just horses. The closest animals, three abreast, are giraffes, vivid yellow and chocolate brown with caparisons of gold and red and blue. Their long necks look knotty; January can see the places where one piece of wood was joined to another to make up the length. The giraffes look awkward and their blown-glass eyes bulge unnaturally, catching the harsh glow and reflecting it back like raccoon eyes in headlights.


  “Lasers fully charged.”


  “I don’t think the carvers ever saw a live giraffe.” Martin’s a contractor now—four years of college and it turns out he’s that much happier with a hammer in his hands. It took him years of thrashing to figure it out, but the fun of being fifty is having done the figuring.


  He ducks to inspect the hooves. “These don’t move. Do giraffes really have hooves? I’d have thought camel feet.”


  “They really do.” She reaches way up to pat the nearest giraffe on the nose. “And the next row go up and down. It looks like just the circus animals don’t move.”


  Martin stands as if the rising thunder of the Wurlitzer raised him. He leans around the giraffe to follow her gaze. The next row of three is horses, and if the giraffes are stiff, the horses are stunning. The Russian cousins were apparently better at familiar animals, because thesebreathe. They’re slightly caricatured, flaring nostrils and bulging eyes—glass again, too-round bubbles affixed to the insides of the hollow heads, so the carousel lights shine through them—but the cartoonishness expresses itself as heroism rather than ridiculousness. The carved necks arch, the carved teeth champ, the carved manes mount like breaking waves. The outside horse in each row is larger and braver than his brothers, the exterior side of each pony more brilliantly decorated than the one inside.


  January touches a palomino ear and feels a thrill. She walks the length of the horse, letting her fingers trail down his neck and across the saddle. The saddlecloth sparkles with silver gilt, though the stirrup irons hanging from stretched leathers are worn. When her fingers reach the tail, she almost jerks back; there’s hide under the cream-colored locks. It’s a real horsetail.


  “Better pick a pony,” Martin says. “The ride is filling up.”


  She smiles and moves on. Past a lovers’ carriage—red and gold, and decorated with cherubs even more uncanny than the giraffes—and another row of standees—elephant, lion, and tiger. (“How come the giraffes get three representatives?” Martin wants to know, and under her breath January answers, “Quotas.”) The elephant is a little questionable, and the lion and tiger are not to scale—the lion is largest of the three—but the carving on the big cats is spectacular. Their eyes squint over frozen snarls. Pink tongues roll slickly behind curved yellow fangs. Small chips at the tops of each canine tooth must be from children shoving their hands into the big cats’ mouths. She shudders. Even in play, who would want to do that?


  Behind them are grays—and January’s heart skips. The inside pony might be the plainest on the carousel—in fact, January wonders if she was borrowed from an older merry-go-round to make up a gap—and the stallion on the outside is a heavy-hoofed, broad-shouldered draught horse, his whiskery head so huge it looks like his neck is bowed under the weight of it. But the mare in the middle is perfect—medium sized, caught at the bottom of her leap for easy mounting, and with a gentle expression and crimson leaves braided into the toss of her mane.


  “Her,” January says, and strokes the pale-pink wooden muzzle under the long, dappled wooden nose.


  “Oh, not the middle one,” says Martin. “You can’t catch the brass ring if you’re on the middle one.”


  “Brass ring?” January tucks her long, felted-wool skirt around her tights.


  “Sure,” Martin says. “This carousel still has brass rings. Catch one, and you get a free ride.”


  “But the rides areallfree—”


  He waves his hand in that airy manner that used to make her want to kiss him, dismissing all protests. “It’s the principle.”


  She rolls her eyes and puts on her bestI’m humoring Martinface. Recognizing it, he grins.


  “Fine, but I’m riding Buttercup next time.”


  “Buttercup? You’renotkeeping her—”


  He stands aside so she can mount the stallion, but it still looks uncomfortably wide, and she turns to the plain little filly on the inside. She’s stiffer than the others, more plainly made, her seams more apparent. Even her paint looks dull. The bulging glass eyes are more crudely fitted, and this pony has not only a tail of real horsehair, but a mane also, mingled strands of black and white and gray.


  “Macabre,” January says, petting it, and swings up into the saddle.


  It’s been a long time since she was on a real horse, and she’s never done it in heels—even low heels like these Mary Jane clogs. But once her feet are in the stirrups and she’s remembering how to use the leverage, she finds herself sitting comfortably, legs extended, one hand resting on the spiraling brass sleeve that covers the steel pole the horse hangs from. Her skirt drapes the saddle like a lady’s cloak in a tapestry.


  “Brass ring,” she says to Martin, who is watching her from under furrowed brow.


  “Brass ring.” He swings onto the stallion, which—at the top of its arc—makes him seem miles and miles taller.


  Other riders fill in. The elephant immediately in front of January is occupied by Martin’s freshman-year roommate Andrew. His narrow height is distorted in the middle by a potbelly now, but his colorless hair still sticks out every which way, though there is less of it. He dangles himself over the back of the beast and extends one telescopic arm to pat the dragonfly ornament between the gray filly’s eyes. “You got the ugliest ride in the joint again.”


  “But the elephant has the ugliest rider,” she answers, and watches him try to take it as a joke, the way people who camouflage their viciousness as humor generally have to. He manages, more or less, but while he’s arranging his face January rolls her eyes at Martin.


  Martin rolls them right back. Andrew must catch the exchange, because he says, “Don’t tell me you two are back together?” in a prickly voice, which makes Martin laugh like he’ll never stop.


  January grins at him, and the carousel starts.


  * * * *


  


  Ripples of force spread across the girl’s flesh from the clean entry wound, small as a puncture. The impact and transfer of force cause cavitation: shock waves blow the path of the bullet as wide as if a fist were shoved into the injury. The wound collapses again.


  Human skin and muscle are elastic; bone and liver are not.


  * * * *


  


  January is getting the hang of this brass-ring thing. She’d expected they would be on hooks overhead, so you’d have to stand in the saddle to reach. In retrospect, that strikes her as a silly supposition—imagine the liability issues!—but how was she supposed to know? She’s never seen a carousel that still has them before.


  The rings are in long-armed dispensers, one outside and one inside the deck of the carousel, between the inner edge and the brightly painted and bemirrored drum. They are easy to reach—January doesn’t have to lean far out of her saddle to hook her fingers through one—but they are mostly not shiny brass at all. All the ones she collects are sweat tarnished and dull brown, but there’s still something satisfying about the hook, the tug, the click, the release.


  Andrew, with his long arms and quick fingers, is getting two or three rings at once. He can reach out ahead, swipe the first, and the dispenser has reloaded before he’s out of range. Martin is much more casual about it. He snags his rings as if lifting an hors d’oeuvre from a passing waiter’s tray. Martin is mugging for her, feet out of the stirrups, knees drawn up, sitting high in the saddle of the big carved Percheron as if he were a jockey in the Kentucky Derby. She wants to tell him not to fall and split his head open, but she’s also known him long enough to know better.


  There are probably worse ways to die.


  The painted ponies don’t just go up and down (sorry, Joni Mitchell)—they travel in geared circles, undulating forward as the carousel spins. The Wurlitzer booms and squeaks and plinks. Inside it, January imagines bellows and hammers and little plinky valves. The bars on the glockenspiel jump when struck, and the swell shutters on its gold-and-white face open and shut, controlling the volume.


  “Dixie” is ending and January expects the carousel to slow, but apparently it’s two songs a ride, because the Wurlitzer hiccups and wheezes and swings into “Bicycle Built for Two” as she comes around again. Andrew snags a brown ring, two, and as he palms the second one January sees a gold-bright flash of brass when his hand comes down.


  She’s not prepared for the jump of her heart, the surge of adrenaline, the way it feels, for a moment, as if the pony under her stretches warm, real flanks and surges forward. She leans into the stirrup, skirt furling in the wind of her passage, feeling the tension and strength up her leg, and lets her fingers grope forward—


  But Andrew’s fingers flash again, there’s the rattle of the springs, and the brass ring is gone, replaced by one dull and lifeless. January settles into the stirrups, balanced again, the strain equalized through both legs. Whatever trick of perception made the gray filly seem to move like a real horse is gone, and she’s just a painted pony again.


  After the ride, Andrew tries to give January the brass ring, but she decides she’d rather have a brownie.


  * * * *


  


  Before the bullet strikes the girl, it is blown from the muzzle of the pistol at a velocity of some 830 feet per second, pushed before a cloud of hot, expanding gases. Those gases, the product of combustion, are created when the propellant in the bullet’s cartridge undergoes deflagration. Smokeless powder is a solid propellant, and it burns rather than detonating.


  Rifling along the barrel of the pistol (a brand-new, innovative Colt 1911 model, all blued steel and the gin smell of gun oil) imparted a spin to the bullet, gyroscopically stabilizing its trajectory and improving its accuracy. In this instance, the rifling made no difference to the outcome. A bullet doesn’t wobble much at point-blank range.


  * * * *


  


  January dangles a paper cup of hot cider by the rolled edges to avoid burning her fingers and listens to Martin talk to Jeff about mortgages and gardening. It’s a better conversation than you’d expect—Jeff is younger, in his thirties, a muscular African American with mobile, elegant hands. He’s a work friend of Martin’s from before Martin owned his own company, and he’s sharply witty and not too impressed with what one of January’s lesbian friends calls the Social Program.


  In any case, Jeff is in the midst of an involved history of his attempts to use nonlethal force to keep what he refers to as the Yard Bunny from consuming his corn plants when the brownie takes hold of Martin. Because Martin blinks, holds up a hand to pause Jeff’s conversation, and says, in his best Tommy Chong, “Whooaaaa.”


  Jeff switches gears effortlessly—“Colors?”—leaving January making a mental note to get the rest of the bunny story later. Somehow, she suspects that the beleaguered corn plants were not the final victors.


  “Good brownies,” Martin says, with a grin. “Don’t eat two. For a minute there, I thought the ponies were moving.”


  “It’s a carousel,” Jeff says. “They’re supposed to.”


  Martin flips him off genially. “A lot of help you are.”


  January feels the uncontrollable swell of her Internet research toward her vocal cords, and doesn’t even try to choke it down. “You know this carousel is supposed to be haunted?”


  Jeff cocks his head; Martin stops with his glass already tilted toward his mouth. “Haunted? No kidding. What do they say?”


  “Well …” She leans forward conspiratorially, to draw the anticipation out a little. “Supposedly it runs backward at night, and Martin, you’re not the first one to think he’s seen the horses moving. And there are the usual reports of cold spots, weird film exposures, shadows with nothing to cast them—”


  “Runs backward?” Martin checks ostentatiously over each shoulder. “Hey, has anyone seen that nice Mr. Cooger?”


  January tosses her head back and laughs. It feels good, easy, and that’s not just the influence of the brownie. “I dunno,” she says, “but some kid was looking for you. Do you think ghosts affect digital cameras?”


  Jeff opens his hands, expressing something that could be bewilderment unless he’s simply making the universal gesture fortheineffable. “Yeah,” he says. “Supposedly you get the same kind of effects. Cameras pick up all sorts of things the human eye doesn’t.”


  “Ghosts are kind of Jeff’s hobby,” Martin says.


  “Nah, nah, now.” Jeff stretches out one hand with a finger extended, drawing it through the space between him and Martin. “Call it an interest. It’s kind of inevitable, given my work.”


  Jeff specializes in renovating old houses. In this part of the world,oldmeans eighteenth century, or the early part of the nineteenth. Not at all an old house by England’s standards, but then, in England they don’t generally build dwelling places out of wood.


  January can’t resist. ’Tis the season, after all—Martin’s birthday is only a week before Halloween. “Have you ever seen a ghost?”


  Jeff grins, flash of teeth stained slightly from too much coffee, and January suddenly finds him beautiful. Martin nudges her. He sees through her like a sheet of oiled paper.Try not to perv on the infants, you dirty old woman.


  Jeff, thank God, seems oblivious. He’s busy gathering himself for whatever tall tale he’s about to tell, his attention somewhere off to the right while he figures out where to start. Just when January is starting to get antsy, he folds his fingers together and begins. “So you know contractors leave gifts inside houses, right?”


  January doesn’t. “Gifts?”


  Jeff’s head bobs emphatically, while Martin folds one arm over the other and lets his shoulders drop, his own cup of apple cider still hanging from his left hand. Either his cooled off faster than January’s, or his hands are impervious. “I like to leave a nice bottle of Scotch and a newspaper. Some guys do wine, photos, toys—it’s just kind of a message to the next guy to knock the wall down from the last one.”


  “A gift,” January says, understanding. “Like when you sell a house, you leave toilet paper and paper towels for the people moving in.”


  Jeff laughs, delighted. “Maybe not quite that practical. Anyway, I’ve found the damnedest things inside houses. Like, once a pair of suede slippers, new in box, except not such a great idea, because some kind of bugs had eaten them. Wine is common. Sometimes it’s vinegar. Scotch is a better idea.” He nods to Martin. “I like to leave books. Classics, nice editions. But you have to seal them up really well or they wind up like the slippers.”


  “So what does this have to do with ghosts?” January rolls cider over her tongue. The taste is fruity, acid, complicated even before you consider the layers of sweet spices. She thinks there’s orange peel in there, star anise, allspice, cinnamon, nutmeg, cardamom, clove. And some unexpected things—black pepper, maybe. Bay leaf. It makes her want to suck air over it and rub her tongue against her palate to extract the subtleties.


  “Well, so this one house had a china plate in the wall,” he says. “Willowware, sealed in a tiny little crate with wood shavings for packing material. Anyway, funny thing—as soon as I took that plate out, everything with the job started to go wrong.”


  “It’s supposed to be a creepy doll,” Martin says, “that comes to life and starts trying to kill people until the final girl scorches its face off with a steam iron.”


  Colored swirls follow the men’s movements. January knows they’re not real, but they are pretty.


  “Now, when I sayeverything, I mean—drill bits snapping, nail guns jamming, the homeowner complaining of cold spots and feeling watched all the time. She was expecting a baby—we were renovating the nursery—and she eventually miscarried. So the husband took the plate and boxed it up, with styrofoam this time, instead of the wood shavings. And I opened the wall back up and tucked it inside, nice and careful.” He pauses, heavily, and raises one hand as if avowing, attesting, and swearing. “And that was the end of the troubles.”


  Martin says, “It doesn’t sound as if anybodysawa ghost.”


  “Cold spots.” January shivers dramatically. “Very good sign of a ghost infestation. If you have cold spots, look for ghosts.”


  “If you have sawdust, look for termites.” Martin unfolds his arms and touches her. “Come on, I’m starving. You think there’s some food still left that isn’t laced?”


  “Stoners,” Jeff says, following them back to the snack bar. “Sopredictable.”


  * * * *


  


  Jeff and Martin start talking about repairing antique wood paneling in technical detail, and January decides that this is the opportune time to visit the snack tables. She pushes through the press of people and gets herself a small popcorn, more for the smell than the taste, and checks on the status of her brownies. Despite being cut small, they have already attrited by half. A small, round, white woman in a flowing skirt stops her, blue eyes peering through slipping strands of straight gray-brown hair that hang to her nominal waist. “You’re January, right?”


  January nods, groping after a half-remembered name. “Mmm—Martha?”


  “Marsha,” the woman says, with a winning smile and a negligent wave of her hand. “Don’t sweat it. I just wanted to say the brownies are really good. How do you get them not to be gritty?”


  “Family secret,” January says. “It’s all about the butter. Pardon me.” She winks and turns away, as unenthralled suddenly with the technical details of infusing herb extracts into fats as she was with dadoing mahogany for tongue-and-groove construction. The line for the carousel has thinned as the evening has progressed, and since a group has just gone in, there is nobody standing at the gate. January presents herself just as the young Latina in gray coveralls who apparently came with the rental is closing the latch.


  The carousel operator smiles apologetically. “I’m sorry,” she says. “Next ride?”


  “I’m in no hurry,” January answers.


  The woman nods and turns away to start the great machine revolving. She must have filled both hoppers with rings already, because as the music swells and the mounts begin to revolve she swings neatly up a stepladder and grabs a lever that extends both arms. The sound of wood on wood is almost buried under the Wurlitzer’s noise.


  She comes back, dusting her hands, with a grin that makes January want to befriend her.


  “Do you like your job?”


  The woman looks down shyly. “I don’t mind it. Sometimes the kids’ birthday parties are a bit hairy, and sometimes it’s drunk college kids. We had a wedding in September. That was nice.”


  “I work in a library.” January tosses her hair behind her shoulder. “I hear you about the kids.”


  She extends her barely touched popcorn to the woman, who waves it off.


  “Once you’ve worked here a month, you can’t get near the stuff anymore.” She wipes her hand on her trousers before she sticks it out and waits for January to clasp it. “I’m Maricela.”


  “January,” January replies, giving her a little squeeze.


  Maricela’s face softens with surprise—possibly even shock. “You’re pulling my leg.”


  January is used to reactions, but this one seems a little over the top. “Fifty-one years,” she says. “Is there some reason it shouldn’t be?”


  “No,” Maricela says, visibly gathering herself. “It’s just a little unusual, is all. A weird coincidence. Do you like carousels?”


  “Love ’em,” January says. It isn’t as if she could have missed Maricela changing the subject. “More now than before. I read up on them when I found out Martin was throwing himself a kid party.”


  “Everybody needs a kid party now and again,” Maricela says. “Especially people who don’t have kids. So you know about the horses having a romance side, the outside that’s all carved and pretty?”


  “And a back side,” January says. “Which is so plain it doesn’t even get a pretty name.”


  Maricela laughs, nodding.


  Behind January, someone whoops, having caught the brass ring. It sounds like a child, but there are no kids at this party.


  * * * *


  


  The combustion that propels the bullet—while not, properly speaking, an explosion in and of itself—is triggered by an explosion. A minuscule one: the detonation of the cartridge’s primer. That explosion is caused by the smack of the firing pin against the cartridge. It ignites the propellant, and the propellant pushes the bullet.


  What causes the firing pin’s descent, of course, is the convulsive clenching of a human hand.


  * * * *


  


  They’re not as young as they used to be: by midnight, the crowd has thinned. January’s still there, and so is Martin, and so is Jeff. In search of a place to sit, they’ve moved to the mostly empty carousel and claimed one of the carriages, really two ornately carved and gilded red-painted benches set facing each other. The boys sit together with January across, her feet tucked against the footboard and her knees between Jeff’s and Martin’s.


  January’s coming down, and she’s pretty sure Martin is long grounded. It must be seriously cold outside; there was a frost warning, and the draft every time the doors open to let somebody else leave is bitter. She thinks she’ll be good to drive in another twenty minutes, anyway, and somewhere east of here her cats are probably picketing.


  She’ll make her excuses after two more rounds on the carousel. The woman running it for the rental party is probably ready to go home to whomever she has, even if Martin has the place until one.


  Besides, if January stays much longer, she’ll be stuck cleaning up.


  The conversation has reached that point where they’re tidying up stray threads from earlier—like the end of a well-constructed movie—and Jeff has just finished telling them how the Yard Bunny defeated him as roundly as the Road Runner waxing Wile E. Coyote when she remembers something she was going to ask about earlier. Her research bump is itching: it’s a hazard of being a librarian.


  “Did you ever find out what the backstory on the ghost plate was?” she asks.


  “Backstory?” Jeff looks sleepy and contented, to the point where January is a little worried about him driving home. She doesn’t think he’s touched a drop of anything mood altering all night, however, which puts him on firmer ground than she and Martin, even if they’re both coming all the way back through sober and into a little cold and achy.


  “You know.” She gropes dreamily after the right words. She has to raise her voice to be heard over the thump and blare of the band organ as they come around in the circle once more. They’ve been through its rolls—assuming they are rolls; the Internet tells her many band organs now run on MIDIs—so many times that she knows what order the songs come in now. She’ll be hearing them in her sleep.


  One rank ahead of the red-painted chariot, the gray ponies—including the mismatched one—go up and down in little circles, riderless as horses in a funeral parade. “Provenance. History. Who put it there and where did it come from? That sort of thing.”


  Jeff leans his head back, closes his eyes, and shrugs. “Houses are mysteries, and not all of those mysteries are nice things. Sometimes it’s best to not ask.”


  Behind him, the brass ring glints in the dispenser, but January is so surprised to see it she doesn’t think to stand up and grab it until it has gone by. The carousel slows, song ending. She’d thought they were the only riders, but there must be somebody on the other side. Because when they come around again, the ring in the dispenser is just dull wire.


  She’d swear the gray filly flicks its tail in annoyance, but of course it’s just a cold draft from the opening door. Somebody else is leaving the party for the long drive home.


  * * * *


  


  Once the decision to fire the gun is made, the neural impulse to pull the trigger travels from brain to finger. Or possibly the action is reflexive. Possibly deep in the animal regions of the brain, electrical activity commences, leading the finger to convulse upon the trigger, the gun to discharge, and the mind—a few tremendously significant fractions of a second later—to justify the action to itself, believing it—I—has made a decision.


  Or maybe those animal regions of the brain are part of itsI, whether—culturally speaking—we are trained to regard them as such. Maybe those bits of ourselves that we alienate as subconscious impulses are as muchIas the things Freud quantified as the ego and superego.


  ThatIwill provide reasons—motives, justifications, triggers. Jilted love or spurned advances. Money, sex, control. Any homicide cop can tell you those are the reasons people die.


  In real life, it’s simple. The romance only happens in the movies.


  * * * *


  


  All her best intentions of making a clean getaway evaporate, and January—of course—winds up staying behind to help clear. She and Martin and Jeff divide the spoils between them. Her share of the take includes a plate and a half of assorted cookies (unadulterated—January notes with a bit of pride that all ofherbrownies are gone), half of a tuna casserole, three deviled eggs, the heel of the saffron bread, and some shrimp dip. She won’t have to cook for a week.


  She hopes none of the folks who left plates behind want them back, because she’s got no clue who brought what, or even who half the people in attendance were.


  Behind her, the carousel sits empty and silent, even the Wurlitzer no longer breathing out its jangling tunes. The lanky Latina operator has been bagging trash and hauling it out to the dumpster. She seems overjoyed that some of the partygoers stayed behind to help tidy, and keeps shooting January shy thank-you smiles whenever their paths cross.


  Actually, considering the crowd, the mess isn’t bad. January finds the brooms and dustpan behind the popcorn counter. While Martin starts cleaning out the popcorn machine, Jeff takes the big push broom, leaving January with the flat corn broom. She climbs onto the carousel platform and begins ferreting crumbs and paper wrappers from under chariots and between horses. She holds onto the pole that runs through a panda, leaning down to sweep between its paws, and the surreality of the moment strikes her.


  The poles impaling the standing animals are the ones that support the platform. She can almost feel the weight of it, the tension, prickling her palm. If she’d thought about how the carousel was constructed, she realizes now, she must have thought the turntable rested on bearings, but really it’s cantilevered out on sweep arms, and those arms are supported by the poles that hang from above. The whole things turns around one central pillar.


  She discards two dustpans’ worth of debris, starts on the third. Now she’s working around the lion and the tiger and the out-of-scale elephant, and in a moment she’ll be back to the gray ponies. That’s probably where she should dump; there will be another dustpanful at least in the rest of the carousel. As she passes, she can’t resist the urge to pet the ugly filly on the nose.


  Velvet skin and hot breath tickle her fingers.


  With a wheeze, the Wurlitzer shudders to life. The carousel begins to turn with a savage jolt that sets January teetering. Pain stabs her ankle. It stretches as her Mary Jane rolls sideways and the tendons give. The broom skitters from her hand as she windmills like Wile E. Coyote on the edge of a cliff. If she falls backward into the center of the carousel, the sweep arms will catch her and drag her over the concrete floor.


  She flails, diaphragm tightening, fingertips splayed. Gravity pulls her down. But as the fall becomes inevitable her right hand slaps something rigid, closes on it, pullshard. She remembers reading about panic strength, how in extreme peril your body discards the safety margins and does whatever it has to do, whatever it can, to get you out of harm’s way.


  She’s never experienced it before.


  When she comes back to herself, she’s breathing raggedly, in deep concentrated gasps that hurt her trachea and lungs. For a moment, those breaths are all she can think about, until a moment later the burn in her bicep and forearm makes its presence known.


  The foreleg of the gray filly is clutched in her hand. It is no longer attached to the filly.


  The thing protruding from the broken end is not a metal bar, but a snapped-off length of bone.


  January knows she should scream, but apparently she’s not the screaming type. She stands there looking at the horse’s leg, at the place where the horse’s leg used to attach, at the two cleanly broken ends of bone.Human bone, she can’t help but think, but how would you know for sure? She’s read that even homicide cops have to send skeletal remains out for testing sometimes to be sure if they have uncovered the remains of a person or of an animal.


  Like a child with a broken toy, she tries to slot the stiff wooden leg back onto the body of the filly. It fits, but of course it won’t stay. So January stands holding it, feeling foolish and terrified, her heart still churning residual adrenaline through her veins. In a minute, she will start to shake. She’d rather not do that while she’s still stuck on a malfunctioning carousel.


  With a corpse, the helpful part of her brain volunteers.


  They probably used horse skeletons as the form for the ponies.The ponies she’d been riding on. Like the real manes and tails, and she’d thoughtthatwas macabre.


  Real horses aren’t this small. Real people are.


  “Shut up,” she says. “We have to get off this thing.”


  She can’t figure out what else to do with the filly’s leg, so she holds it in her hand as she moves to the center of the deck. The carousel is going faster than before. Inexorably, it’s accelerating. It seems as if the Wurlitzer is accelerating with it, though she can’t think of any reason why they would be geared together. The music has a hysterical edge.


  Which, in fairness, January could be imagining.


  Threading between horses, holding onto the brass sleeves surrounding the steel poles, January tries not to touch the glossy, brilliant paint where a few moments ago she lingered to stroke it. Is there something dead inside every one of them? Is it possible she’s tripping and none of this is real?


  Holding onto the lion’s pole—easier than the gray stallion’s, because the lion does not go up and down—January leans as far out as feels safe. The carousel is whipping fast now, the wind slapping her hair to sting her cheeks and the corners of her eyes. Jeff, Martin, and the carousel operator stand in a tight huddle. Jeff gesticulates; the carousel operator shakes her head. January can’t hear a word over the Wurlitzer.


  She draws a breath and shouts as she comes around. “Hey!”


  Martin’s head jerks up and he’s about to shout something when she’s carried around the curve. When she comes back, he’s ready. “Sit tight! We have a plan!”


  A good plan, she hopes. One that doesn’t involve damaging herorthe carousel. Any more than she’s already damaged it, that is.


  When she comes around again, Jeff is sprinting beside the rotating platform. Running hard, too, which gives her an idea of how fast she must be moving, because he’s losing ground. He reaches out as the lion gains on him and she steps back to make a landing zone. He jumps, arms swinging, and lands lightly beside her, one hand making contact with the lion’s support pole where hers had rested a moment before.


  “Great,” January says. “Now you’re stranded too.”


  He grins, flush with success. “The motor’s in the middle,” he says. “If I can reach—”


  A thump cuts him off, a sharp wooden thud as the lion statue twists and lashes out with one gilt-clawed forepaw. January has a thousand years to watch Jeff’s expression of pained surprise as he topples backward off the carousel, a spray of blood scattering from his slashed thigh. January reaches for him instinctively, the broken leg of the gray filly falling to the deck, but all she feels is the brush of his warm, clutching fingertips against hers and then he’s gone. She almost throws herself after but something unyielding blocks her: the lion’s leg, extended like a crash barrier.


  She withdraws, shuddering, into the second file. The tiger’s no better, objectively, but at least she has yet to seeitmove.


  The next time the carousel brings her around she sees Martin hurtling the barrier, crouching beside Jeff. The time after that Jeff is up and hobbling, Martin supporting him, both of them holding a bandage made of Martin’s shirt over the gash on Jeff’s thigh.


  “We’ll try something else!” Jeff shouts, but it sounds far away. Misty, if things can soundmisty, exactly.


  “Don’t!” January yells back, after one more revolution. “Call anambulance.”


  The carousel operator has her cell phone in her hand; it doesn’t look like she was waiting for instructions on that front. January blesses sensible women and looks left and right for the gray filly’s leg, but it’s not in sight anywhere. Maybe the same centrifugal force that wants to hurl her off the carousel when she leans too far out has sent it spinning over the side.


  Because she doesn’t have any idea what else to do, she goes back to the gray filly. It feels like home base, and it’s farther from the lion. She has a hard time making herself touch it at first, but eventually stops snatching her fingers back as if she expected the lacquered wood to be hot and leans on the filly as she bobs up and down, trying to feel warm flesh and living bone under satin hide once more.


  She didn’t imagine it. She didn’t imagine what the lion did to Jeff, the momentary glint of intelligence in its glass eye. She didn’t imagine the way the filly stretched under her petting.


  The boom of the Wurlitzer hurts, now, so loud and so close. It’s almost impossible to think for the pounding of the base drum in her chest cavity. January imagines she can hear her brain ringing as it rattles from side to side against bone. She can’t think; she can’t jump; she can’t wait for rescue.


  She has to do something.


  Gingerly, teeth clenched, January leans on the sleeve and starts trying to fit her left foot into the iron of the undulating pony’s stirrup. She jams her clog in, her twisted ankle complaining, and takes a deep breath as the maimed filly’s ascent jerks her hip joint uncomfortably wide. As the pony comes down again, January jumps at the saddle, her skirt furling unevenly about her thighs. She’s grateful for the real horsehair tail now, because an arched carven one would have caught her hem and she would have fallen stupidly back to the deck and probably broken her leg. As it is, the skirt snags but tugs free, and she lands in the saddle only bruised on her inner thighs, clutching the pole and breathing hard through her nose.


  You wouldn’t think something so simple could be so scary.


  She passes beside the dispenser for the rings. A dull one sits in the socket at the end of the arm, though no one has filled the hopper. In the moment it takes for January to reclaim her composure, she cranes her head to see around the bigger horses rising and falling between her and the outside. She hopes for a glimpse of Martin or Jeff, but what she sees confounds her.


  The carousel shelter is full of people once again. And not EMTs. These are people dressed as if they stepped out of the illustrations in a book on the sinking of theTitanic. The women wear tunics over long skirts, or shirtwaist blouses that give them a pigeon-breasted look. The men wear suits of gray and black woolen, cut curiously large. The children run in pinafores or short pants, the girls’ hair in ringlets and the boys’ parted razor straight and slicked. It looks like something out of a sepia-toned print.


  The gray filly tosses her wire-slick mane and whinnies, harsh and loud as the scrape of the band organ. Her ears prick sharp as a carved horse’s, and January feels the crooked, staggering thud of hooves on the deck as her three-legged run struggles to keep up with the rise and fall of the pole. Her warm sides steam in the cold, muscles in her shoulder bunching and extending with each stride.


  She tosses her head, fighting the bit. January finds herself rocking in time to the ragged gait, the muscle memory from long-ago riding lessons finding her balance and telling her to relax her arms and unclench her hands.


  The filly calms, her ears flicked back as if listening. Alongside the carousel, a tall, rangy teenaged girl in a gray dress and high-heeled ankle boots runs skipping until January hears somebody call after her, chastising her as a hoyden and naming her—January.


  “January?” January says, thinking suddenly,this is all a dream, I don’t care how detailed.But the filly’s ears flick, and the warm, grassy scent of her hide floats up as she shakes out her streaked silver mane. The filly bends her neck into an arc tight as a bow, lipping January’s knee, and January says the name again.


  This time, the filly tosses her head yes.


  “We’re namesakes.”


  Another yes.


  The animals all seem alive now. She can hear their noises, the trumpet of the elephant, the whinny of stallions, the lion’s deep cough—nothing like the sound children make to indicatelion. They seem to eye her balefully, so that she feels herself tucking her knees in tight and keeping her elbows close, as if by staying inside the footprint of the filly’s body she can protect herself from the malevolence of carved things.


  The filly’s staggering fills her with remorse, though the truncated foreleg works as if it were really running and no blood oozes from the stump. As they come around again, the girl walks alongside, and January sees her face clearly. She’s plain, with mouse-colored hair and a tap-water complexion the gray dress does nothing for. When she tosses her head, January can see the filly in her.


  A filly who does just that thing when they pass the dispenser again, snapping sideways with rolling eyes as if she means to grab the ring in her teeth. The pole restrains her, and she doesn’t come within three feet.


  They pass the girl again, and this time January sees the man behind her. Hand in his pocket, fist clenched around something. The girl turns, a jerk of her head as startled as if somebody touched her shoulder, as if the pressure of his eyes hurt. She turns toward the doors, moving away, and like a viewer at a horror movie January wants to call after her—don’t go outside, don’t go through the door.


  But the carousel carries her away again, and now she can’t make out the sound of the Wurlitzer at all. It’s lost under the cries of the animals, unless it’s become them.


  The next time she comes around, she stands in the stirrups—wincing at her ankle, at the filly’s uneven gait—and reaches for the base-metal ring. Her fingers hook; she feels the tug; the ring pops free.


  If she hoped it would be that simple, she is quickly disappointed. If anything, the carousel accelerates, a faster churning now. The neighs grow wilder. Something grazes her knee—a snap from the gray mare impaled beside her crippled filly. The filly snakes her head around and snaps back, and January leans as far to the outside as the stirrups allow.


  Now there’s competition. Figures shimmer into the saddles of the elephant and the other ponies, but only on the inside ring. The carousel opposes her, her and the other January. Other fingers grope for rings, snap up one and then another, but they are all dull.


  The cacophony persists. The carousel spins faster. The world wheels madly on.


  From outside, she hears a single gunshot. Beneath her, the other January shies—but none of the people in the carousel shelter seem to hear.


  She sets herself this time, leans out, her left foot solidly in the stirrup though her twisted ankle twinges. She braces with her right foot, aware that she’s reaching out too far and the mare might snap again. But there’s a brass ring in that dispenser somewhere, and if she doesn’t collect it, she doesn’t know how she’s getting off this carousel alive. The faces alongside are a blur now, the stained-glass seasons a colorful smear.


  As they come up on the dispenser, she reaches over the filly’s neck. The cold ring brushes her fingertips. She snatches, sees bright metal, grabs again. Something sharp stabs up her right leg, pain like slamming it in a car door. It hauls, pulling her off balance, but she palms the ring she has already and her fingers hook the glittering circle of the next.


  Momentum carries her forward, the ring snagged on her fingertips beginning to slide, the gray mare, teeth clenched in her calf muscle, hauling back.


  January closes her hand before she loses the brass ring.


  Silence falls, so sudden and hollow it makes her wonder briefly if she has been struck deaf. The carousel glides, slowing now.


  * * * *


  


  Once the human element—motive, culpability, perception—enters the equation, it’s no longer so simple to trace a sequence of causality, to say—mechanistically, with confidence—here is the inciting event, and here is what caused that, and here is what caused that again.


  We will never know why the finger pulls the trigger, even when it is our finger that tightens on yielding metal, our hand that jumps with the buck of the gun. We can speculate, but will neverknow.


  It’s possible that her death was inevitable from the moment he followed her—tall and plain and smarting—from the shelter of the carousel, into the night where she died.


  * * * *


  


  January limps away from the filly, the brass ring clutched in her palm. She has to twist and sidle to move between the animals, frozen now in contortions with reaching claws and gnashing teeth. Blood wells thick and artificial looking down her calf through the torn tights, skidding and squishing inside her Mary Jane.


  Martin is waiting to catch her when she falls off the platform. The EMTs are there, gathered around Jeff, who is propped on his elbows telling jokes. The carousel operator sits beside him, head down, her hands pressed over her eyes.


  Martin says to the EMTs, “I don’t know what happened. We were helping to clean up after the party, and the thing just turned itself on.”


  January sits down gratefully on the plastic chair they bring. She extends her leg through the tear in her skirt. The EMT looks at it and clucks. “You’ll want to come to the ER.”


  “Are the police on the way?”


  The EMT nods, her blond ponytail bobbing. “They should be here in five minutes. Do you want to file a complaint?”


  The carousel operator moans.


  “No,” January says. “I want to report a murder. From about a hundred years ago.”


  * * * *


  


  Firstly, he must have wanted to own her. Why else would he have found a way to keep her all this time?


  As for what she wanted, what she dreamed as she rode (or ran) on the carousel that trapped her—to be seen, to be loved, to be free—as for whatshewanted, no one ever asked her at all.


  


  ee “doc” cummings


  


  


  


  


  ravening cruiserbeams


  hurled across an unresisting sky:


  grapple slickly withal


  (brave men dine on


  pan fried steak


  indomitable, hurling


  atomic violence in concentrated quintessence


  : blindingly brilliant annihilation


  (a


  sh


  ie


  Id


  


  f


  a


  1


  1


  s


  )


  


  nobody, not even boskone, has such big guns


  


  The Salt Sea


  and the Sky


  


  


  


  


  It was a bright morning, cool and clear, when I realized I was going to break her heart. It was high summer, two weeks before the solstice, and I was up with the birds to watch the dawn. I had skinned out the usual clutter and shut off texting and my new cheapest-model Omni, a seventeenth birthday present from my dad.


  So it was just me and the sea and the quiet town and the sunrise. If I ignored the lack of cars, I could imagine I was back in the twentieth century. Of course, the sea would have been lower then, the beach unprotected by the seawalls that now held the ocean back.


  I was up because I hadn’t slept. I’d been out with Shaun to the cinema and after she went home I hadn’t been able to stand the thought of doing the same. The little terraced house I shared with my father and half-sister and my half-sister’s son seemed too much like a cage.


  It was a little after four in the morning, and the sky was already streaked with peach and silver, the stars washed away by light. It was bright enough that I scuffled down the bluff without undue risk of killing myself. I turned to put the water on my right, the bluffs and the town on my left. Ahead, fingers of gray-and-black basalt, crusted with weeds and barnacles, broke up the stretches of fine sand. Low, slow breakers hissed across the surface of the softly rolling sea.


  The tide ebbed as I walked east and then north along Balbriggan Strand. I wasn’t dressed for the beach, and still wore last night’s skirt and slippery shoes and no sunblock. But the skirt was loose enough that I could climb in it if I kept the hem up. And even a pale-skinned redhead like me wouldn’t get sunburn in a half-hour at sunrise.


  So I pulled my shoes off and hung them through my belt by the laces. They swung there, bumping my thigh with every wet step through the streams that ran across the beach and down to the ocean.


  I’d have to be careful of rocks and shells, especially in the half-light of morning, especially in the rougher sections of rock and weed. The barnacles could slash your feet to ribbons.


  But it wouldn’t be so bad if I were careful. The sunlight was already starting to creep down the face of the bluff, casting a pall of crimson over its beige surface, shaggy with vegetation. As long as I didn’t look directly at the sun and dazzle myself, it was more than enough light by which to pick my way.


  Seals played alongside the rock reefs, just dots wriggling through the water as I climbed. A gray heron flew low across the water, its slowly beating wings casting a writhing shadow as the sun peeked over the edge of the world. Out in the Irish Sea, a tall ship cruised under box sails—the ship still in shadow, the sails lit by the sun—and I changed my mind: I could imagine this was the nineteenth century, the age of exploration and sail, and that I was on my way to Dublin to meet the ship that would take me to America, to Asia, to the world.


  By the harbor, the fishing boats awaited the tide, their masts bare and the rigging sagging. They went out and came back. With a fair wind, you might make Wales overnight—but none of them ever went that far.


  They couldn’t call to me as the kite-rigged cargo vessel did.


  I can’t stay here, I thought. I’ll die if I stay here. Reflexively, I thought of calling Shaun—or at least of texting her. Just as reflexively, I stopped myself. I thought I already knew what she’d say. “Don’t be ridiculous, Billie. We have each other here; isn’t that enough?”


  Shouldn’t it be?


  I turned my back on the ship and the sea and scrambled up the bluff for a better look—eventually. It wasn’t until I reached the top that I realized I was crying.


  * * * *


  


  There are no rocks on the top of the bluff so I sat down in the grasses, careful to avoid any nettles, my back to the land and my face to the sea. The sun stung my eyes, though I turned my head at an angle. Across the water lay England—London—and beyond that the continent. Freedom.


  The ship I watched sailed south, toward Dublin, and I wondered what cargo it carried precious enough to be worth the long sea journey. I knew from history that, once upon a time, great cargo vessels—even aircraft!—had burned fossil fuels bringing exotic fruit, liquor, toys, from all the world over. In those days it was actually less expensive to make a thing in a foreign land and ship it than it was to live on what could be had locally. “Cheap foreign goods” was a concept I could only just begin to understand—anything that came from far away was luxurious and precious, and not for the likes of me. Not now, likely never.


  But it wasn’t luxury that drew me to the idea of travel. It was …


  . . . freedom.


  I had finished my mandated schooling the previous month. There was no chance of University with my background and aptitudes, not unless I’d managed much better marks, and no chance of Employment without University. I already knew how I’d spend my life: here in Balbriggan, making do with whatever subsistence payments and goods allotted me. They’d be adequate to keep me alive and housed—but not much more than that. And almost nobody could afford travel.


  The world needed far fewer workers than it had people. And with economies of scarcity a thing of the past since the Green Sustainability Bills passed in the mid-twenty-first, there was nothing much for those surplus people to do.


  And I was one of them.


  So was my dad, and so was my sister.


  And so was Shaun Mellor. That, at least, had always been comforting. She was as trapped here as I was, even if it chafed her less. We had each other. Always had, always would.


  We planned to live together when we turned eighteen and could find housing. If we applied for subsistence as a childless gay couple, we’d get a little bit of additional support—as long as we stayed that way. Not reproducing. Not making more useless mouths to feed.


  It was a natural thing, Shaun and me. We’d grown up together in the village—not best friends, but aware of each other—and started being girlfriends at fifteen. She had olive skin and straight dark hair that blew in the wind, and her eyes were so brown you could only see the detail in them when the sun shone across them.


  Nobody had ever understood me better. Nobody had ever loved me more. Our families both assumed that we’d settle in together and so did we.


  I’d never thought I was going to be the girl who broke Shaun Mellor’s heart. But as I watched that ship sail into the sunrise, I knew that was what was going to happen.


  Because I was leaving Balbriggan. Leaving her. Some way. Somehow. I’d go to Dublin. My ancestors might have gone to London to seek their fortune—but sailors had to come from somewhere, didn’t they? I didn’t imagine they’d be University types. And surely, no matter how automated modern shipping was, you needed somebody on board to trim the sails and helm the thing if something went wrong …


  I reached with one hand to tap my Omni back on. The contact lens for the interface dried my eye, but everybody assured me it would get less annoying with time. I was still looking out through clouds of protein buildup from crying, however.


  Just as I thumbed it on, though, I heard Shaun’s voice behind me.


  “Billie?”


  I’d turned off my Omni and she’d tried to text from bed, of course. She’d gotten worried and come to find me, and she’d known exactly where to look. That was how well we knew each other.


  And it wasn’t as if Balbriggan were a big place, after all.


  She said, “Are you okay?”


  It was my moment of supreme cowardice. “Fine, love,” I said, holding up an arm so she could sit down inside its bend. “Just thinking of you.”


  She snugged herself into my side and kissed me, long strands of dark hair curving her cheek.


  I was the worst person alive.


  * * * *


  


  My dad was up by the time I came home. He always made a virtue of punctuality and keeping to a schedule, just as if he were Employed. He said it helped lend purpose to the day, and when I compared him to the rest of my friends’ moms and dads, spending all day down at the pub or sleeping until afternoon, I thought he had it right.


  The clouds had rolled in, tall and tattered, and the wind smelled like coming rain. I watched it twist the leaves of the willow in the front garden as Dad came down the steps to meet me.


  “Shaun was looking for you,” he said.


  “She found me,” I said, and kissed him on the cheek. He’d been taking out the composting. I lifted the bag from his hand and carried it over to the bin in the garden corner.


  “She’s worried about you,” he said. “So’m I.”


  It stopped me, one hand on the composter’s solar lid. The lazy whirr of windmills along the terrace filled my hearing. A white-waist-coated magpie hopped up, eyeing the multi-colored kitchen waste inquisitively. I shut the bin in its face.


  “There’s no call to be worried,” I said. “You should right-mind it out.”


  He sighed. I knew perfectly well that he didn’t need re medial rightminding. Dad was one of the most stable people I’d ever met, and he was rigorous about keeping up with his emotional controls. They really worked best after twenty or so—I’d been told often enough that the erratic shifts of adolescent hormones were hard to balance out, no matter what surgery, cognitive measures, or chemical supports were used.


  Maybe, I thought, when the rightminding kicked in properly I’d be able to let go of my dream of going to sea.


  Except I’d already decided that wasn’t going to be what happened. I supposed I had the rightminding, to the extent that it was working, to thank for the fact that I could have a conversation with with him rationally. We were taught in school that young adults were once notorious for their emotional lability.


  “Now, Billie,” he said. “You know I just want to see you contented. Not—”


  “Not like Mam?” I asked.


  His face paled.


  Now that was cruel, I thought. Maybe my rightminding wasn’t so good after all.


  But he saw through the cruelty, I guess, to my hurt. “You’re not your mam, Bill,” he said. “I’ve never thought so. You wouldn’t run out on people who love you.”


  He said it with kindness. He reached out to touch my arm.


  Shame filled me up until I wanted to vomit it out. Wasn’t that exactly what I was thinking of doing?


  * * * *


  


  I went upstairs to bed—my half-sister Katy was just getting up, so I didn’t have to share the room with her and her fretting infant—and slept for six hours, which still had me up by noon. When I came down again, Dad and Katy were both out. I thought Dad might be at his painting class (he’s terrible) and I seemed to remember that Katy’s son David had an early rightminding appraisal (he’s two). I thought about using some of the water ration to shower and decided to get some work done in the back garden instead. I sat in the parlor and ate two pieces of toast with butter while I was considering the chores and staring at the dusty guitar hung over the old fireplace.


  We had a typical Irish terraced house with a typical Irish garden, which was about six meters by five and bounded by gray stone walls too high to see over. There were roses in two corners, scarlet runner beans planted where they’d climb the through the rose branches and up the walls. We had courgettes, culinary herbs, sunflowers for the oil. Two brown hens scratched around the margins. When I went into the garden I first took a few moments to search for their warm brown eggs.


  Our house had been built before Greening, but the roof had been retrofitted with a green frame that grew herbs and sweet potatoes and tomatoes and lettuces. We had an apple tree and a solar water reclamation system. The house was well-insulated and snug.


  We had everything we needed right here. And what we didn’t have we could buy from the shops in the town. Any reasonable, rightminded person would be perfectly happy here.


  Except what we didn’t have was any purpose beyond subsisting.


  The stepladder was in the community shed—none of our neighbors were using it this early, and nobody was signed up to use it until five. Having decided I would work on the roof garden, I pulled out the ladder, rolled it home on its wheeled side, braced its foot pads, and clambered up. The overlay from my Omni helped me identify and pull weeds while avoiding the seedlings of desirable plants. The pink and white valerian would take over everything if you let it. It was pretty, but as far as I was concerned it smelled like a cat. It could stay in the chinks of the stone walls, where it belonged.


  As I worked, I tried to calm my mind—but I couldn’t help it. Over and over, I wondered again why Mam had left.


  Dad’s first wife, Katy’s mother, had died of a cancer the health service hadn’t been able to do anything for. After a while, he met and married my mam but she didn’t stick around past my fifth birthday, and she’d never told us where she was going or sent word back that she was a alive.


  For a long time, nobody and no amount of rightminding could convince me it wasn’t my fault she’d gone. After a while, I’d started to accept it had been something inside her that had driven her away. The realization had come about the same time that same something had begun to rear itself in my own head.


  I patted the last marigolds in among the tomatoes—organic pest control—and made my way back down the ladder. I folded it up and took it back to the community shed.


  Because I’d been thinking so much about the past, about escaping to it, I imagined what it would be like if we had our own ladder. Not to have to work around everyone else in the community or sign up months in advance to work on the roof.


  I imagined every house on my street with its own step-ladder. Its own lawnmower. Its own hedge clippers.


  It was a little dizzying. So much stuff. Where would you keep it all?


  Wasteful. Like the airplanes and the food from far away and the internal combustion engines that used to race around the streets. You could see it all in old movies, which people used to buy on disks made of polymer, in boxes made of polymer, and just pile up on shelves.


  It’s better to keep everything in the cloud. I know it is. It’s better to use only what you need, when you most need it, then put it back where everybody else can use it too.


  But is it really better to spend your whole life in comfortable purposelessness? All those people in those old movies, zipping around in their ocean-raising cars and their storm-causing airplanes.


  They’re not like me. They all look as if they’re going somewhere.


  I went inside to shower, thinking I’d earned the use of a water ration now. Besides, if it rained again this afternoon, it’d help fill the roof tank. We’d be in pretty good shape still.


  And I couldn’t stand the feeling of dirt and grease in my hair.


  * * * *


  


  Showers are a good place for making life-changing decisions. The hot water seems to unstick the brain cells and if you cry, nobody can tell. Not even you, really. I probably pushed my water ration a little, but I’d make up for it by not being here later.


  When I was clean, I made myself a cup of tea—worth importing, even in these times—and skinned out all distractions except the obligatory emergency channel before settling down with my interface to do some serious research.


  Career inquiry, I entered into my Omni. How does one become a long-distance sailor?


  Fifteen minutes later, I knew. There was a school for it—but at least according to the cloud, most people learned to sail by simply sailing. Finding a captain who would take them on as unskilled labor and teach them the ropes—quite literally.


  I also knew that it didn’t pay significantly better than staying on the dole. And that it was considerably more dangerous.


  And that I wanted it more than anything in the world.


  I closed up all the research windows floating in my peripheral vision, skinned back into reality and made myself another cup of tea—chamomile, this time, locally grown—while I figured out the letter I was going to send to Shaun. My dad and Katy were easier: I just told them over the dinner table.


  “I’ll write,” I said. “I’ll telepresence. I’ll AR you. You’ll hardly know I’m gone.”


  Dad stood up to take my plate. “Who’ll do the washing up, then?” he asked, but I knew that was his way of saying he would miss me.


  “I’ll do it,” Katy said. “At least there’ll be one less plate.”


  The sun didn’t set that night until almost ten.


  * * * *


  


  I used the daylight packing. Summers were better than winters—in summer, you never got enough sleep, but in winter it was always going to bed early so you didn’t outrun your electricity allotment. Katy was downstairs with David, letting him nap in the shady part of the garden. I imagined they were both skinning out my sounds, not wanting to be reminded.


  While I was staring at jumpers spread out on my bed, I heard Dad’s step upon the stair.


  He paused in the open door to my room. I didn’t turn at first, but caught his eyes in the mirror, looking at me. I had his coloring, the same red hair and freckles, though his had gone sandy with the years, but my cheekbones and pointed chin were all Mam’s.


  He didn’t say anything, just stared at me with love and sorrow. I held his gaze in the mirror until I couldn’t stand to anymore, and looked down.


  I wondered if he also saw Mam in my face just now, or now more than ever.


  “I’m sorry, Dad,” I said.


  He had two glasses of wine that had come by tallship from France. He saved it for special occasions. He handed me one, then went to the bed and pushed one of the jumpers aside to make an edge to sit on. He looked up at me and pursed his lips, and the seriousness and hush in his voice made me strain to hear.


  “Don’t ever tell Katy this,” he said. “But when I was your age, I wanted to go to Dublin and be a musician.”


  I thought of the dusty guitar in the living room. I knew he could play it, so I must have seen him play, but I couldn’t summon up a memory of him with the thing in his hands. Certainly, I’d always wondered why we had one when nobody in the house used it much—a wasted resource, just warehoused like that.


  Now I knew.


  “I’m sorry,” I said.


  “Don’t be,” he said. “I made another choice, and I got you and Katy and David.”


  I nodded, too tight up for words. Was this what grown-up choices were like, then? This hollow feeling that nothing I could do would be right?


  He’d never gotten the regret rightminded away. The brain bleachers could have fixed it for him, made it not hurt anymore. The way they had my mam leaving, for me, when I asked.


  “Call every day,” he said. “Or if you don’t have the bandwidth, send email.” He stood, and got that particularly Irish rising stress in his voice as he said, “And don’t you be afraid to ask for help if you need it. Anywhere in the world, we’ll get you home.”


  “I love you, Dad.” It was all I could say.


  He stood up. He kissed my hair on the way out of the room.


  


  Dearest Shaun,


  I don’t know how to start this letter, and I hope you won’t think I’m an awful person for doing this. In fact, I think I’m an awful person, but I would rather you didn’t. Still, I’ll understand if you do.


  I’m leaving. I’m going to get a job on a ship if I can and see the world.


  This isn’t because I don’t love you. I love you more than anything. But I can’t do what my father did.


  I know I can’t expect you to wait for me when I don’t know when I’m coming back. But I will wait for you until you tell me not to, and when I do come back, I’ll bring you stones from every port I call in.


  I love you,


  Billie


  


  I didn’t email Shaun the letter until morning, when I was packed and ready to leave for the station. I didn’t take much—some trousers, some shirts, a tube of sunblock. My Omni. I was wearing the jumper Dad had pushed out of the way.


  I walked up Bridge Street to the train station via the footpath with the River Bracken on my right, locked away down in its stone channel with the valerian and ferns and ivy growing from the gaps in the rock all around. The path leads up a little rise behind the seawall, overhung with flowers and with a wooden rail on the right. I was passing through the narrow stone doorway, the train station on the right, when I heard running feet behind me and a breathless voice call, “Billie Rhodes, you stop right this instant!”


  I stopped, because I couldn’t do otherwise. Clutching the strap of my backpack with my right hand, I said, “Shaun, you shouldn’t have come.”


  I didn’t turn back to look at her. I couldn’t. Not until she came pelting up the path toward me, put her hand on my shoulder, and spun me around. Her cheeks were bright with running. She was wearing jeans and a pajama top, and her feet were bare. She minced a little, as if she had bruised the right one on a stone.


  “Aw, Shaun,” said I.


  She put her fists on her hips, the wind raveling her tangled hair across her face. She stood framed in the gray stone door and spat, “What on earth were you thinking?”


  “Shaun—” There was nothing I could say, really. Nothing that would make it better at all. The air was full of the rank, stuffy smell of valerian and the tang of the sea. It had stopped raining for once, though her hair was damp, and the broken clouds piled up and tossed behind her.


  I sighed and said, “I’m sorry.”


  “I’m sorry. That’s all you’ve got?”


  I shrugged. I hated myself for shrugging. I did it anyway.


  She tilted her head. She wasn’t crying, but that was only because she was too angry. Unshed tears glistened in the corners of her eyes. “Will you at least tell me why?”


  What’s out there that’s more important than me?


  “I want to do something that matters,” I said.


  Something in her face changed. Softened, as if she couldn’t hold on to her anger. She started to say, And you can’t do that here?—I could see her start to say it. And then she paused, swallowed it, and said instead, “I don’t matter?”


  “You matter most of all. But you’re not something I do, love. You’re your own thing. Your own person. What am I supposed to do about what I need?”


  “Get it rightminded out,” she said, so fast I knew she’d been thinking about it.


  “But it’s me.”


  “But it hurts you. It hurts me.” She shook her head, not understanding. “If it hurts you—”


  “You could come with me,” I replied.


  She stepped back.


  I nodded. “Exactly. You don’t want to. But you could get that changed, too.”


  She looked down. Stalemate. “So you’re leaving me.”


  “I’m not,” I said. “I’m leaving Ireland. I’ll only leave you if you don’t want me anymore. We’ll have the cloud, we’ll have mail. I’ll come home. Maybe while I’m gone you’ll find something to be as well.”


  The light was climbing up the wall behind me. In the distance, I heard the whistle of the solar train. Once they had run every few minutes—but now, if I missed this one, the next wasn’t until the afternoon—and the tickets were expensive. It didn’t matter. I stepped closer to her and pulled her into my arms. “We’ve always been trapped together,” I said. “We could rely on that. Don’t you want to see if we can still rely on each other if we’re not trapped?”


  She leaned her head on my shoulder. Her back and arms stayed stiff and her weight wasn’t behind the caress. “We’d have to … choose each other.”


  “And fight for the choice,” I agreed.


  She drew back. She looked at me with her dark eyes, and I realized that her ancestors—at least some of them—had come to Ireland from some faraway place, bringing that lovely skin and her beautiful straight black hair. She was Armenian on her mother’s side, but I’d never thought about what that meant.


  My ancestors had come here, too, with their red hair and pale faces, from Denmark, a thousand years before hers. Travelers, explorers still.


  “We can do this,” I said.


  She kissed me.
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  1.


  Nefrustra vixisse videar.


  The dying man turned his head and vomited into an enameled basin held by his common-law wife. “Sophie?”


  “Sophie is not here, Tyge. She is with Eric. In Hamburg.” Kirstine’s golden hair glimmered in the sickroom light, dimming as she bent into the shadow of the tapestried bed. “Tyge, my love, you must rest.”


  She cooled his brow with a cloth. His forehead rose high over a beard that would have been trimmed to a neat point were it not matted with sweat and vomitus. The bridge of his nose glittered even in the halflight, where a dueling scar lay concealed beneath a plate of precious metal.


  His bulk rolled back on the bed. “I cannot sleep. Kepler. Where isKepler?”


  “I am here.” Staring eyes over a prominent nose leaned from the shadows near the door. A much younger man, this—perhaps on the cusp of his thirtieth year, or just past it—his thick goatee still black. “What do you require?”


  The sick man’s breath struggled in his throat.“Nefrustra vixisse videar.”


  “I have written it already, Tycho.” Johannes Kepler raised the long quill in his scarred and cramped right hand and bent further into the light to read back the words, in the Latin and in the vernacular. “’May I not seem to have lived in vain.’ It is written, and you have not. I will continue our War with Mars. Your name will live.”


  Tycho Brahe lay dying for eleven days. Duelist, glutton, scientist: he was fifty-seven years old.


  “Sophie,” he whispered again, and then, “Kirstine.”


  


  


  2.


  Stella mortis. Stella nova.


  I am dying. Like a star. I am dying.


  The Heavens are not immutable. A red star crawls across the darkness that occludes my vision, no star at all. A planet. Mars. Always Mars.


  No. Not always Mars. There was something before Mars.


  November eleventh, the year of our Lord 1572. Walking from the warm closeness of another aristocrat’s ball into the cold of the night, I looked into blackness and the shining double-chevron of Cassiopeia. I blinked, squinted, and rubbed chilled fingers against the oiled plate covering my nose.


  When I opened my eyes, the strange light still shone. “Sophie! Sophie!”


  My clever sister leaned her cheek against my pointing arm. A shiver trembled her body. “Oh.”


  “You see it.”


  “Tyge, I do.”


  A comet without a tail blazed overhead, marking Cassiopeia’s waist like a jewel in her navel. “Sophie. What do you see?”


  “A new star,” she answered, before caution took hold and she qualified, “or a comet.”


  We are taught that the Heavens are divinely wrought—the fixed stars cannot move, cannot change—and aligned in the outermost of the several crystal spheres which make the Heavens. The innermost spheres support the course of the planets. The clockwork of God, so we are taught. Immutable.


  So Aristotelian doctrine ordains.


  Half-afraid the bright, fragile thing would vanish before we could measure it, we hurried to our makeshift observatory. There, with our inadequate tools—the Ptolemaic ruler, the various quadrants, the armillary instruments—we calculated azimuth and horizon while the new star gleamed in the Heavens as if it had always been. Impossibly, over the course of weeks, it did not move against the farther stars, and the moon passed before and not behind it.What a gift, what a gift, what a gift.


  My Lord, what are you teaching me?


  “What is wrong?” Sophie asked one night, in the bitter November cold of the observatory balcony. I leaned down to a small brass quadrant on the marble railing, holding a candle alongside so I might read the minutes of arc aloud. Flickering light glittered on the fine lines dividing the curve, ran along the length of the rod pointed at the center of the new star.


  A star by then bright enough to see through daylight, shining white as an angel’s halo, the faintest orange tint having become evident over the preceding days.


  “These are too coarse, Sophie. I need finer measurement: a minute of arc, less. I need a bigger quadrant.” I pounded the rail, unsettling the quadrant and then cursing my childishness.


  Sophie laughed at me, sketching numbers easily, more accurate than any boy assistant. A mind fine as any man’s, my sister—a mind rich in understanding of iatrochemistry, alchymie, horticulture, medicine, astronomy. Would that she had been born a philosopher and not a girl.


  She set her notes and her quill aside on a low inlaid table, beside the pitcher of wine and some cakes laid on a precious jade-green plate from the Orient. She crossed the bright tiled surface of the balcony, her breath hanging white in wintry air. “Tyge. We’ll find a way.”


  My thumb worried the itching plate on my nose; my cheeks burned numb with cold. “These measurements are too crude to prove God’s gift, this novel thing. YourStella nova.”


  “What do you need, Tyge?”


  “We need to prove it’s fixed in the heavens, as the stars are fixed.”


  “That the heavens—Oh.” She put her hand to her mouth, as the heresy of what she’d been about to say sank in. And then she nodded, and laughed at me, and said, “Well, pack your things.”


  “Now? In the middle of the night?”


  She caught my hands in her own and spun me twice before I collapsed onto the granite bench. “The parallax!”


  Of course,I thought, and clapped my hands. “You want to see ifStella novamoves against the starfield when we move upon the earth—and thus judge how far away it lies.”


  And she smiled like Athena in the darkness.


  So we traveled, my little Sophie and I, and corresponded with astronomers from so far as England to compare our observations.


  There was no parallax. It was a star—far from Earth as the rest of the fixed Heavens—a star and not a comet. The comet that proved it—the comet that moved against the fixed stars as a comet should, the comet that exhibited parallax from one Earthbound place to another—that comet was gifted to us in the year of our Lord 1577.


  Our observations proved that the comet also was affixed farther from the Earth than is the moon. They suggested also that the path of this particular light through the Heavens could not be circular, but must be elliptical, elongated—and how could such a thing pass through the Aristotelian spheres? Unless those spheres did not exist?


  The Heavens are not fixed, immutable. How can I express what that signifies? It shattered a thousand years of natural philosophy; it gave the final proof of the primacy of science by experiment. It proved Copernicus and his perfect solids wrong, once and for all. The Heavens are notfixed.


  My book was published in 1573, before the bright new star faded into darkness forever. Before the proof of the comet.


  My book,De Stella Nova.


  


  


  3.


  Vocatus atque non vocatus, deus aderit.


  Kepler emerged from the store-room, a blue glass bottle in his hand, sealed with wax. “Give him this to drink, Kirstine.”


  “What is it?” She took it from his hand, holding it up to whatever sun crept through the drapes as if she could read the nature of the world in how the light shone through the bottle.


  “His own formula. Make sure he drinks the whole bottle.”


  “What is in it?”


  “More of the same.Cardus benedicta,myrrh, pearls and sapphires. Quicksilver and opium. It will ease his pain and provoke urination.”


  “Is it dangerous to use so much?”


  “As dangerous as it is not to. Perhaps it can clear the obstruction from his bladder.” Kepler smiled. “In any case, I shall see to it, Kirstine—you have my solemn vow that his work will live on. Even if he passes, his legacy—will be born out of that death.”


  Kirstine’s gaze went to the majestic bulk under the twisted coverlet. Kepler watched her, the tears seeping down her cheeks, and then turned back to Tycho. Rich silks and clean linens swaddled him, and it would make no difference in the end. Kepler might have wondered what memories darkened Kirstine’s brow as she comforted the man who loved her twenty-eight years, when no church would sanctify the union of noble to commoner. She wept, and Kepler crouched on his stool, quill poised over vellum.


  Until Brahe stirred again. “Kepler.”


  “Kepler hears you,” the mathematician said. He rose from his place at the edge of the room like a lean, richly-dressed raven and placed an ink-stained hand on Brahe’s sweating forehead.


  Too-bright eyes cleared. “The new star. The comet. God in His grace ensures serendipity. He gives us what we need to discover what we must. Do you understand? God shows us what He wants us to learn.Vocatus atque non vocatus, deus aderit.Seen and unseen, God Is. His hand hangs over the world.”


  Kirstine collapsed into the brocade-cushioned chair. She breathed in and then out, looking hopelessly at Kepler, who shook his head.


  “Call a priest. I will wait with Tycho.”


  “Sophie,” Brahe muttered as Kirstine left. His face turned blindly from the dim light seeping through the curtains, and Kepler rose to draw them tighter. “Sophie is with her fiance. With Eric Lange, in Hamburg. She is well.”


  “She must not marry that wastrel.” Brahe coughed wetly, suddenly lucid. “She must continue her studies.”


  Kepler held a goblet to his teacher’s lips. “She is a woman, Tycho. Let her have a woman’s life.”


  Brahe laid back on his pillow, and did not seem to hear.


  “Heaven is an observatory, Johannes.” Eyes that had surveyed the geometry of the Heavens with unheralded precision were blind now, feverbright. “Listen to Mars.”


  “Mars, master. I know. You must trust me.”


  “Mars will tell you everything.”


  Yes, Kepler thought. Eventually, he will.


  “God will give you a star as well,” Brahe muttered. “And I have given you Mars.”


  Johannes Kepler nodded tolerantly—but he would think of those words again, three years later, when Brunowski’s excited midnight pounding on Kepler’s door drew his attention to his ownStella nova,lodged like a thorn in the belly of Ophiucus.


  Brahe’s impeccable Mars data—unheralded in its precision—stretched decades. In 1609, Kepler would find those meticulous data indispensable in proving that Mars traveled in an elliptical orbit around the Sun. In the process, he would establish that his mentor—and his own earlier theories, and those of Copernicus—had been totally, irrevocably wrong.


  Brahe had shattered the universe once. Kepler would be among the first to build a new one from the shards.


  


  


  4.


  Non videri sed est.


  The answer lies with Mars. It has always lain with Mars. Mars and his odd, looping motion across the sky. And we will know his answer when Kepler finishes the maths. He estimates it will take some thousand pages of equations.


  There is a simple answer, under God, and the simple answer is the best. If the Earth moved under our feet, how could we not feel it? If Copernicus were correct about the perfect solids of the heavens, then neither Mars nor my comet could move in such loops and ellipses as they do.


  Previous data have been flawed, but mine are better, and they will show the truth of God’s design.


  Kepler must carry on.Sophie and I have proven it. The course of the Heavens is a changing thing.


  I call for Kepler, and I hear his voice, shuffling footsteps across the dense hand-knotted carpets, but I do not understand what he says. The young German. Not godless, but outcast by Lutheran and Catholic alike. And brilliant, and if he will only see the truth of God’s will, an astronomer.


  A scientist.


  Does he come? I know it not. The pain is very great. Some edge of my soul knows I am fevered, knows that I lie under linen, that sweet faithful Kirstine coolsmy brow and drips water down my throat. I know what they are giving me for the raging fever, then: salts of mercury, and other things. My own prescription for fever and vomiting, devised with clever Sophie so many years ago.


  I am Tycho Brahe. I taste my own poison. The savor of metal locks my tongue. My commoner wife, whom I have never been forgiven for loving, holds my hand in slick fingers. My argumentative student sits by my bed. I am dying.


  The rest of me soars.Build on my mistakes, Johannes. Non videri sed est.


  “To be rather than to seem.” The voice is a darkness in me. There is something I know.


  I am dying. Dying, like a star, and revelation comes to a dying man in a flare of inspiration, like the clarity when the fever at last breaks.Die Stella nova,my Sophie’s bright discovery, was a star indeed. But not anewstar.


  It was a dead star.


  A funeral pyre. I was right: the spheres in heaven are not immutable; I was wrong: this was not a birth.


  It was an explosion.


  Darkness swaddles me, cold as a Knudstrup balcony in November. Like the salmon that kills itself to breed, out of the old thing comes the next thing.


  It is the advancement of the world: as Brahe gives birth to Kepler, the dead star hangs shining in unfathomable darkness. I am dying, but my light will illumine my student, and the next, and the one after that.


  The brightest star is a dying star.


  Stella mortis. Stella nova.


  Non videri sed est.


  Vocatus atque non vocatus, deus aderit.


  Stella mortis. Stella nova.


  Nefrustra vixisse videar.


  


  Long Cold Day


  


  


  


  


  Remarkably, Christian Whittaker went to bed sober one cold Wednesday night, the last day of February, in 1976. Whittaker was a big, blunt man, broken-veined, with a habitual drunk’s coarseness of skin and voice. He wasn’t astoundingly fat, but he had an astounding ring of fat around his neck: jowls and a double chin that fell over his throat and collar and two thick cushions on either side of his spine below his ears, like the hams on a hog. He wore a wedding ring because his hands were spongy with retained fluid; he could never take it off.


  Whittaker shuffled along Maple Street, careless of meltwater rivulets frozen across the sidewalk. Clouds snagged like handfuls of cotton wool on the mountains bounding a vast, torn, oceanic sky. White on white on gray, snowcapped peaks sweeping down to snow-frosted foothills that cupped a low, cold valley.


  His gloves were old; his hands were shoved into his pockets against the cold. There was a hole in the thumb of the right-hand one. He idly rasped the hair on his leg against the skin with his thumb as he walked. His legs burned with wind through the cloth of his jeans.


  He was drunk. Not very drunk, not by Whittaker’s standards, but enough that the cold didn’t hurt as much as it should have. He saw a woman walk past, though, headed in the other direction, her child walking in front of her. The little boy’s coat was threadbare corduroy, not warm enough for the iron of the day, and his mother had cupped her blue naked fingers over his ears.


  Whittaker turned his head inside its ox-collar of flesh to watch them pass. The woman ducked her chin and wouldn’t meet his eyes, her shoulders hunched toward her ears with cold or fear.


  Whittaker thought of his own boy, Tony. He thought of Tony shivering in an apartment that went unheated half the time, and he stopped on the sidewalk, his hands knotting in his pockets. Cold. It was always cold; he couldn’t remember when he’d last seen a buttercup edging between sidewalk slabs or flicked the head off a dandelion with his thumbnail. He half-thought those things were fantasies, childhood fancies carried through to adulthood—the Easter bunny, Santa Claus.


  But the warmth had to come and go, didn’t it? Warmth enough to melt the snow where it lay against the earth, so it slumped in curves and hollows and sent trickles of meltwater across the sidewalks to freeze in treacherous ridges. Warmth enough to drip icicles from eaves like accelerated stop-motion stalactites.


  Whittaker wished he could remember the last time he’d seen the sun. He turned around his left foot, not a smooth pivot but a stumping spiral, and stared up at the mountains, the clouds bunched and tangled around their peaks. He shivered in his too-small coat.


  Tony would be cold. Even colder. Whittaker ducked his head as he faced into the wind; it sheared into his sinuses like glass. His boots were scuffed, almost scoured across the toes. Fractal salt stains spidered up the leather like frost-flowers, grasping at his cuffs.


  A white coupe sat by the curb, engine running. Long piratical plumes of exhaust curled from the tailpipe, whipped forward by the same wind that was suffocating Whittaker. He contemplated stealing the car, driving it home, piling Jessica into the passenger seat and Tony in back, and driving until they reached someplace warm.


  He could hear her voice, almost, if he listened for it. Go ahead, Chris. Do what you have to do.


  He heard things sometimes. He was used to it.


  He waded through plowed snow to the car and pulled his gloved hand from his pocket. It took concentration to uncurl the fist. His entire body wanted to clench, tendon by tendon, bone by bone. He reached for the handle of the passenger-side door, the door against the curb. Chrome shocked through his gloves; when he snatched his hand back his fingers caught, ice cracked off the handle, and the door swung open. The plow had scruffed snow into ice, big yellow-black chunks, and the door thumped solidly when it struck the smut-marked bank.


  It was warm in the car. Cigarette-scented air puffed past him, easing the ache in his sinuses, a breeze from a summer day. Whittaker bent forward, grunting, hands on his knees and then on the seat as he shoved his bulk inside, reaching out to brush the keys with a fingertip. He crawled across the passenger seat, a yellow patchwork quilt bunching under his knee, his pants riding up his calf and allowing an arctic gust to caress gooseflesh.


  He didn’t fit. The dashboard shoved against his hip. The stick shift jabbed his thigh. He should have gone to the driver’s side. He shouldn’t be here at all.


  “Hey!” The first cry tattered, but the second one strong. “Hey, you son of a bitch.


  Hey!”


  Whittaker flinched, shoved backward, boot slipping on rilled ice. He bruised hip and elbow, shoulder and ass, on the doorframe while wriggling loose. He didn’t fall, but he slipped, twisted, wrenching his knee. Something tangled his legs; his hands clenched in fear as he clawed at it. He didn’t turn, didn’t glance over his shoulder to see who had shouted.


  Heaving, arms pumping, whatever was in his hand flapping behind him like Batman’s cape, Whittaker ran. His knees stabbed and his ankles twanged, every step resonating through his body like a beating. He ducked down an alley, air scalding his throat as he gasped in huge, painful breaths. He fetched up inside an empty bus shelter three blocks away, slumped against splintered wood, snot and phlegm gliding from his nose to crackle on the sidewalk. Crimson flashes haunted the black tunnel closing over his vision; his heart pounded so hard it shook his hands in time. He heard the bus coming and couldn’t look up.


  With his free hand he fumbled in his pocket for change, fingers numb through worn leather. The driver knelt the city bus with a sizzle of hydraulics. Whittaker hauled himself up the steps, panting, the sweat freezing on his neck. He paid and started coughing before he even managed to drop into one of the handicapped benches at the front. He doubled over until his belly pressed his thighs, coughing until it felt like his lungs were rasped pink.


  His fingers clenched on cloth, warmth, softness through his glove. He looked down. There was a yellow quilt—a quarter-sized quilt, a child’s quilt—clenched in his left hand.


  Whittaker was nearly at the end of the bus route when he realized that the home he was going to didn’t exist anymore and when he remembered that Jessica was dying—on the sharp verge of dying, nothing left of her but an unconscious shell on a plastic hospital pillow—and Tony hadn’t spoken to him in seven years.


  The bus was going the wrong way, anyway.


  


  


  Gretchen and Tamara were shooting pool and drinking tequila mockingbirds in a bar called the Golden Eagle when Tony Whittaker blew in out of the dark. Every time the wooden door opened, its watered-glass panel shook in the wind and the swampish interior of the tavern cooled enough to offer some relief. A mediocre blues quartet was ruining “Hellhound on my Trail” and Miller High Life was the most upscale beer the tavern served.


  Tony sidled through the door into warmth, packed bodies, and noise. His bell-bottoms flapped around his boots and bubbled paint flaked onto his fingers. He unzipped his coat, let it swing open so the music and moist warmth could slip inside, then pulled steamed glasses off his nose and polished them on his pullover.


  Gretchen had the keener sense of smell. Tamara saw the lean line of her sister’s body tighten when Tony’s scent curled past her. She followed the lift of Gretchen’s chin, the sideways angle of her green-hazel eyes. Prey, the look said.


  Tamara lifted her pool cue to make a right angle with the floor and straightened her spine. him, Gretchen said. he has moved what was not meant to be moved. he has intersected the angles with the curve. he is here, as it was said he would be.


  well, he’s ugly enough, Tamara answered. is he full of juice?


  mmm, yes. Gretchen laughed silently, a nodding grin that showed her canines. She squared her shoulders—the shoulders of her sickly, curvaceous alien body—and tilted her beer against her lips. They left a red print on the rim as she drained it. and a good thing, because i am thirsty and the gate-keeper awaits the gate and the key the cold and the snow take him, Tamara said. take him and make us strong. open the way for the master, for the sisters that all may feast. Gretchen set her empty bottle aside. i’ll go and see if he shoots pool. Her lips pursed into a smile as she watched Tony Whittaker belly up to the bar and order a Bud Lite and a bourbon, a boilermaker. Gretchen followed his scent through the press of bodies, shivering away from the curved human flesh that brushed the envelope she wore. Their presence was prickly-uncomfortable, squelchy-soft, even more unpleasant to brush her fringes than to be tangled in. She gritted her palps and kept going, yearning back to the comfortable precise angles of the pool table, her sister, her home. And of her master, the terrible voluptuous form, the unholy curves and arcs of his presence.


  She would serve.


  And then she would be permitted to feed, and go home.


  When Tony Whittaker turned to face the young woman who jostled his elbow, he drew a single sharp nervous breath. She seemed oblivious to his presence until then, as if the gasp caught her attention, and she looked up and smiled.


  The woman’s golden brown hair was streaked pale and curled in little feathers around her cheekbones and jaw. She was small, slight to boniness, her little titties poking sharp triangles through her sweater and her jeans slung off hip bones you could cut yourself on. Her elbows and knees and shoulder blades were all angles, and her eyes—green and amber in the light over the bar—were luminescent, huge. Some trick of the dimness made her pupils look weird, lens-shaped like an alligator’s.


  “Can I buy you a drink?” he said, before he consciously formed the words in his head. He fumbled the antique watch in his pocket, the texture of its faceted etchings warm under the pad of his thumb. He flicked the stem with his nail, just to be sure—a bad habit. It wasn’t ticking. He pulled his hand away.


  She laid a fine-boned hand on the suede of his jacket sleeve, blurring the nap. “Sure,” she said. Her voice seemed to come from a great distance. She smiled. “Do you shoot pool?”


  


  


  The crowd on the bus thinned by ones and twos, oppressive flesh-scented warmth giving way to a drafty chill, until Whittaker was the last passenger. The driver made him get off at the end of the line. “Sorry, man. I’m going back to the depot. Rules. There’s a 10:45 inbound if you wait at the bus shelter.”


  Whittaker paused at the top of the steps, the yellow quilt wadded up in his hand. The floor was angled by the bus’s hydraulics to bring the bottom step close to the curb. “What time is it now?”


  The bus driver touched the brim of her hat. She had a kind cast of feature; Whittaker thought it was a little like Jessica’s, although he couldn’t really remember what Jessica looked like. “About 9:30. There’s a bar over there you can wait at.” She gestured, a poke of her nibbled finger, and Whittaker followed the arc of it to a neon sign advertising the Golden Eagle Tavern. A barnlike structure loomed on the far side of the parking lot, motorcycles and pickup trucks huddled around its feet. Whittaker glanced over his shoulder, caught the bus driver’s eye. A disturbing suggestion of feathered motion rippled the shadows behind her, but Whittaker shrugged it off. He was used to seeing things that weren’t quite there.


  “10:45?”


  “Cross my heart.” The bus driver made the gesture with her gnawed-on thumbnail, and Whittaker shrugged and started down the steps, ducking his chin behind his collar. He leaned on the wind to get across the parking lot. He didn’t hear the bus pull away, but when he glanced over his shoulder, it was gone.


  Inside, he met raucous noise and close-packed bodies. He paused inside the door, steaming in his black coat, the quilt wadded incongruously in his hand. The atmosphere felt thick and airless all at once. He gasped in the sudden heat.


  Tony didn’t see Whittaker come in and wouldn’t have recognized him unless he got a good look at his face. It had been that long—and anyway Tony was bent over the red felt of the pool table, the cue slipping between his knuckles like a dog’s wet tongue. Tamara leaned a hip against the table beside him, distracting him with glimpses of a soft oval belly button when the edge of her shirt rode up.


  Tony broke. Balls scattered, ringing off each other with crisp staccato thumps. The two-ball, the four-ball, sank. He grinned and settled back on his heels. “Solids,” he said.


  “Good luck,” Gretchen said and bumped him with her shoulder as she stepped up. “I’d rather play you than Tamara.” He swatted her playfully; she ducked away, but he didn’t miss Tamara’s grin.


  He did miss the third shot. And stood by, amazed, as Tamara sank eight balls in a row, almost without hesitation. The economy of her motion struck him most, the elegant way her bony body angled and unleashed. Snakes, he thought, but snakes wasn’t quite right—snakes were all curves, and she was all points.


  “Damn,” he said. “I’m glad we weren’t playing for stakes.”


  “We weren’t?” she said. “Anyway, it’s only geometry.”


  Gretchen dropped quarters in the slot to retrieve the billiard balls. She racked them with a decisive rattle and lifted the rack with a flourish.


  “Tamara?”


  “Oh,” Tamara said, “let Tony play. I’m going to powder my nose.” She gave Tony a squeeze and slipped away.


  Gretchen smiled at him, showing teeth. “So,” she said. “You want to break?” he’s hooked, sister.


  i’m hungry, sister. can we hurry this? yes. i want to go home.


  home, Tamara agreed, with longing. She shuffled through the crowd, trying not to brush up against too many of the slimy-soft, grub-squirmy humans. The restroom was crowded with females fixing their makeup and inhaling narcotics. She didn’t blame them for wanting to distance themselves from their flesh. Raw, greasy flesh. Meat for worms.


  She waited impatiently and took her turn in the stall, the cold hardness comforting. Straight hard stall, right angles and parallel lines. Sloppy, of course, but the closest a creature of meat could manage.


  At least they tried.


  She washed her hands under cold water and dried them under hot air, eavesdropping throughout on Gretchen’s conversation with the boring human. The boring dangerous human, she reminded herself. The boring dangerous human with the power of ice and winter and frozen timelessness at his command. If she wanted to go home, she should be careful to remember that, that this sharp-scented, bulbous, curvilinear creature was capable of stopping time in its tracks, of offending the master enough that he had sent her and her sister to make redress.


  They would need to not only destroy the prey but also discover how he had done what he had done and reverse it.


  i want to go home, she whined, or maybe it was Gretchen. They weren’t all that different, one Hound from another.


  She decided to pass by the bar on the way back to the pool table. She was thirsty, and she knew Gretchen would be too. They were always thirsty, these bodies. Always hungry. Always craving, needing, desiring. And not simple desires, simple needs—home, the den, the orderly confluence and linear evolution of timestreams. No, strange, needy hungers.


  Such hungry meat.


  She pushed up to the bar next to a fat man in a damp black coat who clutched a magic blanket in his hand and ordered beer for both herself and Gretchen and another boilermaker for the prey. She pushed a crumpled ten dollar bill across the counter and was waiting for change when the scent underlying the filth and alcohol saturating the man next to her caught her attention.


  gretchen, she said. i think someone has come for our prey. we should be leaving soon.


  Whittaker had decided not to wait for the bus. He had enough money in his pocket for a couple of drinks, and he thought he could call somebody—get a ride—something. He’d figure out who to call when he’d had a drink. Or two.


  He didn’t want to go back out into the cold.


  He collected his scotch and water and turned around to look for a place to sit. He wanted to be at the bar, but all the stools were taken, and the press of bodies against his bulk made it hard to breathe. He noticed the skinny girl who brushed past him with three bottles of beer in her right hand and a bourbon balanced in the left; he watched her path through the crowd. And he almost dropped his drink when he saw where she was heading and who was waiting for her there.


  Gretchen, Tony thought, was even more dangerous than Tamara. It seemed almost as if she only had to look at the balls to sink them. She’d beaten him three games running by the time Tamara returned with the drinks, and he was glad enough to give up his place at the table.


  “Look,” Tamara said as she dropped a beer and a bourbon he hadn’t asked for into his hands. Cold sweat wicked between his fingers. The bottle was slick. He held it tight. “It’s crowded here, and the band sucks. Why don’t you come back to our place, Tony? We’ve got beer and weed. We can play cards or whatever.”


  He blinked and looked from one of them to the other. Gretchen, head thrown back, was draining her beer. Her tongue darted inside the neck to capture the last few droplets. Tony tasted his beer to hide his shaking hands. He wondered how she stayed so skinny when she drank like that. “Your place?”


  “Sure,” Gretchen said, wiping her mouth on the back of her hand. “Why not?”


  Damn, Tony thought. Sisters. “Sure,” he said. He knocked back his bourbon and set the shot glass on the rail beside the pool tables. “That’d be great.”


  “Great,” Tamara said. “You got a car?”


  As he slid his right hand into his jacket pocket, fondling the stem of the pocket watch, Tony wondered if maybe this was a sign, if maybe his luck had finally changed. “Sure,” he said, and finished his beer before he led them toward the door.


  Whittaker’s first reaction when he caught sight of his son was to vanish into the shadows, to hide himself. But then he thought that Tony could buy him a drink, or if he wouldn’t do that, could at least give him a ride home. But by the time he’d thought of it, Tony was leaving, marching for the door with a skinny girl on each arm.


  Whittaker gulped his drink and stumbled forward, ignoring the grumbles from those he plowed aside. “Sorry,” he said. “Excuse me. I’m sorry—”


  “Fat fuck,” they answered, when they answered at all, or they laughed at the yellow blanket thrown over his arm. What the hell was he doing with the blanket, anyway? Why hadn’t he gotten rid of it?


  He held it tight and shoved through the crowd.


  “Tony!” he yelled, but the band was loud and Tony was already at the door. One of the girls turned over her shoulder to look at Whittaker, and Whittaker tripped and almost fell, because, for a moment—as if a mask slipped—the face that regarded him wasn’t human.


  It wasn’t even exactly a face. The eyes were huge, green-gold, afire in a tangle of angles and lines like a child’s magic-marker scribble. A dense thicket of daggery teeth seemed to grind and gnash in a jagged-dewlipped maw, and the hand that rested on Tony’s arm blurred into a talon.


  Whittaker was used to seeing things that weren’t there. Even so, this one sent him a startled step backward, blinking his eyes against the sting of cigarettes. The thing smiled at him and, with a solicitous stroke of its hand, ushered Tony outside, into the night and the cold.


  The cold hit Tony across the face hard enough to make him flinch. He shivered, muscles locking tight enough to hurt, his right hand knotting on the watch and his left just curling hard into itself, fingernails marking his palm. “It’s over there,” he said, nodding in the direction of a baby blue AMC Concord hard-top parked much farther across the tarmac than he really wanted to walk. Tamara and Gretchen had no hesitations, though. They each took one of his elbows and led him forward, the sanded ice rough and slick under his boots. “Where do you girls live?” he asked through chattering teeth.


  “Don’t worry,” Gretchen said. “We’ll show you.”


  “So, Tony,” Tamara said, “is there anything you’d change, if you could?”


  “Change?”


  “Sure.” She paused. “Like if you had a time machine. And you could go back and change something. What would it be?”


  He stiffened, his hand tightening. “What do you mean?”


  She shrugged against his arm. “Like I’d do high school over. And get better grades, and go to college. Like that.”


  “Oh,” he said, and swallowed, and forced himself to let go of the watch. There was no way they could know, no way they could have known.


  “I’d stop my mom dying,” he said. “I’d stop her getting sick. They say she could go any day now.” He swallowed, and said it again, to himself. “Any day. Tomorrow, even. March, anyway. She’ll die in March.”


  Gretchen petted his arm as they came up beside his car. He disengaged from each of them in turn and began to dig for his keys. “Shouldn’t you be with your mom?”


  Tamara asked.


  Tony closed his eyes for a second. It was the cold making them sting. “She won’t die tonight.”


  “Is that why you did it, Tony?” Gretchen asked. The girls stepped back, giving him room to open the door.


  “Why I did what?”


  He heard footsteps coming toward them across the lot, heavy and hurried, and started to turn. The keys rattled in his hand.


  “Why you made it be always winter,” Tamara said. Tony barely heard her.


  He was too busy staring his father in the eye.


  “Tony,” Christian Whittaker said, and held out a hand. His voice was very calm, level and serious, not the bellowing voice of the old drunk Tony had feared and hated. But his breath reeked of booze, and Tony stepped back, away from his father. Away from the girls who weren’t girls.


  Whittaker felt it like a punch in the belly. The girls puffed up like they’d show fangs and claws any second now. He pushed forward, though, even as Tony fell back against his car.


  Tony—


  “No,” Tony said. He turned to one of the girls. ” What did you just say?”


  Her eyes caught the light and flashed orange-yellow for an instant. “Is that why you made it be always winter? So you wouldn’t have to watch her die? How did you do it, Tony?”


  She seemed larger, suddenly, and no longer looked so much like a skinny girl, all angles and no curves.


  “Shit,” Tony said. His hand jabbed for his pocket, came up clutching something. He looked toward Tamara, who had fallen two more steps back and now settled on her haunches, her spiky jaws dripping slaver. “Shit, that’s like a Great Dane or something.”


  But the light shone through its tangled form. The other one came up beside it, circling wide around Whittaker and Tony, backing them both against the car. thirsty, the first one said as it crouched down, whining, and licked its knotwork paws. Whittaker and Tony heard it, a thick, hollow echo in their skulls.


  home, the second answered. don’t fight. it will only hurt more.


  “Fuck that,” Tony said, fumbling with the thing in his hand.


  Whittaker could see it now; it was Tony’s grandfather’s antique pocket watch, and he was trying to pry off the back of it, the curved panel with the thumb-latch that hid a sort of locket. Whittaker stepped in front of his son.


  “Never mind that,” he said. “Just—whatever they want. Give it to them.”


  “They want me,” Tony said. Whittaker couldn’t spare him a glance; he had no attention for anything but the two weird hounds that started toward them, their lean giant bodies rib-sprung and gaunt, hesitant as stalking cats. “They just want—”


  give us the timekeeper, one hound said.


  “Give them the watch,” Whittaker said. He pointed with the hand that didn’t hold the patchwork quilt and waited for Tony to hand over the timepiece.


  “They don’t want the watch,” Tony said.


  give us the timekeeper and we leave as we came. The second hound crouched, ready to spring. Hopelessly, Whittaker swung the baby blanket at it, as if he were shooing flies.


  The hound leaped backward with a startled, angry yip; Whittaker looked down at the yellow patchwork quilt in surprise.


  “Magic,” Tony said as if it weren’t completely ridiculous.


  Well, it wasn’t as if anything had made any sense at all since the bus driver. Earlier than that, really—since he’d decided to steal the car.


  Whittaker turned his back on the hounds and threw the blanket over Tony’s head. “Crouch down,” he hissed in the voice of a father. “Don’t move.”


  And Tony, blessedly, dropped to his haunches against the door of the car and froze there, his whole body covered under the small blanket, its corners just brushing the ground.


  The first hound snarled, and the second hound howled. They threw themselves at Tony, knocking Whittaker aside as if he was of no interest, as if he wasn’t there at all. Slavering, snapping, they touched the blanket and slid away from it like eggs off Teflon. Whittaker hit the ground hard, banging his bruised hip and skinning the heels of his hands. He hadn’t gotten his gloves on; his palms burned on ice and salt.


  “Hey,” he yelled, pushing himself to his knees. “Hey, you bitches! Over here!”


  They paid him no heed. They lunged and clambered over one another, struggling to reach Tony, and they failed. Whittaker held his breath. He crawled forward, tearing the knee of his trousers. The hounds shoved him aside, long, strange claws scoring his arm and hand, leaving bleeding scratches.


  Tony, hunched, shivering, was wise enough not to raise his head. He huddled, sagging to knees and elbows, curling tight until the shape under the blanket was more turtle than man. Whittaker could hear him breathing, long, shivering sobs, even over the snarling of the hounds. They lunged again, and again they failed.


  “Take me,” Whittaker said. He got to his feet, hauled himself up with a grip on the fender. Blood froze his hand to angled metal. He ripped it loose. “Damn you, take me!”


  The hounds fell back. They circled and whined. One edged forward, great parched pads splayed on the asphalt, and nosed Whittaker’s hand, brushed his flesh with its teeth.


  we never tire, she said. we never fail.


  “You leave my boy be.” He couldn’t straighten. His lungs hurt. His chest locked. He staggered forward, doubled up, braced his bloody hands on his thighs.


  —master—


  —home—


  —he is the gate and the key— we cannot go home, they both said at once. we thirst. there is no home for us until he is punished. perished.


  “Punish me.”


  we serve. you will not serve. the master will not be pleased.


  “Whatever,” Whittaker said, and somehow found the strength to draw himself up. “He is mine. My blood.” Inspiration struck him; he wasn’t sure why. “I have the prior claim.”


  The hounds whined. They slunk. They wagged their bony tails and pricked their angled ears, all lines and points.


  we cannot go home, one said, and thirsty, said the other.


  “Go,” Whittaker said, and pointed with a bloody hand.


  They met his eyes with their flaming eyes, stern and merciless. He stepped forward. Under the blanket, Tony cringed.


  The right-hand hound looked down first. She backed a step, tail falling. Her sister snarled. we do not forget, she said, and glared again before she turned to follow her sister.


  Whining, cringing, glancing over their shoulders, they went. They tumbled over one another, leaving. Whittaker saw them grow taller and straighter, young women instead of hounds, their clothes hanging off their lean, uncomfortable forms as they supported each other away. One was weeping; the other walked grimly, hunched, holding her sister erect.


  Whittaker felt, almost, pity. Tony hunched tighter and didn’t lift his head.


  Whittaker closed his eyes.


  Silence followed, long silence, while Whittaker held his breath. His chest burned when he breathed in, finally, and then burned more with the cold. Tony cursed, and Whittaker forced himself, a quarter-inch at a time, to uncurl his fingers and then open his eyes. Tears had frozen his lashes together; he had to rub them free.


  Tony had pushed the blanket off his head and was scrabbling in the ice on the parking lot, trying to find his keys. His fingers closed on something. He yelped in triumph, and looked up and met Whittaker’s eyes. “Shit,” he said, and stood. He caught the blanket as it fell, despite holding the pocket watch in one hand and the keys in the other, and handed it to Whittaker.


  Whittaker took it and folded it over his arm. “It’s stolen,” he said helplessly.


  “I should have known.” Tony made a motion to stuff the watch back into his pants. Whittaker stopped him, hand on his arm, blood on his sleeve. Tony didn’t quite flinch away, but Whittaker could feel him master it.


  Whittaker swallowed and asked anyway. “What’s in there?”


  It was easy to open, when you weren’t shaking. Wordlessly, Tony showed him the photograph of Jessica that Whittaker had anticipated, all ironed brown hair and hands like birds.


  “It was my fault,” Whittaker said. “If I had paid attention—if I had gotten her to a


  doctor—”


  “You think I don’t know that?” Tony ran his thumb across the stem of the watch. “You think it makes anything better?”


  “No,” Whittaker said. “But I do miss her, too.”


  “Have you been to see her?”


  Whittaker shook his head. No. No, but he could imagine her. Eaten out from the inside, still breathing, but dead and dry as a cicada’s shell.


  Without looking up, Tony pressed down on the stem. Whittaker heard the click. He closed his eyes and felt something rebound, sharp as a wound spring snapping. He opened them and found Tony staring him in the face.


  “Well,” Whittaker said. “I should be going—”


  “Dad, come home with me. We’ll go to the hospital in the morning.” All of a sudden, all on a breath, like Tony had to get it out fast if he was going to get it out at all.


  Whittaker sighed. He pulled a hand out of his pocket and rubbed the palm across his greasy skull. “I’m a drunk, son.”


  Tony shrugged. “Drink tomorrow. Come home with me tonight. I’ve got room.”


  “Tomorrow?” Whittaker said, just to see if he could get Tony to grin. “What’s that?”


  “We’ll find out when it gets here,” Tony answered, and unlocked the door of the car.


  Christian Whittaker went to bed sober that Wednesday night. And Thursday arrived in the morning, driven before a line of spring thunderstorms.


  


  Follow Me Light


  


  


  


  


  Pinky Gilman limped. He wore braces on both legs, shining metal and black washable foam spoiling the line of his off-the-rack suits, what line there was to spoil. He heaved himself about on a pair of elbow-cuff crutches. I used to be able to hear him clattering along the tiled, echoing halls of the public defender’s offices a dozen doors down.


  Pinky’s given name was Isaac, but even his clients called him Pinky. He was a fabulously ugly man, lumpy and bald and bristled and pink-scrubbed as a slaughtered hog. He had little fishy walleyes behind spectacles thick enough to serve barbecue on. His skin peeled wherever the sun or the dry desert air touched it.


  He was by far the best we had.


  The first time I met Pinky was in 1994. He was touring the office as part of his job interview, and Christian Vlatick led him up to me while I was wrestling a five-gallon bottle onto the water cooler. I flinched when he extended his right hand to shake mine with a painful twist intended to keep the crutch from slipping off his arm. The rueful way he cocked his head as I returned his clasp told me he was used to that reaction, but I doubted most people flinched for the reason I did—the shimmer of hot blue lights that flickered through his aura, filling it with brilliance although the aura itself was no color I’d ever seen before—a swampy gray-green, tornado colored.


  I must have been staring, because the squat little man glanced down at my shoes, and Chris cleared his throat. “Maria,” he said, “This is Isaac Gilman.”


  “Pinky,” Pinky said. His voice … oh, la. If he were robbed with regard to his body, that voice was the thing that made up the difference. Oh, my.


  “Maria Delprado. Are you the new attorney?”


  “I hope so,” he said, dry enough delivery that Chris and I both laughed.


  His handshake was good: strong, cool, and leathery, at odds with his parboiled countenance. He let go quickly, grasping the handle of his crutch again and shifting his weight to center, blinking behind the glass that distorted his eyes. “Maria,” he said. “My favorite name. Do you know what it means?”


  “It means Mary,” I answered. “It means sorrow.”


  “No,” he said. “It meanssea.” He pointed past me with his chin, indicating the still-sloshing bottle atop the water cooler. “They make the women do the heavy lifting here?”


  “I like to think I can take care of myself. Where’d you study, Isaac?”


  “Pinky,” he said, and, “Yale. Four point oh.”


  I raised both eyebrows at Chris and pushed my glasses up my nose. The Las Vegas public defender’s office doesn’t get a lot of interest from Yale Law School grads,summa cum laude.“And you haven’t hired him yet?”


  “I wanted your opinion,” Chris said without a hint of apology. He glanced at Pinky and offered up a self-deprecating smile. “Maria can spot guilty people. Every time. It’s a gift. One of these days we’re going to get her made a judge.”


  “Really?” Pinky’s lipless mouth warped itself into a grin, showing the gaps in his short, patchy beard. “Am I guilty, then?”


  The lights that followed him glittered, electric blue fireflies in the twilight he wore like a coat. He shifted his weight on his crutches, obviously uncomfortable at standing.


  “And what am I guilty of?”


  Not teasing, either, or flirtatious. Calm, and curious, as if he really thought maybe I could tell. I squinted at the lights that danced around him—will-o’-the-wisps, spirit lights. The aura itself was dark, but it wasn’t the darkness of past violence or dishonesty. It was organic, intrinsic, and I wondered if it had to do with whatever had crippled him. And the firefly lights—


  Well, they were something else again. Just looking at them made my fingertips tingle.


  “If there are any sins on your conscience,” I said carefully, “I think you’ve made amends.”


  He blinked again, and I wondered why I wanted to thinkblinked fishilywhen fishes do not blink. And then he smiled at me, teeth like yellowed pegs in pale, blood-flushed gums. “How on earth do you managethat?”


  “I measure the distance between their eyes.”


  A three-second pause, and then he started to laugh, while Christian, who had heard the joke before, stood aside and rolled his eyes. Pinky shrugged, rise and fall of bulldog shoulders, and I smiled hard, because I knew we were going to be friends.


  


  


  In November of 1996, I lost my beloved seventeen-year-old cat to renal failure, and Pinky showed up at my door uninvited with a bottle of Maker’s Mark and a box of Oreos. We were both half-trashed by the time I spread my cards out on the table between us, a modified Celtic cross. They shimmered when I looked at them; that was the alcohol. The shimmer around Pinky when he stretched his hand out—was not.


  “Fear death by water,” I said, and touched the Hanged Man’s foot, hoping he would know he was supposed to laugh.


  His eyes sparkled like scales in the candlelight when he refilled my glass. “It’s supposed to be if youdon tfind the Hanged Man. In any case, I don’t see a drowned sailor.”


  “No,” I answered. I picked up my glass and bent to look closer. “But there is the three of staves as the significator. Eliot called him the Fisher King.” I looked plainly at where his crutches leaned against the arm of his chair. “Not a bad choice, don’t you think?”


  His face grayed a little, or perhaps that was the alcohol. Foxlights darted around him like startled minnows. “What does he stand for?”


  “Virtue tested by the sea.” And then I wondered why I’d put it that way. “The sea symbolizes change, conflict, the deep unconscious, the monsters of the Id—”


  “I know what the sea means,” he said bitterly. His hand darted out and overturned the card, showing the tan back with its key pattern in ivory. He jerked his chin at the spread. “Do you believe in those?”


  It had been foolish to pull them out. Foolish to show him, but there was a certain amount of grief and alcohol involved. “It’s a game,” I said, and swept them all into a pile. “Just a child’s game.” And then I hesitated, and looked down, and turned the three of staves back over, so it faced the same way as the rest. “It’s not the future I see.”


  


  


  In 1997 I took him to bed. I don’t know if it was the bottle and a half of shiraz we celebrated one of our rare victories with, or the deep bittersweet richness of his voice finally eroding my limited virtue, but we were good in the dark. His arms and shoulders, it turned out, were beautiful, after all: powerful and lovely, all out of proportion with the rest of him.


  I rolled over, after, and dropped the tissue-wrapped rubber on the nightstand, and heard him sigh. “Thank you,” he said, and the awe in that perfect voice was sweeter than the sex had been.


  “My pleasure,” I said, and meant it, and curled up against him again, watching the firefly lights flicker around his blunt, broad hands as he spoke softly and gestured in the dark, trying to encompass some inexpressible emotion.


  Neither one of us was sleepy. He asked me what I saw in Las Vegas. I told him I was from Tucson, and I missed the desert when I was gone. He told me he was from Stonington. When the sun came up, I put my hand into his aura, chasing the flickering lights like a child trying to catch snowflakes on her tongue.


  I asked him about the terrible scars low on the backs of his thighs that left his hamstrings weirdly lumped and writhed, unconnected to bone under the skin. I’d thought him crippled from birth. I’d been wrong about so many, many things.


  “Gaffing hook,” he said. “When I was seventeen. My family were fisherman. Always have been.”


  “How come you never go home to Connecticut, Isaac?”


  For once, he didn’t correct me. “Connecticut isn’t home.”


  “You don’t have any family?”


  Silence, but I saw the dull green denial stain his aura. I breathed in through my nose and tried again. “Don’t you ever miss the ocean?”


  He laughed, warm huff of breath against my ear, stirring my hair. “The desert will kill me just as fast as the ocean would, if I ever want it. What’s to miss?”


  “Why’d you come here?”


  “Just felt drawn. It seemed like a safe place to be. Unchanging. I needed to get away from the coast, and


  Nevada sounded … very dry. I have a skin condition. It’s worse in wet climates. It’s worse near the sea.


  “But you came back to the ocean after all. Prehistoric seas. Nevada was all underwater once. There were ichthyosaurs—”


  “Underwater. Huh.” He stretched against my back, cool and soft. “I guess it’s in the blood.”


  


  


  That night I dreamed they chained my wrists with jeweled chains before they crippled me and left me alone in the salt marsh to die. The sun rose as they walked away singing, hunched inhuman shadows glimpsed through a splintered mist that glowed pale as the opals in my manacles.


  The mist burned off to show gray earth and greeny brown water, agates and discolored aquamarine. The edges of coarse gray cloth adhered in drying blood on the backs of my thighs, rumpled where they had pulled it up to hamstring me. The chains were cold against my cheeks when I raised my head away from the mud enough to pillow my face on the backs of my hands.


  The marsh stank of rot and crushed vegetation, a green miasma so overwhelming the sticky copper of blood could not pierce it. The pain wasn’t as much as it should have been; I was slipping into shock as softly as if I slipped under the unrippled water. I hadn’t lost enough blood to kill me, but I rather thought I’d prefer a quick, cold sleep and never awakening to starving to death or lying in a pool of my own blood until the scent attracted the thing I had been left in propitiation of.


  Somewhere, a frog croaked. It looked like a hot day coming.


  I supposed I was going to find out.


  


  


  His skin scaled in the heat. It was a dry heat, blistering, peeling, chapping lips and bloodying noses. He used to hang me with jewels, opals, tourmalines the color of moss and roses. “Family money,” he told me. “Family jewels.” He wasn’t lying.


  I would have seen a lie.


  The Mojave hated him. He was chapped and chafed, cracked and dry. He never sweated enough, kept the air conditioner twisted as high as it would go. Skin burns in the heat, in the sun. Peels like a snake’s. Aquamarine discolors like smoker’s teeth. Pearls go brittle. Opals crack and lose their fire.


  He used to go down to the Colorado river at night, across the dam to Willow Beach, on the Arizona side, and swim in the river in the dark. I told him it was crazy. I told him it was dangerous. How could he take care of himself in the Colorado when he couldn’t walk without braces and crutches?


  He kissed me on the nose and told me it helped his pain. I told him if he drowned, I would never forgive him. He said in the history of the entire world twice over, a Gilman had never once drowned. I called him a cocky, insincere bastard. He stopped telling me where he was going when he went out at night.


  When he came back and slept beside me, sometimes I lay against the pillow and watched the follow-me lights flicker around him. Sometimes I slept.


  Sometimes I dreamed, also.


  


  


  I awakened after sunset, when the cool stars prickled out in the darkness. The front of my robe had dried, one long yellow-green stain, and now the fabric under my back and ass was saturated, sticking to my skin. The mud seemed to have worked it loose from the gashes on my legs.


  I wasn’t dead yet, more’s the pity, and now ithurt.


  I wondered if I could resist the swamp water when thirst set in. Dehydration would kill me faster than hunger. On the other hand, the water might make me sick enough that I’d slip into the relief of fever and pass away, oblivious in delirium. If dysentery was a better way to die than gangrene. Or dehydration.


  Or being eaten. If the father of frogs came to collect me as was intended, I wouldn’t suffer long.


  I whistled across my teeth. A fine dramatic gesture, except it split my cracked lips and I tasted blood.


  My options seemed simple: lie still and die, or thrash and die. It would be sensible to give myself up with dignity.


  I pushed myself onto my elbows and began to crawl toward nothing in particular.


  Moonlight laid a patina of silver over the cloudy yellow-green puddles I wormed through and glanced off the rising mist in electric gleams of blue. The exertion warmed me, at least, and loosened my muscles. I stopped shivering after the first half hour. My thighs knotted tight as welded steel around the insult to my tendons. It would have been more convenient if they’d just chopped my damned legs off. At least I wouldn’t have had to deal with the frozen limbs dragging behind me as I crawled.


  If I had any sense—


  If I had any sense at all, I wouldn’t be crippled and dying in a swamp. If I had any senseleft,I would curl up and die.


  It sounded pretty good, all right.


  I was just debating the most comfortable place when curious blue lights started to flicker at the corners of my vision.


  I’m not sure why it was that I decided to follow them.


  


  


  Pinky gave me a pearl on a silver chain, a baroque multicolored thing swirled glossy and irregular as toffee. He said it had been his mother’s. It dangled between my breasts, warm as the stroke of a thumb when I wore it.


  Pinky said he’d had a vasectomy, still wore a rubber every time we made love. Talked me into going on the Pill.


  “Belt and suspenders,” I teased. The garlic on my scampi was enough to make my eyes water, but Pinky never seemed to mind what I ate, no matter how potent it was.


  It was one AM on a Friday, and we’d crawled out of bed for dinner, finally. We ate seafood at Capozzoli’s, because although it was dim in the cluttered red room the food was good and it was open all night. Pinky looked at me out of squinting, amber eyes, so sad, and tore the tentacles off a bit of calamari with his teeth. “Would you want to bring a kid into this world?”


  “No,” I answered, and told that first lie. “I guess not.”


  


  


  I didn’t meet Pinky’s brother Esau until after I’d married someone else, left my job to try to have a baby, gotten divorced when it turned out we couldn’t, had to come back to pay the bills. Pinky was still there, still part of the program. Still plugging away on the off chance that eventually he’d meet an innocent man, still pretending we were and always had been simply the best of friends. We never had the conversation, but I imagined it a thousand times.


  I left you.


  You wanted a baby.


  It didn’t work out.


  And now you want to come back? I’m not like you, Maria.


  Don’t you ever miss the ocean?


  No. I never do.


  But he had too much pride, and I had too much shame. And once I was Judge Delprado, I only saw him in court anymore.


  Esau called me, left a message on my cell, his name, who he was, where he’d be. I didn’t know how he got the number. I met him out of curiosity as much as concern, at the old church downtown, the one from the thirties built of irreplaceable history. They made it of stone, to last, and broke up petroglyphs and stalactites to make the rough rock walls beautiful for God.


  I hated Esau the first time I laid eyes on him. Esau. There was no mistaking him: same bristles and thinning hair, same spectacularly ugly countenance, fishy and prognathic. Same twilight-green aura, too, but Esau’s was stained near his hands and mouth, the color of clotted blood, and no lights flickered near.


  Esau stood by one of the petroglyphs, leaned close to discolored red stone marked with a stick figure, meaning man, and the wavy parallel lines that signified the river. Old as time, the Colorado, wearing the badlands down, warden and warded of the desert West.


  Esau turned and saw me, but I don’t think he sawme.I think he saw the pearl I wore around my neck.


  I gave all the jewels back to Pinky when I left him. Except the pearl. He wouldn’t take that back, and to be honest, I was glad. I’m not sure why I wore it to meet Esau, except I hated to take it off.


  Esau straightened up, all five foot four of him behind the glower he gave me, and reached out peremptorily to touch the necklace, an odd gesture with the fingers pressed together. Without thinking, I slapped his hand away, and he hissed at me, a rubbery tongue flicking over fleshless lips.


  Then he drew back, two steps, and looked me in the eye. His voice had nothing in common with his face: baritone and beautiful, melodious and carrying. I leaned forward, abruptly entranced. “Shipwrack,” he murmured. “Shipwrecks. Dead man’s jewels. It’s all there for the taking if you just know where to look. Our family’s always known.”


  My hand came up to slap him again, halted as if of its own volition. As if it couldn’t push through the sound of his voice. “Were you a treasure hunter once?”


  “I never stopped,” he said, and tucked my hair behind my ear with the brush of his thumb. I shivered. My hand went down, clenched hard at my side. “When Isaac comes back to New England with me, you’re coming too. We can give you children, Maria. Litters of them. Broods. Everything you’ve ever wanted.”


  “I’m not going anywhere. Not for … Isaac. Not for anyone.”


  “What makes you think you have any choice? You’re part of his price. And we know what you want. We’ve researched you. It’s not too late.”


  I shuddered, hard, sick, cold. “There’s always a choice.” The words hurt my lips. I swallowed. Fingernails cut my palms. His hand on my cheek was cool. “What’s the rest of his price? If I go willing?”


  “Healing. Transformation. Strength. Return to the sea. All the things he should have died for refusing.”


  “He doesn’t miss the sea.”


  Esau smiled, showing teeth like yellow pegs. “You would almost think, wouldn’t you?” There was a long pause, nearly respectful. Then he cleared his throat and said, “Come along.”


  Unable to stop myself, I followed that beautiful voice.


  


  


  Most of a moon already hung in the deepening sky, despite the indirect sun still lighting the trail down to Willow Beach. The rocks radiated heat through my sneakers like bricks warmed in an oven. “Pinky said he didn’t have any family.”


  Esau snorted. “He gave it the old college try.”


  “You were the one who crippled him, weren’t you? And left him in the marsh to die.”


  “How did you know that?”


  “He didn’t tell me. I dreamed it.”


  “No,” he answered, extending one hand to help me down a tricky slope. “That was Jacob. He doesn’t travel.”


  “Another brother.”


  “The eldest brother.” He yanked my arm and gave me a withering glance when I stumbled. He walked faster, crimson flashes of obfuscation coloring the swampwater light that surrounded him. I trotted to keep up, cursing my treacherous feet. At least my tongue was still my own, and I used it.


  “Jacob, Esau, and Isaac Gilman? How … original.”


  “They’re proud old New England names. Marshes and Gilmans were among the original settlers.” Defensive. “Be silent. You don’t need a tongue to make babies, and in a few more words I’ll be happy to relieve you of it, mammal bitch.”


  I opened my mouth; my voice stopped at the back of my throat. I stumbled, and he hauled me to my feet, his rough, cold palm scraped the skin of my wrist over the bones.


  We came around a corner of the wash that the trail ran through. Esau stopped short, planting his feet hard. I caught my breath at the power of the silent brown river running at the bottom of the gorge, at the sparkles that hung over it, silver and copper and alive, swarming like fireflies.


  And standing on the bank before the current was Pinky—Isaac—braced on his canes, startlingly insouciant for a cripple who’d fought his way down a rocky trail. He craned his head back to get a better look at us and frowned. “Esau. I wish I could say it was a pleasure to see you. I’d hoped you’d joined Jacob at the bottom of the ocean by now.”


  “Soon,” Esau said easily, manhandling me down the last of the slope. He held up the hand that wasn’t knotted around my wrist. I blinked twice before I realized the veined, translucent yellow webs between his fingers were a part of him. He grabbed my arm again, handling me like a bag of groceries.


  Pinky hitched himself forward to meet us, and for a moment I thought he was going to hit Esau across the face with his crutch. I imagined the sound the aluminum would make when it shattered Esau’s cheekbone.Litters of them. Broods.Easy to give in and let it happen, yes. But litters ofwhat?


  “You didn’t have to bring Maria into it.”


  “We can give her what she wants, can’t we? With your help or without it. How’d you get the money for school?”


  Pinky smiled past me, a grin like a wolf. “There was platinum in those chains. Opals. Pearls big as a dead man’s eyeball. Plenty. There’s still plenty left.”


  “So there was. How did you survive?”


  “I was guided,” he said, and the blue lights flickered around him. Blue lights that were kin to the silver lights swarming over the river. I could imagine them buzzing. Angry, invaded. I turned my head to see Esau’s expression, but he only had eyes for Pinky.


  Esau couldn’t see the lights. He looked at Pinky, and Pinky met the stare with a lifted chin. “Come home, Isaac.”


  “And let Jacob try to kill me again?”


  “He only hurt you because you tried to leave us.”


  “He left me for the father of frogs in the salt marsh, Esau. And you were there with him when he did—”


  “We couldn’t just let you walk away.” Esau let go of my arm with a command to be still, and stepped toward Pinky with his hands spread wide. There was still light down here, where the canyon was wider and the shadow of the walls didn’t yet block the sun. It shone on Esau’s balding scalp, on the yolky, veined webs between his fingers, on the aluminum of Pinky’s crutches.


  “I didn’t walk,” Pinky said. He turned away, hitching himself around, the beige rubber feet of the crutches braced wide on the rocky soil. He swung himself forward, headed for the river, for the swarming lights. “I crawled.”


  Esau fell into step beside him. “I don’t understand how you haven’t … changed.”


  “It’s the desert.” Pinky paused on a little ledge over the water. Tamed by the dam, the river ran smooth here and still. I could feel its power anyway, old magic that made this land live. “The desert doesn’t like change. It keeps me in between.”


  “That hurts you.” Almost in sympathy, as Esau reached out and laid a webbed hand on Pinky’s shoulder. Pinky flinched but didn’t pull away. I opened my mouth to shout at him, feeling as if my tongue were my own again, and stopped.Litters.


  Whatever they were, they’d be Pinky’s children


  “It does.” Pinky fidgeted with the crutches, leaning forward over the river, working his forearms free of the cuffs. His shoulders rippled under the white cloth of his shirt. I wanted to run my palms over them.


  “Your legs will heal if you accept the change,” Esau offered, softly, his voice carried away over the water. “You’ll be strong. You’ll regenerate. You’ll have the ocean, and you won’t hurt anymore, and there’s your woman—we’ll take her too.”


  I heard the warning in the tone. The anger. Esau did not. He glanced at me. “Speak, woman. Tell Isaac what you want.”


  I felt my tongue come unstuck in my mouth, although I still couldn’t move my hands. I bit my tongue to keep it still.


  Esau sighed, and looked away. “Blood is thicker than water, Isaac. Don’t you want a family of your own?”


  Yes,I thought. Pinky didn’t speak, but I saw the set of his shoulders, and the answer they carried wasno.Esau must have seen it too, because he raised one hand, the webs translucent and spoiled-looking, and sunlight glittered on the barbed ivory claws that curved from his fingertips, unsheathed like a cat’s.


  With your help or without it.


  But litters ofwhat?


  I shouted so hard it bent me over. “Pinky, duck!”


  He didn’t. Instead, hethrewhis crutches backward, turned with the momentum of the motion, and grabbed Esau around the waist. Esau squeaked—shrieked—and threw his hands up, clawing at Pinky’s shoulders and face as the silver and blue and coppery lights flickered and swarmed and swirled around them, but he couldn’t match Pinky’s massive strength. The lights covered them both, and Esau screamed again, and I strained, lunged, leaned at the invisible chains that held me as still as a posed mannequin.


  Pinky just held on and leaned back.


  They barely splashed when the Colorado closed over them.


  Five minutes after they went under, I managed to wiggle my fingers. Up and down the bank, there was no trace of either of them. I couldn’t stand to touch Pinky’s crutches.


  I left them where they’d fallen.


  


  


  Esau had left the keys in the car, but when I got there I was shaking too hard to drive. I locked the door and got back out, tightened the laces on my sneakers, and toiled up the ridge until I got to the top. I almost turned my ankle twice when rocks rolled under my foot, but it didn’t take long. Red rock and dusty canyons stretched west, a long, gullied slope behind me, the river down there somewhere, close enough to smell but out of sight. I settled myself on a rock, elbows on knees, and looked out over the scarred, raw desert at the horizon and the setting sun.


  There’s a green flash that’s supposed to happen just when the sun slips under the edge of the world. I’d never seen it. I wasn’t even sure it existed. But if I watched long enough, I figured I might find out.


  There was still a hand span between the sun and the ground, up here. I sat and watched, the hot wind lifting my hair, until the tawny disk of the sun was halfway gone and I heard the rhythmic crunch of someone coming up the path.


  I didn’t turn. There was no point. He leaned over my shoulder, braced his crutches on either side of me, a presence solid and cool as a moss-covered rock. I tilted my head back against Pinky’s chest, his wet shirt dripping on my forehead, eyes, and mouth. Electric blue lights flickered around him, and I couldn’t quite make out his features, shadowed as they were against a twilight sky. He released one crutch and laid his hand on my shoulder. His breath brushed my ear like the susurrus of the sea. “Esau said blood is thicker than water,” I said, when I didn’t mean to say anything.


  “Fish blood isn’t,” Pinky answered, and his hand tightened. I looked away from the reaching shadows of the canyons below and saw his fingers against my skin, pale silhouettes on olive, unwebbed. He slid one under the black strap of my tank top. I didn’t protest, despite the dark red, flaking threads that knotted the green smoke around his hands.


  “Where is he?”


  “Esau? He drowned.”


  “But—” I craned my neck. “You said Gilmans never drown.”


  He shrugged against my back. “I guess the river just took a dislike to him. Happens that way sometimes.”


  A lingering silence, while I framed my next question. “How did you find me?”


  “I’ll always find you, if you want,” he said, his patched beard rough against my neck. “What are you watching?”


  “I’m watching the sun go down.”


  “Come in under this red rock,” he misquoted, as the shadow of the ridge opposite slipped across the valley toward us.


  “The handful of dust thing seems appropriate—”


  Soft laugh, and he kissed my cheek, hesitantly, as if he wasn’t sure I would permit it. “I would have thought it’d be ‘Fear death by water.’”


  The sun went down. I missed the flash again. I turned to him in a twilight indistinguishable from the gloom that hung around his shoulders and brushed the flickering lights away from his face with the back of my hand. “Not that,” I answered. “I have no fear of that, my love.”


  


  The Dying


  of the Light


  


  


  


  


  When John Keats was my age, he had been dead for seven years.


  The necrophilia makes it seem dirtier than it


  really is.


  Cold comfort, muttered over the phone by 3 a.m.


  friends with obviously something better to do.


  But it’s not the love, not really. It’s more my


  distraction, a ringing bell calling my name. When


  she calls I salivate. Her voice sounds like static,


  like electricity. Sparks fly when we’re motionless,


  in stasis. When she’s cold.


  


  


  


  Like sleeping or whatever else happens under


  covers on shiny frostbitten autumn nights. John


  Keats, dead and so tragically young.


  


  Like each of them, it’s what he did beforedead


  that matters.


  Now ice forms on her skin, and I remember her


  fingers were slim, slender, like knitting needles


  or pins. With her arms out wide like that she was


  easy to keep still. But when she said my name, it


  had too many syllables. So I leave her hanging,


  she’s left me, and I walk, and all the doors are


  open.


  I’m not here for him—or Shelley either, another one, sucking great agonizing gasps of cold seawater into faltering lungs. All the palely loitering I need hangs in Boston Goth bars.


  They’re all the places I used to know. Between


  drinks, I’d call her Tink, as a joke, and she’d


  mutter under her breath, but when I laughed even


  she’d smile and with the moon streaming in like


  that, careful silver, she might have been dead.


  Dead as the old poets, covered in old lace, and I


  remember.


  Both men buried in Rome, close as husband and


  wife—too far away and too, too long ago.


  Either way, how I held them up? It was all a matter


  of display. Like how I see myself in storefront


  windows, reflected in the damp, the condensation.


  Sugar maple leaf plasters my boot wetly, caution


  orange. I pluck it away.


  


  


  Dickinson? Closer, but somebody would have


  gotten her by now. Rosetti, too: if “The Goblin


  Market” isn’t a dead giveaway…. Dylan Thomas a


  better candidate, but I hadn’t been the first at


  his grave.


  


  


  Laden, I trudge uphill, past serried headstones.


  Everything is wet, but still there are marks left


  to make. I unfurl rolls of paper, dig charcoal from


  the bottom of a ratty bag; I used to sign all of my


  pieces, my etchings.


  


  


  But my name means less than it used to.


  Some aren’t born with it.


  


  


  Cursed with the will, the skill, fire in the


  belly but no fire on the soul… we beg. Tin cup


  to hand, rags bound about the brow.


  Now I wait for the pennies to fall from heaven,


  commuter cash, and I spend them quickly. I buy


  sandwiches on stale bread, coffee without cream


  because it’s cheaper. And I walk, because here


  everything is free.


  I come to the grave of the hanged man,


  the rabble-rouser, the forgotten bard. No more


  songs, he sang, but a power’s laid here with


  him, prickle and chafe.


  Maybe here there are methods to my madness, maybe


  here she’ll come to me.


  The sacrifices: chapbooks, a sad few shred-eared


  literary journals. Self-published, unpaid,


  unread. Unremembered. Whatever it is, I never


  had it.


  I used to type out everything, but my hands don’t


  shake, not anymore. Now I have records, memoirs,


  everything.


  Paper doesn’t burn all that well: thus the


  brazier. Hibachi. Whatever. Crickets resounding:


  sky first flame, then mauve, ash.


  


  


  Finally it’s cool enough: I dip fingers, ash-


  trace his deep cut marble name.


  I show her, my piece, my strung up, she has wings,


  or maybe that’s all I can see, butterfly girl on


  blue velvet. My words were for her.


  Poetry dies unvoiced. Soon, soon. Use me up,


  cinder-crumble.


  Maybe she flies away, or maybe she doesn’t.


  Green fairy, mauve fairy. She’s in there with


  him, singer no more under crumbled earth, sod,


  concrete vault and cheap coffin.


  


  


  Shovel. Pry bar.


  Maybe when I sign my name, the charcoal will look


  like dirt. Maybe turn itself silver, become the key, the


  lock, and we’ll be trapped, the two of us.


  Thick walls and roof: oven, and she’ll consume


  me, licking her fingers, sucking up the juices.


  White-hot art. Shelley. Keats. Me.


  


  


  I can maybe get ten years out of her if I’m


  careful.


  Maybe she’ll be dead then, blanket of earth,


  memory, art. Alabaster, smooth as ice, cold as


  marble.


  


  


  (The necrophilia makes it seem


  dirtier than it really is.)


  


  Lucifugous


  


  


  


  


  Guten Abend, meinen Damen under Herren! You are this chilly March evening aboard the zeppelin Hans Glücker, departing old Calais for the city of New Amsterdam, jewel of British North America. Among you is a celebrity: the famed Don Sebastien de Ulloa, known to the Continent as the Great Detective, along with his assistant Jack Priest.


  Ah! I see your concern. Clearly you know of Don de Ulloa’s reputation. Allow me to assure you, they are only passengers on this voyage, just part of our small and cozy coterie as we sail across the Atlantic. So, relax, ladies and gentlemen.


  After all, this is 1899, and this is a zeppelin.


  What could possibly go wrong?


  


  


  Chapter I


  


  


  The zeppelin Hans Glücker left Calais at 9:15 in the evening on a cold night in March, 1899, bound for New Amsterdam, the jewel of British North America. Don Sebastien de Ulloa, known to the Continent as the great detective, passed his departure on the promenade, watching the city lights recede through blurring isinglass. He amused himself by taking inventory of his fellow passengers while enjoying the aroma of a fairly good cognac.


  The Hans Glücker was nearly empty, aside from cargo. So empty, in fact, that Sebastien wondered if she would not have delayed her Atlantic voyage for want of passengers if she were not also a mail dispatch and carrying diplomatic papers. Her capacity was over sixty, but this trip she bore only fourteen.


  The longest-term travelers were a couple who had been with the airship since Shanghai, Mr. Cui Jioahua and his wife, Zhang Xiaoming. They had passage as far as the Spanish settlement of San Diego, on the west coast of North America, where they intended to join family–if the intersection of their limited Arabic and German and Sebastien’s equally flawed Cantonese could be trusted.


  It seemed a tremendous journey, but the trans-Siberian and then trans-Atlantic route by airship was actually faster and more secure than the month one might expect to spend on a steamer east across the Pacific. Mr. Cui was willing to risk his household furnishings to the pirates infesting the Windward Isles, but, being of a practical bent, he was not willing to risk his own life or that of his lovely wife.


  Another six comprised a touring group of five Colonials and one European that had been with the Hans Glücker since Ukraine. The touring group, which had boarded in Kyiv after traveling by rail from Moscow, were all plainly well-acquainted already, and what with one casually overheard conversation and another, Sebastien had pieced together a good deal about them. The eldest passenger, though by a few years only, was Madame Pontchartrain, a stout, gray-eyed matron enroute to her family’s estate in French Mississippi by way of New Amsterdam. She accompanied a young Colonial relative of apparently impeccable breeding and small estate, a Mademoiselle LeClere, who said she was travelling home to Nouvelle Orleans. The resemblance between them was strong enough that Sebastien thought Madame Pontchartrain must have been a very great beauty in her youth. He also thought them lucky that the Hans Glücker’s route–new the previous September–spared them a trip by rail across the interior of the North American continent. Various treaties with the Native nations would have made it possible, but far more rigorous and perilous than a modern journey by air.


  Next was Oczkar Korvin, an aristocratic Hungarian with hair as dark as Sebastien’s and an equally patrician bearing. A platinum chain leashed his pocket watch, and though he had the sallow Habsburg coloring, he was undisfigured by the famous deformed jaw. A collateral branch, no doubt.


  The loveliest of the group was also the most famous. She traveled with an entourage and claimed three cabins. Dressed outrageously in a man’s suit and cravat, Lillian Meadows, the American moving picture star, crossed her ankle over her knee and smoked Virginia cigarettes in a long tortoiseshell-and-jet holder, gesturing extravagantly with fingers studded with sapphires and diamonds. She was returning to Atlanta–where the studios were–from a European junket. Her white-blonde hair had been arranged in delicate waves around jeweled pins, and the English couple–who like Sebastien had boarded at Calais–avoided her.


  One of her traveling companions was a man nearly as beautiful as she was, and also blond. He wore his darker gold hair slicked back against his skull, a handlebar moustache accentuating planed cheekbones and a defined jaw. His name was Virgil Allen, and he was a wealthy farmer’s son from South Carolina, and a playboy by reputation.


  The other was a woman, the Boston authoress Phoebe Smith. She a fair-haired, bespectacled, sensible small woman with a stubborn tilt to her head, straight-spined in widow’s black that did not suit her, her hands usually folded before her. She carried a little bag with a black paper-bound note-pad and fountain-pen, and every so often she would take them up and scribble a line.


  A further six passengers had boarded at Calais. Two were Sebastien and his companion, Jack Priest, who presented every appearance of being a young man of excellent family. In truth, his breeding was no better than Sebastien’s. But–also like Sebastien’s–his education was unparalleled, and a work in constant progress. He was seventeen years old and looked fifteen, with delicate bones and tousled fair hair like a girl’s.


  Three and four were Michiel and Steven van Dijk, Dutch businessmen travelling only as far as New Amsterdam, where even under English colonial rule there was still a thriving Dutch community. Michiel was the elder, fortyish, round-cheeked under graying, wavy fair hair, and plump without seeming heavy–as light on his feet as if he was filled with the same hydrogen that bore up the dirigible. Steven–pronounced stay-van–was taller and younger and also plump, his dark hair cropped short, his cheeks usually flushed and his eyes glittering with good cheer. He kept a green miniature parrot in his cabin, or occasionally on his shoulder, and Jack was instantly enamored of them both.


  And the final two–the ones who seemed determined to avoid all of the Colonials, both the British colonials and the Frenchwomen–were a couple in their twenties. Hollis and Beatrice Leatherby were Londoners moving house to take advantage of a political appointment in the Pennsylvania colony, where an ambitious young man could advance faster than in Albion. She was darkly lovely while he was a freckled redhead: a striking pair.


  Sebastien learned those things easily enough. Observation was a long-honed habit, though he intended merely a minor distraction for the hours until he could decently be seen to retire. The journey overland had not been easy and Jack had been delayed, only joining him in Calais that afternoon. Sebastien could not afford to be seen in good light until they had had a few minutes alone.


  And so, from his solitary post at the dark end of the promenade, away from the too-revealing electric lights, Sebastien observed the other passengers and watched Jack.


  Jack held court forward along the promenade, his admirers a potential source of amusement or inconvenience. He was drinking champagne rather than liquor, but his laughter told Sebastien enough about his conversation with Steven van Dijk and the Leatherbys to swamp that raft of faint reassurance in a sea of potential tribulations. He would flirt. And right now he was flirting with Mrs. Leatherby, immediately under her husband’s oblivious eye–and sparing a little charm for van Dijk, as well.


  Sebastien cupped his glass before his face, and pretended to taste the cognac. The sharp, drowning scent was good. It blunted his hunger, which threatened to grow overwhelming, and the snifter gave him something to occupy hands that wanted to tremble with desire.


  The social dance was not distracting him tonight. He could feel it in the cut-glass edge on his senses, the heaviness of limbs that would transform into mercurial quickness when he required it. Too much more and his restraint would fail. He’d waited too long.


  Discipline was always a matter of degree to such as Sebastien, and it had required a certain subterfuge and sleight of hand to free himself of old friends and allies. That alone had consumed days. His court would be displeased when they came to understand that he had abandoned them. He would be missed, and their protests would have carried the day if he had paused to listen; Sebastien de Ulloa was notoriously too soft-hearted. But he could not remain in Europe. It held no savor for him now, and boredom and sorrow were ever more dangerous adversaries than any merely human agency.


  There was some risk in travelling in secret, in shedding his court. He should have left Jack, too… but Jack would almost certainly leave him, soon enough (as his proteges always did) and he couldn’t travel without an entourage. The rail journey from Helsinki to Calais alone had taxed his strength and ingenuity. But he had needed to be free of Europe, so full of secrets and history, and all of Evie’s friends.


  He closed his eyes. His restraint would hold through this endless, tiresome evening, and then he would have what he needed. Jack would take care of him. And once he came to the Colonies–well. If he could not make a new beginning in America, then he would find an end.


  He opened his eyes again, watching Jack tease and flirt and please himself. Meanwhile, someone was slipping up on him, and Sebastien was meant not to notice. The warm scent of her skin carried over the cognac, though, even if he hadn’t observed her movements or heard the scuff of her shoes on the deck. Still, he pretended oblivion, because it amused him to.


  It was Mrs. Smith, the blonde American novelist, and he feigned startlement when she touched his arm.


  “So intent,” she said. “What is it that you see, I wonder?”


  Sebastien tipped his untasted glass at Hollis Leatherby. “More than he does, in any case.”


  She bore a red wine cupped in her hand, the stem falling between her fingers, as if she meant to warm the contents with her palm the same way Sebastien could not manage to warm his cognac. She smiled, her glasses lifting as the bridge of her nose crinkled. “Are you certain?”


  “My dear lady,” Sebastien said, “I am certain of nothing. But I will speculate. And my first speculation concerns a charming American, yes? And her agenda in approaching a sullen stranger at a remarkably boring cocktail party.”


  “You’re a striking man. A mysterious Continental stranger. With a certain notoriety. That’s supposed to be enough, isn’t it?”


  Sebastien shook his head, amused. It had been some time, admittedly, but when last he’d consulted a looking glass, he had been of slightly better than average height (for a modern man) and somewhat swarthy complexion–convenient, as it concealed his frequent pallor–with dark hair, thin lips, and a hooked nose. He had no reason to believe much had changed since then. Passable, certainly; his court had never complained of his ugliness. But striking was quite plainly in the eye of the beholder.


  “At least you didn’t call me handsome,” he replied. “Jack would never let me hear the end of it. But come, now–don’t we both prefer honesty, Mrs. Smith?”


  She sipped, then swirled the fluid in her glass to release the aromas, and considered him. “Will you treat a lady novelist to a demonstration of your storied powers?”


  Ah. Well, that neatly explained why she had sought his darkened, solitary corner. He was material.


  And Jack had noticed that Sebastien had company. He caught Sebastien’s eye over Beatrice Leatherby’s head, offering a little smile that whispered you’ll pay later, then turned back to Steven van Dijk and the five-inch-long grass-green bird who perched on Steven’s forefinger, eyeing Jack as if his nose might be some sort of undiscovered delicacy.


  Well, Sebastien would cheerfully abet anyone’s quest for a continuing education, especially a smart young woman’s. He reminded himself to breathe and said, “On whom shall I inform? And are you in the mood for gossip, dear lady, or for parlor games?”


  “At all costs, gossip.”


  He turned from her quirk of smile and cast his eye over the other passengers. During Sebastien’s brief distraction, the Captain–Konrad Hoak–had extricated himself from conversation with Oczkar Korvin and Michiel van Dijk and joined Jack’s group, pretending a fascination with the parrot to cover a fascination with Beatrice Leatherby. Curiously, Hollis Leatherby seemed far more cognizant of the Captain’s flirtation than of Jack’s–or perhaps there was simply more of concern in a grown man’s attentions to one’s wife than those of a fresh-faced lad, no matter how pretty.


  In any case, a frown tugged the corners of Leatherby’s mouth as he excused himself, added his wife’s empty glass to his own, and made his way down the promenade stairs toward the rolling bar in the dining room. He brushed past Mme. Pontchartrain stiffly, flinching from her effusive greeting while handing over both glasses.


  Perhaps Mrs. Leatherby was the jealous one. She certainly glowered sharply enough when she took note of the conversation, though Sebastien did not think Mme. Pontchartrain was the sort of woman who would drive most wives to jealous rages.


  Meanwhile, Mr. Leatherby waited as the bartender, a strapping fair-haired Hun of the sort epidemic among the Hans Glücker’s crew, mixed martinis and added olives and onions. But Leatherby too couldn’t resist a glance over his shoulder while he waited, or a wince when his wife dimpled prettily at the captain.


  So Leatherby was also jealous. But not the type to cause a scene.


  And any fool could see it, so it would hardly serve to impress an intelligent woman. And Sebastien did feel the urge to impress her, though he mocked himself for it. Haven’t you left all this behind, Sebastien? Haven’t you sworn it off, the flirtations and seductions? A clean start, wasn’t it?


  Ridiculous, of course. He was what he was, and had been far longer than this enjoyable young woman had been alive.


  And there was Jack. So not a clean start, exactly. But Sebastien could no more leave Jack behind than his grief and his memories. And like those memories, Jack was perfectly capable of chasing him all the way to New Amsterdam.


  It was the hazard in taking apprentices.


  “Well?” Mrs. Smith said, shifting close enough that he could feel her warmth on his arm. “I’m still waiting to be amazed.”


  He wanted to impress her, but he had hidden in his dark corner for a reason; he was in no mood to perform for anyone. Perhaps he could distract her. “Your impoverished Frenchwoman,” he said, with a smile. “Do you suppose she plans to marry American money?”


  He didn’t need to point. On their left was the outward-slanting wall of isinglass that showed the sea below and the fading lights of the French coast. On their right was the dining room and the bar, from which Leatherby was emerging with his offering to his wife. Meanwhile, Mme. Pontchartrain, perhaps one or two sherries over her limit, was engaged in a conversation with Zhang Xiaoming that involved a good deal of handwaving and laughter on both sides. She was, however, keeping one drooping eye on the same thing that had drawn Sebastien’s attention: Mlle. LeClere, who perched on the bench of the airship’s ultra-light aluminum piano alongside Virgil Allen, playing the low notes while he played the high, and together producing a somewhat abused version of “The Lights o’ London.”


  “She’ll be disappointed,” Mrs. Smith said. “Virgil’s a second son.”


  “I’m surprised the girl’s guardian permits it either way,” Sebastien said. “Has she spent the entire trip at the bar?”


  “She does tipple a little,” Mrs. Smith admitted. “Though one doesn’t like to judge. After my Benjamin died–” Her voice trailed off, and she sipped her wine. “Well, one copes as one can. And short of turning to necromancy or mediums, alcohol has its mercies.”


  Her lingering sorrow was contagious, awakening his own. Sebastien wished, for a moment, that he could risk the cognac in his glass. “And Mlle. LeClere?”


  “Ah,” Mrs. Smith said. “A beautiful, guileless, impoverished heiress. And all the men of good estate flock ’round….”


  “My dear,” Sebastien answered gallantly, “I prefer a woman who knows her own mind.”


  “Well, there’s enough of those on this tub.” The wine made her sparkle. Or perhaps the wine was an excuse to shed a little reserve; one could never be too sure. “You won’t go lonely.”


  “Madame,” he said, sincerely, “if only it were so.”


  


  


  Some time later, Mrs. Smith excused herself to visit the ladies’ washroom, leaving Sebastien to his own devices. Eventually, someone was bound to notice that he’d been standing in the same corner, swirling the same cognac in his glass for hours. Hunger wouldn’t make him wobbly or vague, but it would make him sharp-set, unnerving. And he did not care to leave his fellow passengers… unnerved. Attention now could lead to suspicion later.


  Sebastien picked his way down the steps toward the bar, to relieve himself of his undesired burden. He would collect Jack (who had descended to the dining room) make his excuses to the captain, and retire.


  The steward took Sebastien’s full glass with a smile and slipped it under the bar. Sebastien winked at him; he found he could generally rely on the international conspiracy of bartenders for discretion. Especially as Sebastien was always well-behaved.


  He turned away.


  It was Jack leaning against the piano now, while Oczkar Korvin tried his hand at a little Bach. The result was generally superior to the English parlor tunes, not in the least because no-one attempted to sing. Korvin’s hands were long and gaunt, knobby-fingered, and his hair fell over his eyes as he leaned forward, arms akimbo over the keyboard. He glanced up as Sebastien came over and settled in beside Jack. “Don Sebastien.”


  The effort to speak did not appear to affect his concentration. “Korvin úr,” Sebastien answered, giving the other man’s name the Hungarian honorific before continuing in the same language, “A pleasure to make your acquaintance. How did you come to be travelling with so many lovely women?”


  Korvin laughed and let his hands fall silent on the keys as he answered in English, perhaps noticing Jack’s furrowed brow–a patent fraud, as Jack spoke Hungarian like a native. “I noticed the notorious Mrs. Smith had cornered you. Beware of that one. She’ll have your secrets out of you like a pocket handkerchief.”


  “Indeed?” Sebastien folded his arms and settled his weight on his heels. “You met her in Kyiv?”


  “Moscow. With the other ladies, and Mr. Allen, ten days ago. The airship’s route took us across most of the Baltic states. The Hans Glücker is not what you would call a–” He snapped his fingers as the English word eluded him.


  “Express,” Jack supplied.


  “Thank you.” The shared smile made Sebastien’s neck hairs prickle. “Moscow,” Sebastien prompted, more from curiosity than towards a purpose. Pretending he did not see Jack’s smile, he said, “I am preternaturally nosy.”


  “That is why they call you the detective, I presume,” Korvin said, with reasonably good humor. “Have you noticed the Leatherbys? I would not have expected them to be any more acquainted with either of the Colonial parties–American or americain–than I was, but I would say that they have a quite developed aversion to Madame Pontchartrain. Although” –his fingers lifted from the keys to adjust his cravat– “they get on well enough to our Dutch friends.”


  “So not just English standoffishness, then?”


  Jack stirred and cleared his throat before Korvin could answer. “Madame Pontchartrain,” Jack said. “How good of you to join us.”


  She was carrying water now, not sherry, and walking quite steadily, though with a certain degree of care. She paused a few feet away and smiled. “I beg your pardon, gentlemen,” she said, in French. “I had come to see if I could prevail upon you for a little more music.”


  Korvin lifted his fingers from his lap and stretched them. “For the right tithe,” he said, “I might even sing. Master Jack, would you see if the bartender has a bottle of cognac back there?”


  “Indeed he does,” Sebastien said, nodding permission to Jack. “Good evening, Madame–”


  She rolled her shoulders over a corset that gave her the general appearance of the prow of a battleship, and curled one loose strand of her uptwisted hair around her finger in a gesture that would have been coquettish, were she young. “And good evening to you, Don Sebastien. I’ve spent a good deal of time in Spain, and you are the first of your family I’ve met. Might I inquire where you are from?”


  He laughed and turned it aside, hiding his discomfort. “New Amsterdam, as of today. I am emigrating.”


  “Along with your… pupil?”


  “My ward,” he said. He lifted his chin to watch Jack’s negotiations with the steward, the jerk of his thumb over his shoulder as he said, no doubt, the drink is for Mr. Korvin.


  “A likely lad.” Her voice purred a little, just this side of insinuating, and Sebastien drew himself up.


  “Very likely,” he answered, and made himself scarce. It was late enough to permit a dignified escape. If Jack wanted to stay up and flirt with the ladies–and not just the ladies, apparently–he could perfectly well follow when he was ready. Sebastien would survive until he got there.


  As it happened, he didn’t have to survive long. Jack arrived no more than ten minutes later, brushing aside with one hand the curtain that covered the doorway. He peered through and slipped inside, pausing just within. “You should have said something.”


  Sebastien was sitting on the lower bunk, a gothic novel open upon his knees. He paused with one page delicately uplifted between his fingers, and looked up. “I hadn’t the wit left to divert Mme. Pontchartrain’s determined questioning. Fortunately, I had the wit to realize it, so I pled a cognac headache and fled. You seemed to enjoy yourself this evening.”


  His voice went sharper than he’d intended, but Jack just smiled and turned to be certain the curtain was closed. “Put out the light, Sebastien.”


  Sebastien stood and pulled the shade down. There were no windows in the cabin, but an electric porthole light–of all the futuristic contrivances–provided illumination. It was operated by excess power from the Hans Glücker’s six motors and easily darkened by a shade should the occupants desire. Electrical switches could cause a spark, considered undesirable in a hydrogen-filled vehicle. The dim rooms suited Sebastien very well. Much better than any sailing vessel might have.


  The cabin seemed even closer with the lights out. Sebastien could see exceptionally well in the dark, but he closed his eyes to feel Jack moving. Sebastien heard him unbuttoning his collar, untucking his shirt, hanging his jacket in the dark, and sliding his braces down. He kicked his shoes off, and Sebastien heard his shirt and trousers fall, as well. “Jack?”


  “Come here.”


  Sebastien went to him, catfooted. He folded his arms around Jack and pressed his mouth to warm, uptilted lips. He breathed Jack’s scent; released from his clothes, it hung about him like the drapery on a Grecian statue. Jack’s fingers pressed Sebastien’s cheeks and he clucked, not liking what he found. “Don’t wait that long again.”


  “I was alone.”


  Jack’s hands slid across Sebastien’s face and knotted in his hair, pushing him to his knees, pressing Sebastien’s cold face against his skin. Jack leaned against the bedframe. “Well,” he said, “for Christ’s sake, don’t wait now.”


  


  


  Early the next morning, when the Hans Glücker was well away over the Atlantic, Madame Pontchartrain was discovered missing from her cabin and, in fact, the entirety of the dirigible. Mademoiselle LeClere, sleeping in the top bunk, claimed to have heard nothing in the night.


  


  


  Chapter II


  


  


  Sebastien could no more travel unescorted than could a respectable woman, although in his case the difficulty was of well-being rather than social standing. They retired separately; Jack slept in the bottom bunk, closer to the curtained doorway. Sebastien did not sleep, but lay listening to the Hans Glücker’s deep silences, the creak and strain of her superstructure, the muted breathing of the nearest passengers. Both men would have preferred a room with a door–even a door of spruce splints and doped cloth–but there was no such luxury to be had aboard the dirigible.


  So when someone pounded with a nervous fist against the aluminum doorframe beside the curtain, the wall rattled against the bunk, waking Jack with a start. Sebastien was already sitting upright in the filtered gloom when his companion rolled out of bed. “Coming,” Jack called.


  Sebastien slipped from the top bunk and withdrew into the room’s most shadowed corner, shrugging his dressing-gown over his nightshirt. Jack checked that he was halfway presentable before flicking the curtain aside.


  “Detective! You are needed! Madame Pontchartrain is gone!” A crewman’s voice, by the coarse German accent. Jack glanced over his own shoulder at Sebastien. “A mystery,” Sebastien said, with an impatient turn of his hand. “How quaint.”


  Jack turned back to the crewman and let the curtain fall wide while Sebastien stepped forward to stand at his shoulder. Jack’s German was better than the crewman’s English, so he spoke in that language. “You wish to speak to the detective?”


  “The captain does,” the crewman said, his cap clutched to his breast. His eyes flicked around the dark cabin, taking in the blacked-out light, the two rumpled beds. He swallowed.


  “Excellent.” Sebastien drew his dressing gown closed across his chest, as if he felt a chill. “I’ll meet him in the salon in half an hour.”


  He reached over Jack’s shoulder and flipped the curtain shut in the surprised crewman’s face. Jack waited until he heard footsteps and stepped back, pressing his shoulder to Sebastien’s arm. “No holiday for you,” he said.


  Sebastien, turning away, paused to tousle Jack’s hair. “Pull your trousers on, there’s a good lad, and go and check the salon for me, would you?”


  “Already done,” Jack said, crouching by his trunk. “Use the center stair. I looked last night. It’s away from any windows.”


  Sebastien flipped his valet case open and searched compartments for his cufflinks. “And get yourself some breakfast,” he said without raising his chin. “You’re pale.”


  


  


  The cabins, lounge, and dining room were on the main deck, in the belly of the seven-hundred-foot-long airship. The promenades lined that same deck, their isinglass windows angled down, following the curve of the dirigible’s body, and showed the passing earth and sea below; direct sunlight would not be a problem except at sunset and dawn.


  There was a second promenade one flight up, and the lower deck, while mostly crew quarters, also contained the galley, the washrooms, the smoking room–with its asbestos ceiling and tin floor–and the salon.


  Which was empty but for Mrs. Smith when they entered. Barely twenty minutes had elapsed; Sebastien could be ready very quickly when he chose.


  The salon was a pleasant room, windowless and in the center of the lower deck as a courtesy to passengers of delicate disposition who might find the Hans Glücker’s altitude or motion unsettling, and thus it was very well suited to Sebastien’s needs. The steady drone of the zeppelin’s motors was a constant accompaniment as he collected a china cup of tea from the small banquet laid along one wall, then chose a leather wing-backed chair beside the door. Meanwhile, Jack piled jam on scones to suit an adolescent’s appetite.


  Mrs. Smith was already seated on the divan, applying a silver fork to the pastry on her canary-yellow Meissen cake plate. She had acknowledged Sebastien earlier. Now, he touched the teacup to his lips before he set it, and its saucer, on the side table. “Mrs. Smith,” he said. “You seem very calm.”


  Her eyebrows rose over the frame of her spectacles. “I’m screaming inside,” she said, and laid the fork down beside her plate. “But that’s no reason not to eat.”


  “Did you hear anything last night?”


  “I thought you’d ask how I learned of the mystery.”


  “Actually,” he said, “I’m curious how you knew to be in this room. As my message was for the captain alone, I believe.”


  She sipped her own tea. “I eavesdropped.” She smiled. “My German is excellent.”


  The door at the base of the stair swung open. It was a fragile thing, fabric stretched over a wooden frame, closed by a wooden latch for lightness of structure. Sebastien and Jack stood as Captain Hoak entered the salon alone, his hat pinned against his side by his left elbow. Mrs. Smith remained seated, as was proper, but set her teacup down.


  “Mrs. Smith,” the Captain said, in English. “Good morning. And guten Morgen, Don Sebastien, Master Jack. Is Mrs. Smith–” He wavered, uncertain as to whom he should be addressing.


  “Mrs. Smith is just leaving,” the authoress said. She abandoned her cup and plate and made sure of her reticule before standing. “I shall be in the observation lounge if I am required. Thank you for the excellence of your company, Don Sebastien.” She offered her gloved hand. He took it and bowed over it lightly. “Master Jack,” she concluded, with a teasing smile that sent high color across the young man’s face, and swept past the Captain with a little gracious nod.


  The Captain turned to watch her go. He was a tall man, blond hair graying, and he carried the beginnings of a small, hard paunch. He sighed lightly as the door latch clicked and went to fetch his own coffee. “How much have you been informed, Don Sebastien?”


  Sebastien reclaimed his chair as the Captain sat. He lifted his cooling tea and blew across the saucer. Jack, who had already finished two scones and was toying with the crumbs on his plate, sat as well. Sebastien expected a steward would be along to tidy when their conference was done. “Only that Madame Pontchartrain is… gone, I believe the word was. Not dead, I take it then?”


  “Vanished,” the Captain said. “Dead, perhaps. If she fell, certainly, but there’s no evidence she did. No breach in the hull, and the passenger doors are sealed–and she did not enter the control cabin.”


  “Have you searched the lifting body?” Sebastien’s hand rose, an extended finger indicating the ceiling and the giant framework of aluminum beyond it. Within the streamlined lifting body were thirteen donut-shaped gas containers filled with hydrogen and harnessed by netting within the dirigible’s frame.


  “We are searching it now,” Captain Hoak said. “But there has been no sign of her there. And of course, even if a woman of her… dignity could be expected to be clambering up ladders, the hatchways are kept locked.”


  Sebastien picked up his cup and saucer and stood smoothly, without reliance upon the arms of the chair. “By all means,” he said. “Let us examine the lady’s cabin.”


  


  


  Madame Pontchartrain’s cabin was no different from Sebastien’s, except in that women’s clothing–a dozen or so dresses, half of them rich with velvet and silk, and cut for a more generous figure than the plainer muslins and wools–and two nightgowns–hung from the bar at the foot of the bunks, and the upper bunk had been tidied. Sebastien and Jack searched the cabin thoroughly, to the Captain’s stiff-lipped dismay, and found little of note. The lower bed lay as it had been left, the covers smoothed roughly over a bottom sheet that was rumpled but not creased; hardly typical of what Sebastien had observed of the chambermaids’ military efficiency. There was no blood, and no sign of a struggle, although Madame Pontchartrain’s papers seemed to be in some disarray inside her portfolio, and her cabin bag was less neatly packed than one might expect.


  “Dear boy,” Sebastien said, while the Captain posed rigidly beyond the door, erect as a hungry hawk upon a glove, “do you suppose a woman of Madame Pontchartrain’s age and breeding is inclined to creep from her bed at night–to any purpose–without smoothing the sheets respectably?”


  “Perhaps if she were very ill,” Jack said uncertainly. He stood a little closer to Sebastien than decorum warranted, but the Captain seemed disinclined to comment. “And very much in a hurry.”


  “Captain,” Sebastien said. “I believe we must examine the ladies’ washroom.”


  


  


  The ladies’ was innocent of any sign of violence, and like Mademoiselle LeClere, the attendant had heard nothing. After their inspection, Sebastien accompanied Jack to the dining room for an early luncheon, switching plates discreetly when Jack finished his own steak and salad and began eyeing Sebastien’s poached salmon. He was halfway across the serving and eating methodically when his fork hesitated in midair and his chin came up, blue eyes catching the filtered light.


  Sebastien, who was sitting with his back to the windows so he would not be dazzled by even indirect sunlight, saw their bright shapes reflected in Jack’s irises.


  “Ah,” he said, observing the deepening furrow between Jack’s eyebrows. “The nightgowns.”


  “Two nightgowns,” Jack agreed. “Hanging, and one unrumpled. Madame Pontchartrain never went to bed last night.”


  “Indeed she didn’t,” Sebastien said, holding his wine under his nose before tilting the glass, and flicking his tongue out to collect just a drop on the tip, for tasting’s sake. “So the question remains, who rumpled her bunk?”


  “And why did Mademoiselle LeClere lie?” Chewing a last bite of salmon, Jack laid his fork across his plate–more yellow Meissen, with cabbage roses and gilt edges. The tablecloths were eyelet linen, white and fine. “Speaking of which, there’s the young lady herself. With Miss Lillian Meadows, no less.”


  Sebastien lifted his knife and turned it so the silver blade reflected the dining room behind him. He saw two blonde heads bent close together as the ladies were seated, Miss Meadows tight-trousered and drawing sidelong glances–admiring or censorious–and Mlle. LeClere scandalous with her shawl wound about her neck like a scarf rather than covering the white expanse of her bosom. “While the duenna’s away–” Sebastien began, but then his eyes were drawn to the white cloth twisted around Mlle. LeClere’s long pale throat.


  Jack cleared his throat. “I know where you were last night.”


  “Indeed.” Sebastien laid the knife crisply across Jack’s plate, abruptly grateful that he could not blush. “So do I. And also I think it’s time for a stroll. Do you not agree?”


  Silently, Jack rose, folding his napkin. And together they left the table.


  


  


  Chapter III


  


  


  “Do you think it’s Miss Meadows?” Jack asked, when they were safely away from the dining room, strolling the promenade. It was only a little past noon, so the sun was safely blocked from the long windows by the shadow of the airframe, and if anyone did harbor suspicions about Sebastien, it would do no harm for Sebastien to be seen by midday.


  “One doesn’t find many of the blood in theatre.” Sebastien licked pale lips. “Matinees.”


  “But she’s a motion picture actress–”


  “And how might she explain an inability to shoot outdoor scenes in daylight?”


  “Ah,” Jack said. He raked at his hair, pale curls stretching between his fingers and then springing back. “Besides, why would she turn to Mlle. LeClere when she has two travelling companions of her own?”


  “Mrs. Smith was wearing an open-necked shirtwaist,” Sebastien pointed out.


  In answer, Jack touched his own loosely-knotted cravat. He did not affect the London and Milan fashion of high collars, as Sebastien did. “Mrs. Smith may not be prone to bruising–”


  “She is a very pale blonde.”


  “–or she may be a more intimate friend of Miss Meadows’ than Mlle. LeClere, leaving the evidence… inobvious.” Jack finished, smugly.


  “I am scandalized,” the great detective answered, a small smile warming his lips. They warmed further when Jack checked over his shoulder, and then brushed them with a quick peck.


  “If not Miss Meadows….” Jack said, stepping back.


  “You make assumptions,” Sebastien said. A cardinal sin, and Jack winced to be caught out. “If there is another of the blood aboard this ship… and if Mlle. LeClere is of her court” –the polite term, in preference to any of the myriad crass ones– “it would be the rankest sort of stupidity to murder an old woman.”


  They turned at the wall, and began walking back.


  “Because suspicion would naturally fall on any passenger discovered to be of the blood.”


  “Prejudices die hard,” Sebastien said.


  “I’ve known a few Jews,” Jack said. The dryness that informed his voice was no happenstance. He was one, blond curls and blue eyes and good plain English alias aside. “It’s the same everywhere. And it needn’t be your folk, Sebastien. A disappearance in the absence of any evidence suggests black magic to me. Teleportation, transmutation… what if someone turned her into a frog?”


  “Or a green parrot? And us without a forensic sorcerer anywhere to be found.”


  Jack cleared his throat. “We’ve seen the parrot and Madame Pontchartrain in the same place. So if it is one of yours, and not Miss Meadows, who?”


  “Korvin úr,” Sebastien said, automatically. And then he checked himself. “At a guess.”


  “Good guess,” Jack said. He lowered his voice; they were still alone on their side of the promenade, but below, in the dining room blurrily visible through the interior isinglass, Virgil Allen and Hollis Leatherby had entered and paused beside the drinks caddy. “I’m trying to remember if I’ve heard his name–”


  “Have you?” The tone was sharper than Sebastien had intended. He did not care to be reminded of Jack’s past.


  There were clubs in most cities, places where those who courted the blood congregated, and where those of the blood who were far from their courts and their courtesans could go, for sustenance and for companionship. Names were whispered in those places, and secrets traded.


  It was in one such, in a basement in Budapest, that Sebastien had discovered Jack, a gamin child of eight or nine years, and where he–against his custom and better judgement, and in much the spirit with which one might haggle for a starved dog chained to a railing–had purchased the boy.


  It was three hundred and fifty German marks Sebastien considered very well spent indeed.


  Jack chewed his lip, and then shrugged. “It was a long time ago. I don’t recall.”


  


  


  Jack was still tired from a difficult night, while Sebastien buzzed with energy. It had been unsafe attending to his needs aboard the Hans Glücker, but it would be more unsafe to spend three days and part of a fourth in human company with his skin cold and waxen and his hunger growing. Sebastien wondered if Korvin úr had found himself in similar straits. It was unusual for one of the blood to travel without a companion. Or three.


  Or perhaps the handsome stranger to eye with suspicion wasn’t Lillian Meadows or Oczkar Korvin, but the pale and delicate Mrs. Phoebe Smith. Virgil Allen had a southerner’s bronzed glow, but that could be counterfeited with cosmetics…


  Sebastien paused in the passageway and shook his head, leaning one hand on a cornerpost of the corridor wall. Those, at least, were solid enough to hold his weight, unlike the cloth stretched between them. He was committing the same sin he’d accused Jack of, speculating on small and circumstantial evidence, looking for a monster to explain away what was most likely mere human veniality. Speculation, rather than deduction, and that was no way to solve a crime.


  Assuming any crime had been committed. Which, admittedly, seemed like a fairly safe assumption–but one assumption tended to lead to another.


  He straightened up and squared his shoulders under his coat. The next step must be to interview the witnesses. Particularly, he thought, Mlle. LeClere.


  He was halfway down the spiral stair to the day parlor, following her scent, when something else occurred to him. Her scent. In particular. It had been present in the cabin she shared with Mme. Pontchartrain. As, indeed, had the scents of Mme. Pontchartrain–both her own bodily aroma, and the funereal bouf of roses and chrysanthemums she habitually wore. But there had been no third person’s aroma, and, as Jack had noted, Mme. Pontchartrain did not appear to have even slipped on her nightdress.


  So why had her bunk been rumpled? And not, he thought, rumpled as if someone had slept therein, but rather as if someone had stripped the covers back in hasty investigation, and then smoothed them carelessly.


  That mystery distracted Sebastien to the bottom of the stairs, where he paused and cast left and right, sniffing delicately, for the aroma of lilies, powder, and warm girl that identified Mlle. LeClere.


  Instead, he smelled lilacs and civet and a different warm girl entirely, the scent vanguarding a swish of sensible English wool. “My dear Mrs. Leatherby,” he said, and turned.


  She startled, which had been his intention, and drew herself up short, her skirts swinging heavily about the ankles of her button boots. Gray kid-gloved fingers tensed on the handle of her reticule; there was a tiny snag on her left thumb, a little hole she hadn’t yet sewn up. “Don Sebastien,” she stammered. “I beg your pardon–”


  “I have excellent hearing,” he said, stooping a little to offer her an arm. She accepted it, her fingers curling as convulsively on his sleeve as they had on her handbag.


  “As it happens,” Mrs. Leatherby said in a small voice, “so do I. Which is what I wished to speak with you about, if you do not find me too forward, Don Sebastien.”


  Her steps tarried so he must cut his own stride for fear of dragging her off her feet. He ducked his head to introduce the appearance of intimacy. “Do continue.”


  “I’m sorry,” she said, shivering delicately. “I’m all aflutter. If there’s a killer aboard….”


  “Quite.” He patted her arm, grateful of the long sleeves that would prevent her from noticing how his skin was chill.


  “Last night–” She glanced over her shoulder, and he soothed her with a hand on her hand again. “Last night I heard voices. You must understand that Hollis is a very sound sleeper, Don Sebastien, and he snores quite dreadfully.”


  “Indeed,” he answered, letting her annoying overuse of his name pass unremarked, though it led him to unworthy speculation on whether Mr. Leatherby had perhaps been less oblivious than he seemed to Jack’s shameless flirtation with his wife that first night in the salon, or if the sighs he had breathed had been of relief rather than jealousy. “And this is significant because?…”


  “We sleep away from the other passengers,” Mrs. Leatherby said. “Out of consideration.”


  A benefit of the nearly-empty passenger quarters. “You heard something?” Sebastien asked, understanding dawning. His hair slid down his forehead, and he tossed it back, taking a moment as well to consider the particular hell of a nervous woman with acute hearing paired with a heavy snorer.


  “A man and a woman,” she said, her chin jerking in small, sharp nods. “Speaking French. I recognized the man’s voice as Mister Korvin’s, and is he really a viscount?”


  “Vikomt, in Hungarian,” Sebastien said. “And I have not heard Korvin úr make such a claim. If only this were a sailing vessel, one could examine the peerage in the ship’s library.”


  “Silly me,” Mrs. Leatherby said. “I’m sure you think me a right fool, but it’s so exciting, being abroad and meeting exotic personages with their European manners.” Her hand flew to her mouth, releasing his somewhat crumpled sleeve. “Oh, Sebastien, I’m terribly sorry.”


  “It’s quite all right,” he answered. “No offense taken.” Released of her grip, he took a half-step toward the salon. She tripped after.


  “But I haven’t told you the worst,” she said. Her voice rose, but she had the art of the breathless shriek, like so many Englishwomen, and it wouldn’t carry. He wondered when the pocket handkerchief would emerge, or if she’d skip directly on to the fainting spell.


  “Indeed, Señora,” he said. Perhaps he should resort to his own handkerchief; the lilac was about to make him sneeze. “What did you hear?”


  “I didn’t understand the words, of course, but it had the sound of an argument,” she said. “And afterward… there were other things.” Her lips made a moue of distaste.


  “Ah,” Sebastien said. “Say no more. Did you recognize the lady’s voice?”


  “They were speaking French,” she repeated, insistently.


  “Of course,” Sebastien answered. With a great and distancing show of gallantry, he stepped forward and opened the door to the salon for her, sweeping an outrageous bow. “That does narrow the field somewhat, now doesn’t it?”


  


  


  Chapter IV


  


  


  Unfortunately, his intention of speaking to Mlle. LeClere was foiled by the continuing presence of Miss Meadows. The ladies had been joined by Mr. Allen and Korvin úr, and judging by the way Mlle. LeClere was leaning on Oczkar Korvin’s arm, Miss Meadow’s presence was all that was preventing a scandal–an irony which Sebastien savored, briefly.


  He understood the urge. A young woman rarely–perhaps never–found herself released on her own recognizance. It must seem a heady interlude in such a constrained life, and he couldn’t grudge her taking advantage of it, when it would be back to her ordained task of trapping a man when she made landfall. The Hans Glücker was, in any case, a relatively safe place to sow wild oats.


  Or should have been, to all rights, if there had not been a potential murderer aboard.


  As soon as Sebastien could decently extract himself from Mrs. Leatherby, he went in search of the infinitely preferable American lady, Mrs. Smith. At the very least, she could no doubt tell him a little something about Miss Lillian Meadows and Mr. Virgil Allen.


  He found her on the promenade. Lingering would become a tricky proposition as the sun slid down before the nose of the dirigible, but for now the long shadows kept him safe. Phoebe Smith stood at the forward-most reach of the promenade, under the nose of the airframe. She held her hard-backed black notebook left-handed and scribbled busily with the right, her ink-stained fingers embracing the grip of a tortoiseshell fountain pen.


  She sniffed as he came up beside her, and said, with great satisfaction, “Did you know, Don Sebastien, that were we to ascend very much further, the drop in air pressure would cause the ink in my pen to expand, resulting in an oozing mess?” She turned to him, and held it up beside her face for inspection. The nib gleamed dully in the indirect light, a hairline of black demonstrating the split, but Sebastien focused past it. At her face, her pallor, the whiteness of her lips where they tightened over her teeth, the faintly visible capillaries warming her pale cheeks.


  “You’re staring, Don Sebastien.”


  He glanced quickly down so she would not see him fail to blush. “So it would appear. Is the material any good?”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  He gestured to the crawling sea below the isinglass. “You must be working on a novel.”


  “Only scribbling observations. It’s what I do.”


  “Scribble?”


  “Observe.”


  “And eavesdrop.”


  “That, too.” And yes, she could blush, a delicate seashell glow across her cheeks. “Fortunately, I am discreet.”


  “And unshockable.”


  “Quite,” she said, after a short pause. She capped the pen and clipped it to a cord around her neck, so that it slid out of sight between her breasts. She marked her place in the notebook with a ribbon and stowed that, as well, in her reticule. “Your young ward thinks highly of you.”


  Sebastien could no more blanch than he could blush, and this once he thanked Providence for it. They had been quiet–ferociously quiet, fiercely quiet–but Jack had not been able to stifle a gasp against his fist, or the sharp single flex of his hips that had shaken the aluminum frame of the bunk when Sebastien’s fangs slipped in.


  At that, he was quieter than Sebastien had been in his own time.


  “He is very dear to me as well,” Sebastien answered. “And your travelling companions? Do you think highly of them?”


  Her true smile dazzled. Gone was the contrived, ladylike lift of her mouth at the corners. This was honest mirth, and it included Sebastien rather than mocking him. “I find them a font of human detail,” she said. “A veritable education.”


  “On what do they educate you?”


  “On the unpleasant nature of seduction,” she said, in a softer tone. She leaned forward, hands braced on the promenade railing, to stare down at the sea below and the Hans Glücker’s attendant flock of gulls. The white birds did not seem to care that the ship they followed flew rather than floated. “I would not ever care to find myself on the sort of string upon which Miss Meadows keeps Mr. Allen.”


  It struck home. Sebastien leaned against the railing beside her, and spoke in French. “Or upon which I keep Jack?”


  She tilted her head, watching him from the corner of pale eyes. She didn’t shift away, and when she answered it was in the same language. “I didn’t say it.”


  “Did you need to?”


  “Don Sebastien,” she said. “Is it you who has the young Mr. Priest on a string? Or perhaps the other way around?”


  “Ach.” He pushed himself straight against the railing. “Mutual dependency. How unflattering.”


  “How very like a marriage.” She fiddled one pearl earring, refusing to meet his eyes. “No, perhaps you should look to Korvin úr and Mlle. LeClere, if you wish to see a troublesome partnership breeding.”


  “Are they partners?”


  “He makes her cry,” Mrs. Smith said, dropping into English again. “And while she seeks refuge and distraction with Lillian–with Miss Meadows–she does not return Korvin úr’s notes unread, either.”


  “She encourages him.”


  “She breathes for him, Don Sebastien,” Mrs. Smith said. “And Lillian thinks it’s funny.”


  


  


  When Sebastien returned to the salon, he watched for it. Conveniently, Allen, Korvin, Mlle. LeClere, and Miss Meadows were still present, playing whist under an electric light. Ladies were partnered against gentlemen, and Mlle. LeClere and Miss Meadows were winning–on brass moreso than chivalry.


  Sebastien swirled a cognac in a balloon glass and lounged in the armchair he’d appropriated, back in the corner beside the door, pretending to read a four-day-old Times of London. He had a knack for vanishing into the shadows when he cared to, and as long as he didn’t snap the paper or rattle his cufflinks the card players in their armchairs seemed to have more or less forgotten him. Except for Oczkar Korvin, who never glanced over at all, as if he were consciously ignoring Sebastien’s presence.


  The Hungarian was of a yellowish complexion, which could have been natural, but also made it more difficult to tell if he blanched where his hand pressed the cards. But then Mlle. LeClere stood between tricks, laying her hand tidily face-down and fetched drinks for the table–sherry for herself, whisky for Miss Meadows and Mr. Allen, and a plum brandy for Korvin úr. Mademoiselle slipped the glass into his hand rather than set beside him so she had the excuse to brush her fingers across his palm. And then, Sebastien saw him lift the glass to his lips, his throat working as he swallowed.


  Korvin murmured something in Mlle. LeClere’s ear that made her blush. When he turned and saluted Sebastien, the level of the gold-tinged transparent fluid had fallen. Sebastien toasted him back and raised the cognac to his lips, heady fumes searing his nostrils. He tilted the glass, so the cognac touched his lips, and feigned drinking, watching Korvin’s smile, and wondering what, exactly, he was up against.


  Observing the dynamics at the table made an interesting pastime. The four played intently, without excess table talk. They were all subdued and prone to starting at small noises, but Sebastien judged that more likely the nervousness of the herd when it cannot place the predator than any effect of guilt.


  Allen kept his eyes on Miss Meadows rather than on his partner, as Mrs. Smith had predicted. As a result, he gave away easy tricks, plainly displeasing Korvin. As for Mlle. LeClere, she made an interesting subject. She sat across from Miss Meadows, and kept her gaze almost exclusively on the actress’ face in a manner that might have mimicked infatuation if it was not for the narrow line between her brows. The expression made her seem less like love’s supplicant, and more like a dog eagerly seeking any clue to its master’s mind.


  Amidst this, however, she turned the rare fawning glance on Korvin, and seemed only to speak to Allen to apologize to him–peculiar, after her friendliness of the previous evening. Whatever had transpired, however, it wasn’t sufficient to keep her away from the table, and there didn’t seem to be any enmity between them. Just a sort of chariness like two cats ignoring one another’s presence on the bed.


  The impasse persisted unaltered until the door slipped open and Hollis Leatherby entered. Sebastien was the only one present who did not startle spectacularly. He had the advantage of having heard and identified Leatherby’s step in the corridor, but he feigned a little rustle anyway.


  The sound of the paper caught Leatherby’s attention. He turned from the ladies and the gentlemen at the card table as if they did not exist–not quite a cut direct, but sharp enough–and took a place opposite Sebastien, in the second of three matching chairs. Across the salon, play continued uninterrupted after the first brief flurry of glances. “Don Sebastien,” he said.


  “Mr. Leatherby,” Sebastien answered. He folded the paper in half and set his drink on the side table, centering it carefully on a cork and wicker coaster. “You seem refreshingly unaffected by the general air of nervousness.”


  “Do I?” Leatherby leaned forward, elbows on the arms of the chair, and hunched between his shoulders. “I wonder, have you seen my wife?”


  “Half an hour or so ago. I left her here, but when I returned–” Sebastien shrugged. “I have not seen her since.”


  “Damn it,” Leatherby said, a flash of real temper roughening his voice. “She wasn’t on the promenade.”


  “Perhaps she went to lie down. She seemed rather peaked.”


  “And what’s that supposed to mean?” Leatherby’s voice escalated enough that Korvin’s head turned, though the other three kept their shoulders set and stared firmly at their cards, a reversal of earlier roles that Sebastien would once have found amusing.


  Sebastien held up his hand, mildly, the palm open and facing Leatherby. “It was merely an observation. Really, sir, you are so quick to take offense. One might almost suppose a guilty conscience.”


  It was provoking, and meant to be. He didn’t like Leatherby: didn’t like the way he’d dismissed Jack, for one thing, and furthermore didn’t like his sharp temper, now that he’d experienced it himself. Careful, Sebastien.


  Leatherby drew himself out of the chair, his chest puffed up. “Are you accusing me of something, Don Sebastien?”


  “Oh, not at all,” Sebastien said. “But I’m also not casting aspersions on the delightful Mrs. Leatherby. So please, there’s no need for hackles raised.” As he said it, he couldn’t remember if it was a common English expression. The languages would run together.


  Judging by Leatherby’s eyebrow, it wasn’t. Ah, well. Quirks of speech were the least of Sebastien’s problems. Steadfastly, he refused to stand. “Really,” he said. “I imagine she went to lie down. You might look for her there.”


  Leatherby gave him one more brow-crumpled look and headed for the door. Sebastien heaved a sigh of relief when it closed behind him, and looked up to meet the eyes of Virgil Allen, who was paused beside the caddy, pouring whisky into a still-damp glass. “My money’s on the Chinese. For what it’s worth.”


  “I see.” Sebastien reached for his cognac, wishing he dared to drink it. “Any reason in particular?”


  “Just a feeling,” Allen answered. “Could be nothing. Probably is,” he amended, when Sebastien’s arched eyebrow did not waver. “Still, you know those Chinese have got magicians we don’t know anything about in the West.”


  “I’ve heard that,” Sebastien said. “I’ve also heard a lot about your American hexes and… gris gris, is it?”


  “Voudou,” Allen supplied. “Mademoiselle LeClere could tell you more about it, I imagine. The Carolinas are civilized; that’s her country.”


  


  


  Chapter V


  


  


  Jack appeared fifteen minutes later. His color was recovering, though he looked entirely too bright-eyed to have slept the afternoon away. He arrowed straight to Sebastien and plunked down beside him, lifting the cognac glass from his hand without so much as a greeting. His fingers stroked Sebastien’s and Sebastien flinched, but managed not to glance guiltily at Korvin úr.


  “It makes you dizzy,” Sebastien said.


  “Medicinal purposes,” Jack said, and sipped the amber liquor. “The sun’s under the bow.”


  “Thank you. I’ve strolled enough for one day.”


  “I think you’ll stroll more, when I tell you what I learned.”


  “When you were supposed to be resting.”


  Jack shrugged. “Ask me who the officer of the watch was last night,” he purred, waiting for Sebastien’s eyebrows to rise before nodding. “Captain Hoak.”


  “You’re entirely too smug for that to be all.”


  “The logbook,” Jack said, and paused for a sip of cognac, his cheeks hollowing as he rolled it over his tongue. He flirted at Sebastien through lowered lashes, and Sebastien folded his newspaper with a snap that turned Virgil Allen’s head. The American cleared his throat and glanced quickly back at his cards. “Shows some inconsistencies. It would appear that the Captain’s pen ran dry of ink, and he refilled it, but the blacks do not match. One is a German black, and one is French, and greener. He must have bought ink in Calais.”


  “What was amended?”


  “The time of the three a.m. tour was entered, I would guess, simultaneously with the data for the five a.m. tour. But rest of the entry was written earlier. And the pen was not skipping, which indicates that somewhere between entering the notes and entering the time, the captain did some other writing. Or perhaps changed pens.”


  The words were low, more shape than breath, for Sebastien’s ears alone.


  “Jack, you’re a marvel,” Sebastien said. And then he paused, amused pride replaced by an irrational spike of jealousy, as if he’d bought more of Jack than his freedom, that night in Budapest. And after years of work in making Jack understand that Sebastien didn’t own him, and never meant to. “And how did you gain access?”


  “Sebastien,” Jack said, suddenly serious, his voice still soft, as Sebastien swallowed and sat back, his teeth cutting his gums and the inside of his lips in violent–and unwarranted–reaction. “All I did was flirt.”


  “One might almost say that all you do is flirt,” Sebastien said, sourly, but then forced himself to sit back in his chair. “I’m sorry, Jack. That was unkind.”


  Jack only smiled, his delicate hands cupped around the bell of the glass. “One scandal draws attention from another,” he said, and let one shoulder rise and fall, graceful as a girl. When he gestured with Sebastien’s glass, he led with his wrist, as languidly as Miss Meadows could have managed.


  “Terrible boy,” Sebastien said, hiding his relief more successfully than he’d hidden his jealousy. And what will you do, Sebastien, you old fool, when he’s a grown man and wants more of a life than you can offer him?


  Not too much longer now. And Sebastien had no answer.


  


  


  Sebastien’s opportunistic stalking of Mlle. LeClere came to naught, as she left with Korvin úr–ostensibly to change for dinner, but in actuality trotting alongside him with quite pathetic focus–after the card game broke up. Will the girl never be alone? he thought, and settled behind his paper so Miss Meadows and Mr. Allen would not see him seem to rush out after, while Jack made a ceremony of dispensing with the dirtied glass and adjourning up the stairs. He’d keep an eye on Mlle. LeClere, and if Sebastien could not catch her alone, perhaps she’d be more amenable to Jack’s pale beauty.


  Mr. Allen packed up his cards and offered Miss Meadows his elbow and they too adjourned a moment later, nodding to Sebastien as they passed. As for Sebastien, he set the paper down and leaned his head back against the chair, closing his eyes, to wait out the day. So Korvin was not of the blood. Even that much liquor would have made him terribly sick, if he were. And–as Jack had noted–the sun was under the bow. Sebastien himself would not risk wandering the airship–he checked his pocket watch, stroking the pad of his thumb over the cool, engraved surface–for at least another fifteen minutes.


  He rose from his chair and began to pace. If Korvin were not of the blood, he could be so many other things–a ghul, a necromancer… a garden-variety rapist and murderer, for that matter. Sebastien did not fool himself that such men limited their predations to beautiful maidens, or even that a rapist’s particular intent was lust, whatever the erotic fantasies expressed in tawdry paperbacks.


  Sebastien, as it happened, knew a thing or two about predators.


  And would Mlle. LeClere lie for such a man? As smitten as she was, Sebastien had no doubt at all. In addition, Korvin úr was at least trying to give the impression that he knew something about Sebastien.


  Sebastien mused on that for a few moments, straightening pictures that did not need it, and shook his head. There were still pieces missing.


  He checked his watch again, though he knew the time, and turned toward the door. He would dress in his evening clothes, and if he could not cut Mlle. LeClere out of the crowd for a word in private, it was time to beg the captain’s assistance in the matter. There were only two days and a few hours more until the Hans Glücker made landfall in New Amsterdam. And if Mme. Pontchartrain had not yet been discovered–in the passenger quarters or in the airframe–Sebastien did not believe she would be.


  If that made him a cynic, well then, so be it.


  As he was reaching for the doorlatch, however, he paused. Someone was on the other side. Someone male, and by his breathing, he was nerving himself to some action.


  Sebastien paused and stepped back, waiting with his hands at his sides. The American, Allen, by his scent. And nervous rather than angry, praise God for small mercies.


  If only it were that easy to identify another of the blood–but contrary to common myth, Sebastien’s brothers and sisters in immortality smelled no different dead than they had alive. And his ears weren’t quite acute enough to listen for the sound of a human heart. Alas. It would be nice to be more than mundanely supernatural.


  Sebastien stood and waited, and at length the door slid open. Virgil Allen started to see him waiting there, hands at his sides, but recovered quickly. “Don Sebastien,” he said. “May I enter?”


  “This is a public space,” Sebastien said, but made no move to surrender the center of the chamber.


  Virgil Allen stepped inside, and shut the door behind himself. He coughed and cleared his throat. “Miss Meadows wishes to make an offer.” He extended his right hand, staring resolutely at the floor between Sebastien’s boots while blushing furiously. A folded sheet of cream-colored paper rested between his thumb and forefinger. Sebastien extracted it, broke the still-warm seal, and flipped it open while Allen twisted his boot against the rug.


  The letter was brief.


  My dear Señor de Ulloa


  I hope my note does not seem too forward, but it seems to me that I have heard your name–and that of the delightful Mr. Priest–before. It wasn’t until this afternoon that it came to me; of course, we are mutual acquaintances of Mr. Iain MacDonald of Edinburgh, and I believe you and he are members of the same club.


  While I myself do not have that honor, I would be very gratified if you would agree to join me for drinks and conversation after dinner tonight. My dear Virgil will be happy to bear your reply.


  Yours truly,


  Miss Lillian Meadows


  Iain MacDonald was a bookseller. And a bit more than that; he was also, as Miss Meadows suggested, an old friend of Sebastien’s and the proprietor of one of the less shady of the underground meeting places. Casually, Sebastien folded the note and slipped it into his breast pocket. “Thank the lady, Mr. Allen, but I will be unable to join her tonight.”


  “She–” Allen hesitated, obviously both relieved by Sebastien’s answer and concerned that the news would be unwelcome. “She said, if you were other otherwise occupied, to inquire as to whether you understood her offer.”


  “I do,” Sebastien said. “And I thank her, but no. I cannot oblige.”


  Mr. Allen nodded and stepped back, clearing Sebastien’s path to the door.


  “Gracias.” Sebastien stepped forward. He paused with his hand on the latch, and said over his shoulder, “Mr. Allen?”


  “Sir?”


  “You shouldn’t permit her to take such advantage of you, Mr. Allen. It’s undignified.” The American was still gaping after Sebastien as the detective took his leave with a nod, before stepping into the corridor.


  


  


  Jack was fretting in their stateroom, or rather, the cubbyhole that passed for it, but he was dressed for dinner and had Sebastien’s evening clothes laid out and brushed. Sebastien paused with the curtain in his hand, and said, “Are you my valet, now?”


  “No,” Jack replied, turning to the mirror to settle his bow tie, “he’s following by steamer with our luggage. Unless you sacked him, too… Oh. You did, didn’t you?”


  “Sacking, in your colorful idiom, would indicate I found some flaw in his service.”


  Jack sighed, giving Sebastien his shoulder. “I just thought you’d appreciate it if your clothes were ready. Tomorrow, I’ll crumple them in the corner.”


  “I’m sorry.” Sebastien let the curtain fall closed behind him. “I didn’t mean it that way.” He hesitated, and went to pick up the suit on its hangar. “Did you discover anything about Korvin úr and Mademoiselle LeClere?”


  “She’s going to have some fast explaining to do on her wedding night,” Jack said, in Greek. “It would tell us why she didn’t hear anything last night, if she slipped out of the cabin. And what if it was her nightgown that wasn’t rumpled? I suppose keeping Madame Pontchartrain silent about something like that would be as good a reason as any to kill her. You don’t suppose Mademoiselle LeClere stands to inherit?”


  Sebastien harrumphed. “We shall ask the captain for access to Madame’s papers, again.”


  Jack raised a perceptive eyebrow. “What’s upsetting you, Sebastien?”


  “Is it so obvious?”


  “To me,” Jack said. He took the evening coat out of Sebastien’s hands, set it aside, and began untying Sebastien’s necktie and unbuttoning his collar. “You’ll want a fresh shirt.”


  “Yes, dear,” Sebastien said, and suffered himself to be dressed like a girl’s paper doll. “Miss Meadows knows, Jack.”


  Jack paused in his work and looked up. He would never be a tall man, but he was a man, and Sebastien was never more disinclined to forget it than when Jack primped into his fey, adolescent persona. “Isn’t that the point of all this?” A fluid, dismissive wave. “I’m of age, if anyone asks. And don’t I remember you making me wait until I was. How many times did I offer before I turned sixteen?”


  “One hundred and thirty-one,” Sebastien said. “And no. I mean she’s in the club.”


  “What about the matinees?” Jack stepped back, Sebastien’s collar draped limp as a dead snake over his hand.


  “Not of the blood.” He let it hang until Jack’s frown deepened from a pin scratch to a furrow. “An admirer.”


  “Oh, no you don’t,” Jack muttered. He tossed the collar aside and reached out, knotting his hands in Sebastien’s hair. “Just because I’ve got to give you back to whatever court you assemble in New Amsterdam, Sebastien, doesn’t mean this trip isn’t mine. You promised.”


  And what would his blood brothers think, Sebastien wondered, if they could see him now, pinned down and soundly kissed by a courtesan two-thirds his size?


  They would think he was eccentric, of course, and too lenient with his pets.


  But Sebastien was old enough to be excused a certain measure of eccentricity. And he’d long ago realized he preferred the mayfly society of humans to that of the blood. The blood took everything so seriously, as if they passed into that stage of human aging when mortals realized that the world turned like a wheel, and then through it, to a place where the natural cycles of success and catastrophe must be arrested. Before they could inconvenience–or worse, annoy–anyone.


  Jack stopped kissing him before he’d rumpled his evening clothes, but after Sebastien’s teeth–sharpening in reaction–had furthered their earlier damage to his own lips and gums. Fortunately, he healed fast.


  Jack wouldn’t have. And it was mad of him to tempt Sebastien so soon after a feeding; Sebastien could control himself, and–barring disaster–he wouldn’t need more until they were well grounded in New Amsterdam. But Sebastien also needed far more than Jack had to give. Which was why those of the blood who did not care to hunt for their suppers had courts and courtesans, and not simply a favorite or two. A pint a month, any healthy adult could spare. The same twice a week was slow death–even though the blood, in Sebastien’s considered opinion, was merely a metaphor for something more… exalted.


  It warmed Sebastien as thoroughly as that mouthful of blood would have, though, to see Jack’s jealousy.


  


  


  Chapter VI


  


  


  Dinner passed uneventfully. Jack demonstrated a certain hesitancy in circumventing the pork roast, but–given two lunches–he extemporized around the fish and salad courses and, with the addition of Sebastien’s dessert to his own, made a satisfactory supper. Sebastien disarrayed his food artfully to produce the illusion of dining, a sleight of hand that had served him well over the years.


  After dining, the ladies excused themselves before the men adjourned to the smoking room. Sebastien took advantage of the exodus to plead a headache and an aversion to cigars and make his own escape. If Sebastien ventured into the smoking room, he’d be smelling stale tobacco for days. Jack, who numbered cigars among his bad habits as well as brandy–quite the young rakehell, he was growing into, and Sebastien had no-one to blame but himself–would report if anything interesting transpired.


  Sebastien had fairer prey.


  The passenger room at the head of the stairs was the least desirable, and on an airship as unpeopled as the Hans Glücker, it was understandably deserted. Sebastien slipped inside, leaving the light fixture shrouded, and settled on the lower bunk to wait.


  A human–or even a younger blood–might have brought reading material, something with which to while away the hours. Sebastien simply closed his eyes in the dark, leaned his shoulder on the bedpost, and listened to the Hans Glücker drift.


  An airship was no more silent in her passage than a sailing vessel. Through the deck, Sebastien could feel the thrum of engines, the almost-subliminal vibration of the cables containing the gas bags within the lifting body, the way the giant aircraft moved in response to the wind plucking at its control cabin and fabric skin. He listened to the ship in the night, and let his mind wander. It was a kind of meditation, and sometimes it helped him uncover surprising truths.


  Now, it led him back to Mme. Pontchartrain’s cabin, and the disarrayed papers, and the amended logbook. But those items refused to resolve into a pattern, no matter how many angles he turned them to or stared at them from. He found himself instead musing on Mrs. Leatherby, and her blatant attempt to feed him information. Probably accurate information, as it happened. But he was not blind to the manipulation.


  A step on the stair and the swish of a woman’s skirt brought him from his reverie. A small woman, by the weight of her footfall, and so either Mrs. Smith or Mlle. LeClere. And while he would have been happier to see Mrs. Smith–he was beginning to give some serious thought to wooing her; he would need friends and courtesans in America–he hoped it was, at last, Mlle. LeClere.


  Alone.


  He smoothed his hair with both hands, the mirror no use to him, and stepped into the corridor. And almost into the young Frenchwoman’s arms.


  She gave a startled squeak and might have toppled down the stairs if he hadn’t caught her wrist and landed her. Instead she tottered and collapsed forward into his arms; he took two quick steps back to set her at arm’s length. “Mademoiselle,” he said. “Forgive me. Are you all right?”


  “Fine,” she said, and shrugged his hands off. “I’ll just–”


  “Not at all.” He stepped aside, and then fell in beside her when she advanced. “I’ve been meaning to speak to you alone.”


  “That’s hardly seemly, monsieur.” She stepped faster, but he kept up with ease.


  “I did not think you the sort of young lady who concerned herself with appearances,” he countered. The reached the cabin she had until recently shared with Mme. Pontchartrain, and Mlle. LeClere moved as if to push Sebastien aside. He caught her elbow and turned her.


  “Monsieur,” she said. “I will shout.”


  “And I will tell the Captain that you lied about where you were last night.”


  She held herself stiff for a moment, her chin lifted, her lips pressed suddenly thin. And then, abruptly, she deflated, sagging inside the confines of her corset. “Damn you,” she whispered. “What do you want?”


  “Mademoiselle,” Sebastien answered, “we all have secrets. I wish only to discover what became of your chaperone. Will you tell me where you were last night?”


  “With Oczkar,” she said, hopelessly. “I knew Mme. Pontchartrain had a taste for laudanum, you see, and sometimes she did not even remove her clothes of an evening, when she had indulged–”


  “And your absence would not wake her from her dreams.”


  “Indeed,” she said, hopelessly. “But I did not kill her. I did not even provide the drug–”


  “Hush,” Sebastien said. He brushed her cheek with cool fingers. “You do not need to justify yourself to me.”


  


  


  “Was she lying?” Jack asked, in the darkness.


  “I don’t believe so.” Sebastien did not sleep. But he occupied his pajamas nonetheless, and lay on Jack’s bunk beside him, listening to Jack breathe, inches away in the quiet darkness. “So what do we know, then?”


  “That we can cross Korvin and LeClere off our list of suspects.” Jack spoke very softly, just for Sebastien’s ears, both of them aware of Mrs. Smith sleeping peacefully on the other side of the doped fabric wall. Faintly, distantly, Sebastien could hear Hollis Leatherby snoring.


  “Unless they did it together.”


  “Then no-one has an alibi.”


  “Not even you.”


  “Alas,” Jack said. He shifted under the covers, leaning his head on Sebastien’s shoulder. “We know Mrs. Smith is an inveterate eavesdropper. We know Captain Hoak–or somebody feigning his handwriting–made an inconsistent entry in the logbook. We know Mme. Pontchartrain disappeared between drinks and breakfast. We can speculate that Korvin and Meadows had some sort of prior arrangement to travel together, or that Corvin and LeClere did–aside from the tour group, I mean. Five colonials and one European, that’s a bit odd, isn’t it? Is that something you can inquire after with Mrs. Smith?”


  “I thought you didn’t approve of Mrs. Smith.”


  “She’s just your type,” Jack said, feigning placidity. “And I know very well that we can’t get along in America, just the two of us, without friends.”


  “You are a practical soul, dear boy,” Sebastien said, and turned to kiss Jack’s forehead. “We also know that Beatrice Leatherby has some agenda that involves incriminating Korvin.”


  “Or Mademoiselle LeClere.”


  “Just so. Extending that last point, we know that there is some mysterious tension between the Leatherbys and the other passengers. We know Korvin úr may very well be something other than he seems, but that he is not of the blood.”


  “We know Miss Meadows knows that you are.” Sebastien could hear Jack’s frown in his voice.


  “And we know that this dirigible is currently host to any number of unsavory relationships.”


  “Is that so?” Jack asked, propping himself on his elbows, his silhouette barely visible in the dim light that slipped around the edges of the lampshade.


  “Unfortunately,” Sebastien answered, sitting up, “it appears to be a motif. You should sleep, Jack.”


  Jack caught his wrist. “Madame’s papers appeared to have been riffled. Hurriedly. But you said no one but she and Mlle. LeClere had been in the cabin.”


  Sebastien nodded. “I did, didn’t I? I wonder if I could have been mistaken.”


  “Anise oil confuses bloodhounds,” Jack said, slyly.


  Sebastien snorted.


  “We also now know that Madame Pontchartrain was an opium addict.”


  “Such harsh terms for a little genteel laudanum use.” And then Sebastien stopped, freed his right hand, and used it to stroke Jack’s curls, thoughtfully. “Jack, when we searched Madame Pontchartrain’s room–”


  Jack stiffened. “No laudanum bottle.”


  “Indeed,” Sebastien answered. “And isn’t that a curious thing?”


  


  


  Chapter VII


  


  


  Long before first light, when Jack was sleeping soundly, Sebastien dressed and slipped from the cabin. This time, the lack of doors that locked and fastened abetted him. He paused in the corridor, listening for activity, and heard only even breathing and faint snores. Slowly, he descended the stairs, which neither creaked nor settled under his weight, and paused at the bottom landing.


  Pretend you are a murderer, Sebastien thought, and permitted himself a smile he would never have worn around a mortal, friend or foe. It even felt unpleasant on his face.


  If I wanted to murder someone, though–


  No. He turned back, and regarded the stairs, lit green by emergency lights. Sebastien was considerably stronger and more agile than a human man, and he could not have maneuvered even a small unconscious woman down those stairs without waking the ship. The forward stairs were no better–and closer to the occupied sleeping chambers. If she had come this way, she had not been dragged.


  Which meant that if Mme. Pontchartrain had not gone up, into the airframe–and the search there had revealed no sign–then, barring sorcery, she had come down under her own power.


  And, also barring sorcery, Mlle. LeClere had lied again, because if she had left Mme. Pontchartrain drugged insensate, then there was no way Mme. Pontchartrain could have gotten down these stairs.


  In the absence of a Crown Investigator or a Zaubererdetektiv, Sebastien found he must reluctantly shelve the idea of sorcery–at least until they made landfall in New Amsterdam. Where, it happened, there was a Detective Crown Investigator, the most notorious of the scant three the British-American colonies boasted.


  Under German law, while he was no more welcome in most men’s houses than… than Mrs. Zhang and Mr. Cui, he was not proscribed. In British America, however, the blood were outlawed. Those Crown rules had not been generally enforced since the seventeenth century, but were kept on the books for convenience’s sake in troublesome cases.


  And so, it would be entirely best for Sebastien to have this mystery resolved by the time DCI Garrett arrived on the scene–or the scene, as the case might be, arrived in her jurisdiction.


  So it had better not be sorcery, hadn’t it?


  He paused. Of course, there was one very easy way to tell if it potentially could be sorcery. And that could be addressed in the morning. In the meantime, however–


  Sebastien heard crisply military footsteps, and started forward. A few steps took him around the corner, and into the path of the watch officer. Tonight, it was the first mate, who tipped his hat and kept on walking, obviously accustomed to sleepless passengers.


  “Guten Morgen,” he said, the first mate echoing his words. As he passed, Sebastien checked his watch. Three oh eight. “Herr Pfrommer?”


  The first mate checked his stride and turned back. “Ja, mein Herr?”


  Briefly, Sebastien outlined what he proposed, and when it seemed as if the officer would protest, held up his hand. “Please check with the captain,” he said. “I will abide by his decision.”


  Herr Pfrommer clicked his heels, a tradition Sebastien had considered happily buried until that moment, and carried on with his rounds. And Sebastien sighed and took himself down to the control cabin before the officer returned, or the sun came up.


  The Hans Glücker didn’t have a hanging gondola, as a smaller dirigible might. Most of its passenger and crew facilities were inside the airframe, with only a small control cabin protruding underneath the nose of the ship. Sebastien walked forward past the salon and smoking room, down the white-walled corridor which provided access to the washrooms, crew quarters, and the galley by means of German-labeled doors. The hum of the engines was louder, here. They extended from either side of the ship on sets of pontoons, and one of the main struts ran through behind the forward door that would have brought him into the control cabin.


  It was locked, of course.


  Fortunately, among all his other skills, Jack could pick a lock. And it was Sebastien who taught him.


  Sebastien unpinned his cravat–the jewel was set in gold, but the stick pin itself was steel–and with its offices and those of a bit of wire, he managed the lock by touch in seconds. He opened the door and let himself through, and proceeded down a short flight of stairs.


  The pilot didn’t turn. He spoke, though–in German, of course. “You’re back very soon, Herr Pfrommer.”


  “I am not Herr Pfrommer,” Sebastien said, and when the pilot started and turned, producing a weapon, Sebastien stood with both hands raised and open, having dropped wire and pin into his pocket. “I am sorry. The door was open, and I–”


  “You are investigating?”


  “Yes.” Sebastien smiled. “How many pilots are on this ship, sir?”


  “Two,” he answered. He checked his controls and locked them in position, and then turned back to Sebastien.


  “Heel and toe watches?” Twelve hours on and twelve off, that meant. A grueling schedule.


  “Yes, mein Herr.”


  “So it was not you to whom my ward spoke this afternoon.”


  “I went to my bunk at six–” the pilot began, and then pressed his lips together. “What did your young man tell you about Franz?”


  “Just that he was charming,” Sebastien lied, taking the opportunity to survey the control cabin. It was small, and while there was an exit door, it was clearly visible from the pilot’s position. “And that he gave Jack a tour of the control cabin. Tell me, mein Herr, did you leave your post at all last night?”


  “Only to visit the washroom,” the pilot said. “And for my coffee and dinner breaks. The officer of the watch takes control during that time.” He checked his watch–a wristwatch, favored by aviators, rather than a pocket watch. “I’ll take my second break as soon as the first mate returns from his rounds, in fact. My relief arrives at six hundred hours.”


  “Your dinner break is at three hundred.”


  “Three twenty,” the pilot corrected.


  “Thank you,” Sebastien said. It was perhaps three twelve. “I can show myself out. Oh–” He paused with his hand on the latch. “Can you tell me where rubbish is disposed of, please?”


  “There are receptacles in the washrooms–”


  “No, I mean once it is collected. Is it hauled on to New Amsterdam?”


  “That would be a waste of the weight allowance,” the pilot said. “It’s cast overboard. It helps to counterbalance any hydrogen leakage that occurs via diffusion through the gas bags.”


  “And it’s dumped from where?”


  “The side corridor outside the galley,” the pilot said. “There are rolling bins to collect the trash, and a chute.”


  “Thank you,” Sebastien said, and took himself outside again.


  


  


  When Jack awoke, Sebastien was waiting. He leaned against the wall beside the porthole light. The cabin’s sole piece of furniture besides the bed was a luggage stool for the cabin bags. That stool stood on Sebastien’s left hand, under the light, and a white tented shape occupied its flat top. “Sebastien?”


  “Cover your eyes,” Sebastien said. Jack obeyed, and Sebastien flipped up the shade on the light. Jack lowered his hands, blinking, and pushed himself upright on the bed, tousled and puffy-cheeked as a child.


  “What did you find?”


  “Laudanum,” Sebastien answered, and uncovered the glinting, pale blue rectangular bottle, still full almost to the bottom of its long neck. “And barely a mouthful gone.”


  There were new technologies that might be used to recover latent fingerprints from smooth, imporous objects, such as the surface of a glass bottle. The materials–lamp black, fine brushes, adhesive cellophane tape–which Sebastien would need to carry out such research would be available in New Amsterdam. As would the infamous–and, by reputation, formidable–DCI Abigail Irene Garrett. The Crown Investigator would wield an arsenal of forensic sorcery, and numbered among its functions would be spells capable of linking the murder weapon to the murderer. Assuming the laudanum was the murder weapon, and not a middle-aged widow’s comfort, as Mlle. LeClere had suggested.


  “Boss!” Jack exclaimed, bounding out of bed.


  


  


  Chapter VIII


  


  


  In the morning, they strip-searched the passengers.


  The process required some orchestration, as of course neither Sebastien nor Jack could examine the female passengers. This inconvenience was surmounted by sending Mlle. LeClere, Mrs. Smith, Mrs. Zhang, Miss Meadows, and Mrs. Leatherby aside as a group to examine each other, with the airship’s two chambermaids and one female washroom attendant acting as matrons in the smoking room, while the men occupied the larger lounge. From the giggling that ensued, either all eight of them were in collusion, or all eight of them were agreed that men, in general, were a ridiculous species though perhaps best humored.


  Meanwhile, Sebastien and Captain Hoak examined the unclothed chest of each of the men.


  It was not an absolute test, of course, but if any of them were a university-trained sorcerer (as opposed to a hedge-wizard or conjurer) he would have borne on his chest the ineradicable mark of his training, a sigil tattooed over the sternum. The mark would be red for the great universities at Oxford, Wittenberg, Paris, Rome, and Kyiv, black for lesser colleges.


  There were no schools for sorcerers in Spain.


  The sigil would be an outline for a wizard who had matriculated, fully inked for a graduate. But it would be there.


  It came as little surprise to Sebastien that Oczkar Korvin, who had maneuvered to be last in line, said softly “I believe this is what you are looking for,” and unbuttoned the breast of his shirt to reveal a black-inked design the size of a cigarette case. “Prague,” he said. “Eighteen seventy-nine. Are you going to arrest me?”


  “Not only on the strength of that,” Sebastien said. “Mademoiselle LeClere, however, has twice lied–and claimed you as her alibi. Tell me–did she hope to inherit, when Madame Pontchartrain was gone?”


  “Neither Mademoiselle LeClere nor I had anything to do with Madame’s disappearance,” Korvin said. “Nor do I expect you have anything but circumstantial evidence to suggest it.”


  Sebastien smiled, his shoulders and chest tightening as he considered the probable course of events. “Circumstantial evidence is enough to hold you and your young lady for questioning, however. And Mademoiselle LeClere hardly exhibits the marks of a clean conscience.”


  “It’s no crime to study sorcery.” Korvin úr calmly rebuttoned his shirt. “If we’re condemning on history and circumstances, Don Sebastien, what about yourself?”


  It had been inevitable. If Miss Meadows knew, then likely so did her entire coterie. Sebastien opened his mouth to respond–


  Oczkar Korvin raised his right hand, fingers and palms bent around a hollow concavity, and Sebastien’s world went white.


  He folded reflexively against the light, shielding his face, his face scorched and the flesh on his hands and wrists searing. He groaned, or perhaps screamed; his ears were full of the roaring of that terrible light, and he couldn’t hear anything except, suddenly, Jack’s voice shouting.


  The pain fell away. The white brilliance darkened, a shadow protecting him: Jack had lunged between Sebastien and the light and then the light was gone, whisked away, as Korvin slipped the enchanted lens into which he had summoned sunlight back inside his waistcoat pocket.


  Jack turned, still covering Sebastien with his body, and reached out tentatively to touch his hair. “Are you–”


  “I’ll live,” Sebastien answered, and Jack managed a cramped little laugh as Mr. Cui said something quite unintelligible.


  Whatever it was, the captain answered with a quick shake of his head.


  The skin on Sebastien’s hands was peeled, scorched, pulling back from the flesh in thick curls like a two-day-old sunburn. It ached and itched abominably, already healing now that the affront was ended. Sebastien drew his arms against his chest like a dog protecting an injured paw.


  “So,” Korvin said. “Shall we hold the wampyr for questioning, too?”


  Sebastien forced his fists to loosen, and disciplined himself into standing straight, to face the silent room without rubbing at his peeling face. The connecting door to the smoking lounge swung open and the blurred face of Mrs. Smith appeared around it. Sebastien, still dazzled, recognized her chiefly by the flash of light off her spectacles and the startling paleness of her hair. She shoved the door wide and stepped through, the other women following behind her.


  Mrs. Leatherby came last, still hastily rebuttoning her collar. Sebastien heard her gasping. Her bosom must be heaving over the top of her corset as if the brief run had winded her. She tugged some blurred object–a comb?–from her disordered hair, releasing a wave of perfume as locks fell over her shoulders. The scent sharpened his teeth–a room, full of warm humans, and with his scalded flesh sapping his strength–


  The injury would heal, but it would cost Sebastien, cost him resources… and Jack, understanding, would inevitably offer. Sebastien was anticipating that conversation with even less pleasure than the one he was about to have.


  Captain Hoak reached out left-handed and grabbed Jack’s wrist, almost hauling him off his feet as he yanked him away from Sebastien. Jack squawked and struggled free, tearing his shirt-cuff in the process, and shied away from Captain Hoak, towards the women. Beatrice Leatherby detached herself from that little group and stepped toward her husband. Sebastien thought she clutched Leatherby’s elbow; in any case, she slid her hand through the crook.


  “Don Sebastien,” Mrs. Smith said. She started forward, her quick steps arrested when Korvin caught her arm. She must have glared over her glasses, or shaken him off, because he stepped back abruptly, his raised hands white against the dark suit coat.


  “Don’t interfere,” Korvin said.


  “Merci à Dieu,” Mlle. LeClere said, pressing her fists to her bosom. “He earlier accosted me on the stairs, Captain. If I had known my danger–”


  The captain spared her a glance before turning to keep an eye on Jack. “Lad, no one’s going to make you stay with him. You may think you’ve nowhere to go, but we can make arrangements–”


  Sebastien, still blinking tears from his eyes, couldn’t see it. But he could imagine quite plainly that Jack paused, turned–slowly–and balled his hands into fists before pursing his lips into the most condescending consideration imaginable. He would stare the captain in the eye until Hoak flushed and dropped his gaze, and then he would drawl–


  “Oh, I think not.”


  It was as well that Sebastien’s face hurt too much for smiling, as he heard the hesitancy in the captain’s voice as he said, “Lad?”


  “I’m of age,” Jack said. “Eighteen in December, before you ask, and also before you ask, I know everything I need to know about Sebastien de Ulloa. He saved my life, and you’ll have to kill me to take me away from him.” He lifted his chin, arms crossed, the smallest man in the room–shorter than two of the women, in fact–and though Sebastien couldn’t see it, he knew Jack glowered.


  Sebastien swallowed a ridiculous, hurtful pride, feeling like a man watching his terrier stare down a room full of mastiffs. “Jack–”


  “Shut up, Sebastien,” Jack said. “Let me handle this. Captain, Germany’s laws against vampirism were repealed in the eighteenth century, along with the witchcraft laws. Sebastien has done nothing wrong.”


  “Nothing besides child slavery and–” the captain glanced over his shoulder, at the ladies clustered like hens by the door to the corridor, and did not say the words rape or prostitution.


  Into his embarrassed silence, Miss Meadows stepped, slim and elegant in her men’s clothing as she sidled between the corseted ladies. She posted herself a little to Captain Hoak’s left, making quite a contrast to the stout, graying captain. She seemed cut more from the same fragile white-gold cloth as Jack. “Jack, darling. How old were you when he bought you?”


  Several flinched at the word, and now Sebastien’s vision was clearing enough to tell who. Mrs. Smith was one of them, though Sebastien was wishing he was still dazzled enough to pretend he didn’t see her face. Instead, he focused on Miss Meadows–and was surprised to see that her furrowed brow was an expression of concern, not reproach.


  “Seven,” Jack said, folding his arms. “My parents couldn’t afford to feed me; they indentured me at five. There would have been three years left to run on my bill of service by now.”


  And that, finally, brought a look of dawning uncertainty to the captain’s face. “Would have been?”


  “Yes,” Jack said. “Sebastien emancipated me when I turned fourteen. And settled a considerable trust on me, as well. I’m quite independent, and no more in need of rescuing than Miss Meadows, here.” And then he smiled at the captain and tilted his head, more like the dove he played at than the falcon as which he stood revealed. “And I also know precisely where Sebastien was the night before last, and I assure you, it wasn’t with Madame Pontchartrain. Now, may I see to my patron’s injuries, Captain, or are you going to make me force your hand?”


  


  


  Chapter IX


  


  


  The last time Sebastien had been so eager to absent himself from the public eye, it had involved an angry Parisian mob with pitchforks and torches, and that was leaving aside all hyperbole. This, at least, was less physically hazardous. But just as humiliating, as Jack guided him up the stairs–while Sebastien’s eyes had recovered enough that he had been able to see fairly well in the bright salon, the dimness here defeated him, and his fingers were numb under the throbbing pain of the burns–and brought him to their chamber. Once Sebastien was settled, Jack went for water and bandages himself rather than trusting an attendant.


  Sebastien sat in the dark with his eyes closed, healing. The flash had been brief, intended to injure and mortify rather than maim or kill. And it had been effective, indeed. He was quite thoroughly humiliated–and quite thoroughly defanged, at the risk of a terrible pun. In one dramatic gesture, Korvin had rendered it impossible for Sebastien to continue investigating any crime aboard the Hans Glücker. And, Sebastien thought, listening to the footsteps of the crewman who was now wearing a path in the decking outside the cabin, he’d also neatly distracted attention from himself and Mlle. LeClere as suspects.


  Sebastien sat forward and opened his eyes. The dazzle was fading, and even in the dim room, he saw plainly now. In particular, he saw the upholstery cabin-bag that he had left beside the door when he and Jack went downstairs to conduct the search. The cabin-bag which had held the bottle of laudanum he’d fished from behind the carts beside the trash chute.


  The bottle would not have fallen there, he thought, unless someone was stretching over the carts to dispose of something in the chute. Straining, struggling with something heavy. Sebastien was now reasonably certain that chute had been Mme. Pontchartrain’s route to a final resting place at sea.


  The bag was not where Sebastien had left it.


  He crossed the cabin in one and a half quick steps, crouched beside the bag, and pulled it open. The contents were in no disarray. But the bottle, which should have been slipped between his shirt-collars and underthings, was nowhere to be found.


  And there was no scent of anyone on the air, other than Jack and himself, the crewman in the hall, and the chambermaid.


  Sebastien was abruptly reminded of his burned face as his eyebrows crept up his forehead. Standing dizzied him. He needed to feed, to recoup the strength he was expending regenerating his face and hands. And Jack–


  Jack’s voice in the hallway, cheerily greeting their watcher in German. The watcher’s embarrassed mumble. Jack’s footsteps, and the scent of clear water. “Sebastien?” Jack said, from beyond the curtain. “My hands are full.”


  Sebastien kicked his bag back against the wall and pulled the curtain aside, frowning at Jack’s wince when Jack saw his face. “That bad?”


  “Get the light, would you? And you mean you don’t know?”


  Having raised the lampshade with his aching hands, Sebastien silently tilted his head at the tiny mirror.


  Jack choked out a laugh. “Stupid question. Yes. It looks bad.” Jack set the basin on the stool and crouched beside it, unfolding a clean muslin towel over his knee. He glanced at the half-open curtain and switched from Spanish to Greek. “I thought these would do for bandages. The ship’s medic was significantly absent from the surgery. If you still need bandages, after–how much do you need?”


  “No, Jack.”


  “It’s not open for discussion. I’ll be fine–”


  “Jack,” Sebastien said, softly, “you were beautiful down there. You were fierce and wonderful and I in no wise deserve you” –Jack snorted, in that inelegant manner he reserved for Sebastien alone– “and I will not risk you that way. Two days is too soon.”


  “You haven’t another option,” Jack said. He tore a strip of toweling and folded it in a pad. Leptodactylous fingers broke the surface of the water in the basin as he wet it. “Come here into the light, so I can see what I’m doing.”


  Sebastien came forward and dropped a knee beside the stool. Jack tilted his face up left-handed and dabbed with the cloth held in the right. The cool water was soothing, though Sebastien winced as ruined flesh rubbed free of raw new skin. “I do have.”


  “Have what?”


  “An option,” Sebastien said. He paused, too long. Jack was already tensing in protest when he finished, “Will you take a message to Miss Meadows for me, Jack my love?”


  Silence.


  “Jack?”


  “Damn you,” Jack said, and wet the cloth again.


  


  


  Perhaps Sebastien had been foolish in expecting Miss Meadows to meet him alone. Instead, she came to his rooms attended not just by Jack-as-guide, but also in the company of Virgil Allen.


  Sebastien was warned of their arrival by brief, firm words exchanged with the ludicrous corridor guard. He didn’t catch what was said, but the tone in Miss Meadows’ voice was enough to coerce her way through, Jack and Mr. Allen beside her.


  Allen entered the cabin without knocking and took a post in the corner by the foot of the bunks, stern and glowering under his moustaches. Sebastien was cognizant of the bulky weight in the South Carolinian’s coat pocket. A revolver, no doubt, suitable for a well-armed American gentleman.


  The advisability of carrying firearms on a hydrogen-filled airship aside, Sebastien could muster no more than an inward shrug for the weapon. If Allen felt the need to shoot him, it would sting less than Korvin’s sun-charged lens.


  “Señor de Ulloa,” Miss Meadows said. She paused with the curtain in one hand, Jack behind her in the hall, and framed herself in the doorway with an actress’s trained unconscious grace. “I am sorry for your injury.” She eyed his face. “Although it seems much improved.”


  “Not without cost,” he said. He swayed when he stood, and steadied himself against the bedframe. He was lightheaded, his stomach cramping. Behind Miss Meadows, Jack shifted from foot to foot, barely restraining himself. “Miss Meadows,” Sebastien continued, “I am uncomfortable in bringing this up again, especially in the wake of my earlier refusal….”


  She stepped into the cabin, holding the curtain until Jack relieved her of it, while appearing not to notice him at all. Sebastien swallowed on a growl, but made a point of meeting Jack’s eyes over her shoulder. Jack bit his lip and turned away.


  As for Miss Meadows, she stripped her gloves off with a negligent gesture and shrugged under her jacket. Gracious in victory, she smiled. “I understand,” she said. “Our needs may change unexpectedly.”


  She turned to the left and Allen was there, waiting to take her gloves from her hand. She laid them across his palm, and began unbuttoning her collar as Jack stepped into the cabin and let the curtain fall.


  It was crowded and close, four people in the tiny room, and Sebastien considered himself fortunate that he did not require breath except for speech, or to detect scents.


  “Would you prefer privacy?” Sebastien asked.


  Again, Miss Meadows deployed that studied shrug. “Señor, as long as the cameras are not rolling, this is privacy.”


  She slid her jacket off and gave that to Allen as well. His face might have been a plaster mask; his expression was frozen in lines stretching from the corners of his nose to the corners of his mouth. Even Jack’s irritated frown was more mobile.


  “And you are not new to this?”


  Jack made a small noise of protest and folded his arms, turning to face the door like a eunuch guarding a harem. The set of his shoulders said everything he bit his tongue on.


  “Quite accomplished.” Miss Meadows pushed her hair aside, disarraying carefully coiled lovelocks, and turned her head.


  The scars were small, delicate dimples in her skim-milk skin, only visible where the light hit them at an angle. “Yes,” Sebastien said, “I see.”


  He reached out as she closed her eyes, Allen’s glower searing his neck, and took her by the shoulders. With one hand, he steadied her head as she drew her hair further aside. He was enough taller that he had to stoop to kiss her throat, despite the advantage of her heeled boots.


  She shivered in anticipation, her right hand flexing rhythmically where it curved around his wrist. He wondered whose courtesan she had been, and how she had come to leave that relationship.


  Her scars were old.


  He kissed soft flesh, breathed her scent and her perfume, felt his teeth sharp in response. His stomach knotted. “Yes?” he asked, requiring consent, and she moaned her answer.


  “Yes.”


  Sebastien could barely remember the name he had been born to. He had forgotten the name of the village he had been born in–it had changed since–or the year in which that birth had occurred. He no longer recalled his own age, except in the vaguest of terms.


  But he remembered how it had been, when he became a wampyr’s courtesan, and he remembered her name very well.


  Eudeline–Evie–had been young, new to the blood, lonesome as only the newly turned can be. Sebastien had loved her with a passion he had sworn was eternal, and she had been inexperienced enough to believe him.


  He had been wrong, so it happened. Mortal love was never meant to last forever. Fifty years. Perhaps even a century was possible, though Sebastien could not attest it. But not forever.


  Their romance had not outlasted the Christian millennium. But he still recalled her kiss.


  First there had been the cool touch of a wet mouth on warm skin, the press of tongue seeking the pulse. The expert courtesan knew how vital it was to remain motionless for the kiss, as Miss Meadows now remained motionless for him, though her outward appearance of calm was belied by trembling hands and a racing heart.


  Sebastien found the pulse and unsheathed his fangs, letting the tips indent her skin. She whimpered through closed lips, and Sebastien heard the rustle of cloth as Allen halted himself half a step into intervening.


  Sebastien’s memory was perfect, in this. First the prickle of the fangs, and then the pain, tremendous, scathing, all out of proportion to the injury, the two swift stabs that merely nudged the skin aside. The vein must only be punctured, never severed or torn. And the punctures must be tidy and straight, to heal properly.


  Sebastien’s fangs were triangular in cross-section, designed to pierce flesh and leave no lasting injury. It was of no more benefit to the blood to kill their prey than it was to a milkmaid to slaughter her dairy cows.


  And after the pain–so impatiently endured–the pleasure. Transporting, incomparable. He knew when she felt it, because the measured breaths she had used to ride the pain faltered, replaced by a great, rattling intake of air. Her body melted against his, her hips rocking against his thigh, the grasp of her clutching hands both desperate and fragile, her head lolling against his supporting hand. The blood was rich and warm, a salty-metallic froth that pulsed over his tongue, surged down his tightened gullet, and flushed his skin with heat. Her heartbeat rang in his ears, world-filling, and he forced himself to sip delicately, gently… and then to pull against her clutching, surrendered hands, unsheathe his fangs from her flesh long before either of them was sated, and seal the wound with his closed lips while she trembled against him, silently pleading for more.


  He almost liked her, a little, for that moment.


  Virgil Allen had leaned away from the bedpost, his hand in his pocket, his impassivity cracked into a scowl. The set of Jack’s shoulders hadn’t changed.


  Sebastien lifted his lips from Miss Meadows’ neck, kissed her slack mouth quickly, a formal thank you, and set her back at arm’s length. Jack, his motions impersonal and brisk, stepped between them and pressed to her throat a clean pad folded from the same torn muslin that he’d used to doctor Sebastien.


  “Thank you, Miss Meadows,” Sebastien said, and bowed over the hand she hadn’t pressed against Jack’s.


  “Thank you,” she answered, and let Jack catch her as she wobbled against his shoulder.


  “Mr. Allen,” Sebastien said, “the stool, if you will.”


  


  


  Chapter X


  


  


  “Eugenie LeClere is a quite reprehensible person,” Miss Meadows said, when she returned to herself. She was paler and more lovely than ever, a testament to the reasoning behind certain wampyrs’ legendary preference for blondes. Sebastien, seated on the bottom bunk beside a stiff-shouldered Jack while Allen hovered over her like an anxious mother, reserved his sarcasm.


  What had a wampyr to say about morality?


  He didn’t blame Jack his anger. But either Jack would allow Sebastien to make it up to him, or Jack would leave him–as Jack eventually must, because Sebastien was old enough to understand that there was no such creature as eternal loyalty, nor was it fair to ask–and in either case, Sebastien had done no more than he needed to.


  “If you’re going to attempt to direct my investigation to Mademoiselle LeClere, Miss Meadows, rest assured, it needs no further guidance.”


  “Call me Lillian, if I may call you Sebastien,” she said, adjusting a pin-curl in its diamond barrette without benefit of the mirror. “And I don’t think Eugenie killed her. I think she was trying to get away from her. There’s very little I would put past Eugenie. But not murder.”


  “Miss–Lillian, forgive me.” Sebastien stood, moving fluidly again, his strength restored as hers was lessened. “But I think the information you’re hinting around would be better plainly expressed.”


  “Ah.” Lillian glanced at Allen, who shrugged. He handed her a silver flask–taken from the pocket which did not hold the revolver–and she sipped, winced, and recapped it before shaking her head–very slightly, so as not to disturb her bandages. “Eugenie loves Oczkar.”


  “So Mrs. Smith said. I am drawn to the inescapable conclusion that you all were acquainted before this flight commenced. Am I incorrect in that?”


  She could, of course, be drawing him out, playing the game of misleading and misdirection that tended to permeate any murder investigation. But he had something to bargain. Something she wanted.


  If only the captain were here to make his ever-so-delicately phrased charge of whoredom now. “We met in Moscow,” she said. “I had lost someone, and was grateful for the company. You know how strangers can make you bear yourself up as you could not manage, in the company only of friends?”


  He didn’t answer. She pressed her fingertips to her bandage.


  “Sebastien?”


  “Yes, I know it well. And the Leatherbys?”


  “I had not met them before. Although they appeared to know Madame, and did not seem to care for her. Or perhaps it was simply a matter of her reputation preceding her. If you take my meaning?”


  He did not, and beckoned her to continue.


  “Eugenie and Madame Pontchartrain–Leonelle–well,” Lillian said. “They were not what they pretended. Either of them. Their grand tour of England and Europe was a… fishing expedition. You see, Madame Pontchartrain never married. And Eugenie was not merely her travelling companion; she was her bastard daughter. They had no family, and no estates. And their means of making their way in the world….” she permitted her voice to trail off suggestively, and gave the flask a regretful glance before handing it to Allen.


  “Entrapment,” Sebastien said, understanding, on the same breath that Jack said, “Blackmail.”


  “Eugenie wanted free of her.”


  “And yet you insist she did not kill her?”


  “How Shakespearean,” Lillian said. “And how unnatural, don’t you think? For a child to murder her mother, no matter how opportunistic or unloving?”


  “And she refused to turn Korvin úr over to her mother?”


  “She was not supposed to approach Oczkar at all. He is unmarried, a sorcerer–what more could an affair do to his reputation? No, she was meant to accuse my darling Virgil of rape.” She turned her head and smiled at Allen, experiencing no such difficulty with the word as the captain had. Allen’s lip quirked under his moustache, and he tipped an imaginary hat. “Virgil is not well-off, of course, but Madame Pontchartrain believed I would pay to silence them.”


  “But Mademoiselle LeClere came to you with her story instead.”


  “Is it so hard to believe I pitied her?”


  Jack, from the recesses of the bottom bunk, said, “I wouldn’t have thought you had pity in your makeup.” He stood, shouldering past Sebastien in the strained silence that followed, and edged around Virgil Allen. He paused by the curtained door and turned back, as if wavering on the edge of another unpleasantness. Gratitude–or manners–won over jealousy, and he swallowed hard and continued, “Miss Meadows, Mr. Allen, would you join us for lunch? It’s nearly the hour, and Miss Meadows should certainly eat.”


  She stared him down for a moment, but gave the ground, obviously aware that this was a competition she could not win. “But surely,” she said, as Allen helped her wavering to her feet, “Sebastien–”


  “Oh,” he said, straightening his collar, “I wouldn’t keep my public waiting. Besides, I think I need a word or two with Mademoiselle LeClere and Korvin úr. Don’t you?”


  


  


  The crewman pacing in the hallway didn’t try to stop them from descending, but he did follow at a discreet distance. Sebastien made a little ceremony of seating Lillian, and he was sure every eye in the place was trained on the four of them, side by side at a round table meant for six. Already seated elsewhere were the Chinese couple–most skilled at looking without seeming to be looking–and the Dutch brothers, who dined with their heads bent together conspiratorially and stared with perfect frankness when Sebastien’s party entered. Steven actually essayed a small smile, however, and Michiel spared Jack a nod, which was more than Sebastien would have predicted. Meanwhile, Lillian smiled with bright falseness across the dining room, her bandages a small bulge under her high-collared blouse that everyone avoided staring at, their gazes veering away as precipitously as if she had strolled in naked.


  Sebastien, at least, was spared the annoyance of pretending to dine. The maître d’ himself came and cleared Sebastien’s place setting, providing a goblet of clear ice water, then brought the bread and butter for the other diners with his own hands. Sebastien thanked him, and offered that–if the burly crewman now lingering inside the door, at attention like a footman, should require a meal and a rest–Sebastien had no plans to leave the dining room for at least an hour.


  The maître d’, Sebastien noticed, blushed most appetizingly.


  Sebastien hated this, the mingled obsequiousness and fear. And Jack’s sly sideways smile told him that Jack was enjoying a small, Schadenfreude-soaked revenge in Sebastien’s discomfiture.


  Sebastien sighed, and fiddled with his water glass. The service of the soup was notably slow. Lillian chattered gaily with Virgil and Jack, who was putting forth even more of an effort than usual to be his best, most charming self. Sebastien found Jack’s knee under the table and gave it a grateful pat, and Jack’s answering smile was a touch less sly. Had Sebastien had a heart to beat, it would have accelerated in relief.


  He would be forgiven after all.


  Virgil was pouring a second round of wine–the waiter having exhibited a curious hesitancy to approach their table except when forced to deliver dishes–when Mrs. Smith entered unaccompanied. She cast her eye over the room, tucked an errant strand of hair behind the earpiece of her spectacles, and beelined for their table, barely acknowledging the other diners. “May I join you?”


  Without glancing at her tablemates for approval, Lillian gestured Mrs. Smith to a chair. “My dear Phoebe, if you can stand the stench of scandal.”


  “Is that scandal?” Mrs. Smith set her notebook beside her plate. “I was afraid it was the soup.” She snapped her napkin open and spread it across her lap. “Don’t worry, Don Sebastien. My good opinion of you is unchanged. Although you may find yourself the victim of a barrage of correspondence should I come to write a novel featuring one of–is the polite term the blood?”


  “The polite term is whatever you say with a smile,” he answered, gratified. “I am pleased not to be pre-judged. I had thought you might avoid my company after this morning’s unpleasantness.”


  Mrs. Smith accepted a wine glass from Virgil, who remained thoughtfully silent. “Am I supposed to sprain myself avoiding being seen dining with the wampyr, or with the adventuress?”


  “What about the sorcerer?” Jack said, gesturing to the door as Oczkar Korvin entered. “That should liven up the place.”


  “Jack,” Sebastien said. Korvin úr, he noticed, left a stout-thewed crewman by the entry, too. Sebastien wasn’t the only one under close observation. “We needn’t be unpleasant.”


  One could see Jack assembling the persona, if one caught him at it, like a knight girding on his armor. Sebastien had never asked Jack about his childhood–he rather, in fact, hoped Jack didn’t recollect overmuch of it–but it had taken three or four years of taming before the fey speechless child Jack had been was willing to relax that armor at all.


  Without looking at her, Sebastien heard Lillian’s taken breath. An actress recognized the signs of a character falling into place. “Oh, very well,” Jack said, then, casually. “If you insist.” He raised his voice. “Korvin úr, aren’t you going to join us?”


  The parade of expressions across Oczkar Korvin’s face would have been humorous under other circumstances. But to his credit, he mastered them, and came to take the chair remaining between Virgil and Mrs. Smith. He seated himself, collected and precise, with his posture folded in onto itself. “Señor de Ulloa,” he said, “I owe you a rather abject apology.”


  “You made your point,” Sebastien said. Now he rather wished he had a plate; utensils to manage would make a welcome distraction. “Won’t Mademoiselle LeClere be dining with you?”


  “She is unlikely to be down to lunch,” Korvin said. “Judging by the hysterics that consummated our recent conversation.”


  “Your remorse does not extend to her?”


  Korvin turned his water goblet with his fingertips. “A man doesn’t like to be manipulated into doing a woman’s dirty work for her,” he said. “I made an unfortunate choice in listening to Eugenie–to Mademoiselle LeClere.”


  “She suggested your trick with the burning glass?” Sebastien asked, leaning forward.


  “She said that you were going to accuse her–and me–of murder. That Madame Pontchartrain had disappeared while she and I were together, and–” an eloquent shrug. “Even sorcerers who are under a crown’s control are viewed with a certain amount of suspicion.”


  “I’m acquainted with prejudice,” Sebastien said. “What’s changed to bring you to me now?”


  “I had a word with Mr. Leatherby,” Korvin said. “Mademoiselle LeClere and he had some unhappy history, it appears, and he was kind enough to warn me–”


  “She was blackmailing him.” Lillian set down her spoon and picked up her wine glass, slouching against the chair-back in a manner which she never could have managed in a corset. Mrs. Smith gave her an envious glance.


  “Or her guardian was, with her assistance.” Korvin said. He lowered his voice as the waiter came to take the soup away.


  “Miss Meadows seemed to think Mademoiselle LeClere might attempt reform for your sake,” Sebastien said.


  “Who could ever trust her? Fortunately, I was not overfond of the girl.”


  Just willing to use her affection for you. Sebastien bit his tongue. Korvin wasn’t the first or last of his kind. Not that Sebastien was any better, he thought, with a sidelong glance at Jack, who fiddled his cuffs, seemingly oblivious.


  But, that piece in place, Sebastien abruptly remembered Mrs. Leatherby hurrying into the salon behind the others, her blouse still unbuttoned at the collar. He remembered her pulling the comb from her hair, and the scent of her perfume filling the room as her hair tumbled over her neck.


  He put his water goblet down sharply enough to slop fluid on his hand. “Mrs. Smith,” he said. “Or Lillian… I don’t suppose either of you recalls when Beatrice Leatherby arrived in the lady’s washroom to be inspected for a tattoo?”


  “Late,” Lillian said. “Out of breath.”


  And Sebastien nodded, the completed understanding filling him with lazy satisfaction. Jack was looking at him, smiling, and Sebastien wondered if the triumph were so transparent on his face. “Summon the Captain,” he said. “She and her husband are the murderers.”


  


  


  Chapter XI


  


  


  The Leatherbys walked into quite a different luncheon than they must have been anticipating. Captain Hoak was waiting for them, flanked by the burly crewmen–alike as a brace of hounds–who had been guarding Korvin and Sebastien. “Your bags will be searched for a bottle of laudanum and for a magical hair-comb, which Korvin úr will inspect for enchantments related to concealing the presence of the wearer.” he said. “You are accused of the murder of Leonelle Pontchartrain, and as master of this ship, I am placing you both under arrest.”


  “Konrad,” Beatrice Leatherby said, and laid a hand on his arm. “Surely–in front of all these people–”


  The captain flushed red to the roots of his hair. In the corner by the piano, Mr. Cui bent down to whisper something in his wife’s ear, and she covered her mouth with both hands. Michiel van Dijk laid down his silver fork, but did not stand. “We’ll not speak of it now.”


  Hollis Leatherby retained his composure, and bulled forward, pulling his wife away from Captain Hoak. “On what evidence?” His gaze swept scornfully over the assemblage, hot enough that Sebastien almost felt it curl the fine hairs on his skin. “I suppose the vampire and the sorcerer have joined forces to save their necks?”


  “That’s the tone I object to,” Sebastien murmured in Mrs. Smith’s ear, drawing a short sharp laugh before stepping forward, around her and away from Korvin and Jack. “Mr. Leatherby,” he said, “would you like a list?”


  “By all means, Mr. de Ulloa,” Leatherby said. He stepped away from his wife and the captain, but there was nowhere for him to run on a dirigible, and Sebastien wasn’t worried. “List away.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets, frowning intently.


  “You snore,” Sebastien said, lifting his finger to tick off the first point. “Abominably. And yet I do not recall hearing your snores, even muffled by distance, the first night of the voyage. I have abnormally acute hearing, Mr. Leatherby. Interestingly, I would have thought nothing of it if your wife hadn’t commented that your snoring had kept her awake, so that she happened to notice an argument between Korvin úr and Mlle. LeClere. Which was Mrs. Leatherby’s first attempt to cast suspicion on them.” He drew a breath. “Additionally, someone was able to come and go, both in my cabin and in Madame Pontchartrain’s, without leaving any evidence–and your wife has a hair comb that masks her scent and prevents trace evidence–fibers and fingerprints and such–from being left behind. A pretty toy, and one I hadn’t seen before, though Korvin úr assures me that they are not uncommon in Prague and Moscow, where certain of the security forces are staffed by wampyr and lycanthropes. And last, but not least, Mrs. Leatherby was the only passenger unaccounted for when my bags were riffled and evidence stolen.”


  Mr. Leatherby glanced at his wife and swallowed. “That implicates Beatrice, sir. Not me.”


  “Hollis,” she said, in exactly the tone in which she’d said Konrad. “Hollis, you can’t–”


  “Oh, but I can,” he said.


  “Never fear, Mrs. Leatherby. We know your husband disposed of the body.”


  “You can’t know that either,” said Leatherby.


  “But I can,” Sebastien said. Nothing gave the sense of satisfaction this did: watching a murderer scramble to avoid justice–and failing–was a most fulfilling side effect of his avocation. “Because I know that your wife met Captain Hoak on his three a.m. rounds, promised to come to the control cabin to meet with him while the pilot was on his dinner break, and there distracted him so thoroughly that he forgot to enter the time of his three a.m. rounds until much later, when he also entered the data of the five a.m. rounds. Between those times, he filled out other paperwork, or perhaps he wrote a letter to his wife, and in the course of those tasks he emptied and refilled his fountain pen. I know that you, Mr. Leatherby, had arranged to meet with Madame Pontchartrain by the washrooms a little after three, ostensibly to deliver the next installment of her blackmail demands. After having arranged to take this particular flight solely to encounter her. In any case, it would be the least conspicuous place to meet, as you’d both have ample excuse to visit them on midnight errands. Your wife had already poisoned Mme. Pontchartrain’s supply of laudanum, and when, after a stressful conversation, Madame slipped into the ladies’ washroom to refresh her nerves, you remained waiting outside. Disposing of the body was easy, but unfortunately, when the bottle of laudanum fell from Madame Pontchartrain’s clothes and was lost behind the rubbish bins you did not notice.


  “Afterwards, when your wife left the Captain, she crept up to Mme. Pontchartrain’s cabin and liberated her blackmail papers, and also the remaining poisoned opium. Because what opium eater would travel with only one bottle of her drug? I imagine those joined Madame Pontchartrain in her journey down the garbage chute?”


  Hollis Leatherby stared at Sebastien with white-rimmed eyes.


  Sebastien shrugged. “It must have been very difficult for you to meet her payments–and such a tragic result to a brief dalliance, wasn’t it, and perhaps an ill-considered note or two to Mademoiselle LeClere. Your wife’s gloves need mending, and your collars are worn. And no doubt, your new position in the Puritan atmosphere of the Colonies would place you in an even more fragile position. Were the blackmailers increasing their demands?”


  When Beatrice Leatherby fainted dramatically, sliding out of Captain Hoak’s arms, Sebastien was ready. Hollis Leatherby backpedaled under cover of the flurry of activity surrounding his wife, and Sebastien was half a step behind him–but when his hand emerged from his pocket clutching the requisite gun, Sebastien hesitated.


  He would let the criminal withdraw into the hallway, he decided, and then intervene. Gunfire on a dirigible in mid-ocean was an unacceptable risk.


  Unfortunately, Virgil Allen responded like a frontiersman. His revolver was in his hand far faster and more smoothly than Hollis Leatherby’s had been, and he cleared his field of fire with a quick crabwise sidestep. “Put it down, Hollis.”


  Leatherby’s hand tightened convulsively on the pistol, his other hand groping behind him for the door latch. “You won’t fire.”


  Sebastien was just calculating his angle of attack when Jack slipped past him. Jack did know how fast he could be, and dodged his grab as slickly as the guttersnipe he had been. Sebastien’s fingers brushed Jack’s wool suitcoat, and before he could grab again Jack had walked between the men with the guns, his arms spread wide.


  “Neither of you is going to fire,” he said. He faced Leatherby, his back to Allen, and Sebastien saw Allen’s hand tremble. And he also heard the soft, near-silent scrape of chair legs on the carpet’s pile, and knew that Michiel van Dijk was standing, cautiously.


  Please don’t, Sebastien thought, wondering if he was fast enough to intercept a bullet, if that was what it took.


  “Dammit,” Allen said. “Get to one side, boy.”


  And how ridiculous was it for a vampire to pray? He did, anyway; if he’d been a breathing man, he would have held his breath. And beside him, all but forgotten, Lillian gave a little squeak.


  “Mr. Allen,” Jack said, “put up your weapon. There’s nowhere for Mr. Leatherby to run.”


  “He could sabotage the airship,” Allen argued, and Jack shrugged.


  “So he could. And you could set us all on fire over the North Atlantic. Let him go for now. He’s got nowhere to run to, until we reach New Amsterdam.”


  Allen shuddered, shook his head, and leveled the revolver again. He closed one eye, the revolver at arm’s length, and squinted at the iron sight.


  He was going to try to shoot past Jack, Sebastien saw, and he almost turned aside. Almost. Instead, he drove his nails into his palms and forced himself to watch.


  “Your logic is impeccable,” Virgil Allen said, and with a single crisp motion, elevated the muzzle of his gun.


  No one intervened as Leatherby coughed out a labored breath and fumbled with the door. He slipped through it, back first and gun following.


  Sebastien heard him moving on the far side of the doped fabric the way a cat hears rustling mice. Sebastien was much stronger than a cat, and much faster than a man, though Allen and van Dijk were both lunging for the door by now, along with one of the brawny crewmen. He simply moved through lathe and fabric, shredding it like crepe.


  And on the other side, he broke Hollis Leatherby’s right arm in two places in the process of relieving him of his gun. A spiral fracture, a nasty one.


  It would likely never heal quite right.


  


  


  Jack came to find him after dark. Sebastien stood on the promenade, his hands laced behind his back, and stared out at the air. The vast curve of the airship blocked any chance of stars, but the night was soothing, and there was moonlight in the east. They stood silently for a little, shoulder to shoulder, and Sebastien sneaked a sideways glance.


  Jack stared straight ahead, his spine stiff. “I’ve been thinking,” he said.


  Sebastien winced. “What you said to Captain Hoak is true, you know.”


  “That I’m a free man? I know it.” Jack sighed, and let his hands fall to his sides. “They’ll take the Leatherbys and Mademoiselle LeClere back to Germany for trial on their charges of murder and blackmail, respectively. And I don’t think any of the passengers for America will spread tales about you. I had a word with Miss Meadows and with Korvin úr.”


  “Thank you, Jack. Actually, we’ve been invited to visit Boston.”


  “We?”


  “Oh, yes,” Sebastien answered, letting his teeth show when he smiled. “You know, I think our Mrs. Smith quite fancies you.”


  They fell silent again. For a little while, Sebastien listened to Jack breathing, and considered what to say, to let Jack know it was all right, that Sebastien wouldn’t hold a grudge. Jack frowned sideways at him, and Sebastien shrugged, and smiled slightly. But Jack spoke first. “Forgive me?”


  “What’s there to forgive?” Honestly startled, Sebastien turned and looked at Jack. And–at last–Jack was looking back.


  “I was unreasonable about Lillian.”


  “You are never unreasonable,” Sebastien answered.


  “Will you visit her again?”


  “Atlanta is far from New Amsterdam.”


  “Actresses and wampyr both tend to travel.”


  Sebastien shrugged. “I won’t, if you forbid it.”


  They stood for a little while, becalmed in silence, until Jack spoke. “I talked to her a little. Her patron… she burned.”


  Sebastien winced. Vampires only passed one way: by violence, either at their own hand or that of another. Suicide was far more common than angry mobs, these days. And Sebastien knew very well that there were mornings when it would be far too easy to walk into the sun.


  She burned.


  “Whose was she?” he asked, because he had been avoiding asking.


  “Jayne Fortescue,” Jack answered, quickly. He’d been prepared with the name.


  Sebastien sighed–a human habit he had never quite lost. He’d never heard of her. “An American?”


  “I don’t know.” Jack licked his lips. “There aren’t supposed to be any of the blood in America. It wasn’t Evie, Sebastien.”


  “Of course not.” Evie Péletier was the name she had burned under, but he had met her as Eudeline la Noire.


  Names changed; the woman never.


  Sebastien continued, “Evie burned years ago.”


  Almost five years, and Sebastien had only just learned of it, hadn’t he? Five years of silence, not so much as a letter, and he’d thought nothing of it. They’d encounter one other by chance sooner or later, he reasoned, in Paris or in Bonn. Europe was small, and unlife was long.


  And there would always be time.


  Burned, this Jayne Fortescue. As his Evie had burned, all alone in tiny, crowded Europe with its clubs and lineages and complicated alliances and agreements and rules. All alone, and empty with it.


  “Lillian’s scars are old,” Jack said. “The casually visible ones, anyway. You might have thought–”


  He had thought, though he silently thanked Jack for permitting his dignity the lie. It would have explained too easily how she knew his name, and on some level, he had wanted to believe.


  He shrugged and said, “That must be very hard for Lillian.”


  It didn’t fool Jack. He caught Sebastien’s sleeve and forced him to turn, to look Jack in the eye. “Promise me you won’t.”


  “Jack–”


  “Promise, Sebastien.”


  “You didn’t know Evie.” What shall I tell you, Jack Priest? That it’s very odd realizing that you are the oldest person that you are ever likely to know? That it is also very lonely?


  At least in America, I shall be able to pretend I have a reason to feel so alone.


  “No,” Jack said. “But I know how I feel about you. Don’t think I don’t know what this sudden emigration is about. You’ve left everything. Sold your house, lied to your court. You’re never going back to Spain.”


  “And what of it?”


  “Nothing.” Jack turned and pressed a warm hand to Sebastien’s cheek. “But you’re not going to shake me that easily. That emancipation means you don’t get to tell me to go away any more than you get to tell me to stay.”


  Mulishly, Sebastien plowed ahead. “I can’t give you a life. Life is for the living, not the undead.”


  Jack dropped his hand and stared at Sebastien, chin tilted up. “Don’t be an idiot.”


  “Jack?”


  Shaking his head, Jack lifted himself up on tiptoe and kissed Sebastien quickly on the mouth. Sebastien closed his eyes for a moment, to savor the passing warmth, and so happened not to see when Jack turned on the balls of his feet and strode away. He’d gone three steps by the time Sebastien stirred himself to movement and caught up. Without looking at him, Jack coughed and ran one frail-seeming hand through his hair. “I don’t need you to give me a life, you old fool. Or haven’t you noticed that I’ve got my own?”


  Sebastien blinked. Slowed his steps, so that Jack slowed to stay alongside him. “There’s no such thing as forever.”


  “That’s all right. I haven’t got forever. So if you leave me like Lillian got left, I shall be quite cross. Promise.”


  It was harder than it should have been, so he knew he wasn’t lying.


  Sebastien touched Jack’s arm, and said, “I promise.”
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