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“I Pray God May Curse the Writer”: Robert W. Chambers and
Robin D. Laws

Foreword by Kenneth
Hite

“These mists are
bad for you; they seep

Into everything. Come
inside.”

—The King
in Yellow (Act I, Scene I, lines 8-9)

It is, I suppose,
possible that even someone who opens a book entitled New Tales of
the Yellow Sign has done so without knowledge of the first
revelation, and of the Yellow Sign’s first inscriber, Robert W.
Chambers. Born in Brooklyn in 1865, Chambers initially trained as an
artist, eventually moving to Paris to study at the École
des Beaux Arts and the Académie Julian. In 1893, he returned
to New York, settling into Bohemian urban life in Washington Square,
an area of Manhattan where many of his first stories are set. During
this time, Chambers wrote a picaresque novel of the art world (In
the Quarter) and a number of short stories, which were published
in 1895 as a collection entitled The King in Yellow. The
success of this book was apparently the hinge that turned Chambers
from an artist to a writer: he began a career that lasted almost four
decades and produced something like eighty books, mostly historical
romances. The proceeds from this procession of potboilers made him
wealthy and, as far as anyone can tell at this remove, happy. He
moved from New York City to a fine mansion in upstate Broadalbin,
collected butterflies and armor, and apparently never looked back at
the Yellow Sign again.

Those who have
already seen the Yellow Sign are doubtless chortling to themselves at
the perversity of this outcome. Chambers’ first collection
introduced a book—specifically, a play—also called The
King in Yellow. Two acts in length, it tells of the court of the
lost city of Carcosa on the shores of the Lake of Hali, and their
despair at the coming of the King in Yellow. Suppressed by church and
state alike, the drama’s poisonous art is inescapable: even to
read one scene is to be drawn inexorably to madness, obsession, and
death. In short, it does the exact opposite of what Chambers’
fiction did to him. Chambers may have begun his career as one of his
own Bohemian protagonists, but he escaped the gravitational well of
his own fantasy far more easily than Poe, Bierce, or Lovecraft did.
He returned to fantastic fiction off and on through his later career,
writing tales of semi-mythical monster hunts (collected in In
Search of the Unknown and Police!!!, which seem to
prefigure Unknown Worlds-style ironic science-fantasy and the
works of Avram Davidson), vile Bolshevik magicians (in Slayer of
Souls, a pulpy Fu Manchu-style novel of violent paranoia), and
the occasional reincarnated true love. But aside from two brief
mentions of the “King in Carcosa” in his 1896 story “The
Silent Land,” he never returned to the “King in Yellow
Mythos” he had (mostly) invented.

Even during his
lifetime, critics accused him of turning his back on a prodigious and
promising talent in the name of cheap, common-denominator success.
Some of this was doubtless politically charged: Chambers abandoned a
brief stint of social criticism for happy endings, costume dramas,
and love stories, and eventually became a pillar of the Republican
Party in New York. (My personal theory is that his Dreiser-style
social commentary was as much a marketing gimmick as any number of
his happy endings, but one that proved personally and financially
uncongenial.) Other critics—including Lovecraft—simply
bewailed the lost masterpieces of horror they imagined Chambers would
have produced absent the siren call of Mammon. (Lovecraft called
Chambers a “fallen Titan.”) Chambers’ response to
all such criticism was self-deprecating good humor: “I write
what it pleases me to write; by luck it may please the public.”
The critic Grant Overton (apparently with Chambers’ blessing)
presented Chambers as merely a gifted storyteller whose audience
mistook their own early enthusiasm for evidence of his literary
genius. The few modern critics who bother to notice Chambers simply
echo these plaints, usually in the negative key droned by Lovecraft
and the social realists.

Like most
best-sellers, Chambers’ novels faded with their times. Had it
not been for Lovecraft’s enthusiastic response to The King
in Yellow, and his inclusion of “Hastur and the Yellow
Sign” in his own tale “The Whisperer in Darkness,”
Chambers might be entirely forgotten, or only mentioned in passing or
occasional anthologization. As it is, except for three stories in The
King in Yellow (“The Repairer of Reputations,” “In
the Court of the Dragon,” and “The Yellow Sign”) he
remains a footnote to a footnote even in the histories of fantasy and
of popular fiction. This isolated survival is certainly good for
horror aficionados—“The Yellow Sign” is every bit
as chilling as Lovecraft says it is—but to return to our
perverse parallel, it leaves us fixated, perennially wondering how
(or why) Chambers closed the book and left Carcosa behind. So
obsessed with that question are we, that we barely bother to ask how
he found Carcosa in the first place.

The words “Carcosa,”
“Hali,” and “Hastur” come from two short
stories by Ambrose Bierce, which Chambers probably read upon his
return from France. (“Hali” specifically comes from an
Arabian alchemist who also lent his name to the constellation Taurus,
another element in these bits of Bierce and Chambers.) But Chambers’
stories owe almost nothing to Bierce stylistically, although Bierce’s
message of bleak nihilism peeks out in Chambers’ tales
“Repairer of Reputations” and “The Street of the
First Shell.” The first of those stories begins the “King
in Yellow mythos” with a tour de force of unreliable narration,
surreal predictions, and psychological disintegration that
anticipates Michael Moorcock and Robert Bloch. The second is a
“straight” historical tale set during the Franco-Prussian
War, not part of the King in Yellow cycle at all. Indeed, only four
or five of the tales in The King in Yellow are supernatural;
the rest are highly colored episodes of art and love, which subjects
also recur in the “Carcosan” tales themselves.

Separating Chambers
from Chambers is a fundamentally artificial act: all of the stories
in The King in Yellow come from the same voice, evoke the same
parts of Paris or New York, touch on love lost forever and the
permanence of death. Lovecraft felt Chambers’ tone came from
the “Gallic studio atmosphere” of George du Maurier’s
novel of hypnosis Trilby; Robert M. Price is on safer ground
noting parallels to Oscar Wilde’s overheated artistic
masterpiece The Portrait of Dorian Gray. Other critics have
briefly noted the devilish books and obsessions in J.-K. Huysmans’
“manuals for the Decadents,” À Rebours and
Là-Bas; my French isn’t up to the task, but I’ll
wager instructive parallels with Chambers could be found in the
uncertainty horror of Guy de Maupassant. Chambers must have read
reams of short stories and novels now forgotten, all part of his
fin-de-siècle Bohemian milieu, the heyday of The Yellow
Book and “The Yellow Wall-Paper.” As James Blish put
it in his own Chambers tribute, the short story “More Light”:
“It was terribly dated. I suppose no man living today is in a
position to understand why so many of the writers of the 1890s
thought that yellow was an especially ominous color.”

And yet, yellowed
with age though they are, redolent of “Gallic studio
atmosphere” and other musty antiquarianisms, Chambers’
stories still haunt us. We, not he, are unable to put down The
King in Yellow, to stop masticating those poisoned, haunting
hints, of Yhtill and Aldones, of the black stars hanging in the white
sky over lost Carcosa, of the song of Cassilda and the Stranger in
the Pallid Mask. A few writers find themselves returning to Chambers
far more than did Lovecraft or even Clark Ashton Smith, who drew his
seemingly similar tones of art and decadence from the San Francisco
poet George Sterling decades before he encountered Chambers’
fiction. Worthy “Carcosa Mythos” fiction is even rarer
than worthy Cthulhu Mythos fiction, but a certain type of horrorist
can no more resist the advent of The King in Yellow than Chambers’
own protagonists could.

Karl Edward Wagner’s
“The River of Night’s Dreaming” presents a more
red-blooded and sensual counterpoint to Chambers’ odd
reticence, though still steeped in madness and obsession. James Blish
takes a stab at actually composing the text of the play, in “More
Light,” a story that owes more to Robert Bloch or Fredric Brown
in style. Fritz Leiber seems to channel Chambers in a number of
tales, most especially Our Lady of Darkness. On the surface a
tribute to Clark Ashton Smith, Leiber’s novel resounds with
Chambers’ own obsessions from eerily corporeal hauntings to the
Franco-Prussian War. John Scott Tynes, who has done much to
re-introduce a Chambers-style King in Yellow to horror gaming, takes
his Chambers with a hit of Raymond Chandler (who wrote his own story
wryly entitled “The King in Yellow”) or perhaps James
Ellroy in “Broadalbin.”

And then there is
Robin D. Laws, and there is the collection of stories you hold here.
All of these New Tales of the Yellow Sign orbit lost Carcosa,
black star points poked through the white scrim of consensus reality
by the force of Chambers’ book. But each swings past on its own
trajectory, a mix of styles and concerns in counterpoint to Chambers’
unified “Gallic studio atmosphere” of the Yellow Decade.
Each story launches itself in fugue from one (or more) of Chambers’
originals, passages that Laws plays adagio or largo on different
instruments, plays for modern dancers and not Victorian wallflowers.

“Full Bleed”
riffs off “The Repairer of Reputations,” through a
procedural tenor recalling both Dashiell Hammett’s hard-boiled
fictions and the first-person “fantasy of competence”
that fearful 21st-century readers crave from their
security romances. Laws’ “Gaps” is a long-form,
secular variation on the theme Chambers sets down in “In the
Court of the Dragon,” invoking in negative space the games of
memory in “Repairer of Reputations,” the loss and wonder
of “The Demoiselle D’Ys,” and in muted tones the
shifts in “The Prophets’ Paradise.” Although the
war in “The Blood on the Wall in the Fortress” begins in
1947 in another history, the fortress sits in Alsace, target and
symbol of the Franco-Prussian War that Chambers used in a more
personal catastrophe in “The Street of the First Shell.”
The plot echoes “The Yellow Sign” in its portents, its
artistic protagonist, and its inevitable approach of death; the tone
is post-Remarque, post-trenches, almost documentary realism
approaching the unreal. If the narrator of “A Boat Full of
Popes” echoes any SF writer in tone, it might be Heinlein or
Van Vogt, but must his rational world-view debilitate itself to
un-jam the future seen by Hildred Castaigne in “The Repairer of
Reputations”? Laws audaciously uses this reliable modernism to
map that foundational Chambers story of uncertainty and romance.

“Distressing
Notification” is a hipster thriller that draws its themes from
Chambers’ own Frankenstein tale “The Mask” even as
apps replace alchemy. Here, the modernist, even quotidian, voice
echoes Raymond Carver, or (in its self-obsessed narrator) Stephen
King. This is mystery as horror, contrasted with SF as horror in “A
Boat Full of Popes.” The next step, “Pendulous”
turns “chick fic” to horror with the barest leitmotif of
motiveless malignity, an even more soul-dead Bridget Jones
maneuvering for the corner office as “skygaunts” and
“yellow phenomena” shred the world outside. Architecture
and a whiff of Carcosa connect this tale to the Yellow Sign, but the
story is like “Rue Barrée” in negative: love inert
rather than impossible, a society dismembered rather than repressed.
“The Dog” returns to the Castaigne future, now in its
decrepitude. The tale’s flashes of humor and resilience reveal
Fritz Leiber or even Robert Bloch country. Here, something larger
catches the protagonist in its jaws, something that may remind
readers of Frank Belknap Long down to the catch-penny revolution
spouted by the self-aggrandizing Resistance cell in the story. I
catch a whiff of “The Street of Four Winds” from this
one, also, with its thanatic pet and the search for a lover. Finally,
“Fuck You You’re Not Getting Out of This Car”
returns again to the structure and themes of “The Repairer of
Reputations,” but in Clive Barker’s voice this time, a
self-hating stream of consciousness that simultaneously tears off the
Pallid Mask and recoils from the facelessness beneath.

Robert W. Chambers
saw behind the same Pallid Mask. He saw the Yellow Sign, and refused
to look at it again. Instead, he wrote romances, and crime stories,
and spy thrillers, and science fiction, and war stories. Now Robin
Laws creates lovers, and criminals, and spies, and technicians, and
soldiers—and they all behold the Yellow Sign. All roads lead to
Carcosa. Chambers looked away from it. Laws looks behind it. In every
story in these new tales, Laws returns not to the Yellow Sign but to
its signified: to the solipsistic world made somehow both inevitable
and chaotic. He never attempts Chambers’ pastiche, but adapts
voices from later centuries, voices trained to different
vocabularies. Toronto hipsters replace Left Bank Bohemians, the
atmosphere recirculates from Canadian coffeehouse rather than Gallic
studio, but the sweat-sharp reek somehow remains the same, of
desperate striving in the face of—not hostility, per se, but a
Carcosan disinterest. No matter which curtain Laws raises, we always
look out onto the Lake of Hali. No matter which author he pulls from
the shelf, no matter what the title or illustration on the book
jacket, we always see the words of that poisonous play, the drama
that shows us nothing is true and nothing is permanent, not even
impermanence and lies.

Perhaps in a hundred
years a handful of critics will ask themselves, not why did Robert W.
Chambers close The King in Yellow, but why did Robin D. Laws
open it up again? Perhaps they will echo the words of Hildred
Castaigne: “I pray God will curse the writer, as the writer has
cursed the world.” Until then, poison and beauty lay behind and
before you, in any color you want.

Breathe deep.





Full Bleed

Mar 29. As
per instructions, establish surveillance of subject AUBRET MICHAEL.
Observe subject departing his basement apartment near Major and
Ulster. Follow Aubret to Profundity, a coffee shop on Augusta (in
Kensington Market). Aubret sits at counter. Greets other habitues by
name, picking up from past conversations. Might therefore be deemed a
regular. Server behind counter prepares his order (double espresso)
without having to ask. Conversation casual: an art opening, hangover
cures, the Leafs sucking. Topics broached do not include the text.
Subject has his portfolio with him but does not open it.

Mar 30.
Subject does not emerge from his apartment.

Mar 31.
Subject emerges from his apartment to purchase groceries. Returns an
hour later. Determination is made to surveil his associates to
determine degree of connection to the text (if any.) Will attempt to
establish self as regular at Profundity (henceforth “target
site.”) Sit at counter. Order subject’s beverage. Listen
in on conversation between regulars, waiting for natural
opportunities to chime in. Talk is of bands with which I am not
conversant. Manage a few comments on pricing at nearby vintage
clothing stores. Mention comics but garner no response.

Apr 3.
Observe subject departing apartment. Follow to target site. Establish
plausible interval, then enter and sit down at counter. Topic of
discussion is ultimate fighting. Fail to contribute. Friend of
subject’s, the fighting aficionado, introduces himself as
Mariano. He is probably hitting on me. This interchange provides
avenue to be introduced to others: server Steph, young artsy type
Daniel, Daniel’s girlfriend Margerethe (German national on
student visa.) Nothing on comics or the text. Portfolio remains
closed.

Apr 4-6.
Subject at Profundity each day. Achieve further assimilation into
community of regulars. Shallow affiliations of 20-30 year old
slacker/arts types primarily unified by common cafe facilitate
infiltration. But then surface is all there is; there are no depths
to pierce.

Meet various others
in group. Some are friends outside this place, others limit their
contact to coffee chat here. Mariano asks me to club district Friday.
Tell him I am coming off a bad breakup. Subject is withdrawn, allows
others to dominate conversation. Portfolio remains closed, no mention
of text.

Apr 8.
Subject absent from Profundity. Discussion momentarily touches on
terrible murder that took place here over a year ago. Could this be
touchpoint for subject’s interest in the text?

Apr 7.
Subject departs for Profundity at his usual time. Hang back, arriving
approx. 30 min later. Upon arrival, subject sitting at table alone.
Portfolio is open. In adopted persona as bubbly young hipster, I take
innocent glance at it. Subject shuts portfolio. Fleeting glance
renders it impossible to say whether current project does in fact
invoke the text. Subject contends it’s unfinished, isn’t
very good yet. I take liberty of sitting with him. Subject seems
flustered but does not object. I talk to him about comics. Tell him I
read this web series by a Michael Aubret. He is taken aback. Attempts
to be forthcoming but is inarticulate.

Apr 8.
Subject not observed leaving apartment.

Apr 9.
Subject not observed.

Apr 10.
Absent observation of subject, continue establishing cover at target
site. Steph full of smiles and hints. Drift is that subject appears
to have been asking about me. Conclusion: subject is extreme
introvert, a complicating factor in any attempt to establish trust
relationship.

Apr 11. Given
subject’s fearful personality, deem further surveillance near
apartment excessively risky. Instead frequent target site at
subject’s usual arrival times.

Subject arrives
slightly earlier than usual. Initiates talk of comics. I ask him
about references on his site to a published comic book he may be
working on. Subject is evasive, claims to be superstitious. Once
nearly had publication deal but it fell thru. He then felt dumb for
telling all his friends about it. I ask him if it’s what he’s
working on in portfolio. He says sort of: contains his rough sketches
(or layouts, as they are apparently called), which he’ll then
redraw as full-page (originals oversized, then shrunk down).
Discussion diverges into printing technicalities, which he is just
learning. Full bleed, CMYK, paper stocks, POD, various options for
electronic publication. Attempts to re-steer interview to contents of
book deftly deflected.

Apr 12.
Attempt later arrival. Tactic rewarded: subject is in back (washroom
facilities) when I enter. Portfolio sitting out on table. I flip it
open. Glimpsed sketch may refer to text: a face that may be a mask,
or may be monstrous. Subject returns from washroom. Elect to play it
bold, laugh, flirt, tell him I was tired of waiting to look at his
stuff. For a moment fear I have overplayed hand and will be forced to
hand off case. Subject appears jumpy, autonomic responses elevated.
Question whether exposure to text has exaggerated subject’s
psychological condition. Steph teases subject, tells him he should be
grateful anyone is interested in his stuff. Subject calms down.
Removes portfolio from table. Promises he’ll show me when it’s
good. I back off.

Steph has free movie
tickets she can’t use. Some action movie neither of us have
heard of. Steph takes charge. Before we know it, subject and I are
committed to go to this together.

As per regulations,
I review ethical guidelines regarding subject-0fficer romantic
contact. Resolve to proceed not only with propriety, but utmost
appearance of same.

Apr 13-15.
Subject does not appear at target site. Surveillance of home now
deemed too risky. Request for additional observers pending.

Apr 16. Date
night. Experience increases subject’s agitation. Film is
terrible. Audience of free ticket holders restive and rude.
Apparently there is entire subculture of ticket scammers who
obsessively monitor opportunities to attend press screenings. They
talk (during screening!), throw popcorn, argue with critics.
Subject apologizes for this as if evening was his idea. Afterwards we
go to a chain coffee place near the cinema. He says he is almost
ready to show me the book. Attempt to balance encouragement with
desire not to seem suspiciously over-interested. Suspicions might be
characterized as low to nonexistent. (Caveat: subject difficult to
read.) Awkward moment when he asks if he can escort me home.
Dissemble as best I can. He attempts kiss when parting on subway. My
response less than adroit. Subject appears hurt.

Profile must be
completed before ethical transgression occurs.

Apr 17. While
at target site, receive phone call from subject. Invites me to his
place next night, to see the work. Deadline will spur him to finish,
he says.

Apr 18.
Arrive at subject’s apartment with bottle of wine (for
verisimilitude, is bargain-priced, not very good). Subject visibly
agitated. A strong match for five of the eight classic symptoms of
text exposure, possible for two more, negative only on the blink
test. He shows me the comic.

It is based on the
text. A modern-day interpretation of the play, rendered as scenester
soap opera. Occasional flashes back to the original story set on the
alien world of Hastur. Conceit is that modern Torontonians caught in
cycle of eternal recurrence, reenacting unawares the terrible events
of the play. The coffee shop, Profundity, appears renamed, as Hali
(in the original, the name of the fog-wrapped lake beside which the
action occurs.)

Subject has flipped
the genders. Two main characters, Cam and Craig, fall for a
mysterious girl who comes into Hali. She is called only the Stranger.
Cam and Craig try to resist girl because each is aware of the other’s
interest in her. She introduces them to a forbidden text. They fall
for her, fall out. Stranger exerts a growing influence over them.
Drives them apart. She sleeps with both of them, winds up choosing
the confident, handsome one (Craig) over the introverted, sensitive
one (Cam, the obvious author stand-in.) Cam grows increasingly
obsessed with her. Becomes a stalker, follows the two of them around.
Realizes that something is happening to her face. That she isn’t
human, it isn’t a face. Trails them to subway station.
Confronts her, grabbing her, trying to tear her mask off. But it
isn’t a mask. In the struggle, Craig and the Stranger are
knocked onto the tracks. Craig hits third rail and is electrocuted
(which, incidentally, is less likely to happen on Toronto system than
portrayed here.) The train comes in. The doors open. Inside the train
is not the inside of a train but the alien landscape of Hastur. The
Stranger is waiting inside to bear Cam away, punishing him for his
undefined sins.

Subject watches me
read, anxious for my reaction. Calibrating my performance while at
same time executing mental defense routines versus text contamination
proves highly challenging. Mustering required effort, I conceal my
revulsion at the obscenity of its otherworldly decadence. I ask
myself: what would my character do? She likes dark and gothy things
and isn’t so bright and is attracted to him. Once mentally
stabilized, I gush at him: enthralling, weird, haunting. Subject
appears pleased by this response.

Taking a risk, I ask
him if it isn’t based on something, because it seems like a
free adaptation, but of a source I’m not familiar with.

Bizarre claims
follow, establishing depth of subject’s delusions. He claims
based on a book long publicly available, published 1895, in print in
various editions, available in free (public domain) ebook format on
the Internet. Not suppressed at all, with only its relative literary
obscurity to keep it from all mankind.

The delusion is
intricate, detailed, and airtight in its internal logic.

Conclusion: subject
deeply, irretrievably enmeshed in Text Psychosis.

Extrication from
evening’s romantic overtones simpler than feared. Subject hints
at his romantic intentions but waits for me to make first move. I
play it as if his comic so effectively horrific that mood for
anything else set aside. (Were I in this situation as myself I’d
tell him that the act of presenting a work so rife with misogyny,
self-loathing and violence as a courting offering ought to warn any
halfway mindful woman to flee from him at maximum velocity.) The
potential for coupling deflated, the evening winds to an early halt.
When exiting I sustain his engagement with a few encouraging signals.

Aubret’s comic
will be scanned in to computer to be colored by another artist. Until
then, his pages are the only copy.

Apr 19.
Surveillance window curtailed by need for personal time. Report filed
separately. Though need to act quickly given state of completion of
subject’s work is a factor, a brief cool-down period will
heighten my upper hand in power dynamic with subject.

Apr 20.
Receive call from subject. He proposes tour of used bookstores to
find a copy of the Text. Quest is of course preposterous but will
grant opportunity for what must be done.

We meet at
Profundity, walk to St. Andrew station. When lights of train appear
in tunnel I push subject onto the tracks. I have positioned us into
established camera blind spot. As per training I exit scene in calm,
unhurried fashion, attracting no attention as I ride escalators to
surface. Out of caution, walk to subject’s apartment in
circuitous scatter pattern. Enter suspect premises using copied key
(impression made during previous date night.) Quickly locate
portfolio, check to make sure all pages are present. Remove his
computer’s main hard drive and take his external backup. Pages
burned. Hard drives held on site for retrieval by electronic
intelligence department.

News reports of
subject’s termination refer only to an unknown suspect, witness
reports sought by police, no description given. At this early
juncture it appears as if cover is maintained. Necessity of request
to headquarters for extraordinary intervention into judicial process
currently rated CODE BLUE / LOWEST RATING.

Apr 21. CARRYOVER
TO NEW FILE: As per previous personal time report, home situation
becoming untenable. Likely that Mother found and read this report or
others. Signs of secondary Text Psychosis upgraded from incipient to
active. She confronts me with contents of rifled blackbox. Claims my
ID is homemade, my badge a brass toy. A Class Two delusion. Best
current presumption says she is unaware of my role in subject
neutralization. In a classic inversion technique, she threatens psych
evaluation.

Absent contrary
instructions, will treat Mother as new subject.





Gaps

Then you’re
driving a car. You haven’t seen it before. It’s a very
old Pontiac, like from the seventies old, enormous compared to
today’s models, green inside and out. The steering wheel fights
you with every adjustment. It smells like pipe smoke.

Amy sits in the
back. She tucks a blue blanket over a little girl’s shoulders.
You want to see more but have to keep your eyes mostly on the road.

The mammoth car hogs
all of its lane. Two-lane highway slices through a forest.
Black-barked, leafless branches whiz by. Patches of snow resist the
march of spring.

You sneak another
backwards glance. Dried tears trail down the girl’s red cheeks.
She’s five or six. Blond hair, searing blue eyes, a space
between her teeth. Freckles.

It comes to you that
you and Amy have kidnapped her. With the realization comes a dropping
sensation in your gut.

You suffer from
gaps. Lately they’re getting worse. Suddenly you’ll be
somewhere, doing something. You’ll be able to search back for
your most immediately previous memory, but between them will be a
gaping space where a bunch of stuff happened, which you don’t
remember. Bits of context might float up into your mind, or they
might not. Instinct, or maybe a buried, vital understanding, tells
you never to admit this to anyone. So instead you play along until
you figure out more or less what occurred during your most recent
gap.

This one though is a
doozy. You want to run the car off the road. Ask Amy what the hell
she was thinking. How she convinced you to do this. Does she want to
keep the kid? Are you rescuing her from a terrible situation? It
could be a ransom thing. Does that feel like the Amy you know? You
have the sense that this has tripped you up before. Character
judgments can turn out badly wrong when based on selective
information.

The consequences for
kidnapping strike you like a fist. This is bad. Worse (you think)
than anything you’ve ungapped to before. How did she get you to
do it? Was it even her idea? For all you know, this could be your
fault. Perspiration flash-floods out your pores. Your mouth goes
desert dry.

You grope for
leading questions. They have to be clear enough to get you the info
you need, but glancing enough so’s they don’t tip her
off. But what if you’ve already gapped, and asked them already,
and then gapped again? What if you ask them, get the answers, but
flash ahead to your next gap and can’t access them?

Despite superficial
resemblances, this isn’t Alzheimer’s. You’re way
too young and the symptoms don’t fit. After those initial
vertiginous moments when you exit from the gap, you can remember
recent events with perfect lucidity—except for huge hunks of
missing time. Whereas Alzheimer’s patients, from what you
understand, lose short-term memory formation, period, and years and
years worth of later recollections, period. This is something
different.

The book. You
shouldn’t have read the book.

You didn’t
intend to read the book.

There was a meme
that went around, when word got out there was this old play that
drove people nuts. Some Russian asshole found it and posted it to the
net. There was this symbol associated with it. They called the meme
yellow-rolling. You got a link to click on, a seemingly innocent URL
on some other topic entirely. Then as a prank, you find yourself
looking at the text of the book. If you didn’t click away soon
enough, you got sucked in and kept reading. That’s what
happened to you.

The gaps started
after you read it.

Did Amy read it too?

If you’ve ever
asked her, the answer got erased.

You swerve to the
shoulder to give berth to an oncoming transport truck.

“All right
back there?” you ask.

“Just drive,”
Amy tells you.

Okay, she’s
pissed. That’s a clue.

She would either be
pissed because:

This was your plan,
and she resents going along with it.

This was her plan,
and you’re messing it up.

Or regardless of
whose plan it is, you could have done something else wrong moments
ago.

You take a shot.
“Are you navigating?”

“Very funny.”

“Seriously
though the kid’s alright. Right?”

“Why would you
ask that?”

The trees grow
denser. The road bends to thread through a rock cut. Rural
graffitists have spray-painted its pink quartz surfaces. One team
left behind a day-glo version of the Yellow Sign, with gradients and
3D effects, further deconstructed by the steps and juts of the
exposed stone.

You’re
sprawled in a musty-smelling futon in the large central room of a
cottage. Amy paces, clutching a beer bottle by the neck, not drinking
from it.

The place is totally
unfamiliar, so unless you’ve gapped every single time you’ve
been here before, for the entire length of your stay in each case,
you’ve never been here before. It used to be nice but hasn’t
been kept up. You might say more of a hunting lodge than a cottage.
Varnished plank walls set the rustic tone. An empty gun rack hangs
beside a stone fireplace. Mud-colored throw rugs dot the parquet
floor. A deer head looks down from one wall, a moose head from the
opposite. In their antlers, spiders trap flies.

You don’t see
the kid. You want to ask about the kid. But you can’t ask
because if something’s happened to her, or you’ve gapped
way past the entire incident with the kidnapping, you’d be
giving yourself away.

How can Amy love
you, if you’re not actually present half the time? If you’re
continually trying to hide the holes in your awareness? Has she
noticed, and she’s trying to hide that, so that both of you are
constantly masked from the other?

“They should
have called by now,” she says. She sets down the beer, checks
her phone.

“Do we get
reception here?”

She checks the
screen. “Fuck!” Did this not occur to her? You decide
this is definitely her plan. She’s in command. She’s the
one waiting for the call. You see a big bedroom, a bathroom, a closed
door to what might be a smaller bedroom. The kid’s probably in
there sleeping. You weigh the risks of a peek-in.

An old doubt
crystallizes. During the gaps, or during the events that occur during
the gaps, you’re still doing stuff, making decisions, and
appearing to others as much yourself as you are now, during the times
you consistently remember. In those times, is it possible that you
have full recollection of everything, including the previous gaps? In
other words, is the you that takes charge during the gaps the real
you, the one retaining full will and volition, leaving your current
self as merely a shadow?

“No bars?”
you ask.

Amy paces faster.
“Fuck fuck fuck.”

“What do we
do?”

She roams the room,
holding her phone up, casting for bars. Nothing. “Shit fuck
damn.”

“Wait. If
we’re the kidnappers, why are we waiting for them to call us?”
The regret sinks in before the words have left your mouth. They hang
in the air.

She looks at you
like you’ve lost your mind. Then she rationalizes away from the
truth to a more acceptable alternative reality: “That’s
so incredibly not fucking funny right now.”

You’re
perching on the side of the girl’s bed. She has the ugly brown
and blue quilt tucked up over her head. Feathery snoozing noises
escape from the pillow.

Where’s Amy?
You ease up off the bed, so as not to disturb the sleeping kid. You
poke your head into the living room, then the rest of the cottage.
The sound of waves against shore lap through the room’s
silence. No Amy.

The two of you are
already in irredeemably deep shit but if you give the kid back
unharmed, before claiming any ransom, that might help some. You reach
for your phone. Of course. No bars here.

Amy must be off
finding a cell tower.

The floor creaks.
You turn. There’s the girl, the quilt wrapped around her
shoulders. Her feet are bare and so are her legs. You get mad at Amy
for not putting the kid in proper PJs. Thoughtlessness like this is
typical of her. That’s a fact your gaps aren’t wide
enough to hide.

The kid’s
scared. “Can I have water?”

You jump up. “Sure,
sure.” You find the small kitchen area. There’s no
plumbing. Instead you see a large plastic water dispenser. You grab a
cup and pour it nearly full. Her small fingers reach for it. She
takes a long sip. She hands you back the cup.

“When can I go
home?”

You don’t know
what to tell her. For want of an eloquent gesture, you drink the rest
of the water.

“I want to go
home,” the kid says, her voice quieter.

“Be good, and
you will,” you tell her.

She thinks about
this. “I didn’t do nothin bad did I?”

You pat her blond
head. “No of course not, sweetie.”

She clamps herself
onto your leg, hugging you tight. “I want to go home.”


***

You’re running
with the girl beside you, through the woods. You wend through rough
ground. Tree roots catch your feet. They pull off one of her tiny
Velcroed sneakers. You put it back on. Her foot is dirty and scraped.
She’s crying. You touch your face. You’ve been crying
too. She goes limp in your arms. “I’m tired,” she
whispers.

From the
circumstances you’re pretty sure you have to keep on going. Why
you’d have to flee Amy isn’t clear but here you are doing
it and there has to be a good reason behind that. You pick the girl
up. She resists, making herself dead weight.

“Please, we
have to go,” you tell her.

“Why do we
have to go this way?”

“It’s
our best chance,” you guess.

“They want to
hurt me, don’t they?”

You want to ask her
what ‘they’ means but revealing your slender grasp of the
situation will upset her way worse.

“We have to
find help,” you tell her.

Forest stretches all
around you. You can hear and smell the nearby lake but can’t
see it. Assuming that the direction you were already headed in was
purposefully chosen is more than the legacy of gap upon gap, you
start to carry the girl. She wriggles from your arms and takes you by
the hand.

Wisping chimney
smoke rises from behind a wall of pines. You head toward it.

“The people
there will help us,” you tell her.

“How come you
never call me by my name?” she asks.

You hurt. Your hands
are behind your back. You try to move them; they’re bound with
something hard and unyielding: plastic or metal maybe. Liquid
trickles from your nostrils. You taste it: blood. Your face throbs.
So do your ribs. Red spatters cover your shirt, your pants, your
shoes.

You’re in the
back seat of the Pontiac. You wriggle up beside the window. Slowly
you crane your head up. The car sits on the edge of a clearing. Under
a twilight sky Amy delivers the girl to a trio of men. One is slight,
older, dressed in a leather jacket, wears a flat golf-style cap. The
other two flank him, in down coats and toques. They’re tall,
wide, young. Based on not much, you decide they’re Eastern
European. On the arms of the down coats appear small patches,
identical, bearing a yellow design. They’re too far away to
make out but you presume it’s the Sign.

The girl clings to
Amy’s legs. The thuggish men peel her away and pick her up. She
hits one of them with a flurry of kid punches. The one who isn’t
carrying her pulls what looks to be a knife. He holds it to her
throat. The kid stops fighting.

The older man hands
Amy an alligator-skin valise. They nod at each other. Amy steps away.
The man calls her back. He nods to one of his guys. The guy passes
her a pistol. She cocks her head in that argumentative way that feels
characteristic of her. Then she takes it. She stalks toward the car,
finger wrapped around the trigger.

Finally, you think,
deliverance.


***

You’re digging
with your fingers into cold, loose earth.

You reel back, to
take stock. The light says early morning. You’re in the same
clearing—no, a different, smaller one. There’s more blood
on you. A crude, filthy bandage stretches across your palm. You peer
underneath—it’s gashed deep. You’re wearing a down
jacket, like the thugs had on. A quick check of the patch shows that
it is, like you’d guessed, sort of a Yellow Sign, though
stylized like Cyrillic lettering.

A hard object
presses into the small of your back. You reach back for it: the
pistol.

Impulse tells you to
keep digging. You do until you uncover the girl’s dead face.
They’ve tattooed it, with marks like out of an exorcism movie.
One of the many signs matches the jacket patch. You picture them
doing it. Fortunately it’s imagination, not a genuine memory
flash, but still. They’d have had to sedate her. So that would
be a mercy, right?

You can’t look
at her. You push the dirt over her. Sobs choke you. You double over.
You push your face into the dirt.

You stick the gun
barrel between your teeth, pressing its tip against your palate. You
can’t make yourself do it. Smacking yourself in the face with
the gun butt is the best you can manage.

You weave up to your
feet. If only you had a camera. You do your best to memorize this
stupid, anonymous clearing. No landmarks of any kind.

There’s the
Pontiac. You stagger toward it. Each movement shoots fresh agony
through your limbs. It’s like there isn’t an inch of you
that isn’t cut or contused.

Amy lies on the
other side of the car, alongside one of the possibly Eastern European
goons. She’s got a bullet hole between her eyes. The guy’s
fatal wounds are in his neck. He’s not wearing a coat. The
driver’s side door is fully open. Keys dangle from the
ignition.

You reach into Amy’s
pocket for her phone. It’s an old piece of junk she was too
cheap to replace: no camera. But that’s not what you’re
thinking anyhow. If a phone is on, and in range of a cell tower, the
service provider can locate it. So if you leave it on and get back to
civilization, you can give the cops what they need to locate the
bodies.

But there are no
bars.

You try the same
with the guy’s phone. It’s broken, the glass front
shattered. There’s a chance the battery is only dead. You
compare the battery in his phone to Amy’s, thinking there’s
an outside chance they might be swappable. To your lack of surprise
they’re not.

Sliding behind the
wheel of the car, you find the alligator valise at your feet. It’s
full of worn American dollars, bundled together with new paper bands.
There’s maybe twenty grand here.

You toss the valise
onto the thug’s body. It bounces and lands on Amy’s hand.
The gun goes, too.

The car chugs easily
to life. You tell yourself that you are not going to gap until you
reach a recognizable sign, which you will then write down. In the
glove compartment you find a Chinese takeout brochure from a town you
have never heard of. This will itself be a clue, but you’ll
write more precise details on it when you find them.


***

You stand in front
of a soothingly rectangular building faced in cheerful red brick. A
row of blue letters announces it as a detachment of the Ontario
Provincial Police. One of those nagging near-memories informs you
that you’re in a place called Bracebridge. In your hand, you
clutch the takeout menu. Pencil scrawls can still be seen under a
layer of blood smears.

You head for its
concrete steps, low and beckoning.


***

You wake up, not in
a cell, but in your own bed, back in the city. You’re naked.
Dirt and blood smudge your white sheets. You leap from the mattress
and into the living room. The down jacket hangs over a chair. If
you’d turned yourself in, they’d have taken it as
evidence. You must have chickened out at the last minute. But it’s
not too late. You thrust your hand into the pocket, searching for the
menu. It’s not there. You search the apartment for it, upending
all the garbage cans, sorting through the basket of Amy’s paper
shredder. Nothing.

An Internet search
turns up the latest news on the missing girl, which is that she is
still missing. Her name is Madison Drejer and they give her age as
five years old. News footage shows her pleading mother and father
breaking down at a press conference.

Although you can’t
provide directions, you can tell the police what you do know. You
pick up the phone to call them.


***

You’re at
work, slicing tomatoes against the scarred plastic board. A customer
comes in to order a roast beef and cheddar panini. It’s
possible to name him even: Mr. Baalham, who works next door at the
credit union.

As always the
mordant truth of the phrase “no-brainer job” strikes
home. Turns out that at a sandwich shop a lack of contiguous memory
is not the handicap a person might think. It’s all routine. One
might go so far as to say that the memory losses aid with the
monotony. Besides, you don’t gap out at work as much as you do
at other times. It seems as if the more important an event is, the
greater the odds of its collapsing into the darkness on you.

You hum an old
Motown tune as you slap the focaccia on the sandwich press. The TV
over your head is perma-tuned to the local news. A report marks the
one-month anniversary of Madison Drejer’s disappearance.

Mr. Baalham clucks
at the screen. “Horrible shame,” he says.

You agree.

If the you that
lives in the gaps can never manage to follow through on contacting
the cops, there must be a reason behind that.


***

You’re in the
green Pontiac, pointing its broad nose at the gates of a small-town
dump. Amy’s stuff fills the trunk and back seat. There’s
surprisingly little of it. She moved around a lot before you met and
wasn’t into accumulation.

She was estranged
from her folks, to the point of never telling you who they were. So
there’s no parents to come around asking why she’s fallen
out of touch. You told your few friends that you came home from work
one day and her shit was cleared out. That it had been tense between
you for a while but you weren’t prepared for her to up and
vanish. That on a fundamental level, looking back, you never truly
understood her.

Or rather you infer
that what you told them was along those lines.


***

Life has settled
into dull humdrum. You aren’t having so many gaps any more. The
irony: little of it is worth remembering.

Some nights you wake
up terrified, thinking the cops will one day pull you over on a
routine stop, run the plates, link you back to the men who killed the
girl, and uncover all of it.

Or that the man with
the alligator valise will show up on your doorstep with some of his
boys, looking to tie up loose ends.

Some nights you wake
up terrified that they won’t.


***

You’ve kept
the Pontiac. You hardly need it for city driving but occasionally you
go north to compare the features of lonely, wooded highways.


***

You’re walking
along Bloor Street West, headed toward the Christie Pits. It’s
been so long since you last had a gap that the sensation dizzies you.
You lean against the side of a flower shop and wait until you’ve
steadied yourself. Like anybody, you cross south so that there’s
a street beside you and the park.

High prefab traffic
walls still surround it. Now you can hear backhoes moving behind
them, the beep beep beep of their backing up. They’re finally
getting around to clearing out the mass graves from the trouble last
summer.

You stop at a Korean
place for takeout and head home down Euclid. Your apartment is a
second floor walk-up accessible by a separate set of exterior stairs.
As you near the door the vertigo comes back on you.

Someone’s
smeared red stuff on your door. It stands out against the white
paint. The densest smears are a little more than three feet from the
bottom of the door. They’re thickest around the handle.


***

You’re walking
home. You head up the steps to your apartment door.


***

You’re sitting
on your couch, perched in a strangely alert position on the edge of
the cushions, hands clamped tight around your knee caps, skin clammy
and pale. The coffee table has been knocked askew. A toppled glass
rolls at your feet, orange juice pooling around it. You mop it up
with a paper towel. You think back to your last memory before the
gap. You were heading to your door.

It’s ajar, key
still in the lock, key ring dangling from it. Cold air drifts in. You
drop the wadded up paper towel, soaked with juice.

A chaos of scratch
marks mars the door’s lower half. You wipe it down with bleach.
The scratches penetrate the paint, exposing splintered wood beneath.
If he sees this, the landlord will shit himself. You finish cleaning
up the spill. Then you head off for the hardware store.

You return hefting a
bag full of purchases: a can of white paint, a couple of brushes,
sandpaper, and a hand sander. You sand down the scrapes and paint
them over.

That night you wake
up to a clawing noise. Raccoons is your first thought. Or pigeons on
the roof. You go back to sleep.

Next morning, the
scratches are back, deeper and redder.

During the time you
would normally give yourself to eat breakfast, you clean, sand, and
repaint.

You’re sitting
in your couch in the same locked position you gapped into yesterday.

The girl stands
before you, grimy and dead. She’s pushed the coffee table out
of position. Her arms hang at her side. Her toes point inward. She
stares straight at you. She’s as she was when you last saw her,
buried in that shallow grave. The horrible tattoos darken her face. A
deep gash runs through her throat. Through it you see dangling
threads of rotting flesh and possibly exposed vertebrae.


***

Never have you
gapped in and out in such a rapid cycle as you do now, with the girl
coming to visit you. She talks to you but always in the gaps. But
when you gap in, an impression remains of her having spoken. You
retain a gist, if not a recollection of sounds, or an ability to
recreate exact words. Conversely, you can remember snippets of what
you say to her. It is a conversation conducted across chasms of
suppressed memory.

“I’m
sorry,” you tell her.


***

You get the feeling
she knows that.

“Why did it
take so long for you to come to get me?”

Because she had to
find the others first.

“So you
started with the guiltiest, and now I’m last on your list.”


***

She didn’t
want to hurt them. What they did to her was real bad. But she didn’t
want to do that to them. It upset her all over again, having to do
it.

You are glad you
can’t exactly remember what it looks like, when the dead girl
cries.


***

“Don’t
be sad to do what you have to,” you say. “I understand.”


***

She tells you you’ve
got it wrong. That’s not why she’s here. You tried to
help her. It wasn’t your fault. She doesn’t have to
punish you, like she had to with the others. She gets to choose. And
that’s not what she chooses.

“But won’t
that mean you’re stuck here, if you don’t finish up?”

She’s stuck
here no matter what. Because of what happened to her.

“So what do
you want? How can I help you? Whatever you ask, if I can do it, I
will.”

What she wants is
she’s lonely.

She can’t go
home. She tried that and it went real bad.

Madison wants
somewhere to go.


***

The gaps regularize.
When you’re out of the apartment, you remember everything.
Every minute of work. Movies in their entirety. Time whiled away at
pubs and restaurants. All the moments around them, dull or momentous.

Your time at home
fragments. When Madison’s here, the gaps close in. Sometimes
she’s some other place. She doesn’t tell you where, and
you don’t ask.

With your memory
under control, you can get a more demanding, better-paying job. You
go into management. The extra money you spend on her. You buy a large
screen TV, a premium cable subscription, a Blu-Ray player and an
exhaustive selection of kid’s movies. You get dolls and toys
and coloring books. A tablet, consoles, handheld game devices. She
likes when you play against her.

Her tastes don’t
change. She doesn’t age or mature. She’s easy to please.
You don’t have to prepare food for her. (Though occasionally
you worry that feeding happens, when she’s out of the
apartment.)

You’re
constantly buying clothes. She bleeds through them, so they’re
ruined after a couple of wears. You rotate stores so the sales clerks
don’t catch on to the weirdness.

TV remotes require
constant replacing, too. The blood gets into them, sticks the keys,
and eventually shorts them out.

The place smells
permanently of bleach, from all the spot cleaning. You bought her
plastic furniture but she sometimes forgets to sit in it.

Your bedclothes,
too. You buy sheets and blankets cheap, store them up. Periodically
you take the Pontiac to a deserted spot and burn them.

She sleeps on top of
the blankets. Well, sleeps isn’t probably the right term. But
at night when you are half-awake, you feel her curled tight against
your calves and feet. It’s not warmth—she’s room
temperature—but it is pressure, the pressure of a touch.





The Blood on the Wall in the Fortress

The artillery shell
struck the ruined keep, turning to powder its remaining crenelations.
From their vantage atop their own commandeered tower on the Rhine’s
western side, the men of the ninth fire detachment, second artillery
battery, Loyalist infantry, watched black smoke billow into the
Alsatian air, near the town of B__________. Standing in a castle
built in the 12th century, they observed the effect of
their big gun on its 11th century counterpart. Through the
smoke, they beheld a burning figure. The wretch ran helpless circles.
The tower roof gave way, constraining them to a tighter orbit. The
men could only presume his faraway screams.

Venon averted his
gaze. The rest of the men swayed, transfixed, as their flame-wreathed
enemy leapt from the tower, ablaze.

Girinec asked the
lieutenant: “Another go, sir?”

The lieutenant held
up his gloved hand, gold braid swaying. Until resupply came, the
ammunition required cautious husbanding.

Venon and Jaquillard
readied a shell for loading. Venon trembled. When the war first
started, six months ago in the spring of 1947, he assumed that he
would, over time, inure himself to its shocks. Experience turned this
hope on its ear. Each time proved worse than the last. The unit’s
first engagement had been a thundering abstraction, its victims
hidden on the other side of a ridge line. The second shook him some,
but only afterwards, when he saw its victims hauled away on trucks.
In the firefight before this one, he for the first time fired his
rifle and saw targets fall. He’d concealed his weakness and
kept his head. He joined Jaquillard and Nurschinger in laughing about
it. Like blasting grouse, Nurschinger said. Only weeks later did the
dead creep into Venon’s dreams. Their white faces resembled
masks.

The wind sped and
dampened, presaging a storm. It cleared away the smoke. The crew’s
castle stood higher above the valley than their target, allowing them
to look down on its shattered roof. Two bodies sprawled beside a
high-velocity, wheel-mounted gun. It lay on its side, knocked over by
the blast.

The lieutenant
gestured for his field glasses. Girinec had them ready. The
lieutenant peered through them. He chewed at his lower lip. The
lieutenant feared errors, his own most of all. Unlike his
predecessor—who was promoted after the action at Strasbourg—he
allowed himself to think aloud. “It is likely disabled. But
better not to chance it. Nurschinger, can you hit it?”

“Yessir,”
Nurschinger nodded.

Girinec hauled out
the smoking, spent shell. Venon checked the breech. Jaquillard loaded
the new shell. Nurschinger cranked the targeting lever. He squinted
through the scope. He measured the trajectory. He returned to the
scope and signaled for Girinec to haul on the firing mechanism. The
gun boomed. Its round whistled across the Rhine. It hit the tower.
The top of the tower blew off. The enemy gun became shrapnel. The
bodies disappeared.

The lieutenant
called for a stand-down. Venon filled two empty shells. The gun,
balky since Strasbourg, would require a full check, but not until it
cooled. Jaquillard rubbed his ample belly and proposed a forage. The
lieutenant shook his head. Girinec tried to tease Jaquillard over his
habit of miming his every emotion and state of mind, like a cheap
Guignol actor. Like all of Girinec’s attempts at humor, it
registered as mere complaint. The lieutenant seemed tempted to
intervene in the carping and badinage of his men. Instead he gestured
to the boîte-noire.
Girinec opened its leather outer casing, revealing its black plastic
shielding. He pulled out the antenna and positioned it until the
transmitter button lit. He slid out the keyboard. The lieutenant sat
cross-legged to hunt and peck his incident report into the machine.
When he was finished, he snapped his fingers for Girinec to complete
the transmission. Girinec fiddled with it. He had to drag it outside
to finally establish a full connection. The castle walls created
interference, he muttered. He cursed them out. He tried to make a
routine of it. No one laughed.

The lieutenant
unfolded his canvas chair and settled into a semblance of a
comfortable position. He returned to his book, a slim volume entitled
Notes on the Yellow Sign. Venon peeked at the front cover. The
name of the author, Albert Camus, meant nothing to him.

They waited.

The lieutenant read.
Girinec squatted in front of the boîte-noire.
Jaquillard and Nurschinger played gin, each denigrating the other’s
taste in whores. Jaquillard liked them meaty; Nurschinger preferred
the thin and pallid.

Venon took out his
art pad. He attempted to capture the line of the lieutenant’s
posture. Finding this too difficult, he switched his study to his
superior’s face. With a brisk circular motion he delineated
each bead of sweat as it surfaced on his brow. Had they been
civilians in a cafe together, Venon might have dared ask him what he
found so disturbing on those pages.

The wait weighed on
them.

Finally the
boîte-noire clattered. Without
glancing at it, Girinec handed the perforated message to the
lieutenant. He read it and frowned.

“Fill all the
shells,” he told Venon. “We’re to reduce that tower
to rubble.” He paced. “A thousand years old and now we
must scrape it from the surface of the earth. All to thwart the Tsar
and his proxies of the hour.” He left the rest as
implication—that the Loyalists had once been Russian allies,
and might become so again. Venon knew better than to agree.

The soldiers traded
wary glances. It was unwise of the lieutenant to critique the mission
in their presence. Seeing the lieutenant so casually shrug away his
authority over them led them to wonder what other missteps lay ahead.

Venon blamed the
books the lieutenant carried with him. He resolved to find more
wholesome literary fare for him the next time they plundered a
chateau. Perhaps his present collection might find its way
accidentally into a creek, or tumble into a fire.

The others assisted
Venon with the shells. The lieutenant moved his chair beside the big
gun. He sat contemplating the tower they were about to raze.

When the shells were
ready, however, he gave the order and turned away. As they readied to
fire, six Alsatians appeared on a trail, headed toward their target.
Two wore uniforms; the rest attired themselves as irregulars.

By handing him his
field glasses, Girinec called them to the lieutenant’s
attention.

The lieutenant
watched them make their way to the tower. “Wait until they have
reached it,” he ordered. “If we are to sin against
posterity, let us make of it a blood sacrifice.”

He removed his chair
to a lower chamber. The crew fired the big gun in rapid sequence. The
tower shuddered and collapsed, dropping onto the approaching
fighters.

The crew expected to
move out that night, but the boîte-noire
conveyed no such order. Instead Venon and Nurschinger relieved Abjean
and Mimet on sentry duty up in the turret.

Nurschinger rolled
himself a cigarette. “When I am killed,” he said, “I
do not want it to be by a falling tower.”

Venon had long since
discovered the slim benefits of participating in the bluff man’s
verbal fancies.

“No, the
history books will say that B____________ Tower was destroyed in the
war of reclamation, 1947 to whatever.”

“Or whatever
they wind up calling it.”

“Or whatever
they wind up calling it. But those books will never give the names of
those poor geese who just croaked it under its toppling pieces.”
He offered Venon a puff.

Venon inhaled deep.
“They won’t remember us if we’re killed by more
ordinary means, either.” He had been drawn in, after all.

Deep in the night,
they were relieved in turn. Venon dragged himself to his bedroll and
gave himself up immediately to slumber. Not long after, snoring
awakened him. He realized that it was his own. Muscles aching from
contact with the cold stone floor, he rose to stretch. His hand
brushed something wet. He felt down the wall—definitely a leak
of one kind or another. Venon crouched to feel blindly through his
pack. If a puddle was about to form on the floor, he meant to sleep
well clear of it. He found his penlight and shone it on the wall.

A rivulet ran down
the wall all right, but it wasn’t water. Its color was the deep
red of fresh blood. Venon overcame his revulsion and sniffed at it.
It smelled of blood, too.

Keeping the light
source tight to the wall, to avoid rousting his fellows, Venon
searched for the leak’s source. He could not find it. The flow
appeared to begin at eye level, as if one of the castle stones itself
had been wounded.

He dismissed the
thought that he might be dreaming: the chill, and his soreness, were
too acute for that. Also, his dreams were colorless, while the
trickle of blood was anything but.

Venon shook off the
dregs of sleep and reentered the realm of logic. The origin of the
stream surely lay in some obscure mineral process. Or perhaps not so
obscure: Venon’s mastery of chemistry extended no further than
the mixture of paints. He did recall, however, that red was the most
difficult of colors to replicate. The natural world offered few
pigment ingredients this deep and rich. Still, this could only be a
remarkable phenomenon, not an inexplicable one.

Braving his
comrade’s ever-ripening odor, he moved his bedroll closer to
Nurschinger’s. Venon remained soundly asleep, even when the
dead infiltrated his dreams. Their complement had grown, now
incorporating several of the irregulars who’d died in the
toppling of the tower.

After Girinec
prodded Venon awake with a booted toe, it took him half an hour to so
much as remember the blood-like substance. Returning to the wall, he
found only a faint discolored streak extending vertically from eye
level to the height of his ankles. Venon decided that his odd little
anecdote required more telling than its reception would reward. He
staggered to the latrine, then returned to the others. Jaquillard’s
morning oatmeal already bubbled in a cook-pot, suspended over a low
flame. The men ate and waited for the ship-out command.

Instead the
lieutenant came at them with upper lip snarled. He balled a
boîte-noire slip and tossed it into
the fire. Girinec handed him his porridge-cup.

“We’re
to maintain position until further notice,” he said.

Fasts broken, Venon
and Nurschinger went up top to take their watch shift. Birds trilled.
Hints of fog played through the downed tower’s rubble. Through
field glasses, Venon tracked a fox trotting along a distant
ridgeline.

Nurschinger sat
himself behind the machine-gun tripod. Its barrel pointed away from
the river, to the base of the castle, ready for a rear-guard assault.
Nurschinger took aim at imaginary invaders. Though enlisted in the
Loyalist army, he was of Alsatian stock. Some might accuse him of
shooting down his own people. Venon had not heard him address this
point with any of the others. His own scant camaraderie with
Nurschinger forbade him to raise the question himself. Nor did he
imagine that the man would muster much more than a shrug in reply.
Most likely, he killed for the first side to hand him a gun.

Nurschinger
murmured, “Cover for me,” folded his arms over the
barrel, laid his head on them, and snoozed.

Venon wished for the
daring to sketch the vista laid out before him. The prospect of a
Girinec scolding deterred him. He’d been caught before; the
humiliation of the dressing-down still ate at him. So instead he drew
the image in his head. He tried to fix in his mind the precise
appearance of the tower before they knocked it down. Later he would
commit it to paper. He regretted not taking the time for a precise
rendering before it was too late. Perhaps he would make two pictures:
one of the expanse with the tower intact, the second showing the
scene as it was now.

He would not depict
the moment of impact, or show corpses in its aftermath. To do so
would certainly suit the depraved tastes of the day, still trapped in
the aesthetic aspic of the Decadent period. Venon ached to escape
from Decadence, indeed from Post-Decadence. To what, he had yet to
conceive. One day epiphany would seize him. He would see the way
forward, a style to shake painting from its half-century of stasis.
Many could see the need. At the École nationale they talked of
little else. Deep within him he understood that he would be the one
to satisfy it. If only he could part the veil and truly see.

Nurschinger stirred.
“Hey, I’m the one supposed to be sleeping.”

“I’m
wide awake.”

“And dreaming.
Of something useless, no doubt. Which is to say, of something other
than pussy. Oh, don’t be such a priss, boy. If war’s good
for any purpose it’s to knock the child out of you.”
Nurschinger had fought in the conflicts of ’33 and ’38
and enjoyed discussing them. In his view, peace was a period of
boredom between wars. However, to pursue his second favorite theme,
wars themselves consisted also mostly of boredom. In this paradoxical
tension lay the sum total of Nurschinger’s philosophy. This
accounted for the difficulty Venon had in sustaining conversation
with him. If there was anyone in the crew Venon might be able to talk
with, it would be the lieutenant, but this was prevented by the gap
between their ranks.

Nurschinger jolted.
“Grab your rifle!” he whispered. He ducked down behind
the battlement. Venon seized his weapon and chambered a round. A
group of eight partisans armed with hunting pieces advanced on the
castle’s eastern side.

The gruff Alsatian
had his own rifle out. He patted the machine-gun.
“Let’s be sporting.”

One could argue that
there was a benefit of surprise in not revealing that they had a
machine-gun
up there with them. Venon saw through this. What Nurschinger in fact
wanted was to force him to take part in the kill. A single sweep of
automatic fire would cut them down easily, but then Venon’s
hands would be no more blooded than before.

Venon took quick
stock of the crouch-walking partisans. There were two oldsters and a
pair of adolescents. The rest were middle-aged. Venon decided to
shoot the old men first. It was a foolish distinction, as all were
about to die. But they had lived the longest, and in a way that
salved Venon’s conscience.

Since enlisting he
had discovered himself to be a keen shot. He attributed this to the
careful mathematics of his painterly gaze. As if rulering in a line
of perspective, he gridded out his aim. A red flower appeared in the
old man’s forehead. He dropped. The partisans ran for cover.
Nurschinger popped one in the legs. He fell, clutching his ankle. The
rest scrambled; none but the boys made it. Venon shot the second
codger in the abdomen. In quick succession, he felled two of the
middle-aged irregulars. Nurschinger took care of another.

The adolescents had
taken poor cover. Although the bush they crouched behind was densely
leafy, their position did not account for the castle defenders’
superior angle.

Nurschinger drew a
bead, then hesitated. “They’re too young to haul into the
boat,” he said. “Here’s what. I’ll wing one
of them. When they see their cover’s no good, they’ll
hoof it, likely. If they drop their rifles, we let them go. If
not...”

Venon attempted a
shrug but managed only a twitch.

Nurschinger fired. A
boy’s shoulder exploded. It was more than a winging. The arm
dangled loose, held to its socket only by exposed veins and nerve
endings. He ran nonetheless, followed by his friend. Venon winced:
each still grasped his fowling piece. Nurschinger raised his barrel.
The wounded boy got it in the neck.

Venon’s next
round went wide of the mark, striking the bush and blowing leaves
into the air.

“You’re
better than that,” Nurschinger told him.

Venon worked the
bolt and fired again. His target tumbled into a stand of dry weeds
and was still.

The man Nurschinger
shot in the leg crawled for a few yards. Then, likely realizing that
the shooting had stopped, he played dead.

“Go down and
finish him,” Nurschinger said.

“He’s a
prisoner.”

Nurschinger shook
his head. “He’s fighting out of uniform, so we’re
within our rights to shoot him. Nay, it’s our duty to shoot
him, to keep this a war of honest soldiers. And not a guerrilla
mess.”

“You shot him,
you finish him.”

“I shot him,
so it’s your turn.”

Girinec ducked his
way onto the turret, followed by the lieutenant. They appraised the
situation. The lieutenant settled the matter by ordering Girinec to
fire the shot of execution.

He complied without
qualm. Venon thought he would not watch, but then did.

The lieutenant
haunted the boîte-noire.
On the hour, he ordered Girinec to perform a signal check.

Jaquillard asked for
permission to forage. With hostiles in the woods, the lieutenant
refused him. Jaquillard moped.

Girinec obsessively
polished his boots and cleaned his gun. He cleaned all of the other
guns as well. The lieutenant let this violation of regulations pass
without notice.

The men played gin.
When cards wearied them, they switched to dice. The lieutenant
permitted gambling, but only for cigarettes. Eventually Mimet would
wind up with all of the cigarettes. He would then divvy them up
evenly, restimulating the crashed wagering economy.

Venon attempted the
drawings he had earlier planned. He couldn’t get them right. A
trip to the turret to draw helped him not at all. The muttered
prattle of Abjean and Mimet gnawed at his concentration. His sketch
pages descended into a chaos of erasures.

Dusk came without
further orders from headquarters.

Venon bolted awake
in the middle of his sleep shift. The abruptness of his waking at
first told him that the castle had to be under attack. But no, all
was quiet. He remembered the blood-colored leak. Shining his penlight
on the same spot, he saw that the leak had returned. Liquid oozed
from one of the stones and ran down those below it. A few inches from
the floor, the stream tapered off. Venon could account for neither
the appearance of the leak or its reabsorption. There was more of it
than the night before. In spots its thick substance bubbled.

Venon wetted his
forefinger with it and touched it to his tongue. It tasted like
blood, too.

Nurschinger snored.
Venon envisioned his reaction if shaken to consciousness to look at a
leak, no matter how peculiar.

Venon sat and
watched the leak for awhile. The flow remained steady. Finally sleep
claimed him again.

When morning came,
the stain left by the liquid appeared darker than it had the day
before. He waved Nurschinger over.

“Does this
stain seem larger and darker to you?”

Nurschinger stared
at him as if he’d abandoned his senses and staggered off to the
latrine.

As they ate the
morning’s rations, Venon sidled up to Girinec.

“Have you any
interest in natural science?” he asked Girinec. In civilian
life Girinec had managed the accounts for a large footwear concern.
Often he complained that he could be doing more for the war effort
serving at the company that manufactured the boots they wore.

“None
whatever,” replied Girinec.

“Given that we
have little else to occupy us, I thought you might be interested in
an unusual phenomenon.”

Girinec’s
expression suggested that such an interest would be inconceivable.

Venon went on
anyway. He told Girinec of the leak and its curious properties. When
he invited Girinec to examine the stain it left behind, he made
toward it with visible annoyance.

“It is
nothing,” Girinec said, studying Venon’s demeanor. “You
wouldn’t be planning to mention this to the lieutenant.”

“Maybe he
would find it diverting to puzzle out the reasons behind a strange
natural phenomenon.”

“The
lieutenant has distractions enough, Venon. You’ll speak of this
to no one.”

“Why not?”

“Because you
are a subordinate, and that is an order, and that is all I need say.”

Venon stepped back.
“Do you know something about this I don’t?”

Girinec huffed.
“You’re going mad. Fix your mind on the defense of our
position.”

Sitting atop the
turret alongside Nurschinger, watching for partisans, Venon reviewed
the conversation. In the end he concluded that Girinec’s
dismissal had been genuine. He wasn’t concealing any secret
truth. Instead he simply regarded the bloodstain as a vexing
irrelevance. And perhaps it was at that. Venon made no further
attempt to bring it up with Nurschinger.

Not long after the
next change of watch shift, the boîte-noire
rattled. Girinec brought the slip to the lieutenant, who called an
all-crew meeting in the turret. He swept his hand over the bending
Rhine.

“Our orders
are these: any human movement on the other side of the river is to be
met with artillery fire. We will respond to it with howitzer or
mortar rounds, as the designated watch gunner deems most effective.
In particular, no one must be permitted to reach the river from the
other side. The opposite bank marks the furthest range of our small
arms. Any who get through our initial bombardment you will shoot with
the machine-gun or with rifles. All targets are to be considered
legitimate. Uniformed soldiers are uniformed soldiers. Persons not
wearing uniforms must be presumed members of irregular forces. All
persons. These rules of engagement, as they become apparent to the
enemy, will increase our need for vigilance against attacks from this
side of the bank. As the machine-gun will now be trained on the river
side, our sole option for this secondary requirement will be rifle
fire. Are there any questions?”

Venon wanted to ask
the obvious question: why? As a well-trained soldier he knew better.
The orders to treat all persons as irregulars violated the
conventions of war. But those the incident at Schwanau had rendered
quaint.

“From now on,”
the lieutenant continued, “a four-man detail will man the
turret during daylight hours, with the fifth man sleeping. At night,
three men will take turret duty, with two sleeping.”

Venon helped
disassemble the tripod and remount the machine-gun to face the river.
He readied the mortars. The crew drew lots. He got the first nap
shift. Though he’d only just woken, he was so deprived of rest
that he’d have scant trouble falling asleep again.

He returned to the
bunk room. As he dozed he was vaguely aware of the big gun blasting
away. Venon couldn’t tell if this was the waking world seeping
into his unconscious awareness, or pure dream. Nor did he care.

Nurschinger woke him
by tapping him in the cheek with the dirty toe of his boot. Venon
clawed at the air. He sat up.

The red liquid trail
ran down the wall, in its usual spot, manifesting for the first time
during the day. In the sunlight it unmistakably resembled bright
arterial blood.

“Do you see
that?” Venon asked.

“What?”
said Nurschinger.

“Don’t
tell me I’m hallucinating.”

“I hope you’re
not; you’re supposed to relieve me.”

“Over there,”
Venon pointed. “What do you see?”

Nurschinger glanced
at the spot as if for the first time. “Some kind of leak or
somesuch.”

“And what
color is it?”

Nurschinger
shrugged. “I dunno.”

“What do you
mean, you don’t know? You aren’t color blind, are you?”

“No.”

“So what color
is it then?”

Nurschinger’s
second shrug perfectly copied the first. “Red I suppose.”

“Does it
remind you of anything?”

“Get up there
and relieve me.”

Venon dabbed his
finger in the flowing liquid and waved his red fingertip in
Nurschinger’s face. “What does it remind you of?”

Nurschinger grabbed
his tunic. “Get the fuck up there, shithead.”

Venon broke away
from him and removed himself to the turret. Nurschinger’s
reaction defied sense. Venon found it odder than the leak.

Girinec and the
remainder of the fire crew arrayed themselves on the turret. Thin,
uncommunicative Mimet had the field glasses.

“Was there
trouble?” Venon asked.

“Why?”
asked Jaquillard.

“Nurschinger
seemed tense.”

“We’re
all tense.”

“I asked him a
simple question and he near bit my head off.”

“We fired off
a couple of shells. Some peasant and her cart. All old hat for
Nurschinger.”

“He probably
got tired of your punk face, Venon,” Abjean chortled.

“What did you
ask him?” Mimet asked.

“I’ll
show you later.”

But he did not.

His next relief came
at night, when he and Nurschinger went down together. They woke up
Abjean; one man to replace two. Venon suspected that the stain was
still there. With Nurschinger beside him, he didn’t dare use
his penlight.

It was still dark
when Mimet came down and he had to go up. Now he didn’t want to
see it.

When he next went
down it was light and the leak had spread. It no longer took the form
of a single streak down the wall. Now it was a spatter, a roughly
circular shape about the size of a man’s head. Its edges
dripped. The drips reached the floor. Smaller spatters haloed out
from the primary stain. It recalled less a drainage problem than what
might be left if a man’s skull were repeatedly bashed against
the stone.

Abjean sensed his
arrival and stirred without prodding.

“You see that,
yes?”

“The mark?”

“Yes.”

“So I’m
not imagining it.”

Abjean reached into
his pants and scratched. “Who said you were?”

“What do you
think that is?”

“Who cares?”

“Just out of
idle curiosity. Because it looks like blood, don’t you think?”

“I don’t
see what you’re driving at.”

“I’m
wondering what the hell that is.”

Drunk with
accumulated exhaustion, Abjean tottered to his feet. “Don’t
wonder.” He met Venon’s gaze, as if testing him.

Venon backed down.
“Very well.”

“I’m not
joking with you, blondie. We’re all sick of it.”

“Sick of
what?”

“You know what
I’m talking about.”

“I’m
trying to see what you want, Abjean, you and the others, so I can do
it.” Venon tried to clip the emotion from his words, to talk in
the rhythm of small arms fire.

“It’s
very simple. Don’t tell me you don’t comprehend.”
Abjean tapped him on the forehead.

“Understand
what?”

Abjean headed for
the stairs, shooting him the bras d’honneur.

Sleep eluded him.
Venon arranged and rearranged himself in his bedroll, vainly
searching for a comfortable sleeping posture. For the first time in
days, bright sunshine pierced through the castle windows. Wherever he
placed himself a spear of light found his face. He rolled onto his
back and saw the bloodstain spread. The pulsing, fluttering movement
of its outer edges reminded Venon of an amorphous sea creature. He
stood to examine it. From a few inches away, he noted, within the
main body of the bloodstain, a barely perceptible rippling. Lulling
patterns formed, holding him transfixed.

A slap caught him
full on the ear, sending him stumbling.

It was Jaquillard.
“What the devil are you doing, blondie?”

Painful ringing
muffled the fat man’s voice. Venon clutched the side of his
face. “What was that for?”

“Abjean warned
you, didn’t he?”

“About what?”

“Your time
would have be better spent in the sack, wouldn’t you say?”

“What are you
talking about? I just got here.”

Jaquillard pulled
out his timepiece. He pointed at the height of the sun in the sky. It
was nearly noon. Four hours had passed.

“You’re
going squirrelly, mate. We can’t have that.”

Venon couldn’t
help but look back at the stain. Its diameter had now reached a
meter—more than twice what it had been when he started staring
at it.

Jaquillard grabbed
him by the back of the head and forcibly aimed it away from the
reddened wall. “We thought you all right, Venon. You can go
through a thorny patch. It’s happened to all of us. Well, not
all. Likely not Nurschinger. But still. We understand. You’re
at the point where it often kicks in. But the rest of us, we’re
also a touch moth-eaten at the moment. We can’t have you
poisoning crew morale. You don’t want to hear it from me, but
trust me, you definitely do not want to hear it from anybody else. So
let my word be the last. Righten yourself. And do not unrighten.”
Now he pushed Venon’s face toward the stain. “What do you
see there?”

“I don’t
know.”

“Wrong
answer.”

“Nothing.”

Jaquillard released
him. “Up to the turret then.”

An hour into the
watch, a troop of about a hundred enemy soldiers, augmented by a
dozen or so irregulars, tumbled en masse down the opposing ridge.
They had with them two big guns and were otherwise armed with
sidearms and rifles. The crew sprang wordlessly to their routine.
Venon and Jaquillard stood ready. Nurschinger aimed. Girinec pulled.

The shell whistled
across the Rhine to land in the midst of the scurrying formation. One
of the Alsatian artillery pieces disintegrated. The other twisted
itself from its wheeled mount. Bodies and parts of bodies sailed into
the air. Men sprawled flat. Some crawled up to assume firing
postures. They revealed themselves as either stupid or stupefied:
their weapons were far out of range. Pitifully so.

“Again,”
said the lieutenant.

Girinec pulled out
the smoking shell. Venon checked the breech. Jaquillard heaved in a
fresh shell. Nurschinger aimed. Girinec fired.

The shell landed to
the left of the first, pulverizing about half of the remaining
soldiers. A few survivors milled aimlessly. The rest dashed for the
river.

“Again,”
said the lieutenant.

Girinec cleared,
Venon checked, Jaquillard loaded, Nurschinger aimed, Girinec fired.

The running soldiers
and the ground they ran on became a plume of blood and meat and dirt
and grass and bone.

There were no more
than a dozen men left, all still fleeing for the Rhine, as if it
offered them safety.

Girinec cleared.

“Again.”

Venon checked,
Jaquillard loaded, Nurschinger aimed, Girinec fired.

From the black cloud
of dispersed explosive six charred soldiers emerged, blindly firing.

“To the
battlement,” said the lieutenant.

Venon took up his
rifle. Nurschinger sat himself behind the machine-gun.
The others, the lieutenant included, aimed their rifles.

The enemies reached
the shore and walked into a curtain of bullets. They dropped onto the
shore. They slid into the water. Venon could not tell which kills
were his, and which belonged to the others. Certainly Nurschinger’s
fast-firing weapon cut down the most.

The smoke parted.
What had been pastureland was now a brown scar, dotted with corpses.
Crows and gulls came to feast.

When the lieutenant
next dismissed him for a sleeping shift, Venon told himself he would
treat the blood on the wall as if it wasn’t there. Perhaps it
would not be. But it was, and he couldn’t prevent himself from
seeing. It had again doubled in size. Thumb-sized dots of the red
liquid appeared around the main mass. Separate streams, like the
original flow, dripped from other spots on the same wall.

Venon both did and
did not sleep. His body sank away, but his mind remained on the
surface, seeing the wall, seeing the men they’d killed.

He woke with the
lieutenant’s face peering down into his. “You’re
the one doing this, aren’t you?”

Venon mustered a
half-conscious murmur.

The lieutenant
gestured to the wall. Blood covered its every stone. Red splotches
sprouted like measles from those adjoining it.

“I said, are
you doing this?”

“What? No,
lieutenant. Sir.”

“The men say
you are.”

“How could I
be?”

The lieutenant waved
a book in his face: the one by Camus. “Have you been reading
this on the sly?”

“I have not
been touching your property without permission, sir.”

“I think
perhaps you have.”

“Does one
thing have to do with the other? Sir?”

The lieutenant
pulled away. “Have I led you to conclude that insubordination
is welcome in this unit?”

“No, sir.”

“You are
dismissed. Return to the turret.”

Venon next fired at
night, when hooded lanterns bobbed near the targeted shore. The
lanterns were stilled and then extinguished. When morning came, the
crew saw that they’d cut down old women and a boy child. A
rowboat bumped against the bank.

Downstairs, blood
seeped from the wall onto the floor, puddling on the oaken floor.

The men stopped
speaking to him, save to issue basic instructions. When he came up to
the turret, they cut their banter short.

The crew fired
mortar rounds at shapes moving on the far-off ridge. These might have
killed persons, or deer, or nothing.

The lieutenant
commanded Venon to mop away the blood pool before it covered the
entire floor. Venon filled buckets and dumped them by the castle
gate. In his absence, the puddles reformed.

Partisans arrived in
the night to start a trench behind the ruined tower. Dawn betrayed
them. The crew, running low on shells for the big gun, dropped
mortars on them until no sign remained of the fosse or its diggers.

Blood smeared three
of the bunkroom walls, and remained persistently on its floor,
defying Venon’s efforts at mopping it up. The lieutenant
commanded that the crew take new quarters further down. He instructed
Venon to sleep in a room of his own, scarcely the size of a closet.
Venon thought to protest: to remain silent was to admit a culpability
he did not deserve. Girinec’s glares deterred him.

A second enemy
trench attempt, further back, they met with a fresh mortar barrage.

Partisans tried
another sally from the rear. One of the attackers lacked a left arm.
Venon and Jaquillard dropped them all.

Red condensation
appeared on the walls in the new bivouac room. A stream trickled down
Venon’s closet.

The boîte-noire
clacked. More shells for the big gun would be coming. The lieutenant
ordered the men to see to it that no member of the supply detail, on
any condition, were to enter the blood rooms. Any man who breathed a
hint of them would be shot.

Girinec installed a
lock on Venon’s closet door. It opened from the outside.
Girinec held the key.

As the appointed
time for the resupply approached, the lieutenant ordered Venon placed
inside his chamber. Girinec locked him in.

When they left,
Girinec let him back out. He helped carry the boxes of shells up to
the turret. Like the others, he tracked blood from the floor of the
abandoned bunk room up the tower stairs.

On night duty, he,
Jaquillard and Nurschinger fired at sounds in the black distance.
Nurschinger offered him a hand-rolled smoke. He took it. Nurschinger
patted him on the back. A snore escaped Jaquillard’s lips: he
was still standing, straight as a rod.

“Do you ever
wonder,” Nurschinger asked, “if we’re living in the
wrong world?”

Venon’s gorge
welled with suppressed emotion. It was the first nugget of true
conversation anyone had put to him in days. “That the world is
unjust, you mean?”

“No. That
we’re supposed to be in a different world, but instead, we’re
in this one.”

Jaquillard snorted
out of his vertical nap. Venon yearned to continue with Nurschinger,
but didn’t dare.

Venon prayed for a
day when they would not have to kill. Then quiet days came. Silence
ruled the ruined tower, the scarred pasture, the surrounding hills,
the ancient Rhine. The crew’s distrust of him grew almost
palpable. In the first room to bleed, all four walls and the entirety
of the floor had gone indelibly red. Rivulets appeared throughout the
castle interior, including the turret itself. They were inescapable.
One morning, Venon spotted crimson spackles on the outer walls.

The lieutenant spoke
little, passing responsibility for routine orders to Girinec. Finally
he announced, “I have sent a request to headquarters. For the
demolition of this hellish place. As a site of evil, it is a danger
to the morale of any forced to serve here.”

The next morning,
the boîte-noire clattered. Girinec
handed the lieutenant the slip. He crushed it into a ball. Permission
denied.

That afternoon, a
shot cut through the air from the hills behind them. Nurschinger
shuddered. His right temple, including all of his ear, was gone. A
red lump lay at Venon’s feet. Nurschinger reached up to touch
his exposed brain. He collapsed.

“Boîte-noire
a funeral detail to pick him up,” the lieutenant told Girinec.
“Put him in your room until then,” he told Venon. “When
the gravediggers get here,” he told everyone, “they are
no more to be let inside than were the munitions teamsters.”

“Sir,”
said Girinec.

“Yes?”

“Haven’t
you already revealed it, in your communique to headquarters?”

“Do as I say,
all of you.”

Until dusk, they
took intermittent shots at the hills on their rear guard, whenever
they thought they saw movement. The firing continued as Venon
slouched down to his closet to sleep.

Poor dead
Nurschinger slumped in a corner, where Venon had left him. Blood from
the wall had infused into his uniform, mixing with his own.

Venon woke clutching
at his throat. A loop of rope coiled around it. The lieutenant gave
the nod. Jaquillard and Girinec dragged him from his closet. Mimet
and Abjean were waiting for them in the blood room with a ladder.
Girinec threw them the rope’s loose end. Venon clawed at the
noose without avail. Mimet tied the rope to a rafter. Abjean tested
it.

Jaquillard spit in
Venon’s face. Tears marked his grimy cheeks. He slapped Venon.
“Why did you make us do this? Why didn’t you stop.”

Girinec barked his
name, silencing him. Jaquillard joined Mimet and Abjean in
manhandling Venon onto the ladder.

The lieutenant read
aloud from his book. The rushing of blood in Venon’s ears
blotted out all but the monotone of his voice.

As the lieutenant
clapped the slim hardback shut, Venon felt himself on the verge of a
realization. An epiphany.

Then they kicked the
ladder out.





A Boat Full Of Popes

I get a maintenance
call on the unit at 5th and Waverley. The last of the
certified GLC repairmen dispatched to the first unit ever installed.
Well, not literally the same unit they erected in 1920 with so much
pomp and optimism. It’s been serviced so many times in the past
eight decades that there’s not an original part left in it. The
earliest component I’ve ever personally replaced was dated
1957. Morgan, to whom I apprenticed, said he refurbed one of the 1920
blades once, but if it’s still there I haven’t identified
it. Parts or not, it’s still the same legacy design. When they
finally overturn the self-euth regs, I’m guessing they’ll
declare this a historical monument and rededicate the plaque outside.
I sure hope it’s me who gets to decommission the old bastard.
The number of lives it’s ended has to run into the triple
digits, and that’s a lowball. You’d think in our new era
of freedom it would have run out of customers. Problem is, they’re
streaming in faster than ever now. In fact, back before the
overthrow, the Government Lethal Chambers were more used in the
collective imagination than in reality. Now I suppose people find
themselves lost and abandoned, without a sinister authority to
dictate their every move. For every hundred folk happy to breathe the
air of liberation, there’s one who can’t hack the rapid
spread of options. So they find these old relics, push the button,
and walk on in. Older types mostly: pensioners, widowers. The
downsized, the purged, and the just plain depressives. Everyone
agrees it’s got to stop. There has to be better support found
for the downsiders than this. The People’s Congress keeps
bringing it up but there’s a tiny faction blocking full
abolition on bullshit philosophical grounds. Freedom to live should
mean freedom to die and all that crap. Well, it’s not their
uncles and aunts pushing the buttons, is it? All I can say is, no
one’s more stoked than me to see this job obsoleted. I only
went back to it after the Struggle because no one else would. Because
the only thing worse than a Suicide Machine is one that doesn’t
quite work. If you ever visited the survivor of a maiming from a
malfunctioning lethal unit, you’d see why I still put myself
through this.

Probably you imagine
them like they are in the movies: efficient, sterile, pod-sized gas
chambers. People don’t like to picture the sawing blades, the
pulverizing hammers, the sub-floor grinding unit. The Winthrop
administration looked at and ruled out various gas designs. When you
think about it, it makes sense. You don’t want a malfunctioning
unit puffing cyanide clouds out over Washington Square, the National
Mall, or Independence Park. When a mechanical unit goes flooey, the
victim suffers but collateral damage is nil. So that’s what
they went with. That’s the intricate interweaving of gears and
blades and smashers and drains I’ve been keeping going for nigh
on twenty years now.

When you arrive on
site and open the doors on one of these babies, you know you’re
rarely in for a pretty sight. Unless it’s just the unlock
mechanism freezing or a shorted connection to the big black button,
you’re looking at a clogging incident. And what it’s
clogged with—well, you don’t want me to draw you a
picture, right?

Let’s just say
that the tolerance for gore this job instilled in me came in handy
during the revolution. When dire shit had to get done, I stepped up
to do it. Once you’ve been doing this all your working life,
there’s nothing you’re gonna see on the battlefield or
cause to occur during a guerrilla venture that fazes you. When it all
broke open, I realized what a gift the dynasty had given me. I do not
faze.

I won’t assume
that’s true of you, though, so I’ll go light on the
description. It’s a clog, and a bad one. The design specs never
anticipated modern bone surgery. All it takes is one pin or metal hip
replacement implant and ding, the saws hit steel and zing out of
alignment. One bent saw hits another and soon the whole arrangement
sparks to a hideous halt, usually with the job half-done. The warning
sign on the outer door tells you not to use the unit if you’ve
got iron installed. Hell, fake titties are a nightmare. The user gets
through okay but the next one in finds out how well the machine
suicides you when it’s been completely de-lubricated by a
coating of medical silicon. That one really goes over the line of
callousness.

But people don’t
read signage. Or desperation sends them in even though they know it
might not work. Few doctors agree to remove implants for a smoother
snuff-out.

Suffice it to say,
then, that we’re looking at a pin issue. I find it lodged in
the dental tray. After plucking it out and wiping it down, I see that
it bears a military stamp. Meaning that the client whose partially
shredded bits are sprayed all over the unit interior here fought for
the regime. (Wounded prisoners didn’t warrant expensive
surgical fixes.) My reaction goes ambivalent. I don’t like to
see anyone do this, but in a world of limited sympathy I’m not
sure how much I have to spare for loyalist stooges. What can I say?
Forgiveness isn’t my specialty.

My rubber-gloved
fingers key in numbers on a permanently bloodstained work mobile. I
reach dispatch and call in a medwaste team: “Yeah we got a
chunker all right.” You can’t perform a proper diagnostic
on a soiled machine, so I commence clean-up. I start by dumping teeth
from a dental tray into a takeaway bucket. Almost none of the guy
went down into the grinders. I shift the pieces into a plastic
sani-coffin and seal tight the lid. Then comes the hosedown. I detach
the saw chassis. This allows me to activate the grinder to take care
of the smaller remaining pieces.

(Of course I’ve
set up a work tent to shield the busy street from all this.)

The blades are bent
bad. I’ll have to take the entire chassis back to the shop. To
guard against biohazard spread I disassemble and clean the blades
before loading them onto the truck. Opaque plastic carriers hide
their true nature from passing eyes.

A doe-eyed,
knock-kneed man waves uncertainly for my attention.

“Out of
order?” he asks.

I nod.

He fixes it in a
longing gaze.

I shouldn’t
but can’t help myself: “You’re not thinking of
using it, I hope.”

He flinches back
like I’m about to tase him. “N-no. Just curious.”

“Because
believe me, that unit’s balky. You can’t trust it
anymore. Folks who think that’s a quick, painless way to go...”
I cut off our exchange with a shake of my head.

The man shuffles
away. He’s got that yen on him, I can tell. Any activity around
the unit attracts their attention. Small crowds form. Most are pure
gawkers, but with one in every five or six you can clearly see it on
their faces. They’re picturing themselves hitting the button
and shuffling on in. It shows in the usage statistics. A unit can go
unused for weeks, months at a time. Then one suicide happens, and a
spike of copycats follow in its wake. Like they need an example.
Someone else to go in and muster the courage to overcome their
survival instincts.

Visible repairs can
trigger the syndrome, too. I try to be as discreet as I can, but
awareness ripples out no matter how quiet I work, how subdued my
movements. Sometimes I see a crowd gather, guess who’s going to
be next, and then have to come in and clean up after that specific
customer triggers a malfunction. Since the uprising, it’s so
much more noticeable: shorter lulls, more monkey-seers becoming
monkey-doers.

It doesn’t
help that it takes an extra hour past my being finished, for the
medwasters to show. They haul away the sani-coffin and assorted
auxiliary containers. You can’t blame them for not liking this
part of their job, but every minute of delay lets the idea steep in
an onlooker’s mind.

Not for the first
time, I’m thinking if we just stuck permanent ‘out of
order’ signs on all the remaining units, that would solve the
problem faster than the congress ever could.

By the time I get
back to the shop, the work day is all but shot. I unload the parts,
leaving them in their containers, hit the showers, soak until I’m
as blood-free as I get, and head on down to the bar. All the guys are
there already: Valentin, Knight, Young, Prouse, and Simeon.

It’s been
decades since there were decent Belgian beers in this country and
with relations open to Europe again the crew and I are making up for
lost time. There’s still a giddy disorientation in drinking a
solid brew after so many years stuck with the various swills of the
Castaigne brand.

We drink and talk
the usual shit. Baseball, hotjazz, the gastronomic benefits of the
anti-tariff movement, the statuary commission. Everything but the
history that binds us. It’s straight-up knucklehead guy talk:
we rag on each other, make up ridiculous self-aggrandizing stories
about ourselves, and crudely evaluate the bodily forms of whatever
women foolishly enter our field of vision. Or in Simeon’s case,
whatever twinks.

“What about
that one?” goes Valentin, as a blond, hungry-looking specimen
in his mid-twenties rolls down the steps into the main bar, already
visibly hammered.

Simeon huffs.

“He looks like
he’d tumble no question for a decorated hero of the
revolution,” continues Valentin, a touch too loud.

Like he’s
sensing that he’s the topic of conversation, the prospect
frowns and lurches into the can.

“No, no,”
goes Knight, “he doesn’t like the hophead types, he likes
the pretty boys.”

“Spare me,”
says Simeon.

“That ain’t
an accurate characterization?”

“Much as I
hate to disappoint the Extreme Tolerance Squadron, I have moved on.”

“To what?
Bears? Is that what they call them?”

Simeon snorts. “You
would be a bear, Knight. So no.”

“Don’t
tell me you’ve gone monogamous,” goes Valentin.

“With who?”

“I dunno. With
that professor guy.”

“I haven’t
seen Charles in months. Look, I don’t want to get into it.”

“You can’t
say that and not get into it.”

“Okay well I
have not been looking forward to this, because you’re going to
give me shit about it for roughly forever.”

“Would we do
that?” I say.

Everybody busts up.

“Here we go.”
Simeon throws up his hands. “I have joined a support group.”

I point at the beer
in his hand. “Then we better call your sponsor.”

“No, for
homosexual behavior.”

Pin drop silence.

“What?”
I finally say. Speaking for the group.

“I’ve
decided to make certain changes in my lifestyle. I realize I am in no
position to preach to anyone else, but as far as I’m concerned,
matters have reached the breaking point and it’s time to turn
myself around.”

“You’re
shitting us.”

“This is
exactly why I didn’t plan to bring it up.”

“You were
going to pretend to be gay to us, while secretly turning straight?”
said Knight.

“Now that you
say it, the stupidity shines through.”

Knight shifted to
face the rest of us. “Which of you assholes put him up to
this?”

“No,
seriously,” Simeon goes. “You can no longer consider me
homosexual.”

“But Sim,”
I say, “you’re as gay as a boatful of popes.”

“Not any
longer.”

“Is this a
religious thing?”

“Let’s
leave that alone.”

“So it is.”

“Sure. It’s
a religious thing. Or whatever story you like.”

“You?”

“Yes.”

“This isn’t
one of those new crazy cults is it?”

“Let’s
drop it, huh?”

“A twelve-step
program for gayness?”

“You’ve
seen all the bad paths I’ve been down. Hell, you pulled me out
of some. I’m simply trying to live a simpler, cleaner way.”

“For sake of
argument then let’s say it’s a smart idea, to deny who
you are—”

“It’s
not who I am, it’s how I act.”

“You can’t
suppress that. Nobody can un-gay you.”

“I am not
having thoughts of that sort anymore.”

“You are no
longer perving on dudes?”

“It is out of
my mind.”

“And you’re
getting boners for chicks now?”

“Normalization
is not instantaneous.”

We all groan.

“The first
stage is abstinence,” Simeon goes.

“You’re
not going to marry some hoodwinked woman and then fall back out of
the closet, are you?” I ask. “Because it would be tough
to defend you on that.”

“That’s
way ahead of anything,” Sim goes.

“You realize
that the guys running these anti-gay workshops are all ravening
cockhounds themselves, don’t you?”

“Guess what.
I’ve looked into this. I know what I’m doing. Hey, did
you all ride Young here when he swore off the sauce?”

Young raises his
pint. “They sure did, and they were right.”

“Bad example.”

Eventually we shut
the fuck up about it. But before then I catch an expression, an
attitude, from Sim. A deadness. Like the suicide-groovers who crowd
around the lethal units whenever I’m called in on a service
run.

So I admit that my
next course of action could be regarded by some as kinda out there.

As the group starts
to break up, I’m reading a couple of vibes from Sim. One, our
argument over his rightful orientation has left him more rattled than
he’s letting on. Two, he’ll now seek reassurance. He
pulls away from us for a moment to make a call. The secretive hunch
of Sim’s shoulders as he turns his back on us leads me to a
guess. He’s contacting his sponsor, or group leader, or what
have you. So along with the others I make a big show of goodbyes.
Normally this is where I pang with envy, because they have families
or people to go home to. Here a sense of purpose, like I haven’t
had in many months, sweeps those cobwebs away.

Were Sim on his
game, I would not be able to shadow him so easily. But he’s in
civilian mode now, and preoccupied to boot. He leads me to a take-out
pizza joint with a few chairs in front. I park myself in a laundromat
across the street. A few minutes later a guy shows up to give him a
firm handshake and sit down across from him. Bland and doughy, the
new arrival wears a Yankees cap, windbreaker, jeans, black sneakers.
He immediately assumes the power in the conversation. Sim has to lean
in to hear him. The guy’s lips move. Sim nods. Sim gets up to
fetch him a slice and a soda. The guy talks some more, barely
touching the food or the drink. Sim keeps nodding. Finally the guy
gets up, with Sim following.

I get a tap on the
shoulder. It’s the laundromat watchman, rousting me for
loitering. I flash him the sign of the revolution. The fuck the
Yellow Sign sign. He turns serious, flashes it right back at me and
leaves me to my work.

Sim and the stranger
do final goodbyes outside the pizza joint. The stranger’s
parting ritual includes the manly forearm grab. I give Sim enough
time to blow, then follow the stranger. Turns out he’s warier
than my compadre. He looks back at random intervals, uses reflective
surfaces to survey his surroundings, checks alcoves and car windows
before he passes them. A couple of times he nearly tracks me. He’s
very good and therefore fishy.

He’s parked
his car a suspiciously long way from the pizza joint. I commit the
plate to memory.

Back at the
apartment, I call in favors. Starting with the license number, my
friends in mid-level places supply me the recon on the ballcapped
stranger.

Chester King,
forty-five years old, rents an apartment in Battery Park, owns three
sedans (all black Continentals) and a van (a Hali, pre-war). No
records dating back before the overthrow—a red flag, though not
unheard of. Credit history spotless. Sole shareholder of a
corporation called Renewals. Renewals owns one of the buildings in
the Parade Grounds complex they’re redeveloping from the old
garrisons out in Yonkers.

I spend the day in
the shop honing saw blades and recasting a cog. That night I drive
the underground road to the Riverdale terminus, park at the kiss and
drop, and hoof it the rest of the way to the Parade Grounds.

The old stone
barracks walls fluoresce with reflected street light. They’ve
been sandblasted back to pristine whiteness. Of the dozen or so
restored garrisons, one belongs to Renewals. Chain-link fencing,
topped with razor-wire curls, delimits its property lines. A bored
security guard slouches against its wrought iron front gate.

Sim must sure be
distracted, or influenced, or however you want to characterize it.
The disconnect between the establishment’s supposed self-help
purpose and its level of security should have tripped his alarm
bells.

A car pulls up to
the front gate. It’s the Renewals van. A logo painted on its
shotgun door matches the plaque over the building’s main
entrance. Sim slouches in the passenger seat.

As the guard moves
to unlock the gate, I speed-slouch around the perimeter. Darkness
cloaks the back of the building. A cheapo pair of wirecutters,
purchased this morning, snips a gap in the chain-link. I drop it in
the grass and make for a back exit. I’m worried for a sec that
the door will be painted shut but it jimmies fine. The picks go back
in my boot. I open the door a crack, see that it’s an unlit
staircase, and slip inside.

The main meeting
room is up a floor. Though I’m going only by old floor plans
from nearly a hundred years ago, my assumptions about what got
converted to what pan out accurately enough. I press myself to the
door and listen in. Dust accumulation tells me that nobody comes back
here much, giving me a reasonable chance of an uninterrupted spy
session. In keeping with the old-fashioned construction, a glassed-in
transom sits atop the door. I test an adjacent railing for
sturdiness. The screws are loose so I pull a multi-head from my
jacket pocket and give them a good tighten. Then I clamber up,
awkwardly positioning myself to peer in.

Renewal clients
arrange their chairs in a circle. The bland man, now in slightly
shabby office attire, assumes authority by turning his around, to sit
in it backwards. He encourages the clients, five men and two women,
to talk about their so-called progress. His marks slump in similarly
woebegone fashion. Blandman calls on them to speak, but when they do,
he subtly undercuts them, shifting positions, coughing, sighing,
massaging his hands. Through this system of cues they learn to steer
their confessions in a certain way. When they talk about their
failures in gay renunciation, he deflects them. “Remember to
frame this in positive terms,” he tells one of the women, a sad
creature with poodle-frizz hair. When a bout of testifying ends, he
always asks if the client has been keeping up his or her
visualization exercises.

Sim sits at the
bland man’s elbow. He calls him Chet. He describes the previous
evening at the bar, the pressure his straight friends put on him to
remain true to their conception of him. Sim sweats. He blinks like a
man trying to shake off a trance. Chet grows visibly steamed. He
pulls out the non-verbal disapproval cues to push Sim onto a more
positive framing. Sim ignores him. “I have to admit I suddenly
had my doubts. I found myself wondering, what’s the point? How
did I even get to the point of wanting to do this?”

I silently root for
him. All my blackbagging is about to turn irrelevant, and nothing
could be finer. He’s seeing through the shuck all on his own.

Chet loudly coughs.
In response, four guys, dressed more or less like him, enter the
room.

Sim’s
shoulders sink. His jaw sags.

“Positive
framing,” says Chet.

“I showed
strength in resisting a trigger,” Sim monotones. “My
friends tried to reset me to my previous flawed adjustment. This
shows that their adjustments are also flawed. Though emotionally
buffeted by many negative affirmation-sources, I stood firm and
rightly sought positive affirmation, from Chet, here.”

The seated clients
find some weak applause for him.

Chet fidgets.
“Setback for one is setback for all. Do we feel we need a
collective reanchor?”

The clients murmur
and swivel their gazes.

Chet claps his
hands. “Good!”

The attendants wheel
out a brushed-metal box, mounted on castors. Crudely soldered rivets
hold it together. The top lifts up; basically we’re talking
glorified toy box.

The clients ball up
their hands. They won’t look at the box.

Translucent globes
rise from the box. They float like helium balloons but are made of
some other material. As they bob and weave, catching the lamp light,
I can’t decide whether they’re glass, or ceramic, or
plastic. Likely the latter, with a simulated frosted surface. Guided
by no means I can see, the globes take stable positions over the
clients’ heads.

Under my foot, the
railing creaks. One of the screws is tearing out.

I shift my weight.
The creaking stops. I’m okay for the moment. I think.

Attendants drift to
the edges of the room. They tilt their heads. They sniff.

This can’t be
right. For a moment it seems like the sniffing sound comes from their
ears.

A trickle of sawdust
drops from around the screw head.

“What is it?”
Chet asks the attendants.

“Nothing,”
says the closest one.

I could try to ease
myself down, but don’t.

The other three
attendants return to the box. They withdraw bizarre masks. They cover
the full face, with large eye holes and tiny slits for mouths. They
bend when handled, as if each is formed from a single layer of latex.
No, not latex. Human skin.

I consider simply
going in there and thumping the snot out of them. But it’s five
against one, assuming that the clients sit tight. If they join in
against me, it’s a dogpile I can’t hope to win. Whether
Sim is ready or able to take my side is too open a question for my
liking. I stay put.

The attendants lay
the masks onto the clients’ faces. They cling tight, as if
drawn and held by a static charge. When the masks seal tight to the
faces, they turn milky white. The clients jerk and gasp. Poor Sim’s
hands twist into claws. It takes all I’ve got not to drop down
and kick the door in. At the first hint of visible injury that’s
exactly what will happen.

“Positive
framing,” says Chet.

The clients
convulse. I reach into my jacket to grip the handle of my machinist’s
hammer. A bile-green liquid materializes, bubbling, in the floating
globes. Though I’ll always remember it taking longer, I count
out the effect at a hundred and twenty seconds. Then the clients
pitch over in their folding chairs. The globes drift down to floor
level. One of the attendants cradles a plastic bucket full of
pipettes. Withdrawing one at a time, he punctures each of the globes.
The pipettes fill with liquid. Once pulled out, no sign of a puncture
remains. This lackey carries the gooey pipettes into an adjoining
room.

The others remove
the masks. They shrivel into papery cauls. Chet helps them put the
masks and globes back in the box. His attention returns to the
clients as the attendants wheel it out. They’re grumbling back
to life, as if unwillingly wakened from a rocky nap. Though fearful
before, now they seem calm. Medicated calm, like they’re
cruising on diazepam.

“Concluding
thoughts?” asks Chet.

“I’m
tired of being ashamed,” says the poodle-haired woman. “Pride
in shameful behavior is merely acting out. Only by scrubbing away the
behavior can I shed my shame.”

“It’s
good to feel bad, if that impulse leads to improvement,” says a
red-headed man in his late twenties. He’s definitely the type
Sim would go for, were it not for the mind-control. Was it an
interest in this guy that maybe lured him into this?

“For a long
time I thought it was enough to be different, with a group of people
who were different the same way I am,” goes a white-haired man,
his face incised with wrinkles. “But you get old and realize it
was all an illusion.”

The other woman
speaks. “It’s all happened too soon. I can’t change
attitudes so quick. Not even about myself. The old regime said we
were criminals. I never thought they were right. Until they went
away.”

The rest make
equally depressing robotic pronouncements until finally Simeon is the
last one left. He says, “If you hate yourself, you have to go
to the heart of who you are. And if that heart is rotten, assuming
you’re unready to step into a Government Lethal Chamber, then
your only other alternative is to heal the rot. To cast it out.”

Call me unfit to
practice therapy in the great state of New York, but from where I’m
perched, that doesn’t sound like positive framing. The
attendants return. Chet orders one of them, who he calls Bunker, to
drive them back to the city. Bunker complies with a nod.

I climb down from
the railing. Succumbing to fleeting OCD, I retighten that screw. It
may be jammed up against a stud.

The lights go out in
the large room. I wait about fifteen minutes longer still, then push
open the door. My flashlight beam arcs across the room.

The attendant took
the pipettes through that door over there. I test it—locked.
It’s only a privacy handle, so the easiest way in is to
disassemble it.

A borealis of
rippling light greets me on the other side. Metal utility shelving
covers every usable inch of wall surface. It bows under a patchwork
mismatch of vintage electronics. Cobbled stereo parts and TV tubes
enter into forced marriage with manufacturing devices and monitoring
panels. Wires run between them in an appalling fucking mess, tangling
together until they feed into a set of python-thick cables. These in
turn dangle into a large aquarium. It has to be 84 by 20 by 30 which
would be, what?, a capacity somewhere in the 250-270 gallon range.

Floating in the
aquarium... here’s where my powers of description take a powder
on me. Let’s call them turd-shaped albino larvae things. They
range in size from a few inches to a foot or so. One of them is much
more developed than the others. It’s like a partial fetus, with
nearly a complete human-sized skull, sort of an undistinguishable
mass of spongy tissue where the neck should be, and then tiny legs
and hands sprouting from that.

From each of these
trails a thin, half-opaque umbilical cord. The cords lead to the
bottom of the tank. Each of them hooks into the same sodden human
corpse. It’s so bloated and black that I can’t make out
age or features, but it definitely belongs to a brunette woman. I
long ago inured myself to the sight of the worst chunkers, but
water-damaged corpses I’m not at all used to. Angry and
ashamed, I tamp down a very unfamiliar impulse to hurl.

So what the hell am
I looking at? A sight like this is mostly outside my experience but
only mostly. Behind the old regime lay a backstop of deep mystic crap
nearly all of us would sooner wipe from the memory bank. When we blew
the Camden stronghold, I caught a glimpse of a starry, vaulted world
other than our own. Winged, squirming searchers prowled its lightless
stars. In Philadelphia a rebel cell fought men with the heads of
dripping flowers, who stank of carrion when they died. Or so says its
leader, a man not given to yarn-spinning.

There’s a
physical reality here. The cords have to feed the larvae. There’s
liquid in them, drawn up from the corpse. So it’s their
nutrient base.

The water they’re
bathing in tinges green. A beer-sized fridge hums in the corner. I
pull its door open. Inside are the pipettes. The goo they’re
extracting with the mask ritual must be vital to keeping these things
alive.

I’m raising my
hammer to smash the tank when Chet comes through the door, wielding a
well-maintained Colt 1911A.

***

There’s an
added level that doesn’t appear on the maps. Flirting with
foundational damage, they’ve dug a mini-basement and lined it
with poured concrete. Its most prominent feature is the cell I’m
now cooling in.

Chet pulls the
backwards chair trick again, this time with pistol in hand. One other
attendant is in the cell with him. Two stand in bodyguard stance on
the other side of the bars.

“You came for
Mr. Simeon?”

I’d ask him to
tell me his plan if I hadn’t already more or less mapped it.
Reproduction: the oldest motivation.

Chet’s lip
curls. On close inspection, his gums aren’t quite right. He’s
either diseased, or inhuman. My money’s on the former. Chet and
his mooks are what the albino turds in the tank become when they grow
up.

“Of all the
feeders, his self-hatred was hardest to get at. But the better
buried, the greater the yield. Sometimes.”

I’m trying
hard to betray nothing, but Chet’s not fooled. He can see me
getting pissed when he talks shit about Sim.

He waves my hammer.
Too bad about the bars: otherwise I’d wrench the gun from his
other hand, grab the hammer, and cave his skull in.

“You didn’t
tell Mr. Simeon you were coming to rescue him.”

It’s a
statement, not a question, so why answer?

“Who else did
you inform?”

“Directly, no
one. But if I disappear suddenly, the five or six government
paper-pushers who helped me background search you and your outfit
will dial the cops.”

Chet scowls.
“Government. As if you rebel thugs comprehend what it is to
govern. He who has not beheld the glamor of the Hyades has not the
right to rule.”

“Whatever you
say, Chet. It won’t take them but a few hours to put it
together.”

“You imagine
you’ll be so quickly missed?”

“There’s
a government lethal chamber that’s not gonna fix itself.”

Chet clucks his
tongue. Why have none of his clients noticed its double tip? “So.”
Around his irises, fiery rims appear. “You repair a machine
that dismembers the living?”

“That’s
right.”

“And that
doesn’t trouble you?”

“Users suffer
worse when the machine falls out of alignment.”

“But if the
machines went offline entirely, there’d be fewer suicides. You
approve of suicide?”

I shrug. “There’s
lots of ways to kill yourself, if you put your mind to it.”

“But how many
casually walk in, who might relent when left to pills or open gas
lines?”

“Humankind
thanks you for your concern, Chet.”

When he squints, the
glow from his eyes shows through his lids. “You are a hard
case, then.”

“Whatever.”

Chet recovers his
poise. “And why does one need a hard case, hmn?”

“As a shield
against assholes?”

“To protect a
vulnerable interior. You were broken inside long before you went to
war, weren’t you? Repairman.”

“Go jump in
the lake of Hali.”

“If only we
could.” A hint of black mucus trails from Chet’s
nostrils. He searches his pocket for a crumpled tissue and dabs it
dry. “You destroyed more than this world’s sense of order
when you toppled the regime. We, its loyal servitors, were left
stranded. But enough about us. You are deft at deflecting. Might you
be familiar with the term?”

“It’s
headshrinker talk.”

“A tactic used
by resistant subjects. A shield against introspection. The more you
deny, the more you confirm.”

Now it’s me
who’s shuffling uncomfortably. “Bullcrap.”

His irises flare. “I
smell it on you.” A hissing emanates from his ears. “Like
a bee smells pollen, like a fly smells carrion. It’s palpable
to me, your self-hatred. Any kind of shame will do, repairman. We
aren’t specialized to the psychic residues of fudgepackers and
carpet munchers alone. Oh, they’re low-hanging fruit. Pardon
the expression.” Chet’s chuckle sounds like the scuttling
of a rat. “Shamed inside, from the very moment they realize who
they are. If not before. A lifetime of ostracism, subtle or gross.
You’d think we’d have trouble harvesting now, what with
your so-called freedoms. It’s too soon. The shames so deeply
ingrained. Perhaps in a dozen generations they’ll go dry. But
as long as there is human weakness, we will have our sources. Sources
like you. Since the day you took that job you’ve been pushing
down, compartmentalizing, suppressing your natural revulsion for the
physical manifestations of death. You can’t keep doing that, my
friend. Evolution won’t let you. It instilled that response in
you to protect you against disease.

“Others sense
it on you, don’t they? The stink of death, your blunted
response to it. They shrink from you as you ought to from a mangled
corpse. Every one of your human cultures—even the cultures of
my world—distance themselves from the designated handlers of
the dead. Shun them as outcasts. A century from now, when faggotry is
no more condemned than coin collecting, those who bear your stink
will still be kept apart from other men. You live alone, don’t
you, repairman?”

“What if I
do?”

“You’re
a hero of the revolution. Yet why am I picturing you in a dingy
walk-up, grime caked on the inside of your unused stove, mold in the
back of your icebox, talk radio on a constant blare, to trick you
into thinking you have company?”

“Fuck you.”

“And during
the struggle, as you no doubt call it. Your men—Mr. Simeon and
the others—you felt a kinship to them you never before or since
enjoyed. Yet even from them you were kept at bay. You were mad as
they were not. Coolly familiar with death. Unshrinking as entrails
looped out from ruptured torsos. Unflinching when spattered with a
comrade’s spilled brain matter. They love you. They protect
you, or wish that they could. But on the real level, on the level of
reptile truth, you terrify them. They fear you.”

“Is that what
you got Sim to say about me?”

Another ratty
chortle. “This is insight, repairman. Perception through your
flimsy barriers. My kind sees the truth about men. The depths your
fellow humans shy to penetrate, for fear they’ll see themselves
reflected therein.”

“Hence your
usefulness to the regime.”

“Let’s
not be sidetracked by politics. We have much to offer one another.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I can lift
your burden. Not with a single treatment, mind you. But over the
course of time, I can drain it from you. The slough of apartness in
which your dead heart sloshes. Each time you come to us, you’ll
leave feeling lighter. Until one day—perhaps as soon as a few
months from now—you’ll be ready to open yourself to a
woman’s love. To find companionship. To touch, and be touched,
without the invisible grease of shame to blunt the moment.”

I’m holding my
head in my hands. Looking at the scuffed toes of my boots.

Chet rises. “You’ll
need to think on this a while.”

My face feels red.
“I think better when I’m not held captive.”

He purses his lips.
“Sadly, we can let you go only when we can believe in your
absolute discretion.”

“So you have
to hook me on this treatment first.”

“Is a cancer
patient addicted to chemotherapy? A diabetic to insulin?”

“Fuck it then.
Let’s go.”

“Pardon?”

“You want
this? Let’s do it.”

He produces a
humming sound. “You’re a quick decider.”

“Take
advantage before I undecide.”

Chet stares at me
for an instant, then nods. He tells the attendants outside to unlock
the cell door. They hesitate. Chet ear-hisses at them. They ear-hiss
back. Chet notices me noticing the exchange. He brings it to a swift
resolution. The attendants snap to it. They lead me up shoddily
installed concrete stairs, through a hatch, into utility closet, and
then to the main floor area. Chet unfolds a chair for me. I sit down,
my foot tapping a hundred miles a minute.

“Relax,”
he goes.

“From what I
saw I won’t get much choice,” I go.

“You must
enter the process in a receptive state.”

The attendants come
back, wheeling in the box. One flips the lid and the others guide the
globes loose. They bob my way. Chet turns to get my mask. It tangles
a bit in his hands, like a wet circle of rice paper. While he’s
distracted smoothing it, I leap up, wishing I still had the hammer.
Fists will have to do. I grab the nearest attendant by the shoulder
and spin him around. Then I smash him square in the face.

I’ve never
punched a face quite like this before. The skull squishes in, like
it’s cartilage instead of bone. My fist goes right through it.
The attendant’s face collapses inward, skin stretching past the
tearing point. The goopy interior of his head suctions around my
hand. It takes effort to pop it free. A layer of cartilage and
semi-soft tissue and verdant black viscera comes with it. I shake it
loose. It plops on the freshly varathaned hardwood floor. The dead
attendant collapses, gunk gushing from its punctured face. The
Hasturites stand flatfooted and appalled. They scream from their
ears.

The nearest
attendant lunges for me, trying to wrap his fingers around my throat.
I turn to avoid him and tag him with a glancing gut-punch. He grunts
but the result is otherwise unspectacular.

Chet has dropped the
mask. It lies on the floor in a puddle. He draws his .45. Even though
it means hitting his guy, he opens fire. His bullet zips through the
attendant’s thoracic cavity and into my arm. Aside from a brief
shudder the attendant seems no worse for wear. Hot agony sears my
shoulder. I chance a quick look: it’s a through and through, an
inch shy of an artery hit. With the opposite elbow I clock the
attendant under the chin. The real danger’s Chet and his
pistol. I dance my guy around in hopes of making myself a confusing
target. It’s a dicey situation, with Chet not having to worry
about hitting his own man.

Heads turn in
response to an exclamation from the main entrance. Bunker has
returned, and Sim with him. Chet must have called him with
instructions to fetch Sim in case they needed to play the hostage
card.

“A little
help?” I yell.

Sim goes, “What
the fuck?” Bunker’s making the untrained mistake of
standing too close to the prisoner. Sim ducks under, grabs Bunker’s
arm, and twists it. It yields unexpectedly to the pressure, not
breaking, but bending and staying bent. Bunker’s gun falls at
Sim’s feet. He scoops it up and plants a perfect shot between
Bunker’s brows. A black spot appears. Bunker keeps on going,
struggling for possession of the gun.

“Try blunt
force!” I shout, demonstrating on the attendant I’m
grappling. I smack him in the side of the jaw. It detaches and swims
around halfway up his face. Black gunk spurts all over. Chet shrieks.
Bunker shrieks. The unengaged guy falls on all fours and pukes.

I grab my guy’s
misplaced jaw and yank it off his face.

Peripheral vision
tells me that Sim’s pounding Bunker’s head literally in.
He’s pinned against the wall and isn’t dropping though by
all lights he’s already cacked it.

I dive behind the
metal box, slipping on alien vomit along the way. Chet opens fire.
Bullets ricochet off the box’s burnished surface. I push it on
its castors, rolling toward Chet. Between us lies the retching
Hasturite. I grab him by the hair and jam his face into one of the
box’s badly soldered corners. It shatters like a rotten
pumpkin.

Black tears coat
Chet’s face as I shove the box at him. It rolls across the
floor, topples, and knocks him over. The box pins his leg. His gun
skitters across parquet flooring. He’s writhing and sobbing.
Black mush pools from beneath the box, where his leg is.

“You fuckers!”
Chet howls.

“You okay?”
Sim asks me.

I gesture to my
flesh wound. “Gonna need medical. How about you?”

“I am pretty
sure I am not okay,” he goes.

He pokes Chet’s
shoulder with his toe. “You got an aid kit?”

“It won’t
be any good to you,” Chet whines.

“I’ll
see what I can scrounge.” Sim heads for the door that leads to
the tank room.

“Don’t
go in there!” Chet warns.

Sim goes in there.

There’s a
pause.

We hear Sim from
behind the closed door. “Holy fucking shit!” Then
the sound of breaking aquarium glass.

My machinist’s
hammer lies a few feet away from the toppled box. Chet must have
still had it in his jacket pocket. I pick it up.

His eyes pop. “What
are you doing?”

“Finishing the
job, motherfuck.”

“Wait wait...
we don’t deserve this.”

“Uh-huh?”

“We are only
trying to survive on this horrible shithole planet of yours. We need
to perpetuate ourselves. That’s our right, isn’t it?”

I decline to
respond.

“We weren’t
hurting anybody.”

“You weren’t?”

“At worst, we
were exploiting them. A little.”

“You didn’t
exactly tell them what was up, did you?”

“We needed
their essence. They came in unhappy in one way, and they left unhappy
in another.”

“And in your
ethical system that’s hunky-dory.”

“Maybe not.
Maybe crimes have been committed here. But not deserving this. If it
was humans doing this, you wouldn’t kill them for it!”

“I thought you
said you knew me.” I step on his face, crushing it to sludge.





Distressing Notification

All Jessica wanted
to talk about was this new app she’d downloaded. We met at
Wallflower and were lucky to get a table for two. The communal table
in the middle would have been non-conducive for the conversation I
needed to have with her.

Side note: I’ll
be really happy when the vogue for these dies off. This is Toronto,
for freak sakes. None of us want to sit together at a communal table.
If we did we’d be in Sorrento or wherever. As a matter of fact,
I found myself throughout our meal glancing over at a pale young
girl, a few years younger than us maybe, who looked completely washed
out and depressed and was stuck at that middle table staring into her
laptop desperately avoiding eye contact. She would have been much
happier (well less evidently fragile and desolate let’s say) at
a table of her own. But the unspoken command of this place, whatever
its other virtues, because it has a communal table, is that
singletons must accept exile to it, leaving the two-seaters to
properly accredited pairs of people. So by hipster decree this poor
creature had to spend her whole meal erecting a psychic shield
against incursion on her personal boundaries. I felt an immediate
empathy for her, as I do for anyone natively untalented in the art of
social self-defense.

Which is why that is
not a digression, because it’s why I was there to pry from
Jessica a status update on her situation with her possibly (no make
that probably) abusive ex- and/or current BF. Nic. Nic with the
ironic facial hair and the heroin physique and the anger toward his
father and his apathetically pursued dreams of musical stardom.
Amanda and I knew for a fact, from talking to a friend of a previous
ex of his, that he punched women when wasted. We’d seen bruises
on Jessica’s arm at one point during the protracted break-up
period. She’d never confirmed them, but never not confirmed
them either, in her usual elusive way. And now here he was all of a
sudden popping up in her Facebook photos, arm around her and looking
blitzed. She hadn’t found anyone since him, and he, like many a
passive-aggressive sociopath, was manipulative enough to effect a
reconciliation if he caught her at the right weak moment. Now
obviously I wasn’t dumb enough to think you can talk anybody
out of anything they deep down want to do. At the very least, though,
I could bring to bear a kernel of pushback, the grain of sand in her
own mental gears, to get her to question what she was doing with him.

Best case: I was
letting my alarm bells go off for no reason. There was more to it
than a pose with tequila shots, taken on neutral ground. The album
was not properly tagged but the party might have been at Matthew’s.
They both knew Matthew. Unfortunately, it wasn’t like Nic had
been thoroughly banished from our circle. Inner circle yes, but not
the extended network. The photo didn’t clinch anything.

Still, to determine
which it was, I had to get her off the topic of her current fixation
(difficult) and then (aimlessly, quite by accident) onto the Nic
situation. If I overplayed it, as I have been accused of doing in the
past, the effect could be counterproductive. Jessica’s contrary
streak might kick in and edge her back in his direction.

So the chief
obstacle here was this damn app. This is an area Jessica and I do not
have in common. She obsesses over objects, over products, to avoid
the interpersonal. That’s all small talk to me. I’m happy
to chat about the surface world of physical stuff for a little while
but only as prelude to what really matters—the people in my
life, and whether they’re taking sufficient care of themselves.

There had to be a
way to change the subject from the app without unmasking the real
agenda.

Frankly I found it
hard to follow. It seemed like a reversion to Jessica’s high
school goth phase. There was this book, you see, that was written
over a hundred years ago, and it got suppressed, because it made you
crazy.

Total urban legend
stuff, I said.

Yes, she said, but
except it’s real. It’s sort of the granddaddy of all
urban legends. And it still exists, because no idea can ever be
completely suppressed. Particularly not one that’s like
forbidden fruit. So somewhere, hidden away in secret libraries or
controlled by the government (and here’s where I admit I lost
interest in the exact details) copies still exist. And someone got
ahold of a copy, scanned it or whatever, and these people started a
software company to sell smartphone apps.

So wait, I asked
her, there’s a book that drives you insane, and you can
download it now onto your smartphone, and you wanted this?

No, no, no. The app
is not the book. The app maybe leads you to a chance to read the
book, if you’re lucky, and you work out the puzzle. The app is
called Distressing Notification. It’s a performance art piece
in which you are the performer. Or maybe the performance space is
your head, and the environment around you, whatever that happens to
be at the moment. It’s really cool. Here, look at this, she
said, and handed off her phone.

Instinctively, I
didn’t want to take it. I shrank back like she was trying to
drop a baby snake in my palm. She laughed. It doesn’t bite, she
said. They don’t have an app that can make your phone do that.
Yet.

So I took the phone
and there on the touch screen was a simple white page with the words
Distressing Notification, and a company name, Carcosa.

Touch the screen,
she said, and it’ll come up.

What will come up?

A Distressing
Notification.

Oh right, of course.
So I touched the screen, and the home page dissolved, and a message,
now white against stark black, appeared:






That
girl sitting over there doesn’t want your pity.

What? I almost
dropped the phone. I gave myself away by looking right at the pale,
depressed girl at the communal table. In short I made a righteous ass
of myself.

Jessica killed
herself laughing. I showed her the message.

How does it know I’m
somewhere where there’s a girl sitting at a table?

It uses geolocation,
Jessica explained. As if this cleared it up.

Geolocation?

The GPS tracker in
your phone, she said. Wow, you are out of it, Danielle. Aren’t
you marketing types supposed to stay on top of this?

You think I’m
bad: there’s a guy in head office still wants everything by
fax. So the app can see where we are?

Well it can guess
that we’re in a cafe, probably because other people have logged
in here, and likely they use the API of some uber location-based
service. And from that they tailor the messages you get. They’re
not always right, but they’re cleverly written so that they hit
the mark close enough, often enough. And then you get hilarious
reactions like yours, just now.

So it knows we’re
in a cafe.

Yeah, probably this
specific one.

I lowered my voice
so the girl wouldn’t hear. And how does it know there’s a
bummed-out girl over there?

Immediately this
caused her to look our way. I could feel myself turning red.

This set Jessica off
on a second laughing jag. It doesn’t know. It’s just
guessing. But it guesses well enough that when it misses, you shrug,
and when it hits, you think, hey, they’re looking over my
shoulder!

What if I hit it
again?

Try it and see.

I touched the screen
again and it dissolved from the previous message into this one:

She’s
not buying your bullshit.

I turned it around
for Jessica to see. Who do you think it’s referring to, I
asked.

Jessica, seeing that
the girl was glaring at us, tried to swallow her giggles, which only
made them stronger. The girl turned angry red. That was all three of
us red, then: me from self-consciousness, the girl from justifiable
annoyance, and Jessica from the hilarity of it all.

I don’t know,
said Jessica, is there bullshit of yours I shouldn’t be buying?

This was not going
well. Jessica had this way of steering you off your point before you
even got to it. How self-aware it was I couldn’t tell you. But
on purpose or otherwise, the whole app business had become a giant
red herring, flopping metaphorically on the table in front of us,
stopping me from getting to the real subject. A smarter or more
calculating person might have written this off and tried to come at
her again on a future occasion. Me, I took this as an invitation to
charge directly in:

It’s not
bullshit, I said, but I am kinda worried about seeing you and Nic in
the same photo. Frankly, it gave me a case of the flashbacks.

She smiled. So
that’s it.

What?

That’s
nothing. A picture.

You sure.

Nothing’s
gonna happen. Nothing did happen.

Because you know I
worry about you.

Jessica took her
phone back and touched the screen. She stifled a chortle. It came out
her nose. She turned it so I could see:

It’s not
over-protective, exactly, if she’s pressing a pillow onto your
face.

What the hell?
You’re doing this, aren’t you? Somehow.

She slapped the
table she was laughing so hard. Cutlery rattled. Lattes shifted on
their saucers.

You can program it
to say stuff. From a website, say.

Jessica shook her
head. No, no, no.

Then how does it
know?

Know that you’re
over-protective? Is this a formal admission on your part?

You are programming
this.

I am not. But if the
notification fits...

You mean to tell me
this is a coincidence?

Of course! I mean, a
shaped coincidence. It’s like any horoscope, or a cold reading
by a psychic. It gives you poetic generalities, and there’s so
much to correlate it to in the people and places around you that
every so often one strikes you as crazily apt. I mean, I’m not
the only one with an over-protective person in her life. Usually it’s
her mother, but in this case it happens to apply to—

I am not—

Okay, now that is
bullshit.

A fresh crest of
laughter took her to the brink of hyperventilation. The rest of the
coffee shop clientele caught the contagion, grinning like they were
in on the joke. A smile tugged even at the mouth of the shy/angry
girl.

I am not in danger,
Jessica told me, when her gasps for breath finished.

Worrying about a
friend is not smothering her.

She lowered a
reassuring hand onto my wrist. Sure, of course. I appreciate it. It’s
just funny, that’s all.

If I’m
over-protective, it’s to compensate for your ability to get
yourself into stuff. I don’t have to be this way with Amanda,
for example.

No, that would be
redundant. Because she’s as big a paranoid as you are.

Identifying and
avoiding danger is not paranoid, it’s basic survival instinct.

So you’re not
paranoid. Not even a little bit.

No more so than the
baseline for a normal person.

Let’s make a
bet then.

A bet?

Then when you get
home, buy and install this app. You used to have to jailbreak the
phone, but they changed it and got it approved at the official store.

Wait, jailbreak?
Can’t they kill your entire device remotely if you do that?

Brick, the term is
brick, and you don’t have to worry about that—I mean, way
to go, disproving my thesis—ninety nine cents, the regular app
store. Download the app and friend me on it.

Friend you on it?

It has social
networking so I can see the distressing notifications you get and
vice versa, if we friend each other.

Why do I want
notifications that are distressing?

Because it’s
fun, like a horror movie or a rollercoaster is fun, except it’s
bringing a touch of the eerie or freaky into your everyday life, at
the touch of a finger.

That’s not
fun.

There we go. It’s
not me, it’s you. You let fear rule you. Prove me wrong.
Install the app. Friend me so I can monitor and be sure that you are
actually using it. If you have not uninstalled the app after two
weeks, and have been using it at least three times a day, you owe me
brunch and I withdraw the comment. If, however, you do uninstall or
ignore the app, you officially acknowledge yourself as a paranoid,
and you agree to stop interrogating me every time you see me casually
crossing paths with a loser ex.

Wait a minute.
You’re staking less than I am.

This set her off
again. She slapped the table, chortling.

If you lose, all you
do is pay for brunch, whereas I have to undertake a pledge...

You win. You get to
be right. Tell me that isn’t your favorite outcome.

I am not going to do
this bet.

Anytime you want to
start, download the app and friend me on it. It’s my same user
name as on Twitter.

As we left I looked
over the shy/angry girl’s shoulder. She had her phone out. With
only the briefest of glimpses, I could have been wrong, but it sure
looked like she had the Distressing Notification app activated. I
couldn’t make out what it said. It couldn’t be that she
was controlling it. Could it?

That night, instead
of focusing on Monday’s presentation, I kept post-morteming the
conversation with Jessica. She’d derailed it with her usual
aplomb. I searched for the point where that happened, where I could
have turned it around on her. It eluded me, the same as she always
does.

I called up the app
store on the desktop and read the sell text for Distressing
Notifications. Nowhere did it mention a mysterious book you weren’t
supposed to read.

The whole situation
irked me. Jessica would win either way. Simply by installing the app
I was buying into her game. But if the notifications did kind of
reflect what the user was doing, however that was achieved, and I
could access them by following her, or whatever they called it, I’d
get at least a glimpse into what she might really be up to vis a
vis Nic.

Like an idiot, then,
I paid my $0.99 and downloaded the app. After syncing my device, I
fired it up. The familiar welcome screen appeared. Then a section of
text explaining that there were limits to any one person’s
distress, and that repeatedly hitting refresh before changing one’s
situation would lead merely to repetitions of the previous
notification. It asked me to affirm that I was over 18 years of age,
and to absolve Carcosa LLC of any liability for actions I might take
in response to the notifications. I scrolled quickly through the rest
of the legalese, for entertainment purposes only etc etc, hit the
checkbox and tapped the OK button.

The first
notification read:

Now
you’re in for it.

It gave me a
skin-crawling feeling, I admit. A moment later I saw how it was all
crap. It was designed to creep you out—that was what you were
paying for—and was doing its job. This had to be the same
message everyone got, not a techno-psychic sniffing out of my
particular misgivings. The rumors surrounding the app, the bit about
unlocking the dread book, constituted a genius viral play. They
contributed to the experience of the app, and sold it at the same
time. This thought triggered me on the presentation—something
was missing from our pitch, and it was exactly that interweaving of
the experience we were selling and how we went about selling it. I
dropped the phone and returned to my PowerPoint rough. The next few
hours vanished in a haze of concepts falling into place.

It wasn’t
until I locked the file and emailed it to the rest of the team that I
gave another thought to getting distressingly notified. I remembered
that I was supposed to connect my account to Jessica’s. When I
turned the phone back on, a new message waited for me.

That
guy in the next apartment will never rape you.

But
he fantasizes about it.

It isn’t
possible, but my memory of this incident tells me that I got a
literal electric shock from the phone the instant the meaning of this
registered. It slipped from my suddenly sweaty fingers to bounce onto
a couch cushion.

Then I grabbed it up
to be sure I hadn’t imagined what I was reading. This was way
viler than I signed on for. I expected the creep factor to come from
whatever screwy system it used to give you the illusion of a privacy
invasion. In no way was I prepared for threatened sexual violence.
Not threatened maybe per se, but mentioned, which in my books was one
and the same.

The thing was, there
was a guy in the next apartment.

I broke it down.
Okay, so geolocation could possibly tell them I was currently in an
apartment building.

But how could the
app tell it was my own apartment?

How could it know
there was a man in the next one over? That’s a fifty-fifty
chance, sure.

But the thing was,
occasionally I did instinctively shrink from him, when we saw each
other in the hallway or in the elevator. Now, as illogical as it was,
I’d never be able to feel a sense of safety anywhere near him.

This was wrong.
People needed to know about this. The app shouldn’t be for sale
in that store, which supposedly maintained minimum content standards.

You probably think I
was overreacting. Consider this: a threat of violence does physical
damage to the body. It increases the levels of a hormone called
cortisol, which triggers your fight or flight reflex. If you don’t
do either—because, for example, there’s no one to run
from and nobody to fight—it builds up in your system and messes
you up. It can cause post-traumatic stress syndrome. Long-term, if it
keeps happening (which, you’re right, doesn’t apply
exactly to this case) it brings on all kinds of degradation to your
heart, your internal organs. Some researchers say it can turn cells
cancerous. I know this because I spend a lot of time looking at
health sites.

So naturally the
first thing I did was grab the phone in order to delete the app.

That damn message
was still there so I hit the new notification button to clear it
away.

A pop-up window
appeared:

There
is no current notification more distressing than what you have
already been given.

It melted away,
replaced by the previous:

That
guy in the next apartment will never rape you.

But
he fantasizes about it.

So I took the steps
to delete it from my device. I pulled a bottle of white from the
fridge and gave myself a generous pour.

My phone made its
text noise. I jumped and nearly spilled my glass.

The text was from
Jessica.

Deleted it already
huh?

A wave of dizziness
hit me. I didn’t think I’d connected to her account yet.
In fact, I was sure I hadn’t. But obviously I must have done it
and spaced, because what other explanation would there be? (I still
don’t remember doing it.)

Damn straight,
I texted back.

Her answer rang in
with surprising swiftness (our group’s champion texter, Jess
blazed the fastest thumbs in the west): Told u u were paranoid.

It’s not
paranoia if you’re right to be freaked, I texted back.

Ding! Quickest
brunch I ever won.

Yes, you win, Jess.

The next morning I
left late for work because the stress of the evening had kept me up
until an ungodly hour, causing me to snooze my alarm four times
running. Coming into the foyer as I was going out was the next-door
neighbor. The timing of our respective morning routines did not
usually coincide. A dog, a smallish white terrier, trotted by his
ankle.

Now you’ll say
I was projecting, and that has to be it, but I distinctly caught a
guilty look on his face. The dog even yipped at him as if detecting
something wrong. He had his phone in the same hand as the end of its
leash. And I am not saying that I for certain saw that he had
Distressing Notifications up. Unquestionably, of all the parts of the
story, this is the bit I most likely imagined.

That left me so
shaken I almost took a short turn streetcar. Once aboard the right
one, I turned on the phone, thinking there might be an email reply on
the presentation from one of my team.

There was the icon
for the Distressing Notifications app.

No, hold on, I told
myself. There’s nothing weird about this. Sometimes if you sync
via the desktop after deleting an app on the phone it will put it
back on you. Normally there’s an alert window where it asks you
whether you want to do this. But I could easily have missed it or
confused it for something else.

I went to re-delete
it but wound up simply tapping on the icon, causing the program to
load.

It said:

The
one you most trust is the one undermining you.

I flashed on
Jessica. Was this her telling me I’d been pranked? It didn’t
seem likely. First off, I’m not sure, as much as I love her in
all her flakiness, she’d top my most-trusted list. Second, she
was a geek and all, but putting an entire app together, going through
the approval process...no, whatever this was, a practical joke it was
not.

The client and the
rest of the team had already assembled in the board room when I got
there, shotgunning Americano dregs. I arrived in mid-sentence, to
hear Yasmin kinda-sorta-but-really-actually taking credit for my
breakthrough the night before. It was too subtle to prove, so there
was no confronting her on it. In the moment, though, it couldn’t
have been clearer: she looked like a kid caught with smashed cookie
jar debris heaped around her toes.

Shit, I thought, as
I connected the projector outputs to my laptop. Of the team, Yasmin
was the one I most trusted. The app predicted this.

The client loved the
adjusted pitch and greenlit us to proceed. Tony treated us to
high-fives all around. We opened a bottle of Prosecco. Tony spilled
bubbly on Yasmin’s skirt.

My phone produced a
sound I hadn’t heard from it before. A low, resonant chiming.
The office practiced appalling phone etiquette, so no one blinked
twice when I checked it.

Distressing
Notifications had activated itself and had a message for me:

She’s
sleeping with him, of course.

Given the context, I
jumped to the assumption that it meant Yasmin and Tony. And I
accepted right away that they were sleeping together. My reaction
was: so what? I was not the human resources police. Unlike Jessica,
Yasmin didn’t need me looking out for her. If anything, it was
Tony who had a history of leading with his heart and getting it
stomped.

Then I thought: no,
it’s warning me about Jess and Nic. She’s back with Nic.
That’s what I find distressing.

Only by thought
number three did I return to sanity and recognize that the app knew
neither to be true. Users were free to project anything on that most
general of statements. Jessica had told me exactly this. Around the
world right this minute, hundreds or thousands of people, or more,
were nodding sagely, crediting the app with telling them that a she
they knew was sleeping with a he.

On an intellectual
level I marveled at how powerful the urge toward superstition is, how
easily it can bubble up from the evolutionary depths to put you in a
mental headlock. This awareness could not prevent me from wanting to
check up on Jessica nonetheless. When I got back to my office and
closed the door, I went to the mobile Facebook app and searched for
her profile. She was still listed as single. That meant nothing,
though: if she was sneaking around to duck her friends’
disapproval, she wouldn’t exactly broadcast her latest
boyfriend relapse, would she?

I switched to the
Distressing Notifications app and found its friends page. As I waited
for it to load a crazy fear hit me: that everyone in my life, all the
people I passed on the street, my co-workers, the guy next door who
imagines himself raping me, would all be there, automatically added
to my network. Of course there was only the one entry, Jessica’s.
I tapped the profile pic—it was the same as on Facebook—and
scrolled through her most recently received distressing
notifications. They appeared in bluish text bubbles against the usual
black background, which I now noticed was animated to swirl very
slightly.

Its programmers had
calibrated the effect so that it occurred just below the level of
conscious perceptibility. They were playing with your perceptions to
heighten your suggestibility. It was working, even on me, whose job
it was to analyze and exploit the decision-making process. Not just
the subliminal animation, but the package in its entirety. With this
thought, objectivity returned. My jagged breathing mostly normalized.
After weaning Jessica off this destructive mindfuck, I resolved to
track down the team behind it and see if we could maybe bring them on
board for a more mainstream and responsible campaign. If we were
lucky they’d turn out to be freelance and flexibly scheduled.

I read the messages
Jessica had received. There was a lot to scroll through, mostly
because there were so many of the boilerplate entries that said:

There
is no current notification more distressing than what you have
already been given.

Obviously she was
hitting the refresh button constantly in search of more
notifications. I wondered if this even helped—sometimes the
notifications came without prompting. Though from an eyeballs
retention point of view the designers were incentivized to keep you
actively coming back to the app, if they could hook you in to do it.
It likely rewarded obsessiveness by giving you more feedback than
you’d get from passive use.

I scrolled rapidly
through, stopping on each bubble of nonstandard text.

Many consisted of
vague, fortune-cookie like bullshit. Here my anxiety spiked again. If
I let myself be the paranoid Jess said I was, I’d conclude that
they were written specifically to negate my influence.

The
only danger? Not seeking it.

To
fear is to live.

Would
a real friend try to control you like that?

Others informed her,
supposedly, of the thoughts of people around her. The common theme:
incipient violence lurking under the surface of our placid city.

She’d
smash you in the face if she thought she could get away with it.

Last
night, he stole his father’s gun.






She
thinks he’s a secret agent. One day she’ll push a
different guy in front of a train.

Another sub-theme
invoked the supernatural:

That
woman doesn’t look it, but she’s three hundred years old.

When
he dies, it will take three weeks for putrefaction to set in.

She
cuts herself. At night, tiny demons come to lick the scabs.

Then there were the
instructions:

Go
down those stairs, or you’ll always regret it.

There
might be something dead in that box. Look inside.

Steal
her pen and put it your purse. Or else.






As I scrolled down,
the other types of messages fell away until it was almost all
instructions. They freaked me immediately, in part because they
weren’t universally unsettling.






Your
destiny awaits you.






Keep
going.






No,
not that way.






Not
that way either.






Yes,
that’s right.






You
were about to stray from your destiny.






What
happens if you stray? Everything dies.






Yes,
everything.






You
might want to call work and tell them you won’t be making it in
today.






Turn
here.






Wait.
Stand by for more.






Sit
on that park bench there.






Until
further notice.






This was the last of
the notifications.

I turned to ice. An
uncontrollable tremor grabbed me by the hands. This had gone beyond
entertainment purposes. Someone on the other end of that app was
manipulating her to take real actions, in the real world. And from
the context of the message stream, Jessica was obeying.

The app chimed. I
yelped. The phone skittered across my desk. I grabbed it. This
notification was for me:

You’ll
never stop her in time.

Yasmin poked her
head in without knocking: “You okay in there?”

“I’m
fine,” I said, guiltily covering the phone, like it was somehow
incriminating.

“Sounded like
you saw a mouse.”

“No, no
mouse.”

She squinched up her
cute little features. “There are mice in my apartment now.
Don’t you hate them?”

“Yeah, yeah, I
do,” I said, nodding at her like a bobblehead.

“Okay then. If
there were mice in here as well as at home, I don’t think I
could handle it. I’d have to put in for psych leave.”

I turned back to my
keyboard as if I’d been working on it. “Well, then, back
to the salt mines...”

“Sure sure,”
she said, popping back out of sight.

My device chimed.






Annoying
little bitch, isn’t she?






“No she’s
not.” Like a fool, talking back out loud to a smartphone
application. Arguing with it.

I’m only
telling you what you’re really thinking.

“Fuck off.”
I flipped back from the main screen to Jessica’s page. A new
message had appeared:

Now
down Augusta.

Finally it had given
me a location. I got my shit together quick and bombed out of the
office. On the way out I nearly bowled Tony over, mumbling about a
meeting. He bought it and I kept going to the elevator.

Another chime:

It
would be ironic to die in an elevator accident right now.

This set off several
thoughts of varying ridiculousness. One, the app programmer is, like
most people, using the word irony wrong. Two, I am going to go down
the stairs.

I’d already
swapped heels for Nikes. With hand gripped tight to the rail,
imagining myself tripping and falling, my fatal tumble all part of
the application’s scheme, I made it to the main floor and out
to the street in record time.

Waving with one
hand, the phone in my other, I hailed a cab. Augusta is only a few
blocks long, so I didn’t need a cross-street. College and
Augusta was closest, so that’s what I told the driver. I
checked the app.

It had disappeared
from my screen. I tried to restart it from the menu icon but it
wouldn’t open. None of the apps would. I tried to remember how
to reset my fucking device.

Traffic crawled. I’d
figured with rush hour past we’d be okay but it was
construction season and the streets that were open snarled beyond
reason.

I saw that the
cabbie had the same kind of phone stuck in a holder on his eye shade
thingy up near the top of his window.

“You don’t
remember how to reset these things, do you?”

“Press and
hold both buttons.”

I did. The phone
went blank. I turned it back on. The start logo appeared, hanging
there for a taunting long time. Finally I got back into the app and
went to Jessica’s page. Her latest notifications:






Go
into the coffee shop.






Order
something and sit down at the front table.






Take
the purple pen, the one you stole, from your bag.






Place
it on the table.






Enjoy
your drink.






Thank
you, Jessica.






Your
destiny awaits.

The cab stopped
behind a streetcar with the corner in sight. I had a twenty already
in hand. I popped it in the driver’s hand and jumped out. I ran
down College to Augusta and then south. Problem was, there are a
bunch of coffee places along there. New ones since I’d last
been there. I ran into the first one. No sign of Jessica. Then the
second one. There were more further down, on both sides of the
street.

When I arrived at
Profundity, where Jess and I had gone together multiple times, a
crowd was already forming outside. The counter guy and a burly
customer restrained a pale, perspiring man. A bright red stain spread
across his threadbare white dress shirt. Uneven stubble spackled his
face. He kept repeating the same phrase: “I’m not crazy.
I’m not crazy.”

I tried to get into
the cafe but other patrons blocked me. I called Jessica’s name.
She slumped on the floor, curled around the front window table’s
wrought-iron base. A kitchen knife lay a couple of feet away. Her
blood pooled toward it.

To the sound of
approaching sirens I collapsed. I never found out who caught me.

When the cops
arrived they cuffed Jessica’s killer and searched his pockets.
His wallet contents identified him as Douglas O’Connell, age
51, proprietor of a decreasingly successful landscaping firm.
Divorced with two kids, behind in his support payments. No criminal
record. His lawyers keep telling him to plead not guilty by reason of
insanity, so he keeps firing them. Still he is unable to account for
his actions, except to say that he did it to prevent everyone from
dying. To stop the world from ending. He doesn’t expect to be
treated as a hero but feels he should not be further penalized.

As you can guess,
his phone had the Distressing Notifications app on it. They found it
on another table at Profundity, where he’d been sitting for a
little less than an hour. (He’d arrived before her.) The last
few notifications he received:

Turn
north here.







Keep
walking.






In
that coffee shop coming up on your right, destiny waits.






Order
a large drink and sit down two tables away from the counter.






Now
wait for instructions.






Order
something else, so they don’t wonder why you’re taking up
the table.






A
woman will come in. She’ll put a purple pen on the table.
That’s your signal.






She
understands. Her sacrifice is willing.






Come
on. You’ve been wanting to do this for quite some time.






What
are you waiting for? You see the pen.






Take
it out of your bag. Go.






The app got pulled
from the store the next day. When INTERPOL in Belgium raided the
Carcosa LLC offices, they found only a pile of unanswered mail and
some disconnected phone lines. The electronic money trail dead-ended
in dummy accounts linked to an Eastern European mafia. The rumored
link to the forbidden book? A total dead end.

One detail I never
mentioned to anybody till now. When the cops dropped me off at my
apartment, after hours of waiting around at the station and a couple
of quick interviews, I stumbled in the door and threw myself onto the
couch.

Then the app chimed
for the last time.






We
couldn’t have done it without you.





Pendulous

Sharron Felt drove
her shiny, black, one-year-old PT Cruiser off the highway exit into
the access road to the industrial park. She had chosen black because
if you were going to drive a car that was an homage to the
Studebaker, it should darn well look like a Studebaker, shouldn’t
it? It made her mad to see so many PT Cruisers on the road painted
cherry-apple red or, worse, all tricked out with advertising. When
she purchased it, she was not thinking of this as a joke car. She
thought its design beautiful, classic, not just a gimmick for radio
stations and chicken wing restaurants. Briefly, she had considered
trading the car back in, it annoyed her so much. Did she want to be
thought of as the sort of person who picked a “cute” car?
No, she did not. However, it was all the more important to be your
own person, to hold true to your original instincts, to make the
world fail in its attempt to impose images and perceptions on you. So
she had retained her loyalty to her original conception of her car,
and drove it still, proudly, head held high. Washing and waxing and
polishing it lovingly, with the sort of devotion a man would devote
to his prize vehicle. Or a man of her father’s generation, at
any rate, before all the boys switched their attentions from
genuinely masculine machines to computers and PlayStations and
in-line skates. She understood these boys — she was driving in
to work, to a building jammed full of them—but yearned for a
world containing grown-up men. Sharron dreamt of a great turnaround
in the governing paradigm, one that would send all of these Peter
Pans back to Neverland and bring back a fresh crop of Robert
Mitchums, Richard Widmarks, and Robert Ryans. She wanted Old Spice,
boilermakers, and well-worn leather loafers.

As she drove the
circuitous loop towards the low, flat gray campus of her own
workplace, she saw something in her peripheral vision. A sign, a big
one, up on raw wooden stilts. A new building was going in, in the
long-empty lot closest to the highway. The sign had an artist’s
rendition of the impending building on it. It looked pretty tall.

FuTUrE HomE OF
PeTZoLd ScaLarMETRICS

it said, in the sort
of pathetically lame graphic design that drove Sharron nuts. Bad
enough to choose a lumpy, internally unbalanced font like that,
without also randomly mixing the upper and lower case letters. For a
supposedly forward-looking industry, high-tech had an awful large
number of aesthetic crimes committed in its name. Rendered suspicious
by the shitty lettering, she had no choice but to stop her car and
get out and take a good look at the new building’s proposed
design.

She swung the
driver’s side door of her idling car slowly out. Heaving
herself out of the front seat, she set her feet, clad in
leopard-patterned suede shoes, down on the cold pavement. The day had
already set a record high temperature for the twenty-eighth of
January, so she was in no risk of putting her foot onto ice or into a
snowbank. Sharron walked right up to the sign and craned up her neck
to look at the drawing of the building. It would be gray, your basic
upended shoebox of concrete and glass. Cheap and anonymous, without
even the different-shaped windows or jutting-out-bits required for at
least a token attempt at pleasing the eye. This thing, if it went up
looking anything like the drawing, would be a hideous monstrosity.
Like the worst brutalist architecture of the 1960s. It was almost bad
enough to be on a university campus.

Shit, Sharron
thought, as she got back into her car. She reached for her matte
metallic coffee warmer and drank some of her tall Americano, allowing
the bitter liquid to swirl around on her tongue. This was going to
make everything suck even harder.

***

Sharron swung by the
cubicle pen where the boys from her department were alleged to be
working on a patch to the product that would address its latest
incompatibility issues with Windows XP. It was too early in the
morning for many of them to be there yet, with the exception of any
poor fools who might have just crashed the night before. They all
pulled all-nighters all the time, except for the one guy who was
married and kept to real business hours like she did, like the
management types did. Sharron was the personal assistant to the
project manager, which meant she was the one who did all the real
work, or leastways saw to it that the real work got done—if not
according to the unrealistic, pie-in-the-sky schedule up on all the
whiteboards, at least on the actual, unacknowledged schedule in
everybody’s heads.

Immediately upon
entering, she saw it. On Vinzant’s desk lay one of her
double-barreled highlighters, yellow on one end and green on the
other. Vinzant was sitting at his keyboard already, squinting his
eyes at a screenful of code. She reached over him, smelling that he
needed a shower, her arm crossing over his hand, and his mouse, to
snatch up the pen. She read the lettering on the pen’s white
shaft and, indeed, it said, 061-T.COM. The name of this now-defunct
firm was the telltale identifier that meant he could only have
filched it from her desk.

He started.

“What are you
doing with this?” Sharron accused.

He swiveled his
chair one eighty degrees to face her.

It just so happened
that this brought his face around right to the height of her breasts.
Sharron saw him trying to avert his gaze, but it was too late. She
stepped towards him, bringing them closer to his face. So positioned,
Sharron found herself mighty, like the prow of a ship. “I know
that that’s my pen, Lonnie.”

“What?”
he said again.

“My pen. This
is not a requisitioned pen from office supplies. I got this pen at a
trade show. So the only way you could have gotten it was to have
snagged it from my desk.”

He tried rolling his
eyes at her like she was crazy, but he blew the impact by at the same
time shrinking from her. Sharron wanted to smile. The only way to run
herd over these guys was to act like the sternest teacher in the day
care center. At first she had resented the necessity of this role,
had gone all feminist about it in after-work conversations with
friends. Over time, though, she had given in to it, because it
worked. She kinda sorta enjoyed it, now. Not the persona, so much, as
the successful exercise of power. It was certainly not the pen she
cared about. The yellow end was almost totally dried out. The whole
point lay in making herself so unpleasant to deal with that everybody
toed the line. No one wanted to appear on her radar screen. It was
not a gender issue at all, she had finally rationalized. A guy in
this job would also have to keep them skittish, though by different
means undoubtedly.

“I didn’t
go near your desk,” Vinzant protested. “I just picked
this up from around wherever.” He gestured around the
department. The bad-smelling shirt he wore was an expensive one,
Ralph Lauren it looked like. He had round, black-rimmed glasses to
make him look smart and close-cropped hair to make him look athletic.
Sharron had found him kind of hunky before she’d gotten to know
him better. “Someone else must have taken it.”

Sharron turned her
back to him. “Well be sure and tell me who it was, when you
find out.” She headed into the office. She had no desire to
have Vinzant in fact investigate who had taken her pen; it was just a
psych.

She plunked herself
down in her desk chair and logged on to check her email. Mostly they
were action memos from other departments, either trying to shift
blame or lay groundwork for future blame-shifting. Almost all of them
were addressed to her boss, Richard Raglan, and only cc:ed to her,
even though everyone sending the emails knew that it would always be
her who actually dealt with them. There was also an endlessly
forwarded joke email about how cucumbers were better than men, sent
to her by Willa Modugno, the new assistant to another project
manager. Sharron responded with a curt message telling Willa to
delete her address from her joke list, and warning her that such
messages, sent on the company system, could be considered
inappropriate by some.

Her ears perked up
when her boss came in. Richard always opened the door with extreme,
even furtive, gentleness, as if he was afraid he’d disturb her
at something. He carried a white paper coffee cup, bearing the
telltale green circle. His choice of coffee had recently changed from
Tim Horton’s to the more acceptable Starbucks. Sharron had
already theorized that this gesture of conformity portended an
impending bump-up from Project Manager to Brand Manager. Presumably
she would go along with him, which would entail a raise. She liked
Richard. She didn’t mind that he was short. Also she was very
fond of the shape of his round bald head. She found his dark brown
eyes comforting and occasionally imagined what it would be like to be
married to him, although she did not fantasize about him sexually. He
wore a new shirt, tangerine-colored, and charcoal slacks.

“Did you see
that sign on the way in?” she asked him.

“Sign?”

She pointed out the
window. Her office provided probably the best view anyone had in the
entire industrial park. Although you could see roads and such, mostly
the window framed a set of rolling hills covered by a mixed stand of
deciduous and evergreen trees. It was not as nice now as in other
seasons, what with half the trees being bare, and the grass on the
hill dead and brown, but the sun was out and the sky was blue and
overall it was a very soothing sight in the otherwise bland and
prefabricated environment. Right in the middle, at road level, stood
the sign. The building, when it was built, would rise up and bisect
the view of the hills and the trees.

Richard walked
towards the window with his usual small steps and peered out. “No,
I didn’t notice. I was preoccupied. So the landlords finally
leased that patch of land, huh?”

“It’s
awful. You should take a look at it.” Sharron described what
the artist’s representation looked like and pointed out how it
would wreck the view.

Richard sucked in
his lower lip, the way he generally did when assessing new
information of unknown import. “Petzold Scalarmetrics, huh?
What’s that, another biometrics R&D shop?”

Sharron shrugged. It
was not the company’s business plan that concerned her.

“You know.
Retinal scans and fingerprint readers,” Richard said,
half-musing, half-explaining. “With security being such a big
deal right now, those guys are slurping down buckets of venture
capital. While the rest of us twist in the wind. It’s gotta be
biometrics, what with the name, and their having money to build.”

Sharron explained
again how tall the building would be and how much of the view it
would ruin. Richard seemed disinterested but humored her by asking
how she was sure it would be so tall. She reminded him that her last
job had been with a company that produced CAD software for the
architectural market and, besides, it was a simple calculation to
count stories and estimate height.

As they stood
absently contemplating the sign, the sky darkened. Reds and inky
purples tinged the clouds. Sharron and Richard braced themselves and
froze. A flock of skygaunts, more than a dozen of them, appeared from
the east, flapping their skeletal wings with lazy confidence. Down in
the parking lot, frightened figures locked themselves in their
vehicles. They hid behind back seats or folded under the dashboards.
Richard closed his eyes. Sharron watched with numb anticipation. The
skygaunts continued on their flightpath without stopping to feast on
the terrified people below. Sharron relaxed her shoulders. Richard
popped a tissue from the box sitting on her work surface and blotted
the top of his head with it. Then, as the etiquette of the ongoing
disaster demanded, they went on as if nothing had happened.

He sat on the edge
of her desk. “Listen,” he said. “The following is
strictly hypothetical and confidential, right?” He waited until
she nodded, holding her gaze in his to show that this was serious
stuff. “If I was moving up, you might have a decision to make.
So you might want to have some extra time to consider it, because you
know Upper Management likes to hit us with this stuff flat-footed and
see if we salute instinctively. So you could come along with me, do
what you’re doing now, for a bit more money. Or, if you want, I
can submit your name to replace me as Project Manager.”

She nodded gravely,
afraid that speech would break the spell.

“Now the thing
is,” he went on. “Project Manager is more of a risk. I’ve
used you as kind of my hatchet person, which makes you unpopular.
It’ll be hard to transition from that to distant good guy.
Which in my experience is the best pose for this job. And if you fail
as Project Manager, you’ll likely just get shown the door
altogether. So it’s a tougher job with more money but less
security versus safe but with hardly any upwards potential.” He
cleared his throat and looked away. “Thing is, Sharron, I’ve
never been able to really get a bead on how ambitious you want to be.
It’s a big question. So don’t say anything to me now.
Just mull it over. And there’s no guarantee my say-so will get
you actually considered, anyhow. But just so you know.”

He got up off the
edge of her desk, and asked her how the patch was proceeding.

“After
scrapping a previous quick and dirty, they’re claiming that
their current movement is in a forwards direction.” What she
didn’t want to add was that recent layoffs largely accounted
for the slow progress.

Richard mimed the
husky driver whipping on his dogs, making a “KSSSHH!”
sound. Sharron nodded, knowing he would regard this as a test.

***

She had a hard time
thinking, the rest of the day, and after going into the playpen for
the second time to give them all the cold ham stare, had to restrain
herself from doing it again. Overkill would not accomplish her
objective. It would merely give them a read on her state of
agitation, disastrously inverting the hierarchy. She worked on
Richard’s meeting schedule but had to keep stopping in the
middle, realizing she’d totally forgotten what she’d just
done.

After work, she got
into the car with the intention of driving over to the sign and
staring at it some more. She stepped over a smashed laptop,
presumably dropped during the skygaunt appearance. With even a
cursory amount of thought, it was clear that she had no influence
over this situation. It was a freaking industrial park, not a
historic landmark or a tourist view. If Petzold Scalarmetrics wanted
to erect a mammoth concrete eyesore here, well, that’s the
whole reason industrial parks were invented in the first place.

As her Cruiser
rounded the slow meandering turn on the way out of the park, she saw
a skinny guy standing out in front of the empty lot, arms crossed. He
had dark hair and new, light blue jeans and, even with it being mild
for January, he was still underdressed, with only a windbreaker on
over his forest green turtleneck. Tucked under his arm, he held a
purple vinyl clipboard. Beside him was parked a lime green Volkswagen
Beetle, the new kind, not the good kind. She pulled up behind it and
got out. As the guy turned towards her, she saw that he was Chinese
in background and sort of cute. His eyes were even deeper and browner
than Richard Raglan’s, and he had good posture, and from the
cut of his shoulders it looked like he worked out. Sharron became
conscious of the fact that she was zipping up the bottom of her coat,
to hide her wide thighs and her expanded waistline.

“Hello there,”
she said, not knowing what to say next.

“Hello,”
he said. He looked at her expectantly. He seemed happy to see her,
curious. He still hadn’t given her any openings to proceed.

“You with this
new company coming in?” she asked, shifting her focus to the
sign, which made things less intense. “This Petzold
Scalarmetrics?”

“No,” he
shook his head and laughed as if this were funny, unthinkable. “I’m
with the firm building the building. I’m the architect!”
As if this last fact were also amusingly unlikely. “My first
project as lead.” He turned to her, to catch her attention
back, to make her look at him again. “Not much of a project,”
he shrugged. “But even Corbusier had to start somewhere.”

“Corbusier was
a freakin’ blight on the twentieth century,” Sharron
heard herself say. She did not know why she was allowing herself to
be so openly bitchy with the guy. It’s not like he worked with
her and had to take it.

He smiled, in a
taken-aback way, but still stepped up and put out his hand for her.
“Well that’s an interesting view,” he said. “My
name’s Nick, by the way. Nick Bo.” He spoke with a clear,
slightly exaggerated precision he shared with lots of other young,
well-educated Chinese Canadians. This accentless accent always struck
Sharron as profoundly foxy. She appreciated the firmness of his
handshake and the nice pec action under that sweater of his.

“Sharron Felt;
I work over at Xilent.”

“Oh. I have
some of your productivity software installed on my machine.”

“I’m
very sorry about that.”

They both laughed.

“So what have
you got against poor Corbusier?”

“Big ugly
concrete blocks. Okay, it’s one thing if you do it because it’s
cheap and functional. But to actually think this is beautiful...”
She realized it was Nick’s design she was gesturing at. How
cringeworthy.

“That’s
okay,” he laughed. “This is all about function. The
client is very cost conscious. If it were up to me, I’d be
shooting for something more late-period Philip Johnson.”

“Johnson?”
She snorted, but tried to do it flirtatiously. “Don’t get
me started on Johnson.”

“Ah, c’mon.
You gotta separate his buildings from his interviews. And you gotta
look at the later stuff on its own terms.”

“I suppose.”
It had been a long time since Sharron had read or thought about this
stuff, and she had forgotten the exact arguments behind her
strongly-held opinions. She would have to back off if she didn’t
want to out herself as an idiot.

“Say, I lost
track of time and I’m starving. There isn’t anywhere to
eat around here, is there?”

“There’s
like a convenience store and stuff across the way there,” she
said, pointing across the highway. “And a sub place. Also a
real restaurant well-hidden there, but it’s kind of expensive.”

“Sounds great!
Hey, you wanna come with me? Sort of a finder’s fee for telling
me about it?”

She tried to think
why not but couldn’t. “Sure,” Sharron said.

***

That night, after
the dinner with Nick, she stood regarding herself, naked, in the
mirror of her bathroom. A memory from high school came back up on
her. She remembered this novel they had to read from English class,
this book by Margaret Laurence, about some old lady named Ragnar or
Torvald or something like that. The Stone Angel, that was the name of
the book. What an inappropriate choice it was for high school kids,
this book about this old woman and how creepy the aging process is.
The thought of this particular passage made Sharron’s skin
crawl for years afterwards, where this old lady is looking at herself
naked in the mirror and seeing how heavy she had become and how her
flesh was changing and the blue vein spreading out around her nipple.
That was the worst. Ew, Sharron had said, and her friends, around the
lunch table, all agreed. No one really does that, Sharron remembered
herself saying, a yellow boat full of french fries with gravy and
ketchup sitting in front of her. No one stands naked looking at
themselves in the mirror. Yet here she was, now, doing exactly that.
It had all been a true and terrible prophecy, that book. She was
thirty-two and turning into a creepy old lady.

The weight gain had
really snuck up on her. Even back then, in high school, she worried
about the size of her behind. But now there was fat around her belly,
on her thighs, drooping down from her arms. Then there were her
breasts. Back then she ranked their size as an asset. Now already
they were weighing down. They were hefty. Pendulous. That was a word
you always heard in regards to sasquatch sightings. As in, the
bigfoot we saw crossing the dry riverbed and heading into the bush
was a tall female with pendulous breasts. She didn’t even want
to turn around and look at her ass.

She turned around
and looked at her ass. She pressed her eyes shut. She wrapped the
bathrobe back up around her. She started to floss her teeth. She
should sign back up to that aerobics class. She should buy a
treadmill. Scientifically, Sharron reminded herself, we are all
designed to eat as much fat as we can get, because we evolved in an
environment where it was painfully scarce. If we cut back, our bodies
just reset to pack on the fat more efficiently. Turning it around
would take years if it would even work at all.

She squeezed a
dollop of toothpaste onto the tiny round head of her electric
toothbrush. It was Crest gel, the best looking of the toothpastes.

Toothbrush still
whirring in her mouth, she padded out into the living room. She
grabbed up the remote and turned on the TV—a ward against
solitude. News chat panelists argued a perennial topic. Sharron
recognized one side of the debate as a pair of famous libertarian
post-modern magicians. They squared off for the forces of skepticism,
versus a professorially dressed woman with bad hair and the producer
of a paranormal documentary series.

The more talkative
of the illusionists said there was no empirical truth behind the
widespread belief that the current troubles arose from the
publication of that terrible play no one would name any more. The
legend surrounding the ongoing effects of its publication were just
that, he said, a legend with not a verifiable fact behind it. For one
thing, it came out more than a hundred years before stuff started
happening. Where was the rational connection?

Sharron let the
televised yakking fade into background noise. She’d had an
enjoyable time with him. He kept trying to make her laugh. It was his
eagerness more than the jokes themselves that did the trick. It had
been at least seven years since she’d gotten the full charm
offensive. The last boyfriend never even tried that hard, and she
still moved in with him, and the slovenly slouch had gone and found a
pre-med student behind her back. How he had pulled that off she was
still curious to know.

Out on the kitchen
table was Nick’s business card, with his numbers, mobile and
landline, written on the back in retractable pencil. He had also
taken her card and written down her number on it with the same pencil
and put it in his fraying, overstuffed wallet. He said he’d
call her. He seemed convincing when he said it, leaning in, eyes
catching the light from the candle on the table.

She finished
flossing her teeth. She looked at the strand to see how much plaque
was on it. She was a plaque producer, her dentist kept telling her.

She went out into
the kitchen, bare feet against cool tiles, and picked up the business
card. If she was old enough to resemble a Margaret Laurence novel,
she was too old to be worrying about whether guys called her back or
not. She folded it in half, printed side out, and walked over to her
sink. She opened the white chipboard door below and lifted the white
plastic lid of the roll rack hanging on its other side, dropping
Nick’s card deep into the kitchen catcher, amidst egg shells
and orange rinds. She turned to leave the kitchen but then stopped,
opening the door and the garbage unit. She screwed up her face and
reached in to pluck the card back out again. But it had coffee
grounds on it so she left it in its grave.

***

She stood outside
the door of his apartment. He’d buzzed her in. Even though the
apartment complex was in a good neighborhood, the hallways were
crummy, as usual, with smudged cream-colored walls and nasty yellow
carpeting dotted with black spots of old trampled gum. Sharron rapped
on the wood-veneered door. She clutched a bottle of wine under her
arm, an Ontario Chardonnay she picked because it had a picture of a
bird on the label. It was in a ridged cardboard gift box, left the
natural brown of recycled paper, which indicated social
responsibility and, therefore, class. Her mouth was dry. She had
tic-tacs in her purse but did not want to be caught fishing for them.
If she was lucky, Nick would have a dish with mints or fruit candies
out on display somewhere.

He answered the
door. His eyes were still brown. He wore another tight sweater
highlighting his arm muscles. He had an apron on, which read KISS ME,
I’M WIELDING A KNIFE, with a caricature of a seedy-looking
French chef with a crumpled cigarette dangling from his mouth. Nick
smiled and opened the door wide for her. The inside of his apartment
was very nicely done up. She had thought maybe when she saw his décor
it would turn out to be all Martha Stewart, meaning that he was gay
and using her as part of his denial about it. This, however, was gray
and spare and architect modern, with uncomfortable-looking chrome and
leather furniture and small abstract paintings in the center of the
walls, and an out-of-place comfy chair, worn and brown, parked in
front of the home entertainment system. Widescreen TV, DVD player.
She checked his DVD shelf for Baz Luhrmann movies just to be sure,
but it was all Bruce Willis and Adam Sandler.

He served her Thai
coriander chicken with purple rice and a mixed green side salad.
There was tartufo for dessert. She complimented his cooking and he
said he owed it all to the Learning Annex. She offered to help with
the dishes but he said he’d get it all in the morning. He
refilled her glass with red wine and suggested they move to the
comfortable chairs, pointing to his austere couch. She sat down while
he used his remote to open the tray of his sleek black CD player. He
put in a disc and it turned out to be smooth jazz. Sharron couldn’t
help making a face. She got up and looked at his CDs. She spotted a
Santana disc, the big hit from a couple years back, and suggested
putting that in, instead, maybe. Nick’s expression was blank
for a minute, like he was put off, so she looked around the room for
something to change the subject with. She could see into his office,
and on the screen were CAD drawings, plans for a building.

“I guess you
have to take your work home with you all the time,” she said.

“Yeah,”
he said, the smooth jazz CD stuck on his forefinger while he fumbled
one-handed with its jewel case. “It’s the Scalarmetrics
thing. Final sign-off is on Monday, so I’m just checking and
double-checking. Really everything’s done. I’ve looked it
over a million times.” He had paused in mid-action, the CD case
open but the disc still stuck on his finger. He broke off and looked
at her. “That’s why I’m so happy you said yes on
such short notice. I need a reason to stop staring at the freaking
screen, bad.” Finally, he put the disc away and put the other
one in.

“I’m
glad to be your distraction,” she said.

“Let’s
sit down on the couch,” he said.

She placed herself
carefully, looking for a spot for her wine glass. The side table was
too far away so she just put it on the gray carpet. Nick bent down
and picked it up and put it on the table for her, settling it onto a
cork coaster resembling the one Sharron got with her coffee press.

He leaned over her
and grabbed her face with each hand. He climbed on top of her, giving
her no choice but to slide into a prone position. He shoved his
tongue in her mouth; it was as muscular as the rest of him, and he
wrestled it hard against hers. Then his hands were under her sweater,
already. He had one on each breast, kneading away through the satiny
fabric of her new white bra. Then he had the fabric pulled down to
free her nipples, and was quickly flicking his fingertips over them.
Sharron’s first impulse was to slow him down, to establish
boundaries, but why blow it for principle’s sake? She threw her
head back and allowed herself a moan. Then she turned her head and
saw that his curtains were wide open.

“Hey,”
she said, pointing at them. The sky might have been going dark,
presaging another yellow phenomena incident.

“We’re
too far up for anyone to see,” he said, starting to pull her
sweater up over her head. She prevented him, holding elbows akimbo.

“I’d be
more comfortable...”

Without another word
he hopped up off her and bounced over to the curtains. He’d
already somehow stripped himself from the waist down. She saw his
modest but elegantly-formed penis bob erectly as he yanked on the
blind cord. He rushed back towards her. She sat up and rolled her top
up over her head. She laid back and opened her mouth wide for him,
grazing the underside of his penis with the backs of her fingers. But
he said, “Not yet,” and reached over to unzip her slacks.
He pulled them off and the panties along with them. He parted her
legs and went down on her. “Not yet,” she said, and
grabbed him by the arms and pulled him forward. She took his shirt
off him and ran her hands along the tight smooth skin of his chest
and upper arms. She saw he had a splotchy birthmark the size of a
baby’s fist on the left side, over his ribs. She saw him
looking at her looking at it and put her hand on the top of his
skull, feeling his feathery hair, and pushing him down between her
thighs, giggling throatily.

He kept at her but
after a while she started losing momentum. She pushed him away,
saying, “I don’t always...” He shook his head and
told her to give him instructions. She did and he started to get it
and eventually she came, gripping the cold chrome armrest supporter
and wanting to make barking noises. He knelt on his knees beside the
couch and studied her intently. She seized his face in her hands,
like he’d done to her, and started kissing. He guided her up
off the couch and said, “Now it’s my turn to party,”
and pushed her up against a wall and started biting the back of her
neck, pressing his cock between her ass cheeks. She gasped and he
disengaged, pushing her into the bedroom. He put her down on all
fours on the bed and, standing beside it, entered her doggy style. It
was a little rough but she still liked it. He had her by the hips and
was rocking her body back and forth so her breasts slapped up against
her ribcage. Then he shuddered and groaned and flopped face up beside
her and she clutched with sudden panic. Then she saw that his penis
was neatly bagged in a condom, after all. She sank back into the bed,
heaving for breath. She wondered when the heck he’d gotten it
on there, but didn’t want to break the mystique by asking.

He turned and
wrapped an arm around her. “I knew you’d be like this,”
he said.

Sharron didn’t
know what to say to this or whether she was happy to have heard it.
She’d never really been like this before, certainly not on a
second date. Maybe it would be good to think of herself as sexually
uninhibited, which in certain senses meant that you were powerful and
in control. But if all Nick meant was that he’d correctly
pegged her as an easy lay, that wouldn’t be good at all. It was
a class thing, maybe. Not just social class, but attractiveness
class, of which social class was an inseparable element. If he
deliberately chose dumpy chicks because they were wilder in bed, that
would be an unhappy discovery. It would explain a lot, though. He was
better looking than her, had a better job, more money. The only thing
on the other side of the class column was that she was white and he
was visible minority, but that was barely a factor these days.
Especially if you were Asian, like Nick.

There was a purring
noise next to her and she realized he was snoring, lips half an inch
from her shoulder. He hadn’t even pulled the sheets up before
conking out. She reached down to gather them up and found out that he
only had a big old duvet, with no top sheet or anything else. She
gathered it up around her shoulders, then carefully covered him with
it. She lay back on the pillow, trying to let sleep take her, but
found herself wide awake. Various aches manifested. Tonight she had
twisted and turned muscles she hadn’t called on in ages. She
rolled back over towards him and hoped that pressing herself against
his warm body would help lull her. If not, maybe she would get up and
finish off the red wine. Nick’s back was growing clammy, his
sweat cooling on his skin.

She must have
drifted off, but then she blinked awake again. The curtains in his
bedroom admitted too much light from the world outside, casting a
wide bar of orange light right across the wall, where the headboard
would be if Nick’s bed had one. He was snoring still, but it
hadn’t gone beyond a gentle rattling noise. Sharron stirred
herself up and off the bed. It was chilly. At least the overlit room
allowed her to see her way around without waking him. His closet was
open, she saw, and there was a big white bathrobe inside. She wrapped
it around her; it smelled of shaving cream. She drifted over to his
end-table and picked up her wine glass, but, after peering down into
it, decided to leave it alone. She eased into his office, quietly
shutting the door behind her, and sat herself down in his computer
chair. The monitor was on and he didn’t even seem to have a
screen saver, and it was perfectly obvious that this was one of the
drawings for the Scalarmetrics building.

Though they’d
talked about architecture again tonight, she’d continued to
omit the fact that she’d taken it for a year in university
before switching to a general business degree. Not to cover up what
she was about to do now, but just because she didn’t like
discussing her failures, especially with someone who’d sailed
through the same program with flying colors.

The files were all
logically laid out in folders so it was easy to find them. She looked
at the date stamps and then went to the system tray to reset the
clock to the time of the last stamp. Otherwise it would stick out
like a sore thumb that they’d been altered in the middle of the
night, when Nick would know he hadn’t been working on them.
That done, she went to the files themselves, opening them
sequentially, making alterations as she went. Nick had a fast machine
so it didn’t take long at all. She changed things subtly, no
more than a quarter of an inch in any one spot. She paid special
attention to the foundations. It was tempting to do something obvious
but the whole point was that no one could spot the problems until it
was already too late.

She finished and
closed the program. Then she remembered that the program had been up
already. For a second, she couldn’t remember exactly which of
the files had been up on the screen when she started. But a quick
look at File Manager (she could still not bring herself to think of
it by the stupid updated name, Windows Explorer) gave her the time
stamps, and so she clicked on the icon for PS_002_FINAL.CAD and
brought it back to life, with its now-different DNA. She looked at it
for a moment, clicking her short fingernails on the artificial
surface of Nick’s desk.

She stood abruptly
and went back into the living area, deciding to gulp down that wine,
after all. Then she popped into the bathroom for a quick pee. She
flushed the toilet and walked softly back into the bedroom, where
Nick rolled over and opened his eyes. He said something
unintelligible.

“Just going to
the bathroom,” she whispered.

She hoped he would
roll over and go back to sleep but his eyes fluttered and he sat up
in the bed, stretching.

“Hope you
don’t mind I borrowed your bathrobe,” she said, hanging
it back up in his closet.

He shook his head.
He looked over at his clock radio. It was 2:35.

She crawled onto the
bed and began to kiss him on his well-defined abdominal muscles. He
stopped her, taking her by the shoulders and guiding her lips up to
his. He did not taste stale yet. Sharron felt self-conscious; her
mouth had already gone gummy on her. Nick broke off the kisses and
held his face so that his eyes were very close to hers, beaming into
them. He breathed out a quick, abashed laugh.

“I’m
probably saying this too soon, but—”

She knew what was
coming at the end of that sentence and interrupted it by pulling back
from him, but he firmed his grip on her shoulders and kept her in
place.

He ran his tongue
over his lips before restarting. They were a bit chapped, Sharron
saw. “All I want to say is that,” he said, “Is that
I’m really crazy about you, already.” He moved in to kiss
the side of her neck and Sharron squirmed and giggled. He cupped her
heavy breasts in his hands and moved his face in between them. He
rubbed his face all over them, pushing them upwards with his head and
then letting them fall. She could feel his nose, his lips, his
tongue, even his eyelashes. There was something off and she realized
what it was—no beard burn. Even before his morning ablutions,
Nick had no chin stubble to speak of. So instead of the sandpaper
effect you’d normally expect, it was like having a baby rubbed
on you.

For some reason,
months later, she had a sense memory of this. She had to leave her
own office, the Project Manager’s office, and go into her
assistant’s, in order to see the building site. The weather was
now unseasonably cold, and a chill radiated from the window as
Sharron watched the procession of heavy equipment, the steam shovels
and the front-end loaders and the cement mixers, wheel its way from
the highway onto the access road. The sense memory was especially
vivid because Nick had done it just last night. He still was not
remotely tired of rubbing himself in her breasts. Sometimes it was
good for her and sometimes not, but it made him happy, so that was
good. She was surprised not to see him out on the site, but he’d
already explained to her that the actual build was out of his hands,
that was up to the construction supervisors. He would check in now
and then, but it was all a formality, unless any problems cropped up.
Sharron thought of colanders. You’d think between the two of
them one would have had a colander, but even after they’d
consolidated their kitchen supplies during the move to their new
place, neither did. Sharron had thought a cheap plastic one was okay,
but Nick had seen this fancy enamel one in a catalog, he was sure of
it, and wanted to wait until he could find the groovy one he wanted.
Then her assistant, Maricela, came in and told her that Lonnie
Vinzant had gotten an email about this weird incompatibility problem
with Motorola modem drivers, and she stopped thinking about
colanders, too.





The Dog

The talk at the
snack shop is always nonsense. Usually it’s standard political
crap. About the General and avenues for dissent. Today when Bremer
comes in and pulls up a chair, it’s about the Yellow Sign.

He nods to them. In
return, they barely acknowledge him. There’s Kranjic, in his
stupid striped sweater, stuffing his face with rank-smelling corn
nuts. Urban taps on his cigarette pack with stick-insect slowness.
Walker listens rapt to the ongoing debate, fingers intertwined.

Dori leans back,
abstracted, late afternoon light feathering through her hair. Bremer
angles his chair, hoping she’ll say hi or whatever. She’s
lost in thought. Maybe she’s listening to the discourse.

Sutherland lets
Langerud, for once, do the bulk of the talking. But this is only to
let him spool more rope out.

“You have to
admit it’s a possibility,” jousts Langerud. He’s
stocky, round-faced, flushed.

“Must I?”
snorts Sutherland. Tall, steel-eyed, Sutherland, with the kind of
wide smile girls like to look at. “You’re retreating into
mysticism.”

“Not
mysticism. Gnosticism.”

“No one who
uses that word ever knows what it means.”

“All right,”
says Langerud. “I concede, I’m using the term
imprecisely. Let’s call it the secret history of the world,
then.”

“The world? I
thought you said this started in 1895.”

“The secret
history of the contemporary world.” Langerud’s annoyance
grows more apparent by the syllable.

The Sutherland grin
briefly surfaces. He catches Bremer catching him, and blanks it out.

Langerud keeps
going: “Just entertain it as a what if. Before the turn
of the century—not the turn of this century, the one
before that—the book is published in Paris. Written in play
format though never performed. Full of decadent language and weird
images. Aliens and magic. Soon as it hits the streets, affairs both
personal and public start to go awry. A rash of suicide and madness
in all who read it.”

“Including the
author,” pipes in Kranjic.

“No, no, he
didn’t die, he went into hiding,” says Langerud. “But
that’s a whole ’nother story. Authorities try to suppress
the book. That just spreads it further. Illicit Parisian print runs.
The English translations, some botched, some not. They make it across
the Atlantic. Like an invasive species, like rats on a boat or fleas
on a rat, the text expands its range. Infecting the minds of the
brightest, the most rebellious thinkers. The ones who should compose
the vanguard of history.”

“Men like us,”
Walker says.

Sutherland leans
forward. “So you’re saying The King in Yellow is
counter-revolutionary.”

Langerud nearly
bangs the table. “Yes, yes, that’s what I’ve been
saying all along!”

“Well you
didn’t make that clear.”

“You hear a
book is forbidden. You hear it warps weak minds. Who else is going to
be drawn to a work like that? To seek it out, despite all official
obstacles? The malcontents, the dreamers, the men who would envision
a better world.”

“Go on,”
says Sutherland.

Langerud withdraws
his worn, hand-bound photocopy of Marx’s Capital and
plunks it on the table. Everyone flinches. “This is the book
that should have changed the century.”

Sutherland scans the
room. The counterman’s attention has been drawn. Walker gets
up, going over to him to order another espresso.

“Put it away,
you idiot,” says Sutherland.

Langerud, pale,
slips it back into his army surplus bag.

“You were
saying?”

Langerud swallows.
“The first volume comes out in 1867. Attracts notice,
followers. Marx dies in’83 but Engels keeps editing the rest.
The second volume he publishes in 1885. Again, momentum builds. A
movement is fostered. And when is the third volume?”

“Political
economy is not a trivia game.”

“The third
volume comes out in 1894. Still more attention. The rock is rolling
down the hill, building up speed.”

“A lovely
metaphor but where’s the scholarship? So little is known about
this. Even less remains freely available to read.”

Dori engages for the
first time. “You didn’t do library searches for this, did
you?”

“No, I telexed
the General and asked for his personal copy. I’m not a complete
dolt, am I?”

“So the point
is,” says Sutherland, “the history is sketchy and you’re
making this up. Spinning conspiracy.”

“History is a
conspiracy! 1894, Marxist thought is cresting. 1895, The King in
Yellow comes out. After that, what happens? The movement fizzles
into footnote status. In a matter of years, like a sugar cube in
absinthe, it dissolves. It displaces this.” He thumps his
hidden book. “The Yellow Sign comes to inform all oppositional
tendencies. An unstable, doomed foundation built on insanity and
supernaturalism.”

“So you’re
not indulging in the metaphysical, you’re advancing an
anti-metaphysical critique.”

Langerud’s
eyes pop. “I wish I was,” he says. “But how else do
you explain the eclipse of a self-evident, scientifically proven
doctrine by sheer hedonistic nihilism?”

“It’s
easy,” says Kranjic, corn nuts crunching. “People suck.”

“No, no, we
know that human nature is perfectible.”

“But also
malleable,” says Sutherland.

“And there’s
the nub. A reactionary tendency sensed Marxism’s coming wave,
and extinguished it. By allowing The King in Yellow to come
into being.”

“And you’re
saying this was a supernatural event?”

“It was, and
is, an ongoing, knowing, global-scale manipulation of historical
forces by an ahistorical force.”

“By magic?”

“What else?”

“Bull. Shit.”

“Think of it.
Haven’t you ever felt that the world we’re living in
wasn’t meant to be?”

“All the
time,” says Dori.

Bremer stirs.

“What if all
of it is due to the influence of the Hastur book, blotting out what
was supposed to be the impact of Das Kapital? What if the
United States was still supposed to be a single entity? If there’d
been no Negro Resettlement? No suicide booths?”

“The founding
of Suanee was an appropriate if flawed response to genuine
proletarian grievances a racist society could not otherwise redress,”
says Sutherland.

“The right to
quick and efficient self-extermination is completely in keeping with
radical conceptions of autonomy,” says Dori.

“You’re
off base on this one, Lan,” says Kranjic.

“What do you
think, Bremer?” asks Sutherland. “Sitting there glowering
and taking it in and contributing zilcho.”

“Let him
alone,” Dori tells Sutherland. A hand on his sleeve.

“I came in in
the middle,” Bremer manages.

“Okay,”
says Langerud, “I used bad examples. Here’s one. What if
the Tsar wasn’t meant to control two-thirds of Europe?”

Sutherland huffs.
“Let’s focus on our own autocracy, shall we? And call me
crazy, and unconsciously driven by the Yellow Sign, but maybe we
should start planning concrete action, instead of all this talk talk
talk.”

Bremer stands. His
scraping chair lets off a leviathan screech. “Hey Dori, you
need a walk home past the checkpoint?”

“I’m
gonna stay awhile more, thanks,” she says. He hefts his bag
over his shoulder and shuffles out into the chill of a reluctant
spring.

Posters for a new
mental hygiene campaign stick to the buildings, still wet with glue.
Bright red letters add a bit of color to the gray brick structures,
Bremer decides.

He doesn’t
recognize the security cops at the sentry post. Word is that the
Compact is rotating them more frequently. The fear is that they’ll
start identifying with people they interact with every day. Sometimes
you get young guys who haven’t filled into their uniforms yet,
or near-retirees who have started to shrink. These two, though, are
hardcore thicknecks sporting ham-sized fists. Bremer tries not to
look nervous as he strolls past. Of course they wave him over for an
ID check. He’s already reaching into his jacket pocket for his
papers, but the one doing the waving says, “Papers,” all
the same.

The sentry bares
teeth as he looks them over. “You’re at school now, are
you?”

“That’s
right.”

“What are you
taking there?”

His major is listed
right there. He’s either testing Bremer with some mild
intimidation, or can’t read. The two possibilities are equally
likely.

“Mechanical
engineering,” Bremer answers.

“Mechanical
engineering, is it?”

“Yes, sir.”

Can’t read
is increasingly tipping the probability scale.

“That’s
a practical course, then.”

“Uh, yeah,
sure.”

“Not about
getting a bunch of big ideas.”

“It’s a
lot of math, really.”

“Math now is
it?”

“Uh-huh.”

“So you’re
not one of those punks then.”

A clammy spot
appears in the small of Bremer’s back. “Don’t know
if I follow you, officer.”

“Oh you don’t
follow me?”

“Could, could
you rephrase the question?”

“Get that,
Doug? He wants me to rephrase the question.”

Doug comes over. He
gives Bremer a shove.

“Are you not
being responsive, Mr...” He snatches the ID from his partner’s
hand. “Mr. Bremer is it?”

“Yes, that’s
me.”

“That’s
you now, is it?”

“Yes sir.”

“So I believe
Officer Davison asked you a question, Mr. Bremer.”

The urge to shit
rumbles Bremer’s bowels. “I’m happy to answer
whatever...”

“He needs to
be asked the question again, Officer Davison.”

“Does he now?”

“That he
does.”

Officer Davison
steps into Bremer’s space. “I bet he remembers the
question.”

Officer Doug steps
into Bremer’s space, too. “Help him out. He looks
ascared. Repeat the question anyway.”

“I asked him
if he was some kind of punk.”

Officer Doug shoves
Bremer again. “So that’s the question. Are you, Mr.
Bremer? Some kind of punk?”

Bremer’s mouth
goes dry on him. “I like to think not.”

“You like to
think not?”

“I want to
fully cooperate with you officer but you’re not asking me
questions I can helpfully answer.”

“He’s
finding fault with our questioning technique, Officer Davison.”

“Isn’t
that maybe an uncharitable interpretation, Officer Bedforth?”

They can’t
hold it any more. The two sentries crack up.

Officer Doug
Bedforth kicks Bremer in the ass, sending him on the way. More a
shove with his foot than a kick, really. Bremer thanks God that his
sphincter stays shut. Crapping his drawers in this situation would be
unbearable.

“Nerd,”
calls one of the sentries, after him.

“Jerkoff,”
calls the other.

Bremer breathes
heavy. This new crop of Compact cops is the worst. Used to be, they
at least observed the pretense that they were more than schoolyard
bullies. Maybe the rumors are true. That it’s getting rough up
north. That the academies are churning out the security forces by the
busload and still can’t keep up.

It’s so
cretinous. Bremer doesn’t want to hate the regime. He has more
reason to despise punks than any dimbulb sentry. Cops like that, they
turn people against them, out of a simple lack of self-control.

Bremer nearly
applied to the academy himself, when the first invoice for mom’s
treatment came in. But he knew guys like that would haze the hell out
of him. And then came Dori. So he shredded the application.

Luckily the public
bathroom at the market is in order today. He dashes into the stall
just in time.

Residual fear and
anger drain from him as he prowls the aisles. Of the items on his
mom’s list, they have baking powder but not baking soda, side
bacon but not back bacon, and puckered apples but no fresh ones. He
picks up enough ingredients for a fast pasta. There’s only one
cashier authorized to punch ration books, so the checkout line
stretches long.

He trudges up a
slope of cracked sidewalk slabs, past a line of single-family
dwellings. Paint flakes like dandruff from doors and window trim. His
place is no better. Maybe if he really wanted to improve the world
he’d grab a brush. He takes a breath and steps onto the porch
and over the threshold.

His mom is up and
watching the television. She looks better now that she’s
refusing further chemo. Her eyes are clear and she’s regaining
energy by the day. It’s hard to square this with the reality of
her prognosis. He kisses her on the head. Her scalp smells of the
nasty shampoo that’s in all the shops now. Factories owned by
the General’s brother-in-law make it. Dori smells like this
too. Her joke is that since the rival companies were shut down, the
whole nation smells like the General’s brother-in-law.

His mom pads into
the kitchen to keep him company while he bangs up the pasta. He has
to stop her from shelving the groceries.

“Let me do
it,” she protests.

“Don’t
worry me, Mom.”

“You were at
the cafe again.”

“Sure, I was
at the snack shop.”

“You’re
not going to get mixed up in anything now.”

He plucks the flour
from her papery hand. “They’re not going to get mixed up
in anything either.”

“I know,
they’re just bitch-sessioning. But that can turn awful quick.
Believe me.”

“I can’t
get in trouble.” He kisses her again. “I have to be
here.”

“But
afterwards.”

“Mom, please.”
He fills the pot with water. He sniffs it. It’s a low-crud day.

“You don’t
like to hear it, I understand. But what’s the point of terminal
cancer if you don’t get to impose a dying wish or two?”

He carefully
measures the pasta with the plastic government-issue pasta measurer.
“That’s not funny.”

“It’s
not funny, it’s mordant. Seriously though. Promise me, whatever
you get into after my health is no longer an issue... Nothing
violent, please.”

“If that’s
your dying commandment, you’re wasting it, ’cause there’s
zero chance of me doing anything like that anyway.”

“Other people
have said that.”

“Anything he
did, I’m gonna do the opposite.”

“Violence
brings only violence.”

“How can I
agree with you, Mom, in a way you’ll recognize as agreement?”

“I’m
saying this for the benefit of the man you will become when I’m
outta here.”

“Jeez, Mom!”

“Just promise
me.”

“You don’t
need me to promise, but I am promising.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re
welcome.”

***

All that talk of Dad
sends Bremer down to the basement that night, after his mom nods out
in front of “Mike Kruger, Guardian of Justice.” On
tonight’s episode, Mike busts up a Suanee-funded narcoterror
ring. It’s a rerun, with the first of the two actresses who
played the character of Mike’s girlfriend, Floss.

A metal box secures
Dad’s stuff. There’s a padlock on it, but it’s
fastened to a poorly manufactured plate. It’s rusted and pretty
easy to plier off.

The motivations
behind the prying induce a greasy shame feeling. It’s not that
his father needs or deserves privacy. Not so many years after the
fact. It’s that he’s thinking it might earn him some
traction with Dori. He’ll maybe throw in a few casual facts
about Dad’s activities. This is simultaneously a move Bremer
recognizes as shitty, and a move he is probably going to make. Pride
is for guys with more arrows in their quiver. The Bremers of this
world have to shake what they’ve got.

He opens the lid.
Bremer doesn’t expect to find much. His main operations cache
he located elsewhere. It got raided after they took him down. It
contains clothes, mostly. A stocking cap. Black turtleneck sweater,
black jeans, black socks, black sneakers with the white spots covered
in black electrical tape. A fake security cop uniform. It copies the
80s-vintage design and is no use now, but the workmanship is top
grade. Sutherland and Langerud couldn’t pull off anything this
good. He picks up a mock gun made out of wood—realistic from a
distance.

What he’s
hoping for are notes or whatnot. The details of his father’s
career in useless subversion remain sketchy to him. His mom has
declined to share more than the broadest outlines. That’s sure
not going to change now. He can’t draw her out without tricking
her into it. Under no circumstance will he do that.

A layer of books
lines the bottom of the box. It’s standard radical bullcrap.
The Subversive’s Handbook. Confessions of a
Neo-Slave. The Communist Manifesto. The Anarchist
Manifesto. Something called The Castaigne Conspiracy. A
few are genuine books, printed down south. Most are copies of copies.
They’re faded and smell terrible, like you’d expect from
the products of obsolete photocopying technology. Bremer reaches for
a compendium of Marx that’s a dead ringer for Langerud’s.
He riffles its pages, looking for margin notes, hoping for loose
sheets of paper to drift out. He flips through all of the books in
turn. In the case of professionally published ones, he checks the
undersides of dust jackets and tears at fly-leaves. Quote-worthy
passages elude his search. Clearly his dad shirked the bookish duties
of the subversive mindset. He wasn’t even an underliner of
passages, much less a scribbler of anecdotes. Bremer revises his
image of the man. He’s always imagined him an amateur, a naïve
bungler. In this instance at least he followed secrecy protocols with
an irritating rigor.

Bremer picks up the
last book. The slim, undersized volume bears no cover inscription. He
pages to the frontispiece.

What the fuck?

It reads:

The King in Yellow

by an anonymous
gentleman of Paris

transl. E. R.
Reading

Bremer feels dizzy.
He sees swirls. He drops the book like it’s coated in poison.
It thunks onto the floor.

It sits there. An
odd sensation settles upon him. He can’t help thinking that the
book is looking up at him, like an animal might. Like a dog that
wants to be fed. Bremer kicks at it.

Then he realizes
what a moron he is being and laughs it off. Still he doesn’t
quite want to put it back in the box. The book—or rather the
whole mythology surrounding the book—is ridiculous. Langerud’s
ravings proved that. Bremer wouldn’t have thought it possible,
but now his opinion of his dad falls even lower. To think that he was
driven to any degree by pseudo-magical rubbish, that it played any
part in his suicidal quest for revolution...

Bremer does not want
to be in the same room as this stuff. He kicks the book into a
corner. It displaces cobwebs. It throws up a cloud of dust.

***

The next day at the
cafe, he lucks out. Dori sits alone at the group’s regular
table. She’s staring out the window. The cuff of her blue
sweater frays. She absently places the unraveling strand of yarn
between her teeth. When she hears Bremer coming, she spits it out,
sheepish.

He sits down across
from her. Trying to think of what to say.

“You haven’t
seen the others have you?” she asks.

“No,” he
answers.

“Hope
nothing’s happened.”

“Yeah,”
he says.

She goes up to the
counter and orders a tea.

When she comes back,
steam rising from the crazed white mug she carries, he says, “You
know the thing you were saying yesterday? About the suicide booths? I
have to disagree with you on that one.”

“Uh-huh?”

“I don’t
think the right to step into a box and kill yourself is actually, uh,
subversive.”

“Well not
subversive, no. Rights aren’t subversive.”

“Okay, right.”

“What we
subvert is a regime that denies us rights.”

“Okay, but
killing yourself, that’s not, what’s the word,
revolutionary?”

“What do you
mean?”

“I mean,
that’s what they want us to do. The regime. If we feel we don’t
fit in. Or can’t fight them. What’s the opposite of
revolutionary?”

“Reactionary?”

“Yeah, I think
that, uh, serves a reactionary agenda.”

“Okay,”
she says. She peers out the window.

“I’m
sure they just got held up or whatever,” Bremer says.

“Yeah,”
she says.

“Say, what do
you make of the replacement materials science prof they brought in?
I’m having trouble following what he’s saying.”

“I, uh... I
guess I was kinda spacing that class even before he came in.”

“You can’t
let materials science get away from you, though. Do you think if a
bunch of us went to the dean and mentioned that the new guy is really
mumbly... You don’t figure they’d take action on that, do
you?”

She straightens up.
They’re out the window, waving to her, the whole bunch of them:
Sutherland, Langerud, Kranjic, Urban, Walker. Kranjic jumps up and
down. Sutherland gives that hipster two-finger pointy salute gesture
of his. The one Bremer wishes he’d thought of first.

They ramble in,
bottlenecking at the counter to call for espressos and smokes and
danishes.

“Woo!”
says Kranjic, clapping his hands together.

They take their
usual spaces. Bremer scoots his chair aside to make room for them.

“Did something
go down?” she asks.

Sutherland lights
up. “It was nothing.”

“We got
papered at a checkpoint, the whole lot of us,” says Kranjic.
“Jesus H. I thought we were straight for the anal probe.”

“They were
just fucking with us,” Walker says.

“You shouldn’t
go all in a pack together,” she says. “A crew of scruffy
intellectuals? That’s a red flag to those guys.”

“We got
through it,” says Sutherland.

“Yeah but what
about the next time?”

“It was all
this guy.” Kranjic points at Sutherland. “The rest of us
were freaking, and he was Mr. Cool.”

Sutherland shifts in
his chair. He blows a tobacco cloud. “You’re right. This
is intolerable. We can’t keep taking this shit. That’s
what’s supposed to break you. A thousand tiny humiliations. You
resign yourself and pretty soon you’re enslaving yourself to
the system. We have to do something. Like, actually do. Something.”

“The General’s
motorcade’s coming through,” Walker says.

“I’m not
talking suicide,” says Sutherland.

“No,”
Bremer agrees.

They look at him
like they’re surprised he’s there.

“We have to
proceed safely, while also having a real impact. A galvanizing
gesture, not petty vandalism, not blowing up meaningless shit. Look
the way to go about this is to examine our capacities and design an
operation to fit them. What resources can we tap? Bremer, you can
build stuff, right?”

Bremer attempts to
read Dori’s expression. He can’t tell how she’d
want him to play it. “I guess,” he says.

“Explosives?”

“I’d
have to do some research...”

“Anyone who
does that gets detected by the Compact,” Dori says.

Sutherland offers
Bremer a smoke. “If they fail to observe protocol.”

Bremer declines the
cigarette. “Half the cleaning products manufactured here are
better explosives than they are cleaning products.”

“There’s
no magic to building low-grade blammers,” says Walker.
“Deployment, that’s the speedbump.”

Sutherland gets mad.
“So you’re saying...”

“Field
expertise, that’s what we need. Without it we’re a clown
car.”

“So then we
tap someone with field expertise.”

“How?”
asks Walker.

“Well, where’s
it getting hairy? Up north, right?”

“Those are
only rumors.”

“Then how do
we find out if there’s really active subversion up there? And
how do we establish ourselves as contact-worthy?”

Kranjic pops open a
chip bag. “Sounds like more talk to me.”

“Bear with
me,” says Sutherland. “We undertake an action.
Demonstrate initiative. If there are cells who are further ahead than
we are, they’ll reach out to us.”

Bremer feels
nauseous all of a sudden. “Hey, I’ve got to go.”

Sutherland objects.
“We’re only getting started.”

“My mother,”
says Bremer.

Sutherland looks
confused.

“She’s
sick,” Dori tells him. “Remember?”

“Oh. Right.”
It seems like news to him. “Well, of course. Your mother.”
Sutherland waves him off, both apologetic and dismissive.

Dori comes to the
door with him. Now he wishes he was staying.

“Listen,”
she says, drawing close so he can hear her, under her breath. “Don’t
let him drag you into anything you’re unready for.”

“Uh,” he
says. “I won’t.”

He hustles home,
trying to work out what she really wants him to do. When he nears the
sentry point, he tenses. It’s a different shift of guys in
there this time. They let him pass, scarcely glancing up from their
packed sandwiches.

His mom sleeps in
front of the TV. Another “Mike Kruger” episode washes
over her. One of the later ones, shot on film instead of video.

Bremer sits down
across from her. He has the spins. It takes him a moment to pinpoint
why.

It’s that
dumb-ass book. Discovering it has impaired his reasoning. Why else
would he have been all but promising to construct a bomb for
Sutherland?

Now that he knows
it’s down there, he has to destroy it.

He paces for a while
before opening the basement door. He flicks on the light switch. The
bulb pops and dies.

There’s a
stench down there he didn’t smell the day before. It reminds
him of a barn. Manure and rotting plants and animal sweat. Humidity
hangs in the air. Condensation drips down the cinder block facing.

From the darkness, a
low growl.

Bremer shuts the
basement door. He’s thinking raccoon or skunk. Possibly an
opossum; they’re creeping up from the States, he’s heard.
He grabs a flashlight from the kitchen. Half-surprisingly, its
batteries still live.

He ventures back
down the wooden steps, flashlight beam zeroing in on the source of
the growl.

It’s not a
raccoon. It’s not anything he’s heard of or seen a
picture of. With only the flashlight to work with, he can’t
light up the whole animal all at once, so it’s hard to get a
read on. Its hide seems purplish, with darker spots or bands. Patches
of matted hair cover it here and there. Gnarled, rubbery boils rise
from its hairless bits. It’s quadrupedal, and long: Bremer
guesses twelve feet from the tip of its snout to its tailless ass
end. Yellow claws jut from its feet. One of them rests on the copy of
The King in Yellow. Like the creature dares him to come and
get it.

The face is flat and
mostly teeth. Gluey saliva cascades from ugly pink lips. Its eyes are
beady and unblinking, and there are four of them, clustered together
in mid-forehead.

The flat face
distantly reminds Bremer of a bulldog. He has to stick some kind of
name on it, so he decides to think of it as a dog. That seems
reassuring, vaguely.

“Hey boy,”
he says.

The ‘dog’
growls.

“What are you
doing down here?”

It growls nastier.

“Where did you
crawl in?”

More growl.

“And what the
fuck are you?” He takes a step toward it.

It gnashes. It
arches its back, ready to pounce.

Bremer steps back.
He moves backwards up the stairs.

The dog lunges. It
strikes the bottom step. It wrinkles upturned nostrils. It froths. It
turns in angry circles.

It can’t get
up the stairs.

Bremer tests it. He
takes a step down.

The dog howls.

Bremer gets afraid
for his mom. He pictures her waking up, shuffling over, seeing the
creature, and dropping dead on the spot. Facing the dog, he
re-ascends the stairs. He shuts and locks the basement door.

Right away, it
quiets itself.

He checks in on Mom.
She’s dozing her head off.

Bremer returns to
the kitchen and paces.

He reaches for the
phone. No dial tone. He jiggers the thingy. The tone kicks sluggishly
in. Bremer hears the usual muffled click of government surveillance.
He dials internal security.

A hiss-popping
recorded voice says, “In furtherance of the community policing
initiative, your call will be forwarded to a local help station.”

A real voice
follows: “Police.”

“Um,”
says Bremer. “I’d like to report a... uh, I’m not
sure. An animal control situation?”

“Then call
animal control.”

That’s all he
needs to recognize the peevish voice. It’s Officer Davison, who
hassled him the day before. He must be posted to station duty today.

“Yes, thank
you, I will.”

Bremer hangs up. He
remembers the box full of his father’s stuff down in the
basement. The fake uniforms and guns and bomb-making literature and
subversive texts. Not to mention The King in Yellow,
possession of which is a criminal offense.

He can’t clean
them out of there without engaging the dog.

If Officer Davison
or another Compact cop of his mindset discovered them, they’d
slam him up, and maybe his mother too. Two easy notches on the arrest
quota. Security busts count extra toward promotion.

On the off chance
that he can get animal control out here, considering the zeroed
neighborhood and his lack of bribe funds, the animal control officer
would be duty-bound to call security upon first sight of the
subversive materials.

He might be better
off trusting the dog. Trusting it not to figure out stairs, at any
rate.

There’s no way
he’s telling his mother about it. Then she’ll want to see
it, and then there’s the immediate heart failure risk again.

Bremer grabs a
kitchen chair. He sits next to the basement door. He listens for any
noise from the dog. Half an hour later comes a burst of
click-clacking toenails. These settle down and then comes a good
period of nothing.

He wakes up his
mother long enough to lead her to bed. He returns to the spot outside
the basement door and monitors for conspicuous sounds. All night he
sits up, wired.

Exhausted, he pours
himself a bowl of cereal. He imagines himself describing the
situation to Sutherland and them. Every scenario he runs goes bad. He
does have to take care of this, though, and quickly. Could they help
him get a gun? Even a speargun or a crossbow might do. That would
mean either knowing who already has one, or purchasing at a sporting
goods store. Which he can’t afford, and which would likely
entail a background check and again the possible attention of the
Compact.

He’d stick
around but doesn’t want to explain to his mother why he’s
not going to school. The heaviest draggable object readily to hand is
an economy-sized tub of cooking oil. He leaves it in front of the
basement door.

Bremer’s usual
M.O. Is to sit in the back row of lecture hall, off to the side.
Where before he did this out of social discomfort, now it gives him
the cover he needs to sleep.

In materials science
someone pokes him awake. It’s Dori. This is a new one. Usually
she takes a front row seat.

“You okay?”

“Rough night.”

“Doing what?”

“Not
sleeping.”

She pats him on the
shoulder. As he goes under again, he hears her say, “I’ll
give you my notes.”

When the class
breaks up, Dori shakes him. They leave the campus and head to the
cafe.

“You’re
sure you’re okay?”

“Do I not look
it?”

“You didn’t
stay up worrying about Sutherland and his bomb idea, did you?”

“No.”

The wind disarranges
her hair. “You might not be cut out for this.”

He considers telling
her.

Sutherland appears
behind them. “Look normal,” he says.

Dori laughs. “We
were looking abnormal?”

“Cops at the
cafe. We have to relocate.”

“Where to?”
Dori asks.

“Maybe the
park.”

“Or maybe we
better cool it today.”

“Maybe but me
and Bremer here have got to talk.”

“I’ll go
with you,” Dori says.

Sleep deprivation
still has Bremer feeling like the inside of a shoe. For a second he
wonders if the whole dog business is a hallucination. Then the freaky
reality of it comes back on him full force.

As gusts pick up,
they seek out a concrete bench. Sutherland maneuvers between them to
take the middle spot.

“You were
serious when you said you could turn household products into an
explosive?” he asks Bremer.

“Someone
could,” Bremer answers.

“We need to
move on this.”

“I have a
question for you, Suth.”

“Why do we
need to move?” Dori asks.

Sutherland stares
into the far distance. “Certain opportunities are arising. It’s
need to know stuff. But to take advantage of them, we have to get
preparations going toot sweet.”

Dori perks up. “Have
you made contact with the north?”

“If I could
tell you I would tell you.”

Bremer blurts it
out. “I need a gun.”

“What?”
Sutherland says.

“I can maybe
get started assembling a bomb lab but before that I need a gun. A
pistol, ideally.”

“What do you
need a gun for?”

“What do you
need a bomb lab for?”

“One, I don’t
just have Smith and Wessons lying around. Two, I’d be
responsible for whatever you do with it, so I require more in the way
of specifics, don’t I?”

“You want me
to trust you.”

“Yeah.”

“Well, I need
a gun and I promise it’s not for a purpose you have to worry
about.”

Dori sort of reaches
toward Bremer, but she can’t get to him, with Sutherland in the
way. “This isn’t for your mother, is it?”

“My mother?”

“Because of
her sickness.”

Bremer can’t
help rocking a little, like he used to do when he was little. “No,
no. It’s not that. I’d never...”

A black sedan
cruises slowly past. Unmarked security vehicle. They stand and give
each other phony hugs.

Sutherland leans in.
“You’re sure if I get you that object you want, you can
build me a bomb lab?”

“We can talk
details but yes.” Bremer is lying. He has zilcho intention of
making Sutherland’s bombs for him.

“I can’t
guarantee it,” he says, and angles abruptly away from them.
They watch him disappear down a side street.

“Well,”
he says to Dori.

“Well,”
she says back.

“Are you happy
I’m doing this, or pissed?”

She shrugs. “Why
would I be either?”

He steps back from
her, commencing the I guess this is goodbye then body language
two-step.

“Hey,”
she says, “do you want to walk me past the checkpoint?”

“Yeah! I mean,
sure. Yeah, of course.”

She laughs. “There’s
more going on with you than people notice.”

“So what did I
miss in class?”

“More stuff on
resistances.”

He has her recap the
lecture. It disappoints him to see that her grasp on the subject is
shaky. Bremer has never talked grades with her but always assumed she
was on top of it. But never mind, no huge deal.

They near the
checkpoint. Outside the sentry booth, Officers Davison and Bedforth
pass a cig back and forth.

“Shit,”
says Dori. “These two are the worst.”

They try not to
speed up.

“You there,”
calls Davison. “Papers.”

Dori’s
shoulders slump in obvious annoyance. The cops register this.
Cringing inside, Bremer poker-faces it. He reaches for his papers.

She digs into her
bag for hers. “They’re the same papers I showed you two
days ago.”

“So you say,”
says Davison. “Up against the wall, both of you.”

“Seriously?”
she says.

Oh fuck, thinks
Bremer. She thinks they’re going to give her a girl pass. And
they are so not going to.

“Seriously,”
says Davison. “Assume the damn position.”

They comply. Davison
frisks Bremer. Bedforth pats Dori down. He lingers on her thighs. He
brushes her tits.

Davison positions
his mouth right by Bremer’s ear. “This your girlfriend?”

“No,”
says Bremer.

“So if one of
us wants to ask her to the prom, that’s no beeswax of yours.”

“She’s
my friend,” says Bremer. He side-glances at Dori. She’s
trembling. She sees the stakes now.

“Is that a
friend friend,” Davison asks Bremer, “or a finger-banging
friend?” He waits a beat. “I asked you a question, son.”

“We are
students together in the engineering department over at the
polytechnical.”

“That doesn’t
answer my finger-bang question.”

“No, Officer
Davison, I am not finger-banging her.”

“Is that a
note of irony I detect in your reply?”

“I believe the
line of questioning to be inappropriate, officer, and am attempting
to convey that sentiment in a polite and non-confrontational manner.”

“Polite and
non-confrontational, are we? Would you agree that Mr. Bremer here is
polite and non-confrontational, Officer Bedforth?”

Bedforth paws the
contents of Dori’s bag. “No, Officer Davison, frankly, I
would not agree with Mr. Bremer’s self-assessment there.
Although, to the underlying issue at hand, I would agree that Mr.
Bremer is prolly not finger-banging the young lady.”

“And why would
you say that, Officer Bedforth?”

“Because
there’s no way a fine piece of lean meat like this lets a
limpdick punk fag like that venture into her panty region.” He
grabs her ass. She’s on the verge of hyperventilating. Tears
pour down her face. He positions his mouth near her ear. “Why
do you let yourself be seen in public with a punk like that, huh?
You’re a fag hag, is that it? You’re a fag hag and he’s
your pet faggot?”

“We haven’t
done anything wrong,” she says.

“Everything
about you two is wrong. The way you carry yourselves. The way you
disrespect duly delegated representatives of public security. You’ve
fucked us off, young lady. Once we are fucked off, it takes a very
long time for us to be fucked back on. Isn’t that correct,
Officer Davison?”

“That is a
most eloquent and precise summation of the cocksucking situation,
Officer Bedforth.”

He presses on the
back of Dori’s head until it mushes into the brick wall.
Davison slaps Bremer on the back of his head.

“Go on, drag
yourselves the hell home, you superior-ass polytechnical punk faggot
nerd bitches.”

Abandoning dignity,
Bremer and Dori boot it past the sentry line. She waits until she’s
around a corner before throwing her back against the wall and
sobbing. Bremer reaches to console her. She shrinks from him.

“As far as
you’re concerned,” she says, “this never happened.”

***

When he gets home,
Bremer finds the door to the basement ajar. The tub of cooking oil is
gone. He finds it in its usual spot under the sink. He calls for his
mom. No answer. He opens the basement door wider. The dog whines.
Bremer slams the door. The dog growls. He calls for his mom again.
Again, no answer.

Bremer runs
upstairs. He opens the door to his mom’s bedroom. She’s
in bed, asleep. He feels her forehead. It’s cold and damp. She
stirs.

“You okay?”
he asks her.

“Mmn?”

“Are you
okay?”

“Just
sleeping. Tired.”

“You didn’t
go down into the basement did you?”

“Basement?”

“Did you go
down into the basement?”

“No. Why?”

“I put the
cooking oil in front of the basement door to keep it shut. As a
warning. Because there’s a problem with the stairs. The stairs
need repairing. And I didn’t want you going down there. I
should have left a note or something. So you didn’t go down
there?”

“No, hon.”

“Well don’t.
Not until I get someone in to fix the stair. Which might take a
while. Because we can’t really afford it.”

“I have no
reason to go down there. If I do, I’ll wait and send you down.”

“Okay.”

“Goodness. Of
all the worries, you pick that one...”

“Do you need a
drink of water maybe?”

“Sure, hon.”

He gets her a drink
of water. Questions come to mind, about his dad and The King in
Yellow. There’s no way to ask any of them without blowing
his cover. More important, without stressing her.

Bremer sits on the
side of her bed and tells her a bunch of nonsense about his day. He
leaves out the incident at the sentry point and of course
Sutherland’s pressuring him about the bomb idea. Matter of
fact, hardly anything he says is true. She’s worried he isn’t
making new friends and so me makes up some new friends. They have a
study group, he invents. They’re all very concerned about
grades. There’s fewer engineering jobs than graduating
students, so that part sounds realistic.

Before he can offer
to whip up some eggs for her she nods out again. Bremer holds her
translucent orange plastic vial of pain pills up to the light. He
can’t tell if she’s been taking the prescribed quantity.

He goes downstairs.
Heats a tin of beans for himself. Spreads them on toast. A high
keening rises through the floorboards. It’s the dog. He wonders
if he should go down and check on it. The idea frightens him. Maybe
it’s figured out stairs. But then, if it had, it would have
gone through the door and attacked his mom.

The rest of his meal
he finishes in front of the TV. A government documentary explains how
peaceful and happy it is up north. The show doesn’t come out
and tell you that the rumors of subversive strongholds up there are
untrue, because to do that would be to admit that there are rumors of
subversive strongholds. Bremer dials off the volume and lets the
pictures flit by. Without the jabber they seem pretty: rock cuts,
sun-dappled lakes. A codger and a kid fishing together on the end of
a dock.

Basement stairs
creak as he descends them. The dog seems thinner, and less like a
dog. It whines. It’s hungry.

Good, Bremer thinks.
Let it starve to death, and that’s the end of his problem.

He eases backwards
up the stairs. When the creature sees that he’s leaving without
feeding it, it goes berserk. It jumps up and down and turns in
circles. It froths. Finally it starts to howl.

Shit, Bremer thinks.
This will wake up mom for sure.

He tries to calm the
thing. He holds his palms out and talks baby-talk to it, as if it
really is a dog. It tilts its four-eyed toothy head at him like he’s
out of his mind. It lunges at the bottom stair, bashing into it.
Bremer retreats. It furiously yips.

He shuts the
basement door behind him. Maybe it will shut up, now that it can’t
see him.

Its yowls grow
louder.

He grabs a ham from
the back of the icebox. It’s past its prime. Slime coats its
surface. He removes three eggs from their carton and cradles them in
the crook of his arm, along with the ham.

The dog stops
yapping when he re-enters the basement. From the top step, he lobs
down the ham. It bounces and rolls to the dog’s clawed feet.
The creature studies it, quizzical. Bremer tosses the eggs. They
break at near the bottom step. Whites seep from the shattered shells.
They pool toward the drain in the center of the concrete floor. The
dog tilts its head. It whines.

This, Bremer
concludes, is not what it eats. He shrugs at the beast. It lowers its
head submissively. It seems to accept that he has nothing for it.

It raises its head;
its way of extracting a promise from him.

Bremer nods. He has
no idea what the dog thinks he is agreeing to.

At least he can be
reasonably certain that the creature remains trapped down there. He
decides that it’s safe to go to bed. Once there he tosses and
stews. Nerves battle exhaustion. Finally he slips under. He dreams of
bombs and dogs and sentry pat-downs.

Morning arrives too
soon. Birds skreeking. Sunlight through the blinds.

Bremer has not taken
a lie-in since his mother’s diagnosis. A quick detour to the
can and then he’s tapping on her door. Usually she’s
awake by now and calls him in. Today no reply.

He swings the door
gently open and the first sight he catches of her he can tell that
she’s dead. He’s at her side. Her skin is at room
temperature. Pulse absent.

He sits on her bed
for a moment, waiting for sobs to well up. A thousand times he has
rehearsed this in his mind. Like he thought might happen, he comes up
dry.

They only have the
one phone, downstairs. He pads down there. The dusty-rose wallpaper
seems to have faded overnight. His surroundings and perceptions
disconnect. He’s at the phone. He dials the emergency number,
one one one. They’ll connect him to Tissue Services.

He hangs up.

The dog.

Will they discover
the dog?

He runs through
scenarios.

One: they decide to
conduct a search, because they’re dicks and they can get away
with it. Either to find contraband and report him on an unrelated
charge, or to rip him off. He’s heard about Tissue Services
personnel helping themselves to stuff. Supposedly, when Mrs. Strons
passed, they swiped an antique figurine.

Two: the dog kicks
up a fuss while they’re here. Unlike Mom, they notice his
yelping or whining or whatever he chooses to do.

Either way they go
down in the basement, they behold the dog. Bremer gets slammered even
if they have to invent a new crime to charge him with.

Like a zoo animal,
he paces. He runs scenarios in which he fails to report his mother’s
death. They all come out worse than the above.

Bremer dials one one
one.

Tissue Services is
not like other arms of the government. They show up right quick when
you call them. Due to the crony system, they’re stuck with
antiquated preservation technology. Yet they are expected to
produce—fresh parts for the Compact families, or for export to
the cash-rich south.

The door buzz comes
within half an hour.

The lead Tissue
Services Officer is a bosomy matron in a tight white lab coat. An
orange-dyed beehive towers from her eczemic scalp. She introduces
herself as Sergeant Jacobs. The gurney-haulers are tall, beefy, acne
specimens. They warrant no introduction.

“Where is the
deceased?” demands Sergeant Jacobs. She holds a clipboard and a
clicky-pen. She clicks her clicky-pen.

Bremer conducts them
to his mother’s room.

Jacobs rattles off
legalese: “Do you swear that the scene we hereby survey has in
no way been tampered with since your determination of demise?”

Bremer nods. She
ticks a box on her form. Her pen clicks before ticking. Her pen
clicks after ticking.

Jacobs hands the
clipboard off to the shorter of her assistants. She opens her medical
bag, the TSC emblem embossed on its cracked leather. She takes out a
penlight and shines it in my mother’s eyes. “You’re
free to look away,” she says. She removes a jabber from a paper
sanitizing wrapper and sticks it between his mom’s ribs. She
leaves it in for a ten-count. She pulls it out. Checks the readout.
Squinches her face.

“This is not
good,” she says.

She waits for Bremer
to respond. He plays it dumb: “Pardon?”

“This is not
the core temperature we like to see.”

“I don’t
understand.”

“Yes, you do.
You’re a student at the polytechnical. You well understand
technical concepts.”

Shit. They filed him
before dispatching. Bremer recognizes it as an intimidation tactic
but is cowed all the same.

Jacobs waves for her
clipboard. It is proffered unto her. “A core temperature like
this,” she continues, clickety-clicking, tick-box ticking,
“indicates a TOD of between six and eight hours ago. You know
what that means?”

“She must have
died in her sleep, shortly after I went to bed.”

She squeezes out a
tight, unhappy smile. “That’s always the story, isn’t
it?”

“I checked in
on her before I turned in,” Bremer says. “Actually, not
right before that. She falls asleep early and wakes up early.”
This is the first bobble in Bremer’s throat: to use the present
tense in reference to his mother is now incorrect. “So I didn’t
want to disturb her.”

Jacobs waves
dismissively at his show of grief. “You are claiming then that
the Tissue Integrity Initiative made no impact on you?”

“No,”
says Bremer.

“The
government has expended great resources, devoted significant air time
and education effort, to our Tissue Integrity Initiative. Its
essential message washed entirely over you?”

“No ma’am.”

“No sergeant.”

“No sergeant.”

“And what then
was the thrust of that initiative?”

“It tells
people to report deaths in a timely manner.”

“Immediately.
To report immediately.”

“I called as
soon as I—”

“And you’re
willing to swear to that effect?”

“Of course.”

“I am by
statute obliged to inform you that a false declaration is punishable
by a hundred thousand dollar fine and a term in prison of up to three
years.”

“As soon as I
discovered here, I called—”

“A signature
on this form,” she clickety-clicks, “shall be considered
a declaration under oath.” She thrusts the pen and clipboard at
him.

He scribbles his
signature.

She frowns,
seemingly at his penmanship. “Some of your mother’s vital
tissues,” she sniffs, “may no longer be subsumable to the
public good. The sentimental urge to linger with the deceased serves
no interest. This is why the TSC takes violations seriously.”

“I
understand.”

She nods to her
assistants. They tromp out to the ambo to retrieve the folding
gurney. She gives Bremer more forms to sign. At the end she hands him
a card. It’s for a funeral service, bearing the familiar
surname of a Compact family. “This is your designated mourning
services provider. They will call you when they receive the body from
the TSC. Do not call the TSC. Do you understand?”

Bremer nods.

“What do you
understand?”

“They’ll
call me. I’m not to call the TSC.”

“That’s
right.” She clickety-clicks.

***

Bremer goes to first
class. It blurs on him. He goes to the library. Can’t focus on
the pages in front of him. He ditches Statistics. He heads to the
cafe early.

Sutherland and Dori
are there already. He sees them through the window. They sit across
from each other. Dori’s smile turns to a laugh. Her hand shoots
out for Sutherland’s and clasps it tight. He raises her hand to
his lips. He nuzzles it. He kisses her wrist. She jumps up, scoots
over to the chair beside him. They start necking.

Bremer turns away.
He heads home. His pulse spikes as he closes the distance to the
checkpoint. It’s the old guys, not Davison and Bedforth.

Which means, Bremer
realizes as he enters his house, which reeks of Sergeant Jacobs’
cloying, peppery perfume, that they might very well be on main
station duty, manning the phones.

He checks on the
dog. Its posture is woebegone. Its four eyes glint cold and angry.

He calls the cops.

Davison picks up.

“Hello,”
says Bremer, “I’m calling to report an intruder in my
basement.”

“An intruder?”

“I think it’s
an intruder. I’m not sure. Or maybe it’s an animal. It’s
making weird noises. I went down to check it but it scared me and I—”

“If you think
it’s an animal you should call Animal Control.”

“I did but
when I said I thought there was also a chance it was a homeless guy
they told me to call you first. And not until you rule out that it’s
possibly a person are they willing to dispatch someone.”

“Who did you
talk to at Animal Control?”

“They wouldn’t
give me a name.”

“Typical.
Listen, first things first, there’s no such thing as homeless.
There’s housing refusers, you got that?”

“Yes, officer,
housing refusers.”

“Second, we
are not going to leave the station for what should be an Animal
Control issue, so call them back and tell them I said that.”

“I called them
twice already, officer. They’re really resistant until you
clear that it isn’t a housing refuser.”

“You shouldn’t
have given that as a possibility then, that’s their number one
dodge for fobbing off calls.”

“I’ve
never had reason to deal with them before. I’ll know that for
next time.”

“You tell them
that if they have to confirm it’s not a police case before
dispatching, we have to confirm it’s not an animal control case
before dispatching.”

“Okay, I get
that, for future reference. But Officer Davison, please, something’s
really wrong down—”

“Wait a
minute. I didn’t ID myself when I picked up.”

“Pardon?”

“I
station-Ided, as is protocol, but I did not badge ID. Something’s
off here.”

“I recognize
your voice, Officer Davison.”

“You recognize
my voice.”

“Yes.”

“I know you?”

“You’ve
papered me twice in the last few days, Officer Davison.”

“This is a
wind-up, isn’t it?”

“You papered
me once by myself, then last night, when I was with a female
student.”

“Bremer.”

“Maybe we
didn’t make a big impression on you, but you did on us. Frankly
your parner Bedforth was kinda handsy with her.”

“The punk from
the polytechnic. Listen, I don’t know what you’re playing
at, Bremer, but—”

“I’m not
playing at anything. There really is either an animal or a homeless
in my basement and—”

“Housing
refuser.”

“Either an
animal or a housing refuser wreaking hell in my basement and I was
wondering if, in addition to harassing innocent students and feeling
them up, you and Bedforth might be interested in getting off your fat
asses and doing your actual job for once.”

“Oh there’s
gonna be hell wrought, faggotnerd, if you are fucking with us.”

“I am not
fucking with you. Officer Davison.”

“I beg to
differ. I am beginning to form the impression that even if there is a
rabid raccoon or a homeless in your basement, you are also fucking
with us. So hold onto your hat, faggotnerd, because Officer Bedforth
and I are about to respond to your request with maximum dispatch.”

A receiver slam
blasts Bremer’s eardrum.

They show up on his
porch with jaws jutted. He waves them in. Elbow to elbow, they stand
there, unbudging.

“Faggotnerd,”
says Davison.

“So I’m
handsy am I?” says Bedforth.

Bremer suppresses
his trembling. “Listen, officers, I’m sorry I lost my
head on the phone with you just now.”

“You’re
sorry are you?”

“I’ve
had the shitty day to end all shitty days. This thing in the basement
isn’t even the worst of it. If I was disrespectful to you, I
regret it.”

“If?”

“I was
disrespectful and I apologize for that. Now let me show you the
basement door and you can get back to it.”

Davison looks
suspicious. Bedforth deflates. The beatdown he was revved for looks
to be slipping away from him.

He shoves Bremer.
“No takebacks.”

Bremer waves them in
again. This time they go for it. He moves toward the basement door as
if trying to beat them to it.

Bedforth grabs him,
shoves him aside. “This is the basement, then?”

“Yes, but—”

“If this is a
fucking raccoon you’re in for it even worse.”

They disappear
through the basement door.

Bremer waits out a
five-count.

Muffled, he hears:
“There’s nothing down here.”

Bremer drifts to the
door.

He hears: “What
the shit?”

He hears growling,
and crunching, and screaming. He opens the door and stands at the top
of the stairs. The view isn’t so clear, so he moves down
another couple steps.

The dog has torn out
Davison’s guts. He’s still standing, leaning against a
load-bearing column, entrails looping from a cavernous gap in his
lower torso.

The dog has its jaws
clamped on Bedforth’s right arm, swallowing it up to the elbow.
Bedforth’s trapped hand grips his sidearm. The gun goes off
inside the dog. The dog shrieks. A tiny hole blasts from its
shoulder. Smoke comes out, not blood. The dog bites down. Joints
crack and separate. The dog flattens on the floor, then rolls over.
It twists Bedforth’s forearm off. His blood sprays Davison.
Davison folds. He lands face-first in his own intestines.

The dog jumps on
Bedforth’s throat. He rips it open. Bedforth’s head all
but comes off. The dog butts its head into Bedforth’s
breastbone until it caves in. It sticks its snout deep into the
cavity and pulls out the heart. It waggles the heart in its jaws like
a chew toy.

Bremer watches. He
should, it occurs to him, be having one emotional reaction or
another. Either remorse or cruel elation.

Both cops are dead
now. The dog rolls in their blood. It runs around their corpses.

Tissue Services
this, Bremer thinks.

The creature wears
itself out and begins to feed. It works systematically. First, with
only its teeth and claws, it removes shoes, clothing, and
accessories. It tears through clothing and snaps through leather
belts. It piles these in a bloodied heap. It lies down for a rest,
front paws crossed. The pause takes but a moment. Stirring, the
creature chews its way through Davison, starting with his left foot,
working his way up to the torso. After spitting out bones and
cartilage, it feasts on the organs. Then it eats Davison’s left
arm. It starts over, loudly masticating his right foot and right arm.
It noses the torso over to strip the flesh from its back. When it
moves on to do the same with Bedforth, Bremer’s gorge belatedly
rises.

He eases the
basement door closed and goes to sit in the living room, waiting for
the lights and sirens. The gunshot was squelched, and the crunching
maybe didn’t ring so clearly outside the building. But the
screams had to have carried.

No one comes.

Who wants to get
involved?

***

Bremer hasn’t
planned past this. In the light of momentary reprieve, futile
martyrdom no longer looks so hot. Maybe he can take measures against
being caught.

The car. He’s
got to get rid of the car. Ditching a police vehicle won’t be
easy.

Then there’s
the bloody clothing and equipment.

He’s still
monkey-wrenched if the officers left an accurate record of their
destination in the station logs. But they came here looking to tune
him, so chances are they kept that off-book.

He can do this.
Bremer is a practical guy.

You know who else is
a practical guy? Walker. While Sutherland talks, Walker does.
Quietly, in the background. He might have an idea how to dispose of a
police vehicle.

Bremer riffles
through his scrawled excuse for an address book, unsure if Walker’s
number is in there. It is. He paces, thinking how to phrase the call,
to seem innocuous to wiretapping ears. If the group has a protocol
for this, it hasn’t been communicated to Bremer, satellite that
he is.

He grabs the phone
and dials. “Walker?”

“Who’s
this?”

“It’s
Bremer, man.”

“Bremer?”

“You know.
Bremer. From the cafe.”

“Oh. Right,
right.”

“That book I
lent you at the cafe today. I’m sorry to do this man, but I
really need you to bring it over to me now.”

“What?”

“Today when we
met at the cafe I lent you that book from my Statistics class. I
thought I was done with it, remember? Well it turns out I need it for
a reference. I wouldn’t impose if it wasn’t totally
important, but it is. So can you come over right away?”

Walker seems to key
in. “It’s that important?”

“Yes.”

Walker hangs up.

Twenty-three minutes
later, he rings the bell. “There’s a cop car parked in
front of your house,” he says, coming in.

“Yeah,”
says Bremer.

“And the cops
that go with it?”

Bremer draws a line
across his throat.

“Do I need to
help with that?”

Bremer shakes his
head.

“So it’s
the car you need rid of?”

Bremer nods.

“You got the
keys?”

Bremer shakes his
head.

“Your vibe is
not confidence-inspiring.”

“You don’t
want to know. I can’t get the keys.”

“So it’s
a hotwire then.” Walker peers out the window at the car. “Okay.
You going to want this back?”

Bremer shakes his
head, then speaks up: “No.”

“Because it’s
risky but if we stash this, there’s any number of operational
possibilities where a patrol cruiser might make itself useful.”

“Whatever you
see fit, man.”

Walker helps himself
to one of Bremer’s notebooks. “You should know where I’m
sticking this.”

“Why?”

“It’s
useful materiel. Can’t have its location stored in only
one head.”

“Why not tell
Sutherland?”

He makes a sketch
map. “Can you remember this?”

“Yes.”

“Then remember
it now, and destroy it.”

“Okay...”

“Hang in here,
then. Keep the lights off. Watch for people watching me. Blink the
lights if I’m being observed. If so, I’ll ditch. Should I
get cheesed, go ahead and take other measures. I’ll either come
back later or I won’t, depending. Right?”

“Right.”

Walker leaves, heads
to the car, tests the door, finds it unlocked, slips in, disappears
under the front seat. A spark briefly lights the vehicle interior.
Walker pokes up into driving position. The ignition kicks over. The
car drives away.

Bremer goes to the
can. He’s sweaty out of pores he didn’t know he had. He
returns to the living room, tries to watch the tube. Then he paces
some more. Finally he nerves himself up to return to the basement.
Those clothes and stuff have to be taken care of.

They’re gone.
The dog sits in a corner, attentive. Like it’s waiting for
orders. No, like it’s hoping to be fed another meal.

A scrap of blue
uniform hangs from its jaws.

It’s eaten the
clothing and hats and belts and guns.

“Good dog,”
says Bremer.

The creature
twitches. Bremer can’t gauge the response. It might be an
acknowledgment of praise.

***

He goes to classes
the next day but skips the cafe. When he gets home there is a telex
waiting for him from Tissue Services. Due to unforeseen circumstances
his mother’s body has been placed on storage hold. All effort
will be made to expedite the process so that it can be expeditiously
released to his chosen mourning provider. Unfortunately an estimated
time of release is not at present available. The bereaved is kindly
reminded that attempts to contact the agency directly will only
result in longer delays.

Bremer leaves the
telex in the machine and goes to bed.

Downstairs, the dog
whines.

***

The next morning
when he gets to his materials science lecture, Dori is already there,
slumped next to his usual seat in the back row. She looks worried. A
nagging hunch tells Bremer to skate. He slides in next to her.

“Sutherland
needs everybody at the cafe,” she whispers.

“Why?”

She pales. “You
haven’t heard.”

“Heard what?”

“About
Walker.”

“What about
Walker?”

She blinks at
welling tears. “They shot him.” Other students file in to
take nearby seats. “We can’t talk here. Let’s go.”

“Is he okay?”

“No, he’s
not okay. A sniper shot him through the head on Victory Boulevard
yesterday morning on his way to campus. The bullet hit him in the
back of the skull and it went out through his forehead. Blew his
brain matter all over Urban, who was walking right next to him.”
She rises. “I only came here to collect you.”

Bremer follows her
out into the hallway but then parks himself with his back against a
bulletin board. “If they’ve noticed Walker enough to
shoot him the last thing you should be doing is gathering. And
especially not at your usual place.”

“No, no, Suth
has a plan.”

Bremer walks. “I
want nothing to do with that guy’s plans.”

Dori follows. “We
need to stick together.”

“The
opposite,” says Bremer. “We have to assume we’re
all under watch. None of us can be seen together.” His mouth
turns to sandpaper. He stops at a water fountain to duck and gurgle.
He dries his mouth on his sleeve. “Was there something about
Walker and a police car?”

“Huh?”

“I realize you
and Sutherland are kinda seeing each other now or whatever but even
you shouldn’t be hanging with him.”

“A police car?
I don’t—”

“If they
popped Walker, Sutherland’s next.” Bremer sees that he’s
reached out and is tugging on the arm of her jacket. He lets go. “You
want it to be his brains on your coat next? Or worse, what if they go
for a two-shot next time? They’ll snuff girls just as happy as
guys. And no phones. Tell Sutherland under no condition is he or
anyone to call or telex me, okay?”

Students are staring
at them. Bremer calms his demeanor. He and Dori step into an empty
stairwell together.

“That’s
why he sent me,” says Dori. “This is the only way I knew
to find you. None of us have your info.”

Bremer feels
insulted and lucky. He has their numbers, except for Dori’s,
which he lacked the gumption to request. They never bothered to ask,
not until they decided they needed him.

“Well good,”
he says. “You should all divest yourselves of each other’s
info, too. And from now on none of us ever met.” He takes her
hand. He’s halfway to kissing it when it dawns on him how much
of a tool he is. Bremer releases her and leaves. She calls after him.

He returns home and
sits in the living room with the lights out, checking constantly for
stakeout vehicles. It occurs to him that he is hearing nothing from
the dog. He opens the basement door. It burbles up at him, pleading
its hunger.

He falls asleep on
the couch, on the end his mom always sat in. He wakes himself up in
the morning by rolling onto the remote and accidentally turning the
television on.

It’s the top
of the hour. The news is on. The orange-tinted anchor announces the
roll-up of a terror cell at the polytechnic. Mugshots array in a
graphic behind his head. They stare dull-eyed at the home viewer:
Kranjic, Urban, Walker, a couple of hangers-on who drifted away from
the cafe meets around exam time last winter: Thomson and Dickey.
Instead of a mugshot for Walker, they show a grainy blow-up from what
must have been a surveillance photo. A blocky red X superimposed on
his face shows he got capped prior to the arrests.

No Sutherland, no
Dori.

The anchor calls
this crucial strike against Suanee-funded terror the result of a long
undercover operation by state security forces.

The mole is either
Sutherland or Dori.

It can’t be
her. Those reactions were real. No cop, no matter how good, could act
fear the way she did in lecture hall yesterday. Also there’s no
way she’s old enough to be a cop, even a young-looking one.
Also as far as Bremer knows the security cops don’t send women
undercover. Even admitting his crush on her as a biasing factor, he’s
sure his intuition has it right.

Sutherland, on the
other hand. Based on his appearance, he’s one of those guys who
could easily pass for anywhere from eighteen years old to this side
of thirty. Plus, he was the one trying to instigate them into bigger
action, without really making anything happen himself. He was the one
bugging Bremer to set up a bomb lab. He was the one sending Dori to
collect him. If she’d wanted to arrest him, she’d have
whipped out the cuffs the moment he walked away from her.

Plus, a guy cop
could fall for a girl subversive hard enough to protect her from
arrest. No way would a woman cold enough for mole work turn around
and protect the leader of the cell she was sent to infiltrate.

The newsman says one
or more persons of interest may remain at large. Then they move on to
street reactions. Citizens craft careful phrases in condemnation of
terrorist violence and foreign-sponsored interference in our domestic
affairs.

Bremer feels clear.
He didn’t get Walker killed. If Walk did tell the mole he’d
come into possession of a police vehicle, that was incidental. Suth
had him taken out in advance of the raids because he was the
competent one—the wild card who might have twigged or gotten
away. As opposed to Bremer, who maybe could have made a bomb lab that
would have earned Agent Sutherland a promotion, but was ultimately no
more than an afterthought.

He showers and
shaves and stops off at the barber shop for a nice close cut. Without
the long hair and the scruff an unexpectedly different Bremer gazes
back at him from the mirror.

“Better not to
look like a terrorist this morning,” the barber jokes.

“You said it.”
Bremer hands him a nice tip.

When he passes the
sentry point he sees the older cops on duty and shoots them a
friendly wave. They nod to him over their scratch and win cards.

Bremer arrives at
school half-ready for arrest. He ducks behind lockers when he spots
an obvious plainclothes loitering inside Baldwin Hall. The guy looks
bored. Bremer imagines what he’s thinking: that this is a
dead-end assignment, because the bomb-maker would never be moron
enough to return to campus today.

They won’t
find him at his scheduled classes. His mission is at practical lab.
The metal lab. It’s not as well-equipped as his secondary
school sheet metal shop, but it has what he needs. This morning the
place is deserted. Bremer doesn’t have to sign in, even. True
to alcoholic form, the supervisor is off derelicting his duties
somewhere else.

Laying down his
design sketch, Bremer assembles his pieces. With ruler and marker he
marks his cut points. He dons apron and goggles. Sparks blossom as he
cuts his pieces. He drills the holes and fixes the components
together with washers and screws. He safety-checks the welding
equipment—always a must with this poorly-maintained junk. Once
he’s sure of it, he pulls the trigger. The torch whoofs blue
flame.

Shoulders squared,
Bremer carries the finished box out of the building, through the
campus, and home. He panics for a sec when he can’t find the
map Walker drew for him. After memorizing the contents, Bremer heads
out the door.

On his return, he
takes the box down into the basement.

The dog emerges from
a shadowed corner. It yelps and whinges. Bremer has considered
placing a defrosted chicken leg in the box but the creature didn’t
respond to ordinary food before. He gulps and steps down onto the
basement floor. The dog circles, wary. Bremer raises the box’s
spring-loaded door. He pats it and steps back.

“Food,”
he says. “I’ll take you to food.”

It tilts its head.

He points to his
mouth and makes a chewing motion. “Food. Do you understand?”

The dog slinks into
the box. As per its design, the door slams shut.


***

Bremer sits behind
the wheel of the commandeered police vehicle. He’s parked it
across from the rumored local branch of the security police. Signage
marks the building as belonging to the Pension Guarantee Bureau. Men
whose dark coats strain at their linebacker shoulders enter and exit
its central archway. Other cop cars come and go. Vehicles of the same
make and model, but unmarked, come and go. Uniformed cops go in and
out. Given the new haircut Bremer looks just barely like he might be
a very youthful plainclothes. He primes himself for a tap on the
window. Whatever.

But the faces of the
security bulls are bleary and unwatchful. They’re headed home
or sucking down coffees to stoke themselves for their shifts. This is
their doorstep, so their guards are down. You’d have to be nuts
to try anything here.

Though, Bremer
thinks, if they really believed in terrorists, they’d take
better precautions, wouldn’t they?

He’s waiting
for Sutherland. Intellectually he accepts that he is unlikely to
intercept him. On a logical level he’s convinced himself it
will happen. After his big bust, Suth will go off undercover work and
back to a desk job. He’ll also get himself a new haircut and
show up to his new post in a black or navy suit and a subdued tie.
That could be anywhere, but why not here?

Bremer wonders where
he’s got Dori stashed. Is she in a cell, until she gives in and
agrees to keep dating him? A safehouse maybe? He probably thinks he
can protect her, but can he?

Conceivably she’s
still at home, scared brainless, waiting for the shoe to drop. Bremer
sure hasn’t tried to call her.

He runs and reruns
the possibilities. He drinks from the coffee container on his
dashboard. It’s empty, but the prop lends him superficial
cop-like qualities. Or so he theorizes.

He’s asleep
and then awake.

The dog is thumping
in the trunk. Bremer squeezes over to the backseat and tries making
soothing noises. The trunk bumps harder.

Now cop heads are
turning toward him.

He has no key to the
trunk. To open it he has to pop it from the glove compartment. He
duckwalks back. They’re all looking at him. A cop calls out to
him.

“Hey you.”

Shit shit shit.

A bunch of them come
toward him.

“All copacetic
guys,” he announces.

No choice but to
open the trunk wider. He stands well clear and opens the dog box.

The creature springs
out. It hits a security agent’s chest, knocking him down. Froth
flying, it savages him. Agents pull guns. They can’t fire
without hitting their man. The dog rips his victim’s ear off.

Bremer tears it for
the driver’s seat. He touches the wires together. The engine
roars. He peels it out of there. Bullets pling off the side of the
car. Hey, it’s ballistically shielded. Bremer hunches. The
windows blow out.

In the rear view he
sees the creature with a severed arm clamped in its jaws. As he turns
a corner, he hears a barrage of gunfire. He hairpins into the first
alley he sees, gets out of the car. Worried about leaving DNA behind,
he grabs his coffee cup and starts a nonchalant, non-run. He stops.
There’s also probably traces on the box. The agents wouldn’t
have seen it, just the beast coming out of the trunk. Bremer turns
around. He hefts the box, telling himself that it’s good cover.
They’ll be looking for a fleeing guy, not one carrying this
big-ass metal case.

After only a few
blocks, his arm starts to give out. Bremer steels himself and keeps
moving. He didn’t get Sutherland but at least there’s no
monster in his basement anymore.

Hours later he drags
his ass onto the porch and fumbles for his house key. He nearly jumps
out of his skin.

It’s waiting
for him, hunkered down behind a cement flower pot. Its bloody paws
stain an old throw rug.

Bremer sets down the
box.

The dog stands,
ready to be let back in.

***

Bremer’s in
the living room; the dog’s in the basement. It’s been
days since the security station incident. Not a whisper of it on the
news. That means they’re scared. You can’t hardly blame
them for that. The dog works for him and he’s fucking scared.

Three times a day
during office hours, Bremer checks the telex for a message from the
funeral home. Eventually it rattles off another delay notification
from Tissue Services. The regime must be in worse straits than he
thought. Street talk pegs the TSC as one of the few agencies that
turns a profit. If it’s as backlogged as Motor Vehicles, as
Rationing and Supply, as Public Works, then the entire shebang is
irrevocably snarled. When the cafe gang would go on about the
government’s last legs status, Bremer wrote it off as wishful.
As an excuse to hang back and wait. Now it seems like maybe they were
right. Hey, Sutherland would know, wouldn’t he?

The pause on the
funeral suits Bremer okay. Whenever he thinks about it he pictures
himself alone in a damp chapel with row upon row of empty plastic
seating. No rush as far as he’s concerned.

As for the dog, he
has also hit the pause button. Bremer can hear his claws clicking on
the concrete flooring down there, but it isn’t whining so much.
He concludes that its stomach is still full from the massacre. Idly
he wonders how many agents it took down. He saw only the first few
kills. For all he knows it did get Sutherland.

Bremer eats cereal
for breakfast, sandwiches for lunch, frozen Salisbury steak and fries
dinners for dinner. He watches episode after episode of “Mike
Kruger, Guardian of Justice.” State TV runs it as a marathon.
It’s still possible to root for the title character because he
lives in a bullshit version of reality where the rules are different.

Five nights in, a
knock at the door comes, right as Bremer’s changing into his
sleep duds. So this is it, he thinks. He hollers for the cops to wait
and puts his day clothes back on. Better not to get hauled down in
his skivvies.

On the way to the
door, he decides that the knocking is too casual, too measured, to be
cops. They’d be banging and pounding. No, they’d be
busting it down and coming in through the windows.

Opening the door
reveals a short, balding man in his fifties or sixties. He wears a
work cap, a beige windbreaker, denim shirt, work pants. The look says
tradesman, or contractor maybe.

He moves past Bremer
into his living room with an attitude that both is and isn’t
asking for permission. The man gestures to a chair, announcing that
he’s going to sit down in it. He’s inviting Bremer to
have a seat, in his own house.

“Bunkered down
are we?” he asks, his voice quiet and expressionless.

“Who the hell
are you?”

“A friend.”

“I don’t
have any friends.”

“Good answer.”
He remembers to be polite and take off his hat. “Call me
Winston.”

Bremer hasn’t
sat down yet.

“You run
effectively,” says Winston, “for an improviser. You’ve
wondered, haven’t you, why the bulls didn’t find you from
your school records?”

Bremer’s legs
go rubbery on him. Now he sits. “I should have thought of that.
But it never occurred to me.”

Winston smiles, sort
of. “Like I said. Improviser.”

“So why didn’t
they pull my records?”

“They did but
mutual friends altered them.”

“You’re
from the north.”

Winston nods, maybe.
“Your weapon. Can it be duplicated?”

A rapid shake of the
head from Bremer. There’s something he can’t place about
Winston’s eyes. Crazily, they remind him of the dog’s.

Winston assumes an
easier posture. “What can you tell me about it?”

“So Walker,
then? He made contact with you guys.”

“We made
contact with him.”

“He told you
about me. But he didn’t tell Sutherland about you. Which means
he had his misgivings.”

“Luckily. Your
weapon?”

Bremer’s hands
squeeze into fists. “I can’t explain and you’re
better off that way.”

Winston rolls his
tongue around inside his mouth. “That’s certain then?”

Bremer nods.

“Only you can
use it?”

Bremer nods.

Winston rises and
heads for the exit. “The next move is obvious then, yes?”
He drops a folded sheet of paper on the side-table.

Bremer checks it as
soon as he’s gone. A map of the downtown core. Circled in red:
a gap in the security perimeter.
***

Bremer cases the
parade route first. The wooden bleachers, where the ticketed
dignitaries and bootlicks will gather, have yet to fill in. Citizens,
lured by a rumor of ration stickers, already line the sidewalks. He
finds Winston’s so-called security gap. There are uniformed
cops there, like anywhere else.

It could be a trap.

Winston’s
network could have been rolled up already.

But what the hell.

Bremer leaves.

He times his stay at
home to the drive-by time, and to the length of the trip, adding time
for the increased weight.

He returns with the
box. He’s a little ahead of time. He hangs back near a
dumpster.

His watch alarm
buzzes. He breathes deep, lifts the box, and approaches the temporary
checkpoint. The dog murmurs from inside its cage.

The cops see him
coming. They touch the bills of their caps. They wave him through.

Forced cheers bounce
off office building walls. Cronies on the bleachers clap and throw
streamers. Proles on the sidewalk whistle and holler and wave
expectant ration books. The motorcade is coming.

Bremer sets down the
box. He’s behind a couple of kerchiefed old ladies in
threadbare tartan coats. The issue of collateral damage occurs to
him. Oh well too late now.

Up on the bleachers,
two thirds of the way up the block, he sees Sutherland. Dark suit,
white shirt, dark tie, overcoat. Other men dressed the same way
surround him, along with their wives. His arm rests on Dori’s
shoulder. She’s dressed like the other regime women, in
matching jacket and skirt, with ruffly fake-silk blouse and a
patterned scarf. She’s been buffed and coiffed. The outfit and
make-up are two decades too old for her. It’s hard to tell from
this distance, and maybe Bremer’s projecting, but she seems not
so happy.

He waits through the
first wave of motorcycles and the second. Then two unmarked security
vehicles. Finally the General, gold-braided, fake-tanned,
white-gloved, waving from the back of a fin-tailed burgundy-red
convertible. A six-man security detail walks alongside the
slow-moving car, flanking it.

Bremer springs the
box door. The dog bursts through. It bowls through the pedestrians.
Onlookers shriek and gasp. They don’t believe what they’re
seeing. The dog looks different now, like it’s halfway made of
smoke.

It surges at the
convertible. It leaps past one bodyguard and opens a hole in
another’s side. The driver of the convertible pulls out a
sidearm and blasts at the dog. The shots miss it and hit the crowd.
People fall and groan.

Bremer crosses his
arms as the scene goes batshit.

The beast claws open
the driver’s face on its way to the General. The Supreme Leader
and his wife dive for cover beneath the back seat. The dog scrabbles
in the driver’s lap. Blood fountains up. The driver tries to
hold it. It slips free. It bites off hunks of seat cushion. The
General has his pistol out. He fires at the dog and hits the driver.
Enraged, the dog yowls. It clamps its jaws on the General’s
wrist. The gun drops. The hand comes off. Using the General’s
spurting stump for leverage, the dog pulls itself into the backseat.
It guts Mrs. General with its back legs while slicing into his
abdominal cavity with front claws and teeth. Bodyguards insert
themselves into the situation. They lose arms.

A stampede cascades
through the bleachers. Security agents and their consorts lose one
another in a madness of trampling.

Parade watchers run.
Parade watchers stand stunned. Parade watchers laugh. Parade watchers
applaud.

An emboldened,
heedless vanguard leaps the barricades to storm the procession. They
fear not the dog. They tackle cops, grab sidearms, shoot security men
down.

The perimeter guards
who let Bremer through are ditching their fake uniforms for the
street gear underneath.

Bremer loses sight
of the creature. It no longer seems to be in the car. From the
movement of the crowd, he thinks it’s gone off toward an alley
opposite.

“Bremer!”
It’s Sutherland. He’s on the street and rushing his way,
9mm outstretched.

Dori staggers behind
him, stockings torn, leg bleeding. “Suth! Don’t!”

Sutherland fires. A
fleeing citizen, darting between them, takes the hit.

The dog tackles him.
Sutherland goes down. The dog bites into his ear and into his brain.

Dori lowers herself
to her knees, hands covering her face.

The dog lifts its
head. It fixes Bremer with a curious four-eyed look he thinks he’s
meant to understand, but doesn’t.

It bounds onto Dori
and reduces her to shattered bone and shredded flesh.

***

Bremer staggers
through lawless streets. Smoke purls from a burning police station.
Soot occludes his sight. An old territorial flag, its design painted
on a bed sheet, flies from the state TV tower. A truck smashes into a
supermarket storefront. Looters dash in to scuffle for flour bags and
water bottles. Along the way he’s scooped up a revolver, its
pearl handle spotted with blood. He’s reasonably sure he hasn’t
fired it, though the barrel does smell of cordite.

A corpse hangs
upside down from a statue of the General. Ankles roped together with
duct tape, he dangles from the Supremo’s mighty sword. A piece
of cardboard taped to his chest bears a block-lettered word:
INFORMER.

He reaches home as
mortar fire thuds in the distance. This time he is not surprised to
find the dog on his doorstep. He levels his gun at it and braces for
impact.

The dog tilts its
head at him.

“I’m
pointing this at you, you fucker.” Snot runs from Bremer’s
nose and into his mouth. He’s shaking.

The creature knits
its rubbery brow.

“You know what
a gun is. I’ve seen you react to them before.”

It lifts a back leg
to scratch itself. Sharp as they are, its claws do not penetrate the
thickness of its hide.

“Come on you
fucker, kill me.”

The dog keeps
scratching, but nothing more.

“Kill me!”

No reaction.

Bremer shoots at the
dog. The chamber contains four rounds, bang bang bang bang. The
reports linger in the air.

The creature sniffs,
as if offended. The bullets didn’t bounce off, but they don’t
seem to be bothering it, either.

He falls onto the
dog, punching it. His blows slip off its oily skin and hair. “Attack
me!” He skitters back to kick at is face. The beast shudders.
It lowers its head submissively. Bremer rolls off the porch and onto
the lawn, where he plucks up stones from the borders of his mom’s
derelict garden. He whips them at the dog. It still won’t go
for him.

Bremer straggles
inside, shutting the door tight behind him.

The dog presses its
moist muzzle against the screen door and keens for its master.





Fuck You You’re Not Getting Out of This Car

“Fuck you
you’re not getting out of this car. Go ahead. Try it. The
door’s soldered shut. And the duct tape it is taped with has
been triple consecrated according to a secret working known only to
me. Its power cannot be undone. Not now, with the celestial
mechanisms turning in our favor. In favor of the dispossessed, the
bitter, the stink-assed, the fucktrodden. The end is nigh, and it’s
nigh for you.

“You with your
yuppie designs on our souls. Who would remake us in your bland,
tut-tutting, sweater-wearing Martha Steward images. You
nanny-staters, you condescenders, you executors of lifestyle magazine
morality. You think you empathize with us, with your socialist voting
patterns and your green concerns but it all takes a back seat to the
fucking purity of your lawns and your soft-skinned children
fast-tracked into good schools ahead of the rest.

“Well I got a
knife you’re gonna empathize with. You’re not gonna live
to see the coming days. When we get where we’re going I’ll
have you get on your knees and thank me for this mercy I visit upon
you. What comes next, you don’t want to see. The influenza
dreams of a thousand madmen all writ true. Fighting each other, tooth
and claw, motherfucker, the insanest new paradigm wins. Bursting
through the pages of an old old book and now it’s a meme and
now it’s rewriting your brains and now it’s opening gates
to all sorts of foulness you can’t conceive of in the false and
comfortable bubble you’ve made for yourself and that pissant
family of yours.”

***

“You got that
fucking right I boil with hatred. And don’t fool yourself that
it’s generalized, or delusional. I despise you specifically,
your family specifically. I have selected you for the purpose of my
rage, as its receptacle. Your ceremonial dismemberments—yes,
shitknocker, yours is only the first, I’m wiping all of them
out, I’m obliterating your name and salting your earth—your
deaths will bring me the power your kind—and here, yes, that’s
the generalized you—have denied me all my life. That’s
what this is all about. Power is zero sum, motherfuck. There’s
only so much of it, and it does not go around. What you have, I
cannot. So this is the start of us—the generalized us—taking
it back.

“They’re
coming back into the world. The primordial things, the impossible
things, the breaks between logic. The warps between cause and effect.
They’re coming whether we ask them or not. Our choice—the
choice presented only to a few visionaries, those whose brains have
heretofore been gassed up wrong but now will be prophets, baptized in
blood and reborn in viscera—the choice is between predator and
prey.

“You don’t
get to choose. You’re meat. Fucking fodder. But the majestic
few, we can bring them in, shape them. They need a reality imposed on
them to move through our world. A semblance of it, anyway. At least
for a while. This is where we come in. The spat-upon, the
deranged—you’re nodding like you get my point. You don’t
get my point. You are incapable of that understanding. All you’ll
understand is the snap of ligament, the snick through cartilage, when
my knife goes in you.

“Don’t
look at me like that. Even now, even doomed, that superiority. I’ll
not let you bring that to bear on me. It’s fruitless but you’re
trying anyway, to reimpose your bankrupt order upon me. To define me
downwards, back into lunacy, into a patient in need of
perception-deadening medication. Disenfranchising, marginalizing,
then using the rhetoric you hone on me to lobby for bike lanes and
organic farm subsidies. I tell you to fuck off with that! Or I’ll
stop the car here and finish you here.

“Oh wait you’d
like that wouldn’t you. To use my righteousness against me, to
dull it, deflect it, keep me from my prize. You think I fucked the
dog telling you I’m coming for your family systematically.
You’ll disrupt my plan, force me to slay you impulsively,
before we reach the altar, outside the decreed geometry. Well
coprophage I’m a million thoughts ahead of you!

“You are not
getting out of this fucking car until the appointed hour and
appointed time, at my behest, under my control. Your volition has
ended. Mine is all there is, for you. You are overriden, fuckhole.
Overridden.”

***

“These are not
tears. Okay maybe they are. Tears of excitement. Tears of joy. These
are not tremors. I am shaking with pleasure. A metaphysical orgasm.
Metaphysical I said! Oh, your commonplace morality! Putting me in the
gutter where your thoughts are, the thoughts you dare not act on. I
am without sex. I transcend sex. I hacked them fucking off you
fucking scumfucker, in preparation for this holy day. In a gas
station washroom. Rust on the taps. Decades of grime in the sink.

“That’s
the degree of determination you’re dealing with here. So
escape, it won’t happen, you’re dead already.

“Disregarded,
that’s the word. That’s what I’ve always been. To
the bitchwife most of all. The bitchwife and the bitchdaughters. Them
carbon copies of her mean, emasculating soul. Raised to judge. Narrow
eyes. Narrow lips. Narrow minds. Shrinking me down. Betraying me.
Well they tried to make me small but I’m achieving vastness
beyond their social-climbing, big-talking, gender studies fashionista
imaginings. I took what they handed me and doubled it back on them,
literalized it, seized it as the basis of my own dawning power. This
is what all this is. The realization of the imagistic.

“The
paramedics said I shoulda capped it. The doctors said I should have
capped it. They said I’d be in there for weeks, months. I
walked out the next day. Strengthened, altered. Just like in the
prophecy I saw, out on the edge of the woods, near the circle of
birches. I should be peeing into a bag but the anatomy has altered. I
sweat urine through my pores now. That’s how I’m sure I
was right. The biological promises have been delivered upon. An
instruction manual sent from between the lines of the Great Text.

“It was then
that I selected your family for the honor of evisceration. Yes, yes,
I see it now, the recognition. He told you about me, didn’t he?
The story of the crazy guy who sawed his own junk off and
miraculously got up and snuck off under his own power. What did he
say? That he was sure I’d die? That he was waiting for me to be
wheeled back in on a gurney, to fry in the heat of his disdain? His
medical detachment. His doctorly assholery. How do you put up with
it? It’s the accessories, isn’t it? The status. Parquet
floors. Brushed steel refrigerators.

“Oh I know all
about you too. You have your so-called career. Non-Governmental
Organization my rectum. Helping the globally disadvantaged my rectum.
They don’t want your dripping assistance. They want to rise up
and stick your head on a pike. Micropayments. Mosquito netting. None
of that will matter. They’re better equipped, the desperate and
starving, for the upheavals to come, than you and your doctor and
your tow-headed three children will ever be. Those who’ve taken
your tainted handouts will merely be the weaker for it. The hungry,
the poisoned, the machete-wielders, they’ll be the new
overlords. Those that fucking survive.

“That cop
won’t save you. Bang on the windows all you want. He won’t
notice you. He can’t. The aura of my mental power now extends
for five hundred and thirty seven yards. He stands well within the
range. I can read so much of him. His two marriages, a third one
failing. The secret of his men’s room blowjobs.

“Okay so he’s
coming over here. He is not repelled but impelled. My powers yet
nascent. The sacraments not begun. When all five of you are
slaughtered, then my reach shall achieve its destined vastness. Not
yet. A lesson for me then. It’s the cosmogonic forces. Teaching
me to remain alert, not to count my chickens before they’re
crushed. You think I’m screwed but in fact it’s a sign of
the favor in which I am held. You think you’re delivered. He is
delivered, unto me. Just you wait and watch.”


***

“How was that
then? How was it? I told you, didn’t I? You thought I was no
more than a garden variety lunatic bendering on an advanced psychotic
break. Oh, to be inside you at the moment when his brain liquefied.
The look on your face: exquisite! You are quite the reacter, aren’t
you? It all rises through your face, every instant of it. A moment of
beauty. I am tempted to keep you around, to have you watch as I take
the others in turn. But there’s an order of action, and once
committed to it, as I am, I got to hold unswervingly to it. I have to
be a laser. You get that, don’t you?

“Most of all
you see the physical, objective reality of my transformation. You
behold the fibrous cord. Do you want to touch it? I’ll let you
touch it.

“Don’t
be dirty. This is non-sexual. I told you I have mutilated myself
beyond such filthiness. I am pure now. Pure what, remains to
be seen.

“That was a
joke.

“You should
laugh at my jokes.

“Oh going
silent on me now are you? Be my guest. Go silent. It’s an
admission of weakness. Retreat. I’ll take that. You are my
slave now. Less than my slave.”

***

“And here we
are. Do you recognize these woods? Seen them in a dream? You have.
Don’t shit me. I know you have. You’re transparent,
Marilyn, as transparent as glass. Sometimes I sit across the street
from your house, hunched down in my car, watching you through that
big window of yours. I think of that window as a metaphor for your
soul. Now that I’ve said it, it sounds corny. Trite. People say
that all the time, don’t they? I feel like I’ve brought
down the level of the whole experience. It should be exalted. I was
trying for that and I failed. Let’s move on.

“You’re
pretty, you know that? Your family is pretty. What’s that game
you all play together? Some kind of board game. It looks complicated.
Part of me wishes I could take pleasure in that sort of activity. But
I have my responsibilities, don’t I? Time to get out.

“Get out or
I’ll tear you out.

“Forget some
of the things I said. I shouldn’t have upset you. That was a
mistake on my part, I’d have to say. Really I’m thankful.
You should be grateful. You’re more important in history than
nearly anyone, you and your family. You’ll be the turning
point. How many people can say that?

“Okay you’re
trying my patience now.

“Fuck yes you
are getting out of this car.”

“Stop crying.
Please stop crying. We’ll work this all out. It will all turn
out good, I promise. Stop crying.

“Stop fucking
crying, Marilyn. You see this hammer don’t you? So stop fucking
crying.”
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