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Once more, for D.J.

How you shine.







What is the curse upon religion that its tenets must always be associate with every kind of extravagance and falsehood.

— Aleister Crowley, Book 4



I became aware, more vividly aware than I had ever been, that the secret of life consists in sharing the madness of God.

— John Cowper Powys, Autobiography





Stick Around, It Gets Worse




You weren’t there when it happened, but you’ve spent so much time imagining what she went through during those final moments that she was aware of the world around her, you feel as though you were. You know the details pieced together by forensics experts analyzing the crime, and these feed you plenty of insight, but you knew her as the experts never could.

Remember the swoop of hair that would mask her left eye, and the way she’d always be pushing it back with two fingers, never three, and how that eye, when revealed, seemed to notice something worthwhile in you that no one else could recognize? Remember the way she would listen to music, sitting with folded legs upon the floor, doing nothing, just listening? Remember her penchant for giving money to downtrodden panhandlers and her tolerant smile when you complained, a smile that made you feel so small, so petty, so much less formed a creature than she was? Of course you remember. You remember everything, and still so clearly. Somebody has lied — time hasn’t healed a thing, not for you.

The experts only knew her post-mortem; knew her unconscious, bleeding in the wreckage of her car; knew her clinging to life while her head was undergoing emergency reconstruction; knew her in the morgue’s cold stainless steel drawer. Knew her just enough to tell you that she never once regained consciousness during those last nine hours. Knew her just enough to assure you that even had she lived, she’d never be right again, not the person you married, because the brain damage was just too extensive.

And you?

They didn’t even know you at all. If they did they wouldn’t have tried to make you see her death as merciful.

You’ve lost track of how many times you’ve found yourself right there beside her. She’s driving her customary fifteen miles per hour above the speed limit on the Landry Expressway, and busy with the radio, while notched between her thighs is a tall paper cup of Thai iced coffee, her summer drink of choice. Thinking of work, or getting home, or the way you will feel together later in the night, another joyously fevered coupling to make a complete world between your flesh, just the two of you and nothing and no one else. You’re flattering yourself, naturally, imagining her last thoughts to be of you, but that’s all right. It’s allowed. Something in you, never touched by daylight, needs to ache so much it makes you groan in the still, small hours.

She approaches the overpass and you see it coming from miles away, it feels like, but no matter how loudly you scream warnings it never does any good. How little it would take to change things: A flex of her wrist and she’d be in another lane, and that might be enough. Somebody else would be bearing this burden, and right now you’d gladly wish it on him. But it’s yours, always and forever. It became yours the instant the brick thrown from the overpass smashed through the windshield and pulverized the left side of her head. You wonder, crazily enough, if she just didn’t see it coming because her hair was in the way.

Vandals, a young police officer told you. They’re pulling these stunts all the time, and he doesn’t think they have any real appreciation of the kind of damage they can cause.

The hell they don’t, you thought, didn’t bother saying. They know exactly what can happen, it’s what they’re hungry for, and the only thing that might’ve bothered them was that she didn’t kill anyone else when her car went out of control. Ruining the lives of others, they’ve made this the mission of their own.

At the funeral, family and friends and clergy were brimming with the same big question that, in a moment of weakness, scrawled itself on the front of your brain as soon as you got the phone call: Why? Everyone wanted to know why. A few, desperate to dredge up some comfort at bargain basement cost, spoke in platitudes — God’s will, all shall become clear one day — and you would force yourself to swallow the bile, if only for her sake, knowing she wouldn’t have wanted you punching anyone at her funeral.

“God’s will?” you contented yourself with repeating, after hearing the phrase one too many times. “I can’t decide what’s more monstrous: a god who sends little thugs up onto a freeway overpass with bricks to do his dirty work, or the way people believe that a god like that actually exists.”

Their blind trust has never made sense to you, nor the meager delusions to which they cling as proof of being rewarded for their faith. It’s not quite in you to feel smug because you know better, but lately it’s not quite in you to pity them their superstition, either. Mostly it’s disgust that you feel. They call you lost, but that’s just projection, you deduce, because you’re the one who’s comfortable right where you are, realizing there’s no reason for anything that happens, ever. How they hate that, because it grants you a freedom they will never know. A freedom that would paralyze them if they did.

You remember something you read years ago, written by Stephen Crane, and how deep within you resonated the chord it struck: A man said to the universe, “Sir, I exist!” The universe replied, “That fact has not created a sense of obligation in me.”


You take your comfort in the oddest places, don’t you?



*



By autumn, grief has become something permanently affixed to you, like a boil grown too thick to be lanced, drained. It must grow until it bursts, or turns to silently consume you from within. Your friends understand — she truly was everything to you — while you in turn understand their reluctance to be around you these days. You just aren’t that much fun anymore.

She was the last straw, that broke the camel’s heart.

It’s got you thinking — you’ve never really known anyone who’s died of natural causes, have you? Parents and grandparents, plus friends and neighbors and casual lovers, they’ve all left you too early, and in such ghastly ways. Cancers and violence, accidents and congenital defects, aneurysms of the brain and psyche. You’ve heard of people who’ve slipped peacefully away in their sleep, or in their favorite easy chairs, after ripe octogenarian lives, but suspect they must be mythical, in the company of unicorns and mermaids.

If you didn’t know better, you’d think there was a deliberate methodology behind it all, a gradual pattern of calamity spiraling inward until, at last, you’re the only one left to be dealt with. You could be expected to think that, but don’t, because you still keep your wits about you, thank god— 

So to speak.

While fall’s vainglorious colors deaden to rusts and browns, and drab wet shadows lengthen across the city, you feel yourself trapped in freefall. The most appealing thing you can think of is the end of it all, by chance or by your own determined hand … yet a spark of hope lingers on, that maybe there’s something out there worth surviving for, if only you could find it.

It turns you into as restless a wanderer as any junkie hoping to score, as an insomniac, as one of Arthur’s knights looking for the Holy Grail. Shoes married to the pavement, you submerge within the wretched refuse. The teeming shores begin at the stoop of the building where you used to live with her. Where you sleep, still, although you seem to have quit living months ago.

You don’t even know what you’re seeking, do you? Only that it’s entirely up to you to find it, to make of it your new life and purpose. Nothing and no one else can do this for you. You take heart, for it can be done: Life, like death, can be as random and abrupt as a brick hurtling from overhead.



*



“Now you take me, for instance,” says Stavros, the old gentleman you’ve come to know and like. “My whole family killed in the war and me just eleven years old. Would I be coming to this country if this hadn’t happened? No, no, I don’t think so. All this life I’ve had here? It would be unknown to me.”

Mornings, before work, you’ve taken to stopping by a sidewalk cafe where Stavros holds his solitary court, drinking cup after cup of coffee. Against the autumn chill he wears a bulky knit sweater and on his head a flat billed cap, and if back in Greece he would look like any ordinary fisherman. Here, though, he seems exotic, a rogue and an adventurer.

“Do you ever think you’d’ve been better off if things had just stayed the same?” you ask.

He laughs, showing his great mouthful of strong, stained teeth. “Never. God rest their poor souls, every one of them, but these were people, let me tell you, who’d clutch a child to their bosoms ‘til it suffocated. It wouldn’t have been a bit different with me.” Stavros peers into his coffee, the twinkle in his eye sharpening into something more cunning. “I was liberated. Freed to become all the things that my first life kept away.”

He tells you stories, as he does each morning since you first paid him attention. Tells you what it was like to cross an ocean and see the world unfolding with eleven-year-old eyes. You listen, and you breathe in the scents of coffee and buses, watching both his seafarer’s face and the brisk sidewalk passage of everyone who, unlike you, is going to arrive at work on time this morning.

He’s the only friend, new or old, who doesn’t seem to mind being around you. And you wonder: Which of you is more desperate for a companion?

You’re not sure when you first became aware of it, only that it seemed to imperceptibly creep up on you. Something you might’ve noticed the moment you sat down but only acknowledged after nearly an hour: Someone is waving at you. Across the busy street and down one building; a second floor window, ornately archaic, in contrast with the more modern storefront below. Few ever pay any mind to the extinct architecture above their heads. Amazing, the way gargoyles can hide in plain sight.

It’s no one you know — you’re quite sure of it, just as you’re sure it’s you this woman is waving at. Even from across the street you can see how white and pasty her skin is, her thick and naked shoulders sloping beneath greasy straggles of dark hair. Modesty isn’t her virtue, obviously, and you watch, half-fascinated, half-repulsed, as her breasts squash against the window.

A vivid red grin, the only true color about her, splits her face when she realizes that you notice her.

“Do you … see that?” you ask Stavros, and point.

But even as you ignore her frantic overtures for you to come up, come up and join her, you have the feeling that just as this invitation is for you alone, so is the sight itself.

“See what?” he says.

“I…” You shake your head. “I should be getting on to work,” and when you’re halfway down the block curiosity gets the better of you, and you turn around to see her waving goodbye — or at least until next time.



*



The skin condition begins like a common rash, spreading and intensifying from there, from scalp to face, down to your neck and shoulders and chest, your back and arms. A great portion of your waking hours are simply spent scratching an itch that never feels sated, and within days you can scarcely bear to pass before a mirror. Scaly red patches, some crusty from too much scratching … you don’t wear them well, but then who does?

The dermatologist diagnoses psoriasis. What’s causing it, you want to know. Why? Together you rule out food allergies, various environmental irritants to which you may have exposed yourself. You’ve not changed these sorts of routines in quite some time.

“Of course,” says the doctor, “we can’t overlook an emotional component to this outbreak.”

Swell. You’re not even supposed to grieve properly?

Treatments begin, oral dosages of etretinate and sessions of outpatient ultrasound hyperthermia, but you don’t seem to make any improvement. To the contrary, you seem to be getting worse. It gets to the point where your boss thinks it would be a fine idea if you’d take sick leave. You’re not the only one relieved. This is welcomed by an entire office full of people to whom you must be becoming terribly aberrant. And at whom you’ve been increasingly tempted to scream, “None of you knows just how lucky you are, not a single complacent one of you!”

Stavros is the only one who doesn’t mind your appearance, but you’re wearing a hat pulled low these days, with your coat collar turned up, and bandages whenever your busy fingernails have left your face oozing. Camouflage has become a vital skill.

“No improvements,” he says, not quite a question, seeming to mourn for you.

You shake your head, wondering with shame who’s staring and who’s averting their eyes. When you’re not occupied with this you usually glance at the window where the strangely repellent woman waved to you. Although as far as repellent goes, you definitely feel a new sympathy toward her. You didn’t know what repellent was then.

You think maybe you’ve seen her since, grinning from other windows, other doorways, catching your eye, then disappearing, as if teasing you. But there’s a certain innocence in teasing, and hers was lost long ago, if ever she possessed any at all.

Luring you, then? That’s more like it.

“If your doctors do you no good,” says Stavros, gritting that mouthful of brownish ivory, “then maybe you should go to another kind of doctor.”

“A second opinion,” you murmur. You’re reminded of an old joke. You want a second opinion? Okay: You’re ugly, too. “I don’t know any other kinds of doctors.”

And from the way Stavros smiles, you know he’s about to make one of his stranger pronouncements.



*



You’re not the type who would ordinarily frequent those who don’t hang M.D. shingles from their walls, but, relieved of your office duties, you have all this extra time. And Stavros speaks so glowingly of her, and she does live in his building, so you don’t have much of an excuse.

Ellen Medicine Crow is her name. Her father, Stavros told you, as a boy was given tutelage by the legendary Black Elk, although you’re not sure if you believe this. Quacks never stop seeking ways to boost their own stock.

“A shaman,” you say upon first encountering her. The irony isn’t lost on you. If your rationalist friends could see you now.

“I prefer healer,” she tells you. “It doesn’t sound quite as presumptuous. Or as intimidating.”

Intimidating. She’s that already, this Lakota woman. She must be near fifty, if not past it, but carries herself tall and strong and supple in a way that’s agelessly youthful. The only giveaway is the crinkles around her eyes. Her hair reaches her waist, black but threaded with strands of gray. Ellen Medicine Crow inspires your first sexual thoughts since she died, which frighten you with their suddenness, their power.

It’s no easier when you learn she wants to come stay with you for a few days. There’s so much she has to learn about you before she can help — if she can, she adds, which is the main reason you give in. You rather like the honesty of this kind of medicine, of someone who, unlike your usual physician, may be perfectly willing to declare your case a lost cause.

It feels strange having a woman around again, although her presence is hardly like that of a roommate; rather, a bird or some other creature that watches you with bright, all-seeing eyes. At night she sleeps by your side, although there’s no touching but for accidental brushes. You turn away whenever an erection raises, yet feel sure she must know what you’re thinking; too, she surely notices your shame over such traitorous skin, but has the grace to pretend she doesn’t.

You distract yourself some of the time with the photo albums that accumulated before the hurled brick changed everything. Page after page of memories, some fresh, some seasoned by years, all of them capable of bringing you to tears if you look at them just right.

Ellen Medicine Crow lingers behind you as you bow your head at the table, weeping, and you feel her bend lower. Feel the light touch of her hands on your shoulders, the press of her forehead at the back of your neck. She’s just sharing in your grief, but you drink in her touch with a terrible fear you’ll never know anything so tender again.

Perhaps she knows this too, and this is why she mourns.

“Why did you decide to become a healer?” you ask her later, with a drier face.

Hair shimmers as she shakes her head. “I didn’t decide. I had nothing to do with it. It decided for me. The most I ever did was choose not to fight it.”

“Suppose you wanted something else, that this wasn’t what you wanted to do. Wouldn’t you have fought it then?”

She’s patient with your honest skepticism, has undoubtedly encountered it before. “But how could I? The universe creates what it needs. All I had to do was grow. There’s no reason to make it all so difficult.”

You laugh, not cruelly. Mostly you wonder why you had to turn out so enlightened. “I just can’t buy into that,” you say, but no more. This hardly seems the time to get yourself into a reasoned argument against determinism.

Although you can see the appeal: The illusion of hands moving behind the scenes; accountability; someone or something to blame for the wretched turns life takes in this fucked-over world…

And you’re angrier than you have any right to be, aren’t you?

On the third day Ellen sends you out on an errand, something you must do by yourself. Go find a rock and bring it back, these are her instructions. At least the size of your fist, a rock you feel compelled to pick up more than any other rock.

You’ve never given rocks much thought before, wanting only to duck them when they’re thrown, but she’s the healer. You find one a few blocks away — it’s a tougher order to fill in the city than you might think — half-buried in a nest of weeds beside a stagnant ditch. It passes Ellen’s approval and she has the two of you sit on the floor, facing each other. Her face is serious, clouded even, her focus upon you total. You are the world. And you are in trouble.

“It’s more than just your skin,” she says. “It’s everything, everyone you lose and everything that breaks for you. You wonder why. Why it happens to you. Don’t you?”

You shake your head. “I already told you, I don’t believe— “

“Lie to yourself if you want, but don’t lie to me.”

Your head lowers a bit. And you suppose, possibly, you may at least entertain the sometimes notion of believing in reasons, that coincidence stretches only so far. You nod miserably, wondering if Galileo felt this way, forced to recant.

“Then ask the rock.”

You stare at her. “Ask … the rock?”

“Ask the rock, then stare at it. Stare into it, so that you see more than just its surface. Wait until you see the patterns and the shapes it shows you. When you see something … tell me what it is.” She takes pity on your failure to grasp any purpose here whatsoever. “The rock will tell you what you already know, but cannot or will not admit to yourself yet.”

So you feel like a fool, holding this flattened slab in your hand. Talking to it. Staring at it as if it’s going to talk back. Except it does, of a fashion. Stare long enough and shapes will arise, minutiae of texture and shading, and suddenly you realize what’s actually going on here. Basic psychology, fundamentally no different than staring at ink blots. Okay, you’re back on track, you can accept this after all.

“I see the top of a skull, without the lower jaw — these dark spots are the eye sockets, and there are the teeth — do you want me to show them to you?”

She shakes her head, directs you back to the rock.

“There’s a snake crawling from a broken eggshell … and that’s an axe head … there I see a little guy, it looks like he’s caught in the jaws of this primitive-looking fish.”

That makes four from the top of the rock. She stops you and has you turn it over. You orient yourself to the new topography and keep going: A curved dagger. A branch with decaying leaves. A butterfly leaving its cocoon. Screaming faces in profile.

“That’s enough,” she says, tougher to read than any doctor you’ve ever been to. What must she think of you? Does she reserve judgment at all? You watch her lose herself in thought so deep it could be a trance.

“So what’s next?” You can’t contain yourself.

“Next?” she says, and shrugs as if wondering how you could be asking this in the first place. “Go put the rock back.”



*



You’re feeling different even before you reach your door once again, as if you’ve been less than vigilant, let slip a crucial guard. You’ve as much as admitted there may be more to the world than you give credit for, a wizard behind the curtain of Oz. One slip is all it takes. Which facade will be the next to crumble?

What better proof than this: You didn’t cheat. You returned the rock to the precise spot where you found it, as if somehow Ellen would know if you conveniently tossed it in the nearest lot.

Her bag is packed and by the door when you return, and she’s obviously been waiting for you, dreading the need to look you in the eye. She does it anyway, for you are the world. And you are in worse trouble than you ever dreamed. Her gaze is brutally honest.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “But I can’t help you.”

No. Of course not. She’s got you talking to rocks — where can you go from there? And why are you crying?

“Think of what you saw. The symbols, their meanings.”

Again, they drift forth. Images of transition, of death to old lives, emergence into new. Pain and torment and tools of their infliction. These weren’t in the rock and you both know it, just as surely as you know their true origin.

“You’re undergoing a change,” she tells you. “You’re becoming someone or something else. I’m sorry. It’s not for me to interfere with this.”

“Because,” you murmur, “the universe creates what it needs. And you wouldn’t dare tell it it’s wrong, would you? That it’s got no right to do this to me. Would you?”

Your voice grows more ragged as she backs away from you, and how you wish her eyes looked younger, less knowing, less certain.

“What does it want from me?” you scream as Ellen takes flight down the stairs. You’re sliding to the floor, arms wrapped around yourself in defense of the cold you suddenly feel. “What does it WANT from me?” Her footsteps fade, leaving you with empty stairs and hollow corridors, where even your kindest neighbors must now hide behind their doors if they don’t want to see what you’ve become already.



*



You spend days dwelling on all the people and institutions and ethics into which you placed your faith, only to have them now failing you. Not that you cast blame — it isn’t in your nature to blame. You come to realize that the city is the only thing that hasn’t let you down. Solid and gray, it’s always there. Not that it takes notice of you, but at least it doesn’t spit you back. These days that’s a lot.

So it’s inevitable that it becomes your true home after you return from a movie one night to find that your apartment building has burned. And you cry not for yourself, but for her, the way her existence has been systematically erased. Even her clothes are now ash, plus all the photos that kept her alive. She might now have been no more real than a daydream.

You sleep in your car, park where you can, walk when you’re no longer able to tolerate its confines. Your crusted skin becomes a barrier between you and them, all of them, with their safe and placid lives. You used to be one of them, but no more — perhaps this is why they no longer see you.

You could get away with a lot, with this new invisibility.

You wonder what it all means, and why you were chosen to play the fool’s role in this grand illusion. This whole city a stage, with so few of its players even aware of their own parts.

That most peculiar woman continues to wave at you from afar, her hideous red grin more lascivious now. Sometimes she seems to laugh. She knows, oh, she knows all right. Your secrets are hers and always have been. Does she find you during your random travels or do you naturally gravitate to wherever she happens to be?

Does it even matter, when in all likelihood you’re destined for each other?

The next time you see her she’s waving from the third floor window in a monolithic old apartment building of gray stone. Its gables and cornices look heavy, vast, crumbled by the decades. Its walls stand mottled by years of water, seeping and trickling. It looms over you, set against a blue-gray evening sky threaded with hints of dying rose. The block you’re in is a gauntlet of bare trees. Their leaves underfoot weave a ragged, wet carpet, slick and spicy with decay.

A few steps closer, a shift of light and perspective — you now notice the gargoyles perched on the building’s corners and nestled above its eaves. Winged, horned, they hunch and squat above you in silent dominance, caught there like corrupted souls, or grotesque children birthed from granite.

They alone watch your entry to the building.

You find the stairs, and they beckon you up. One floor, two — what a chill this building holds, a mausoleum in the middle of a world that only looks sane and ordered. Cabs and cable TV would never know how to find this place.

The third floor.

Hallways are many, but you follow the most likely one, that will lead you to her. Your footsteps are small clicks in a greater hush made not of silence absolute, but small echoing murmurs heard through the walls. Someone is crying somewhere, and someone else laughing. Elsewhere, children are singing, but it’s no song you’ve ever heard, and not a song for children’s throats.

The door you decide upon is stout, peeling, as scabrous as your face. Unlocked, naturally, but you knew it would be. Another hand might not find it so, but for yours the knob twists easily.

It stinks in here, of mildew and unwashed bodies, but nothing you couldn’t get used to. Sometimes you crave a friendly touch so much that you think you’d welcome it from a leper.

And you thought this place would be emptier than you’re finding it. At least two dozen people are here, along the walls, but there’s no furniture to speak of, and no one sits together, no one talks. Mostly they stare at the baseboards and the floor, some the ceiling, like gray strangers in a doctor’s office. Waiting for their name, their turn, the expected surrender of their bodies.

In another room you find no one alive, just a jumble of blue limbs, bodies with hands bound behind them, thumbs tied together with wire. You can’t see their faces clearly because all the heads have been covered by plastic bags, then cinched around the necks with rubber bands. Most of them died with their mouths open wide, straining against the plastic, sealed forever.

One of them looks like Stavros, but you can’t be sure.

You find her in a room glaringly lit by a naked bulb dangling from the ceiling. A moist, yeasty smell surrounds her, but maybe that’s just imagination, because her skin reminds you so much of dough. A roll of fat bunching about her thick waist, she kneels on the floor before a middle-aged man who lies naked and trembling on a tabletop. Her arm, her right arm … you can’t find it, and for a moment think she must only have one. Then you realize:

She’s working it up inside the man. He shudders, groaning, as one bony foot pedals ceaselessly in the air, like a tickled dog.

You watch, a voyeur, until at last she grins at you. Red, so red. A tangle of greasy hair obscures her eyes, and she licks her lips as if she’d like to kiss you.

Not yet. Not yet. You’re not that desperate yet.

“Get started anywhere,” she tells you. Her voice is low and, for a woman, almost gravelly; not unerotic. “That’s the one thing about this place, the work’s never done.”

“I … I don’t understand.” At least you’re being honest. You think.

And she laughs, fisting her arm another inch into the man. “I remember when I was like you.”

“How? Like how?”

She grins again. “Asleep.” Then she tilts her head back, and you know her eyes must be closed in something like ecstasy. Her mouth curls into a sneer, lips skinning back, and she’s gritting her teeth, little gray pegs that rim her jaws.

“So few innocents,” she says, “and so much time.”

The man cries out, suddenly and sharply, and with the thick sound of membranes giving way she yanks her arm out. It glistens, and in her hand is clutched what may be his heart. It’s so hard to tell, though — you think it should be red, but mostly it’s clotted black, as if riddled with disease.

“Thank you,” he breathes, head lolling back, and at last his leg drops prone, exhausted, spent. “No more, please, no more…”

She rests the organ on the sparse gray mat of hair sprouting across his sunken chest. “You know better than that. With men like you, there’s always more.”

She has her arm back in up to the elbow before you can turn to run, run from the building into the welcoming night, where you have no name, no longer even a face.



*



In the months since she died you’ve frequently found yourself driving the Landry Expressway, even when you have no good reason for being here. You drive it one direction, turn around at an exit chosen at random, drive it the other. Giving in to a need to linger where your one true love met her end, you suppose. Or perhaps your need is baser still — tempting fate, catch me if you can.

Red-eyed, red-faced, you burn gas this night as if there’s no tomorrow. And maybe there isn’t. The world has surprised you, has shown you things that a year ago might not have even been allowed through the filters that all brains keep in place to strain out whatever can’t be tolerated. Now, though, you’ve been prepared, and it will take so much more to surprise you.

Traffic has been thinned by the lateness of the hour, but here you are in white line fever. When you see something hurtling at you from above you don’t even swerve. The windshield implodes, a brief storm of pebbles of safety glass showering your bed, your home, the final sanctuary left to you. The brick ricochets off the passenger seat, slamming into the ceiling, then the dashboard. Surprisingly, you feel little fear, knowing that you can’t be killed. Not here, not like this. You’ve come too far. Something has invested much cruel effort on your behalf.

You’re standing on the brakes. The car spins out across two lanes of screaming traffic, and then you’ve broadsided a chainlink fence that shears apart to let you through. You’ve barely come to rest on the other side before your equilibrium is restored and you scramble from the car. Others have slowed to look, to marvel, as you emerge as unscathed as anyone can expect. Dusting yourself clean of glass, seizing the brick that was meant for your head…

And you run.

Backtracking, running parallel to the expressway, you pound toward the ramp that lets drivers on from the overpass. The city, the night itself, has turned red in your eyes, and you wonder what they’re saying about you in those cars that swerve to miss you on the ramp. They notice you now, don’t they, these people who once were you.

You crest the rise, stand for a moment beneath a sky full of gathering clouds. Down below you can see the fresh loops of rubber left by your tires, and on the other side of the overpass you see them, two figures running from the scene of the crime, and now you obey the purest and most instinctive impulse you’ve ever felt.

Whatever has filled you, they’re no match for it. Run as they might from the expressway, deeper into mazes of brick and asphalt and corrosion, you gain on them in a matter of minutes, until they are close enough to bring down like deer before a wolf. You hurl the brick while yet on the run, and it arcs past the shoulder of the nearer fugitive, toward the leader, thudding solidly into the back of his head. Was there ever any doubt? Something guided it there, as surely as it was first guided through your windshield.

They go down in the street, one tripping on the other. The one you’ve struck doesn’t get up. The other scrambles for his feet but you’re there, upon him. He rolls over to face you, eyes feral in their terror. He can’t be more than fourteen years old.

He thrashes beneath you with skinny stick limbs and unkempt hair, and you retrieve the brick. In your grip it feels light as a dream, heavy as an anchor. With the first downswing you crunch the boy’s eye socket. The second unhinges his jaw. The third staves in his forehead and stops him from moving after one final, frenzied convulsion. He makes a much easier target, until there’s no more point left to hitting him.

The other one is trying to crawl away by the time you finish, legs dragging weakly behind him, knees too weak to support his weight. The back of his jacket is already slick with the cascade of blood from where the brick first connected. You wonder who his parents are, how they let him end up like this, with no more regard for other people than bugs on which they might drop stones out of boredom. You wonder if they’ll miss him. Or instead shed a few token tears, then go on their way, creating other monsters, other demons who haunt these lands, these canyons, these buttes.

Demons. Yes, that’s it. That’s what he must be. You know what they look like now. You know what makes them. And most of all you know why they’re needed.

He doesn’t give you any trouble at all.

And soon after you stumble away from them, the rain begins, disgorged by swollen black clouds, falling to rinse you clean, and to wash away the worst of the slick you’ve left in the street for rats and other eaters of the dead.



*



There’s no longer any need to scan the windows for a glimpse of she who has been luring you for longer than you even realize. You know just where you’ll find her, where she’s waiting, and if you don’t quite yet understand why, you’ve learned that everything comes to you in time.

What a life you’ve led. What a life you’ve been liberated from. What a life into which you’ve been sent, not like a lamb to the slaughter, but the one who holds the knife.

The universe, after all, creates what it needs.

The immense building stands as solid as a fortress, its stone walls gleaming black in the rain. Her window is vacant, but that’s all right. You have faith, and so must she. Your only welcome comes from the gargoyles, watching as you near this one place in the world where you belong.

Does the rain fall harder just before you enter? Maybe. Maybe it does.

At the last moment you cross a weed-choked lawn to the corner of the building, where three floors up a squatting gargoyle serves as a downspout. From its mouth vomits a continual deluge of water, and for a timeless respite you stand beneath the flow, to let it wash clean the last of whatever clings to you from what you used to be. There you stay, until the final tears are rinsed from your eyes, and you can no longer grieve for a lost love whose only purpose was to teach you those things that truly begin tonight.

And then you turn for the door, to join the fellowship of gargoyles, to confront your reason for being, to assume your place in the scheme of all things in heaven and on earth.





A Loaf Of Bread, A Jug Of Wine




The only great figures among men are the poet,

the priest and the soldier.

The man who sings, the man who sacrifices and

the one who is sacrificed.

All the rest are good for the whip.

— Baudelaire



She thought of him as a secret friend, or in more fanciful moments when she dared risk the sin of impure thoughts, a secret admirer. Theirs was so far a relationship conducted via place, not proximity. Perhaps he’d heard her voice, but Sister Giselle had never heard his; and likely he knew her face, while his was a mystery that she found easy to dream of in idle moments. Which was improper, of course. She was the bride of Christ, and there was room for no other.

Were it not for the stable, doubtless they would have had no relationship at all … whoever he was.

She had been born to the farming life in a countryside still healing from the scars of the Great War, and as a girl she’d known much toil. Now, given her youth and experience with beasts of burden and her farmgirl’s strength, care of the horses fell to her. Certainly, Father Guillaume had more pressing obligations in the village and the surrounding countryside, and Sister Anna-Marie was growing too feeble.

Giselle didn’t mind. Horses belonged to God’s flock too, and the scents of hay and oats took her home again, if only in her imagination. She could talk to the four horses while currying them, while drawing them fresh water, while feeding them, talk to them as she might friends who stood patiently by and absorbed every word. They seemed wise and caring, with gentle souls beneath their muscular flanks, and placid brown eyes that seemed nothing if not protective.

Pity, then, that they could never speak in return.

Who has been caring for all of you before I can get to you? she would ask. And is he as kind and gentle as I believe he must be? For you never raise a fuss.

It began three weeks ago, Giselle leaving the cottage that served as their priory and realizing the horses were already well cared for and lacking for nothing. One day, and the next, then a third. Asking around did nothing to assuage her curiosity, and served only to whet it. Father Guillaume had been distractedly amused, had smiled and chuckled with vague superiority. “Perhaps the Lord has seen fit to send an angel.”

She hadn’t thought it nearly as funny as he had.

The next day, this unseen angel began to leave loads of fresh-cut firewood, as well. Giselle’s first explanation was that it had been one of the villagers of Château-sur-Lac, slipping about to perform Christian duty in absolute anonymity. But then, how to account for the fact that someone had been spending nights in the stable? More than one morning she had found a nest of matted hay along the far, rough-hewn wall, and when she lay a hand upon it she fancied it to still be warm from his slumbers. From then on, each night she coaxed Sister Anna-Marie into preparing a plate heaped with whatever remained from the evening meal, and she would set it on a tack shelf in the stable, out of reach of equine muzzles. And mornings she would set out a small loaf of fresh baked bread, perhaps a wedge of cheese, and a small crockery jug filled with wine drawn from the casks in the cellar below their cottage.

The food never went untouched, and not once had she seen whoever came to claim it.

How mysterious. And how thrilling.

“Could it be that your secret friend is a refugee, mmmm?” Anna-Marie smiled impishly at her suggestion, then went back to preparing another evening plate with stewed chicken and vegetables and grapes. She never had to be coaxed anymore. The old nun was likely enjoying the intrigue almost as much as Giselle. “Perhaps he fled one of the coasts.”

Giselle hadn’t thought of that, though it made sense. It was a time of war, but so far Château-sur-Lac had seen little of it. To them the war was planes, far overhead. More than two years ago, France had fallen and Hitler had danced his little jig of victory. Marshal Pétain had signed his armistice with Germany, and only France’s north and west coasts had been occupied, the interior spared. Father Guillaume had been furious, had called the man a traitor to his people. Giselle had, at the time, only just taken her vows, and tried to deal with it more philosophically. Tried to look at it as she might, say, a drastic measure in medicine … say, cutting off an infected limb to save the rest of the body.

As ones who followed a man who had died upon a cross for no fault of his own, surely they could live with sacrifice.

And so she fell to wondering: What sacrifices had been demanded of her mysterious ward, whom she’d never even seen? Had he been forced to forfeit love and the creature comforts of home and hearth, to rely on the bounty of nature and the kindness of strangers for each meal? Had he been forced to trade the company of his fellow human beings for that of animals, or none at all?

Perhaps he’d been a soldier, separated or deserted from his unit in the confusion of Dunkerque, with no choice but to now live and travel by stealth. Or maybe he’d been an artist, living in some garret on the Left Bank of Paris until he gave it up for life in one of the more peaceful coastal cities — Cherbourg, or Brest — and since the coming of the Germans, had submerged his disillusion with humanity in the countryside.

Oh, she felt she knew him already, knew his story. She had to — she’d come up with so many, it had to be one among them.

And probably she would have been content to continue on his own terms, providing the meals until the inevitable day when he moved on and she found the food cold, untouched … were it not for the gift.

On a chilled November morning in the fourth week since his arrival, an hour past dawn, Giselle wrapped her frayed cloak about her and left the cottage. Behind her, Sister Anna-Marie groaned of stiff knees and wrestled fresh logs onto glowing embers. The heavy door thudded shut and she was alone with the world. On the rear stoop sat bottles of milk and cream, left by one of the villagers. She glanced around, like a wary cat, then dipped her finger in the cream and quickly licked it clean.

Giselle scurried along the path back to the stable. In the distance, a late-rising rooster called. The morning stillness was a fresh and living thing, the air full of mist that clung to the skin and brought a shiver. As far as the eye could see, a pastoral tableau of rolling hills and flat fields, the distant lake that had given the village its name, and woodland that encroached upon it all with the patience of aeons. She would die here someday, Giselle knew, and be grateful for the life spent here.

The path curved back, halfway toward the church and the stone rectory that sat behind it. At one of Father Guillaume’s windows she saw the yellowish gleam of an oil lamp.

In the stable, the horses stood placidly, each with a heavy blanket draped across its back as they breathed out soft moist clouds. She spoke to them, called them by name, then crossed over the earthen floor to the shelf for the empty plate.

Beside it, positioned with such care that it sat perfectly straight, was a doll. With winsome painted eyes, it gazed out somewhere just over her head. For a moment, Giselle dared not violate it, then reached to gather it in her arms. It looked and even smelled of age, with thin, limp clothes that nevertheless retained a certain grandeur of pre-revolutionary court gaiety. Its head and limbs were porcelain, its complexion milk white but for a rosy blush upon each delicate cheek.

A gift? It must be. For her. For her.

“Are you still here?” she called out, and went running around the stalls for the far wall. As she passed, one of the horses whuffled noisily. “Have you stayed this time?”

The nest was empty. Just a shadowed bed of hay, nothing more. And was he even now crouched outside, within some sylvan hideaway, spying for a glimpse of her when she emerged with the doll in her arms?

She fingered her rosary and prayed for a moment. This was coming perilously close to courtship. Worse, in some hidden cleft within, she wanted it to be so.

Giselle knelt beside the matted hay, lay a hand upon it, felt the fading, radiant warmth. His, and may God the Father, Christ the Son, and the Blessed Virgin forgive her, but she did long to feel it from the source itself. If only once, just once.

She counted, as she might measure a horse, hand-widths down along the matted area where his back and shoulders would have lain, then the tapering length of his legs. She had thought it before, but it occurred to her once again:

He must be enormous.

When she left the stable, doll in hand, it was with the taste of delicious fear that she was about to surrender to forbidden curiosity.



*



Night, barely a moon, the entire countryside dipped in black that seemed to run and pool.

Giselle had kept herself awake for an hour by pinching a spot on her thigh, and for another hour beyond that simply by lying in the darkness, contemplating her faltering courage, and wondering where it might lead if she really did creep out the door and dare look her refugee in the face. Perhaps he’d entertained similar thoughts, was right now lying out there with a deliciously miserable heart and hoping to hear the sound of her feet.

A few feet away, Sister Anna-Marie snorted in her sleep and stirred, then fell silent.

The back door might wake her — there was this to consider. And maybe tonight would be better spent sleeping. There was always tomorrow night…

Oh, enough. There would always be another tomorrow night. Of what good was trepidation? He was but a man, no doubt a shy one, certainly kind at heart. No harm would come from their speaking, and meeting one another face to face so that she could at least know what he looked like. The advantage was his, there.

Giselle eased from her bed, drew her cloak about her and, creeping barefoot across the cold floor, carried her shoes to the back door. From a kitchen shelf she took a lamp and matches.

Out the door, quickly, quietly as she could shut it, and then she was hurrying along the path. The stable loomed ahead of her, a sagging black square punched into the night. At its door she stopped to light the lamp, then slipped inside.

A muted glow surrounded her and cast a tilting shadowplay on the walls, and she eased across the hard-packed earth. The deep bellows breath of sleeping horses was the only sound as she passed them in their stalls. To the far wall, then…

She stopped.

He was there, lying on one side with his broad back to her, curled beneath a heavy horse blanket that rose and fell with his own steady breath. She could see little of the man himself, just a great head of shaggy black hair.

In a young life whose course had run slowly, so straight and free of genuine surprise, this was new: that the risk of change came down to a single moment. She had but to take the step into the next, or turn around and retreat and forever wonder.

Giselle cleared her throat, loudly: “Excuse me? Sir?” And louder still, “Sir? Are you awake?”

A sluggish flex of his shoulders, a stirring of his legs. The moment crawled by, a slow eternity, then whipped ahead in sudden flurry. She thought she saw his face, half turning back her way as he opened one sleepy eye—

And could she trust the lantern’s glow, the peculiar shades of color that it sometimes cast? Was that grimacing cheek indeed a sallow yellow? She saw but a glimpse of it, and there was no time to decide. A groan of terrible anguish came scraping forth from the cavern of his chest as he threw the blanket about his own head and scuttled back against the stable wall. He drew his knees in toward his chest and, with head lowered beneath its makeshift veil, held himself together like some trembling fortress.

“Leave me,” he said. “Leave me to my world, and go back to your own. If you wish to do me one last kindness, then let that be it. Please.”

Giselle took a step forward without even intending to. She was drawn to misery like moths to candles. It was more than her calling, it was the reason for her being. This man spoke in a voice so lashed with agonies, his words were almost secondary, and she could no more leave him than she could deny Christ.

“I mean you no harm,” she said. “I’ve tried to show you nothing but goodwill. Surely you know that by now, don’t you?”

“I know it, yes.” His voice seemed near to breaking. “But this was when I was a stranger to you, who moved by night. There have been others, whose hearts have been kind enough … until they see me for what I am … and at once their hearts turn murderous.”

“Then they’ve missed what’s obvious to me. That your heart is far kinder than theirs.” Giselle took another step closer, and another, and knelt just a metre away. “What could change them so?”

Beneath the blanket, he seemed to recoil. “My countenance … it is more hideous than you could possibly imagine.”

“I’ve seen and tended to faces afflicted by disease, and all the injuries that can happen on farms. I never once quit loving the person behind such a face. So I promise I’ll not turn away from yours.” When she got no reply, she tried another route. “I don’t even know your name.”

Again, a heavy stirring beneath the blanket. “I was never given one. So, in time, I gave one to myself, the only name that would suit me: Nomad.”

Had he been so abandoned as a child, no one had even bothered to grant him the simple gift of a name? This was more than sorrowful, this was a moral crime. She told him her own, then said, “Let me see you, Nomad. Please, let me see you.”

He seemed to consider it awhile, like a king weighed down by ponderous burdens of the heart. Then the lowered head rose, the blanket with it. “Move back a few paces, then, if you really mean to see me for what I am.”

And he stood.

It was one thing to contemplate his enormity of stature in impressions left in a bed of hay, quite another to behold it in person. He seemed to simply keep uncoiling from the stable floor, taller, and taller still. She’d always thought herself big-boned, born to robust farming stock … yet here was someone who stood nearly three heads taller than she.

One brutish hand rose from within the blanket, to pull it slowly away, and for the first time she met his dull and watery eyes. Saw his yellowed skin, his blackened lips, the tangled cascade of coarse hair whose locks bunched about his shoulders like throttled snakes. His face was like none she had seen, ever, more total in its noble ruin than any ravaged by disease or wound. And her heart shattered for the sufferings others must have heaped upon him, for no matter how powerful his shoulders or broad his back, both must surely have broken under the strain.

Giselle groped inside for words, but there were none. We are all beautiful in the eyes of the Lord? How easy to say, with her own complexion like milk. The last thing Nomad needed was to hear sanctimonious platitudes.

So, instead, she stepped forward to where he stood atremble, reached up, and touched his face. Which soon dampened with his tears.

“There are hours yet before dawn,” she said. “Please share with me where you’ve come from.”



*



In the hour past dawn, Nomad refused to leave the stable with her, and no amount of coaxing would draw him out to join her in a walk to the rectory. Father Guillaume should be told, but moreover should be introduced to this wandering soul. Such conversations the two of them might have. What endless lifetimes of humanity had Nomad witnessed, as an outsider. If anything, humanity could learn from him, and benefit. Let it begin with her, and with the Church. Let it begin here.

“But why?” he pleaded with her. “You have your hopes and your optimisms, but these are born of your naivety. You have seen so little of the world, you have no way of knowing how much it can hate. Of hope and optimism I have none … because instead I have experience. I know the reception I’ll meet with.”

“For everything and everyone, a place,” she told him. “This is what I believe and I believe because this is what I’ve seen. No one can be truly happy until they find that place. I am, because I have. I belong to God, and to the Church, and to Château-sur-Lac. And if I can help you find that place for your life, then it will prove that mine has fulfilled some of its purpose as well. Don’t you see?”

He said he did, and that he dared not turn his back on her before she had her chance to try.

Giselle ran from the stable with her cloak billowing behind her, into the fresh damp chill of morning. She raced along the path to the rectory, whose window was filled with the jaundiced glow of a lamp.

How unlikely she would be doing this if other circumstances had asserted themselves. That Nomad was nothing as she’d imagined was a blessed relief. His ugliness and profound misery were easy to contend with, compared to the handsome face and shy, seductive demeanor that might have been his. And had he possessed these, had he been that Parisian artist in self-imposed exile? Perhaps she would still be making this trip to the rectory, though to instead confess and mourn her broken vows.

She banged on the cottage door, and when it opened, Father Guillaume stood as she had never seen him. He’d already donned his cassock, but had yet to shave. His thin-jowled face seemed to sag, his graying hair was still mussed from the pillow. And behind his round spectacles…

“Have you been weeping?” she asked.

“Yes.” He peered at her as if only now realizing who it was. “You’re out of breath. You too have heard?”

Giselle frowned. “Heard what?”

Father Guillaume waved it aside briskly, almost gratefully, and wiped at his eyes. “You’re out of breath. There must be a reason. Come in.”

She crossed the threshold and they sat at the scarred old table where the Father took his meals when he preferred to dine alone, with his Bible or his meditations. A fresh log was beginning to blaze away in the fireplace, atop old embers.

“The man who’s been passing his nights in our stable,” she began, “the one who’s done so much with the horses, and left so much firewood behind for his keep … he’s no longer a stranger. I’ve just now left a conversation with him that lasted though half the night. Father, he’s more deserving of our pity and our help than anyone I’ve ever met. Ever.”

Giselle recounted the long and sorrowful story, of one man created by another, then rejected not only by his creator but the whole of humanity, as well. Condemned by fate to wander for nearly two centuries, as he neither aged nor died, as people and their reaction to him never changed, only the world around them. And she thought of Michelangelo’s ceiling in the Sistine Chapel, of that immense paternal deity reaching out his muscular arm to touch the fingertip of Adam. What jealousy would Nomad feel were he to see that? And given paints and brushes, what would his own rendition look like: extended fingers become a clenched fist, with the back of the creator turned away in abhorrence?

When she finished, Father Guillaume slowly rose from the table, moved idly toward the fireplace where he warmed his hands and shook his downcast head.

“I’ve heard of … of it. I can’t bring myself to call it ‘him.’ And for years I thought the story itself was not much more than the product of a fevered mind.” He moved across the room to a cabinet of plain oak, very old. Here Father Guillaume kept his meager wealth of books: his Bibles and history, and old volumes by Aquinas and Spinoza and others. His finger glided over spines and he removed one aged volume and returned with it to the table.

“It’s a jumbled collection of letters and a journal and a recounting of much of that very story you just told, though in this case, from the pen of the supposed scientist, Victor Frankenstein. This part was written by an English sea captain named Walton who encountered the both of them on the frozen north seas. I found it not long after the end of the Great War, at a bookshop in London. I thought at the time I might send it along to Rome, so that it might be condemned for its blasphemies, its heresies, but I never did. I never in my most fantastic dreams believed it to be true.”

Father Guillaume lowered his head a moment, rubbing bunched fingers into his reddened eyes, then looked up. “You must drive it away, Sister. Tell it to leave.”

Surely her ears deceived her. Even so, not her eyes. The Father’s face was stern and unyielding. “Nomad is not an ‘it,’ Father, he’s a man. Maybe his beginnings were different than yours and mine, but he doesn’t feel any less. He doesn’t need love and mercy any less. On the contrary, he needs them even more.”

“He, then,” said Guillaume, harshly. “He is an abomination in the eyes of God! He has no right to exist!”

“But he does. No matter how quick you are to turn away, he still will be there.”

“This abomination you’re so quick to defend … it deliberately murdered a child in Switzerland. Maybe more than one.”

“And here at home,” she explained, “Gilles de Rais murdered many dozens of them. He went to his trial and execution repentant. Would you be the one to judge him beyond forgiveness?”

Father Guillaume simply glared, would not answer.

“I thought not,” she said gently. “Then please … why not extend the same mercies to Nomad? He’s certainly had none of the advantages of an aristocrat who should have known better.”

“But his birth was more atrocious than that of the most lowly animal.” Father Guillaume pushed away from the table with a groan of misery, and despite the disappointment, she felt mostly pity for him. What had he endured to leave his mind and heart so closed on some topics? “Very well — he’s done no one any harm in the weeks since he first came to hide here. I suppose it would be unchristian to drive him away. But Giselle … please keep him out of my sight. And if he wishes to go, don’t discourage it.”

She winced. “You have no more charity for him than that?”

“On the contrary. I think it’s far more than he’s accustomed to.”

Oh, but the Father’s arguments were slippery ones. Certainly she’d pushed her luck challenging his authority to the degree she had. At least there was something to build on, and perhaps over the next few days his heart would soften.

She readied to leave, then stopped at the door, remembering. “Father? Why were you weeping when I first knocked?”

He stood in the center of his cottage, looking lost within his cassock. He seemed to want anything but to answer. Finally, “Did you hear the motorcar just before dawn?”

Giselle shook her head. “Nomad and I, we were deep in our conversation…”

“A cousin of Henri Sanson, driving in from Nantes to bring Henri the news. Henri came to me … and I should think that most of Château-sur-Lac knows by now.” The Father shook his head and sought his chair. “The Allies have invaded North Africa. Germany has decided to break the terms of the armistice … and occupy all of France. The war? It’s come home, Giselle.”

Her knees weakened at the threshold, and she steadied a hand against the doorjamb. What a fragile cloak was security. It felt as if, for two-and-a-half years, they of the interior had made their own separate peace, then lived much as before. Ripped away, now, and they had no promise of anything. Only this: Their lives as they knew them were all but over. And how would they be treated by those first troops of the occupation who came down into their shallow valley to claim it for their own?

At the moment, she felt suddenly as if she had more empathy with Nomad’s life than that brought by hours of conversation. She now understood how it must feel to await a life of indignity and loathing. This country knew already, even if it had come before her time: The German army made harsh masters.

“I’ll toll the bell,” she said. “We should all gather. We should pray.”

“Yes,” he murmured, and nodded. “Yes. We should.” He drew a long breath that trembled with impotent rage. “What anyone prays for silently, in their own heart, is between them and God. But I will have no one in my church praying for a single German … unless it’s that he find his way back to the border. Or an early grave.”

She thought to argue — didn’t Germans too have immortal souls? — but the urge passed after a moment. His rebuttal would be swift — the Germans had forfeited their souls the day they decided to invade Poland — and would leave no room for objections.

So she instead left, for the church, for the rope, for the clarion bell that would unite them all. If they no longer had peace during war, they at least had each other.

While Nomad, it occurred to her, had no one.



*



It came, soon enough: the war.

More planes overhead. On tranquil mornings and still evenings and moments during the day when cows fell silent and conversations ended, from the roads just beyond the valley came the sound of mechanized caravans. The low mingled rumble of engines and rolling tires and the crushing tank-treads of the Panzer divisions … these would drift down the gentle slopes on crisp November air, like the first drafts of a wind that would soon turn bitter and furious. It was, Giselle thought — and Sister Anna-Marie agreed — almost worse this way than if the Germans had arrived in the village immediately. They had no faces this way, no eyes to beseech in hopes of finding pity. They could only be imagined, and invariably imagination conjured ogres in uniform.

This climate of fear … in it, did Nomad feel more at home?

Giselle had been forced to lie to him to spare his feelings, telling him that Father Guillaume soon would meet with him, but that he was ailing, and for now it took all his strength to give heart to his parishioners. Nomad did not question, and from her lips, at least, the lie was believed.

She tried to get him to move into the priory, where he could at least enjoy the warmth of a fire. They would fix up a corner for him, or perhaps a nook in the cellar. But no, he steadfastly refused, preferring to remain in the stable and the daily company of the horses who, he said, never judged or turned their eyes away or cried out at the sight of him. When parishioners came up the hill, from the sprinkling of cottages and farms below, to seek spiritual guidance from the Father or the sisters, he was careful to wear an empty grain sack, cut with eye holes, to protect them from a possible fright.

His was the life least changed by this shift in the tides of war, and Giselle tried to spare him an hour or two each day, simply to talk. He listened wonderfully, and spoke with a hesitant and self-conscious eloquence on more books than she could ever hope to read … Milton and Plutarch, Dante and Dickens, Descartes and Steinbeck and Twain. Of countries he knew, but little of borders. He crossed at timberlines and often didn’t realize he was in a new land until he overheard a new language spoken.

War? Nomad had lived through them before, and for him they were no different than peace. He was an aberration to invader and defender alike, and in that spirit, Giselle supposed, he lived under a constant declaration of war from all nations. Their talks opened more than her eyes, it felt as if they shed light into her soul as well…

Until at last the occupation came to Château-sur-Lac.

It was preceded by the sounds of battle, the fabric of the day rent by machine gun fire and the crack of rifles, the dull thud of grenades and explosions greater still. Two columns of ominous black smoke rose in the distance. A partisan ambush, no doubt. Prayers for its victory rippled through the village.

And went unheard.

The battered victors came over the hills and streamed into Château-sur-Lac, sons of the Hun from a generation before. Teutonic faces grimed with soot and sweat and blood; gray tunics and coal-scuttle helmets and high black boots; carbine rifles and Schmeisser machine pistols and potato masher grenades. And every man who had just lost a good friend to partisan fire had replaced him with a lethal anger burning in his eye. Peasant blood would run just as red.

Barely over twenty of them, all told: half a dozen surviving wounded, the rest able-bodied. Teenage boys fought alongside hard, seasoned veterans.

The villagers were rousted from their homes, forced to gather in the central village green, before the tiny cafe and bakery. A battered but still operable motorcycle came roaring up the hill to the church. Out of the sidecar leapt a private who rounded up priest and nuns at rifle-point, and began to march them back down to join the rest while the cyclist buzzed a circuit around rectory and priory and barn to make sure they hadn’t missed anyone.

The thought of Nomad, gargantuan child that he was in some respects, back there alone, elicited surprisingly little worry in Giselle. In his vast span of days on this earth, he had learned nothing quite so well as how to hide.

Pity the rest of them had not learned so valuable a skill.

They were gathered within a perimeter of uniforms. Some in tears, others in sullen quietude, most of the older ones calm and resigned, as ones who were watching history repeat itself. Father Guillaume moved among them, as did Giselle and Anna-Marie, but how much comfort could cold hands provide under the watch of muzzles colder still?

The officer who came striding forth from a tight knot of his men silenced them with a pair of shots into the air from his Luger sidearm. His face was tightly seamed. Prematurely graying blond hair strayed from beneath his helmet to cling wetly to his upper forehead. When he spoke, he had no need of an interpreter. His French was deliberate but no less understood.

“I am Untersturmführer Streckenbach,” he called out, “and you will give me all the cooperation due the Third Reich. Who refuses, will be shot. In a few moments you will be questioned and asked to surrender whatever weapons you may have in your possession. Who refuses, will be shot. Your homes will then be searched. Who is found to be lying … will be shot. Understood?”

Giselle stood with clasped hands and listened to the scarcely audible murmuring around her. How little malice the man actually spoke with. He might have been placing an order in the bakery.

“For tonight,” Streckenbach went on, “your home will be ours. We have just suffered the loss of our radio at the hands of some countrymen of yours. For their actions, I do not hold you responsible, unless you are found to have aided them. For your own actions, you will bear every responsibility. Until a messenger can be dispatched to send back new orders and evacuation for our dead and our wounded, you will accord us your hospitality.”

He suddenly craned his neck, scanning faces in the crowd. “Where is the priest … ah, there you are.” Beside her, Giselle felt Father Guillaume go suddenly rigid. “I wish to see you in a few minutes.” The lieutenant flicked one finger toward the door of the cafe, and in a moment a young private was at his shoulder to ensure he found the way.

Giselle met his eyes only once as he was led away from the crowd. The Father’s eyes, resigned and bitter, retained something crushed as well. Something broken that could never be restored. Did they kill priests to demoralize an occupied village? She prayed not. There was no need. Château-sur-Lac was full of compliant people.

She continued to pray until her concentration was shattered, as two soldiers departed on motorcycle and in sidecar, down the road and away to the west, buzzing like a horsefly until they were gone, simply gone.



*



Servant of God or not, Father Guillaume looked for things to hate about this man. This Hun. There was plenty to find. He hated the small scar that curled out from the corner of the left eye, hated the cleft in the chin. He hated the straight posture and the blue of his eyes and the gray of his uniform and the sharp tangy sweat-smoke smell of him, and most of all he hated the very fact of this man’s existence, and how they were now forced to breathe the same air in this rustic cafe. I can never eat here again, thought Guillaume. I’ll see him and smell him even then.

“You despise me,” said Streckenbach, “Your eyes make no secret of it, and I find it perfectly understandable. I don’t ask your goodwill, only your cooperation. Wine?”

He poured from a bottle and savored the bouquet and nodded quietly as Guillaume told him no. He then gulped like a Philistine at a stream and Guillaume hated that too.

“Occupying officers often seek out the mayors of the villages they enter,” the lieutenant told him. “That may be of value, but I find greater worth in men of God. You priests are natural born mediators, sworn to keep the peace. You know the hearts of your flock better than anyone. Better than I can ever hope to.”

Father Guillaume’s stomach curdled. “I’ll tell you nothing about a single one of them.”

Streckenbach refilled, toasted him ironically with the glass and poured it down. “Nor do I ask that of you. As I say, you hear their confessions and know their hearts. You know who lives peacefully, and you know who’s prone to impulsive behavior. What I require of you is to keep them pacified, any among them with, shall I say, ideas.

“Regardless of what you may think of me and the army I serve, I have no desire to leave dead villagers behind. Whether or not I do, is largely your responsibility. Understood?”

Guillaume shut his eyes and nodded slowly and agreed. How sad a day this was, and would that he’d been born deaf so that he would not have to hear himself acquiescing like a toady.

“Dismissed,” Streckenbach said, and of course that was but one more thing to hate.
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As they were his people, and he their shepherd, he went from home to home to comfort whom he could. Some families had been forced out and into the cottages of neighbors, as their own homes were appropriated for makeshift barracks and, in one case, a ward for the wounded.

The pile of confiscated weapons grew, with hunting rifles and shotguns and pistols, even implements of daily life on the farm such as pitchforks and scythes. Their lives were no longer their own in Château-sur-Lac, and even God seemed very far away.

Late afternoon, Guillaume left the heart of the village and trudged back up the hill to his church and rectory. For a minute, at the very least, he stood over and contemplated ruts dug into the earth by a heedless motorcycle. He stamped them flat, smoothed them over until no trace of tire remained, then bypassed both home and church. Onward, to the cool dim recesses of the stable.

He found it inside, that hateful thing whose very existence mocked the divine creation beneath its feet. It stood in one of the stalls, stroking the sculpted neck of one of the horses and murmuring into its ear. Beside it the beast looked like a Shetland pony to a normal man.

Such was his first sight of this abomination: the ghastly face, the gigantic stature, the clothing that looked crudely sewn together from existing garments to meet the task of covering its outsize frame. Guillaume saw, and could believe in devils.

“You came,” it said, like a child who feared to trust its own delight.

Guillaume swallowed down his disgust and tried to offer a reassuring smile. “You doubted?”

Nomad patted the horse’s mane, then hurried out of the stall with great jerking movements. Crossing the stable with the self-conscious embarrassment of one who lived in the humblest of abodes yet sought still to be a proper host. The sight was a travesty of everything human, and at last it bid him join itself, seated on bales of hay.

“Giselle?” it asked. “Is she…?”

“Come to no harm.”

And how could something so appalling as that face show such relief? It must have been a trick of light.

“Not yet,” Guillaume added, and yes, that face showed its true wretchedness at once. “With the Germans, who can tell what they will do? Who can wake up each morning with the assurance that there’s no bullet or bayonet for them that day?”

Nomad plucked loose pieces of straw from the bale, let them fall to the floor. “Is there no love in them for anything good and kind and gentle?”

“None. They love only conquest.”

Guillaume watched the thing go through the motions of thought and anguish. These seeds he was planting were falling on fertile soil, he could tell, needing only the proper watering to bear the terrible fruits for which he hoped.

He pressed on: “You have a great and tremendous rage within you, do you not?”

“I once did,” said Nomad, in a voice of something lost. “I once, long ago, told my creator, ‘If I cannot inspire love, I will cause fear.’ And how I devoted myself to that heinous mission. But now I believe that even devils must tire of provoking suffering, when suffering faces are all they see. And I have even come to believe that those same devils must despair themselves as amateurs when compared to the likes of Mankind. You have, yourselves, taken over their task with so much more efficiency.” Nomad lifted his gaze, then his arm, to the stable door and beyond. “How many wars have I seen? I no longer remember. So what fear can I cause that would not be welcomed over an invading army?”

“Ah,” said Father Guillaume, and he must not be swayed by this creature’s pretense to remorse, “but what of the fear you might bring to the invading army itself? Is it possible that your natural inclinations might then be put to a greater good?” He let that sink in, then clinched it: “If for no other’s sake than that of Giselle’s.”

The thing turned a wide, watery eye upon him. “How can you wear those robes and ask this of me?”

“I care more for the oppressed than the oppressor. It’s no more complicated than that.” He drew a breath and tried not to choke on the next words. “And if you do this for me, for Giselle, I will then offer you my hand, in friendship … and in love.”

“Love,” said Nomad, musing the sound and taste of the word, as if something foreign. “Then I ask one thing of you beforehand. Please, allow what I do to be a holy task. Bring me your sacraments.”

Guillaume drew back, could not help himself. “What?”

“The bread, the wine. The blessing.”

This thing was asking too much, and for what? He doubted very much that it even possessed a soul, and surely, in all its years, no priest would have offered it baptism. He would play no part in desecrating the Eucharist. Would not see his church reduced to giving legitimacy to monstrosities which by all that was right and holy should not exist at all. He would not, would not—

“As you wish,” Guillaume heard himself say, and felt his feet take him to the door.
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She came suddenly awake in the night, and moved only enough to reassure herself of the warm, familiar nest of her own bed. She blinked, then looked over at Sister Anna-Marie, whose slow and even breaths continued undisturbed.

Had she been dreaming? Something had pierced sleep.

There — again, and Giselle sat upright in her bed, as at once the world expanded beyond her to include the whole of her village.

From below, down the hill, came the crack of a rifle, lonely and desolate and full of terrible foreboding. A cry, then, of mortal anguish, and next a rip of machine pistol fire. The after-ring of each sound hung in the silent crystalline perfection of the November night.

Giselle cast aside the quilts and bolted from her bed, then wrapped her cloak about her and didn’t bother with shoes. For a moment she paused near Anna-Marie’s bed, in debate. The old nun slept deeply. Well, let her sleep on. Perhaps she was dreaming of fields in summer, and youth.

Giselle ran into the night, the grass chilly and damp beneath her feet, and as the sounds, with increasing frequency, continued to roll up the hill, she pounded on the Father’s door. There was but a moment’s pause before, calmly, he called for her to enter. He sounded as if he’d been awake all night.

Giselle shivered within her cloak, and found him sitting at his table. No lamp burned, but he’d left the curtains at his dining window pushed aside. He was a black cassock and a pale face immobile in a silver-blue flood of moonlight.

“Sit,” he said, with hand proffered toward a chair. “We’ll wait.”

“Do you not hear?” she cried. “They’re killing the people—”

“No.” Slowly, Father Guillaume shook his head. “They are defending themselves. And I dare hope they finally know the taste of defeat.” He tilted his ear — such bliss! — as if the faraway crash of shattering wood were a faint strain of music. “After so many lifetimes of avoiding the eyes of men, how silent and stealthy must that creature be, when it wishes. And how powerful.”

Giselle felt her knees go weak and she collapsed onto the chair he had offered.

“And what lengths it will go to for the sake of love.”

“You set Nomad to this killing?” she cried. “How could you? How could you?”

“Because it is what Nomad does, Giselle. It is what Nomad is.” She sought his eyes but they were beyond seeing; his round spectacles were flat replicas of the moon. “In my own heart God is first, and my flock second. On their behalf, He did not answer. So I turned to one that would. Though perhaps Nomad was the answer to prayer.”

Bile rose in her throat and she forced it down. “How dare you presume such a thing.”

Father Guillaume spread his hands. “Samson slew an army of Philistines with the jawbone of an ass. Did it just happen to be there? And God smiled. So before you judge … listen.”

She had no more heart with which to argue — it hurt too much. Hers must be the same as the grieving hearts of mothers who see their sons grow out of playful innocence to be hanged as convicted murderers. All mourn for the dead, yes, but they mourn no less for the passing of what potential might have been fulfilled in the living.

And so she listened.

To the frantic cracks of rifles, the bursts of automatic fire. Here a scream, there the concussive blast of a grenade. And still the cries went on. The brittle sound of splintering, as she learned to distinguish wood from bone. Learned to distinguish cry of fear from cry of mortality, and the breaking point in a long, suffering wail when the former became the latter.

And so she listened.

As the deliverance of Château-sur-Lac went on, and on, and on.
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They didn’t leave the table until after moonlight gave way to dawn, and for two hours or more it had done so in silence. Dawn came with none of its usual innocence and hope, but instead a pall of guilt and apprehension, heavy as clouds.

“Get up, come along,” Giselle told him. “At least see what you’ve done.”

They left the rectory and trudged out upon the hill, far enough beyond the church so that it did not block their view of the village below. Beneath the lightening sky they gazed down upon an eerie tableau where nothing moved but a wafting haze of smoke, and in a place or two, the licking tongues of dying fires. Several bodies in gray uniforms lay strewn about, more than one broken into impossible angles. Another hung limp in a charred black hole blasted through the stone wall of a cottage. Yet another had been slammed halfway through a roof. One in the street had been run through with a shattered length of timber. And the rest? Giselle hoped not to have to see them, inside their charnel houses.

“Where is everyone else?” said Father Guillaume. “I dared believe by now they would be rejoicing.”

“They’re terrified even to look out their windows. Would you be any different, if you didn’t know?” Giselle looked at him without pity. “Be proud. He served you well.”

She left him to dog her footsteps through the clinging mist, and returned to the rectory, the warmth of its fire that had fed well through the night. Giselle huddled at the table and wondered why she hadn’t gone back to the priory instead, then realized she had more to say. She waited until Guillaume hunkered at the fire to add a fresh log.

“Tell me,” she said. “How do you justify this before God? Aside from your feelings about the Germans — I know those well enough — but instead, Nomad? How do you justify condemning him to carry such added burdens to his soul?”

Father Guillaume straightened at the fireplace with a weary groan. “Nomad doesn’t have a soul, Giselle.”

“By what authority do you make that decision?” she cried.

“By the authority of the Church!” He returned to the table and sat heavily, angrily, in his chair.

“Then the Church is wrong!”

Guillaume pointed wildly in the direction of the village. “That creature was never conceived like a man. Even a horse, or an ox, or a dog comes into this world by natural birth, but we don’t consider them to possess souls. How much lesser a being than them is Nomad, then? In Nomad I endangered nothing. Because there is no soul within to endanger!”

She drew into herself then, feet like ice, heart like broken fragments of stone. There would be no arguing with the Father, for there was nothing in his mind left open. And what of Nomad? She could not believe that he too lay below in a cottage, one more casualty of the night. Had he wreaked his havoc, then fled, unable to face her? He had to know she could forgive him anything.

Sadly, though, there were more immediate and pressing matters to be concerned with.

“What of the Germans’ reinforcements?” she asked. “They will come, you know. Later today, tomorrow. How do you propose to explain where the first have gone?”

“It’s not our duty to explain anything a German decides to do,” he said. “We take the bodies and we bury them, or hide them beneath haystacks, or haul them by ox-cart to the lake and weight them with stones and sink them to the bottom. We clean up their blood. And they remain the secret of this village. For as long as it takes.” He shook his head. “They were here, and they left. That is all we know.”

Giselle tried to keep from shivering. Dawn was cold, but this priest’s heart was colder still. How gentle he’d seemed, for years, while concealing the scheming heart of a murderer.

She was about to leave his table when she heard a scraping outside the door. Heavy feet upon flagstones, unsteady, and then the door swung open.

He filled the doorway, Nomad did, then entered with the slow and painful gait of one who ignores wounds. She sought his eyes, and when their gazes met, the yellow smoldering fury in them seemed to soften, and she knew him capable of tears he would never allow. He had purpose, and now, at least, she was not it.

He strode past her, and after a brief pause to glance about the cottage, continued to the bookcase where Father Guillaume’s dusty and cherished volumes sat like wise old friends. One arm swung up, to add something to their company.

“For the love of God!” Father Guillaume screamed. “You brought that here? Here?”

Giselle shut her eyes, quickly, grateful she could, so she didn’t have to see those of Lieutenant Streckenbach staring dimly from across the room. His mouth hung frozen half-open in perpetual surprise, and by now the skin of the head was waxy and pale.

“I thought you would be pleased,” explained Nomad, in loss and sorrow and the pain of lifetimes of broken promises.

He shuffled a few more steps to sag to the floor, before the hearth, and when Giselle moved to help him he seemed to plead with his eyes, No, I am beyond your help forever, and she could only gaze upon him in tears. His rude clothing was splotched with blood, surely not all his own, but then, surely some of it had to be. How many wounds could such a formidable body withstand? How many bullets, how many blows, how many piercing slivers from the heart of a grenade?

From the floor, he looked over to Father Guillaume, who sat in his chair, shocked into silence by a revulsion beyond even his own comprehension. Had Judas looked this way, Giselle wondered, in realizing the enormity of his crime?

“I have a soul,” said Nomad, in blood and quiet dignity, and she then wondered how long he had been outside to listen. “I do. I can feel it, and I know that is what it is, because nothing else could ache so deeply. Though I may not have been born with a soul, I know that I have built one of my own over time. With every year I live … with every deed, with every sorrow and indignity and wound I suffer, with every humiliation and hour of loneliness … I know I build that soul a little more. These things that tear human hearts to pieces? These are my bricks, and my mortar.”

Father Guillaume managed to find his voice after all. “You take much for granted.”

Nomad seemed almost to laugh. “And you do not?”

And thus Giselle wondered: Did she, as well?

For a while Nomad turned his head to gaze into the fireplace, where the fresh log was beginning to blaze anew. “I planned once to kill myself. On the frozen north seas, I left my creator behind in the bed where he died, and I told the captain of that vessel that my only intention was to then build my own funeral pyre, and climb atop it, and let the winds take my ashes to the sea. What a fine dream that was…

“But as I made my way south again, another dream took hold, and on that day when snow and ice were behind me, and wood to burn before me, I knew I could not. Because of my incomplete soul.”

He stood, a long and painful process, and left the comforts of the hearth.

“Every day I build that soul a little more. And whether it takes another year, or ten, or a thousand, only then will I consent to die. So that I can stand whole before whatever God there may be … and demand of Him one thing: ‘Why?’”

Giselle bit her lip and drew blood. Better this pain than that of having nothing to say to him, no balm to soothe either an anguished brow or soul. With eyes shut, she felt his vast presence pass her side, then pause, as a huge, callused palm caressed her cheek with such tenderness it belied the fury of the night.

“I remember something from a poem,” he said. “A poem about love, and simple pleasures. I remember but a few words … ’a loaf of bread, a jug of wine, and thee.’ I once dared hope that even these simple things would not be beyond me, if only for a day.” He withdrew his hand and reserved his last baleful look for Father Guillaume. “Only poets tell no lies.”

Giselle lowered her head to the tabletop as she listened to the thud of the door and the scrape of his unsteady feet across flagstones as he was lost to the mist, the smoke, and the everlasting dawn.




A spellbound wretch

In his futile gropings,

In order to flee a serpent-filled place,

Looking for light and a key;



One damned descending without lamp,

On the edge of an abyss whose stench

Betrays the wet depths

Of endless stairways with no rail…

— Baudelaire





Blind Idiot Lovecraft




It is true that our conjurings have wreaked much havoc upon the autumnal hills surrounding Arkham, yet I hope to show by this testimony that fault lies not with us alone, but with malefactors who hungered for profit at the expense of learning.

Through my student years I had lived quite peaceably in my tiny garret, under the rafters of a Georgian house that squatted atop the hummock of Howard’s Hill like a troglodyte upon a chamber pot. My northern window commanded a view so splendid that during those hours I was not immersing myself in dog-eared sheafs teeming with the unsettling lore of the region’s hillfolk, whose family trees did so scarcely deviate beyond their mouldering trunks that both their eyes often made homes within the same socket, I would find myself brooding for hours over a cityscape bristling with eldritch spires and cruel gambrels, and cramped with slouching hovels and streets whose spectral denizens scurried from shadow to shadow … until I had utterly lost track of whatever thoughts filled my head when I’d first sat down for a quick breath of fresh air.

In time I realized that my reveries were not unnoticed, and I, the watcher in the window, had become the watched. The man who was to lead me to insanity’s brink made frequent trips through the street below, pushing his wheeled cart like a raw-boned, ill-suited Sisyphus, a peddler of crustaceans of decidedly peculiar anatomies. His passing stares grew more bold, lingering day by day until I called down to him, demanding to know that which he found so fascinating. Imagine, then, my vexation to hear him call back that he thought I would make a fine apprentice crab-monger, as I appeared to have ample time on my hands and, as I’d yet to tumble from my window, sufficient dexterity to suit the demands of the cart. My hasty refusal was as swiftly regretted, when examination of my wallet reminded me that I had never worked a day in my scholarly life and, more mysteriously, could not account for the origins of those few meager dollars I did possess.

When finally I caught up to him, he, with a temper as crusty as the shells of his wares, docked me a day’s wages for insolence.

How much better for me — for Arkham itself — had I given in to my umbrage, taking my solipsistic leave then and there. How much better for him — o damnable geezer! — had talk of my australopithic studies not awakened within him the curiosities of his ancestral hills, whose netherbowers sang of mysteries beyond space and time. How much better for you, my reader, if I just cut to the chase.

Knowledge of Arkham’s variegated streets was written deep within my mentor’s pickled brain, taking us along skewed lanes rarely traversed by those free of portentous motive. How I now wish that we had never disturbed the dust of the curio shop where we uncovered our prize whose cost has proved beyond reckoning: a lone — and curiously slim — volume of the dreaded Necronomicon, penned by that mad Arab, Abdul Alhazred, at great personal peril and many a rumored grumpy night.

I console myself that our experiments might not have been performed with such urgency had the shopkeeper been more nimble of finger, but his delays returned us outside only after our cart had somehow overturned, sending our renegade crustaceans scuttling through the streets and back to the inky waters of Innsmouth they called home.

Lest the ravages of our imminent destitution overtake us, we fled to the hills outside of Arkham, where yodeled those cyclopean families beneath a gibbous moon, and where the inhuman ears of things ancient even by saurian standards listened with a gnashing of antediluvian teeth. By the baleful light of our fire, we called on the Great Old Ones, our barbarous words the keys to dimensional doors better left unjiggled.

Hideous to behold, their vast, terrible majesties inspired in me a polysyllabic glossolalia. They capered beyond our protective circle, their stertorous ruckus sufficient to shake every rafter within miles, until we could no longer bear the din of all the adjectives they demanded.

“The banishings!” I screamed. “Send them back!”

He shook his hoary head. “In a paowerful pickle now, we be! Thar’s no banishments t’be fount, nowhere! I calc’late they was never here, whatall!”

He blew the dust from the leather binding, and like chilled penguins did we shudder at the words revealed:
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The kid — who couldn’t have been ten years old — was lean, mean, and fast. Accent on the fast. Leo swore that the kid must have been some hybrid form of city life, a mutant cross between human and cheetah, particularly adept at quick getaways. Leo saw a chainlink fence stretching across the width of the alley up ahead, and he figured if the kid could climb half as well as he ran, this two-block chase had been a colossal waste of time, energy, and lungpower.

His chest was beginning to burn out with thick, dull fire when the boy slipped. Wet garbage, probably, rotting underfoot. Too dark to see for sure, but no matter. The kid suddenly went sliding on one foot like an out-of-control skater, a greasy skidmark streaking behind him. His other leg flailed as uselessly as his arms, and in the light bleeding in from the streetlamps not yet shot out, Leo could see the kid’s toes bursting from the end of that extended sneaker. Finally the kid pinwheeled into the fence as if to shear through. It rattled him more than he rattled it, and sent him tottering backward.

By then, Leo had him by the shoulders.

“Leggo me, motherfucker,” the cheetah-boy said. Clenched teeth a downturned crescent against the black of his skin. The two-block wind-tunnel treatment had done little to wash the smell of gasoline from his clothes.

“What the hell were you trying to pull back there?” Leo said between wheezes.

“Who, me?”

Leo tightened his grip as the kid began to squirm, trying for a crotch kick that Leo barely dodged. “Why the hell would you want to burn down a building in your own neighborhood?”

The kid cursed. Repeated his demand for release. Called him every dirty name for a white man Leo had ever heard. Came up with a few more Leo hadn’t known about. Kid belonged in a chainmail bag with twenty milligrams of Valium shot in his rump.

He was just about to say Hell with it and turn the boy loose when the moon broke through the overhanging stack of charcoal clouds. Illuminating the green paint smeared along the inside of Leo’s forearm.

“Hey,” said the kid, and he stopped squirming. “You the painter, right?”

Leo gulped air, dousing the firepit in his chest to a dull glow. “Yeah. That’s me. I’m the painter.” Relaxing his grip.

The pale crescent showed in the kid’s face again, this time upturned. A step in the right direction. “I like your pictures.”

“Glad to hear it. You almost torched one.” Leo, relaxing even more. “So what’s your name, anyway?”

“Calvin.”

“Okay. Listen up, Calvin. I let you go, you promise not to run away? All I want to do is talk to you a minute. That’s all.”

Calvin’s luminous eyes rolled, mouth in a faint smirk. After a moment he nodded.

Yeah, and the second I let go he sets a new record for the hundred. But he couldn’t hold the kid captive forever. He released Calvin’s bony shoulders, and wonders of wonders, the kid didn’t bolt. They turned together, began to walk toward the mouth of the alley, the street.

“You want something to eat?” Leo asked. A deli was still open down the block, one of the last streetside livelihoods that hadn’t yet scrolled down steel latticework to button up for the night.

“Got a cigarette?” said Calvin, and Leo gave him one.

As he lit up, a large rat scuttled along in the shadows of the building to the right. Waddling, even. Their neighborhood was bountiful, every day a feast. This one held a tin can in its twitching muzzle. It disappeared into complete darkness, progress marked only by the clinking can. Urban cowbell.

“So you working on a new picture, huh?” Calvin asked. He pronounced it pitcher.

“Uh huh. What’s the matter, you didn’t like that one?”

Calvin dragged, thin chest puffing. Volunteering nothing.

“Talk to me. How come you’re out trying to torch buildings in your own neighborhood?” Surely the kid had to realize that these rowhouses, with no airshafts between and sharing common walls, could act like dominoes in a fire. Set one off, they could all go.

Calvin chuckled. Too old, that sound. “You wouldn’t understand. You not from here.”

Calvin’s face in the streetlight, too old, like his laugh, too knowing. Too adult far too soon. In this part of town, make it to eight and you’re a combat veteran. Hit twelve and you’re qualified for squad leader.

“Try me anyway,” Leo said.

After a long moment of contemplation, “I done it for somebody.”

“Who’s that?”

An even longer pause, then, “Bricklord.”

The name was dimly familiar. Bricklord. Street gang, maybe. With his age obviously shy of double digits, Calvin probably wasn’t old enough to claim active honors: tote the blade, the gun, wear the colors, sell the crack. He probably had older brothers, or cousins, and most gang bangers had peewee chapters, training grounds for the up-and-comers, the new blood.

Bricklord. Maybe the street name of a gang leader.

“So how come Bricklord wants you to burn down your neighbors’ home?” Leo offered the bribe of a few more cigarettes to loosen his tongue, but all it bought was the shake of the kid’s head.

Leo gave him the pack.

“You wouldn’t understand,” Calvin said again. “You just not from here, okay, whitebread? And you never will be.” Spoken as a factual given, not prejudice. Prejudice might have hurt less, for prejudice could be overcome, in time. While truth did not fluctuate. Truth cut to the core. Truth sawed into bones and lodged in the marrow.

“Gotta go,” said Calvin, and Leo did not stop him when he took sudden flight. Tattered sneakers flapping across asphalt as he darted into the street, and by the time Leo hit the mouth of the alley, Calvin was nowhere to be seen.

Leo headed for his original post in a quick stroll. Passing darkened stoops where figures sat, sharing wine and spicy food and the free time born of unemployment. Passing cars lined bumper-to-bumper at curbside, some blasting music, others sprouting legs dangling from open windows, still others as permanent as planters in suburbia. In the air that lingering miasma of failure, longing, discontent, of chances lost and opportunities never arrived. It was worse than the reek of uncollected refuse, because it was everywhere.

White faces were a minority here, this neighborhood among the city’s forgotten. But hate his color or not, nobody messed with Leo. Six-six and two hundred seventy pounds, shaggy-headed and full-bearded. He walked with impunity, back to the spot where he had been painting.

His canvas satchel of spray cans was gone, of course. A moment’s flicker of self-reproach, no more. At least the thieves had left his latest work unscathed.

Leo stood on the inner edge of a lot once occupied by a building that for years had threatened self-destruction. The job had been safely finished by a demolition crew hired by an urban renewal commission, and the lot cleared. Only the scorched earth of inner city remained, naked and blighted. The adjacent wall had been left blank, devoid of windows, as sheer a face as the Eiger. Before the plug had been pulled on the whole program, the renewal commission had at least had the wall whitewashed. The newness had quickly faded into a dingy hue to match the gray sky, but it was still more agreeable than the endless expanses of grimy brick.

And it made a much better canvas.

This one was nearly finished. Twin roses graced the side of the building, each bloom a full fifteen feet across. Shades of red and pink blended and merged to create a startlingly detailed depiction of petals yawning in the fullness of bloom. Two thorny stems curved gracefully toward ground, intertwining along the bricks and reaching for asphalt. They’d get there before Leo was finished. He was close enough now to work with both feet on the ground. The higher work had necessitated the painstaking task of securing himself with nylon rope and harness, and rappelling from the building’s roof.

With his paints gone, he could only hang up his smock for the night.

His final act was to haul a battered trash can from the building’s stoop out to the curb. Pickup in a couple days. He had already dragged it outside after investigating a shattering of glass — Calvin accidentally dropping a large jar — and finding the can stuffed with gas-soaked rags. Wedged beneath wooden stairs as Calvin fumbled with matches. The can reeked and fumed, but better this hazard sit curbside than in the building.

Homeward, then, three blocks and no scenic changes. World without end, world without help, world too low on hope.

Leo lived in a narrow, three-story rowhouse, like a brick cracker box turned on end. After quadruple-locking the door behind him, he paced into the kitchen, flicked on the light, snatched a bottle of beer from the refrigerator. Then followed the creaking staircase up, to kick back on the unmade double bed.

That empty left side — he still thought he could see in it the depression from her final night here, smell her scent. There were still hairs on the other pillow, too long to be his own. But for the past month he had shared this house only with the schools of silverfish that channeled along the baseboards, and the troupe of roaches that tapdanced into hiding at the first mention of light.

That empty half of the bed, a minimalist monument to his own naivety. See how far my ideals have carried me?

He sat. He drank. He longed for more stupor than he would allow himself.

Soon, he slept.

And unbeknownst to Leo, four blocks away a building burned.



*



In times past, Leo had held down a drafting table and an Associate Art Director’s throne with AdWorks, Ltd., pulling down a cool $54 thou per annum, plus percs. Not too shabby.

Advertising was a strange breed in the white collar world, a peculiar hybrid of business and hands-on creativity that allowed for far more individual expression that did the average corporate cubbyhole. It mattered less that he was a shaggy-headed hulk who looked as if he should be battling the Sheriff of Nottingham, than it did that he delivered goods par excellence. A substantial portion of which was artwork intended to hype the latest in high-tech barbarian toys to all those little would-be twenty-first century Conans.

Tweak the kids’ interest, spark their imaginations, whet the latent healthy species aggression in us all, and the little tykes clamored for the newest Lord Avatar gadgetry. Power swords and guns, shields and beasts and helmets, action figures sold separately. All featured in the continuing adventures of Lord Avatar himself, as seen advertised in Sunday newspaper comics, and coming soon to a Saturday morning cartoon near you.

The manufacturer was happy. AdWorks was happy. Wife Natalie was happy. And while money may not buy peace of mind, it at least affords one plenty of places to rest a weary head, and so Leo managed to live with himself.

Until the day a six-year-old in Green Bay got hold of his grandfather’s prized World War Two vintage samurai sword and skewered a playmate. Because the Lord Avatar plastic just wasn’t real enough anymore, and anyway, it never seemed to hurt on TV.

Peace of mind, once elusive, now fled to parts unknown. There had to be a better way than this to make a living. The flames of fast-track career burnout were raging. After a month of miserable deliberation Leo resigned his post at AdWorks and talked Natalie into selling the suburban split-level.

He wasn’t sure why he wanted to move to the inner city. Perhaps a deep-seated desire to immerse himself into a locale with a genuine past, true personality, traits the mass-erected outlying clone dwellings had neatly managed to avoid. Whatever the reason, it felt as strong as a biological need. And at first Natalie was game for the idea. Change was healthy. Change was stimulating.

The inner city was not without hope, and better days ahead. The past years had seen the renaissance of restoration. Instead of the demolition of old buildings and sprouting of bland housing, the powers that be were finally getting it right: working with what was already there, leaving architectural personalities intact while rehabbing the buildings where they stood.

An area downtown, a racial stewpot of blacks, Hispanics, Asians, and whites, was slated for a double-barreled blast of benefits: federally funded renewal and private sector gentrification. Leo jumped on the bandwagon and bought their own urban homestead, a rowhouse in which he and Natalie could live, and out of which he could operate his own freelance commercial art studio. With no pressure to accept assignments that might offend his newly awakened sensibilities.

But for reasons never made satisfactorily public, the plug was pulled on the entire life support system. And the private sector — businesspeople with plans to relocate office and retail space in rehabbed art deco buildings — didn’t find the area nearly as attractive as before. There’s no bread, let them eat cake, and federal cuts had claimed another casualty before Leo’s eyes.

It wasn’t much longer before Natalie pulled the plug, as well. This slumming business had a certain trés chic appeal, but really, enough was quite enough.

Leo decided to tough it out awhile. If all others had lost interest in making the area look brighter, perhaps the job fell to him by default. The only way he knew how, with brick walls for canvas and spray cans for brushes. Not much, but it would at least be an honest effort.

It seemed a losing battle only when he let his eyes stray too far from those little oases of beauty he managed to create.

Or when he listened in the dead of night and sometimes thought he heard a low, thick laughter rumbling through the streets.



*



Leo had replaced his missing paints by the next night, and went back to work on the stems. This time, Calvin visited of his own free will, with no intent of arson. Nor was he alone.

“Told you I met the painter,” Calvin was saying. “That’s him, there, word up. I told you.”

The guy Calvin had brought along was older, perhaps twenty, with unsmiling flint eyes and skin a coffee-with-cream color. An X-insignia ballcap sat bass-ackwards on a high-top fade. His hands were stuffed into the pockets of loose black pants, with taut muscles sculpted behind his T and a hooded sweatshirt. Air Jordans anchored him to the asphalt.

“That’s good work, cuz,” the new arrival said quietly. “You not bad, that’s for damn sure, you know what I’m saying?”

“Told you he good,” Calvin whispered. Eyes taking in the huge pair of roses trellised up the wall.

Leo’s breath, which had momentarily hitched, came easier now. And if he wasn’t yet sure of the new guy’s intentions, he still seemed civil enough.

The two walked closer, this stranger coolly appraising Leo’s work as if a prospective buyer in a gallery. Calvin asked Leo if he had any more cigarettes, so he parted with a few more. Calvin grinned, put them all in a frayed shirt pocket.

“Don’t be looking at me that way, ain’t nobody come here to pop a cap in your ass.” The older guy’s eyes met Leo’s for the first time. “So why you do this, cuz?”

Leo shrugged blocky shoulders, green paint still in hand. “I just want to, is all. Makes me feel good. Feel better.”

The stranger looked to one side, considering this. Grinning faintly at some private joke. He gently shook his head.

“Then you some kinda fool.”

Leo’s heart sank.

“Who are you, anyway?” Leo asked. “Are you the one they call Bricklord?”

“Who, me?” His eyes widened, then he burst into rich laughter. Until now, Leo hadn’t even believed him capable of it. “Shit, that’s a good one. Bricklord. Shit.” His mirth died to chuckles while Leo felt about as tall as the aerosol can in hand. “If it matters, my name’s Willy. But no, cuz, I ain’t Bricklord. You’d know that if you’s from here. But you not.”

That singular accusation again, which he could not argue. He was here by choice, they by circumstance. No bridge in the world could span that gulf.

“You think you doing us a favor, slapping this shit on the walls? The rainbows and clouds and stars and flowers and shit? Think you doing a favor for all us niggers and spics and slopes and poor white trash?” Willy didn’t speak so much out of anger as perceived fact. When Leo didn’t answer he went on. “Well you not. You can paint up a garbage can real pretty, and all you got’s still a garbage can. You didn’t change shit. I don’t know where you from, but that ain’t the way it works here.”

Calvin had been staring at his feet while this went on, a sad twist in the corner of his mouth. The boy disagreed, apparently, but knew better than to contradict. Not now, not here.

“What if it’s not for you in the first place?” Leo said. “What if it’s just for me?”

Willy shook his head again, as if he’d been pounding his skull against the wall rather than looking at it. “Just give it up, painter. You beat by something you won’t never understand. You beat before you even started.”

Leo stood mutely, watching as Willy tossed a friendly arm around Calvin’s shoulders and steered him away. Calvin managed one more quick glance at the wall, at the sweat and paint and hopes that brightened it, at Leo’s eyes. And then they were gone.

Along with whatever impetus Leo had to keep working.

He packed up and called it an early night.



*



Leo finished two nights later. It took him scarcely an hour, blending lighter and darker shades of green with touches of black until the second rose’s stem swept down to the foundation of the building. With neither run nor stray dribble to mar, to detract.

Then the calm appraisal of elation, standing in the presence of a work brought to completion. Brainchild’s maturity, left to stand on its own. There was no other feeling like that in all the world.

Still stung by Willy’s words from two nights ago, at heart Leo had to suspect Willy may have been right. But sense of duty was greater still, to contribute something to this blighted cityscape. If beauty was in the eye of the beholder, perhaps hopelessness was, as well. Even a fool had to start somewhere.

Leo returned the spray cans to his new nylon bag, then backed up for a broader view of the roses. Magnificent, his master work so far. Dawn was too far away, that first kiss of sunlight when this completed work might shine, and he wanted to be back here for the moment, so he could see, so they all could see.

Except…

They all were seeing right now. From the streets. From the sidewalk. From a scant few feet away, he noticed as he turned. Talk about losing yourself in your work — dozens of them had approached and he’d never heard. Standing motionless, staring. Young and ancient, black and white, Asian and Hispanic. Junkies. Winos. Mothers. Whores. A cop. Children. Dealers. Gangbangers. All of them half-lit by streetlights too few and weak to cut through much darkness on this edge of town.

Leo gave them a queasy, gentle smile, feeling sick within because no one seemed to appreciate his efforts. Feeling sicker still when the faces did not change.

Silence, except for the distant master mix of traffic and sirens, wailing babies and TVs blaring from open windows.

Someone in the street hit the play button on a monstrous boom box, speakers blasting gangsta rap, here’s life as we know and live it, brutal and dirty. The savage four-four rhythm prompted many, those who could, to dance. Whirling, contorting, letting themselves go with abandon, circling around a teenage girl who swayed and knelt beside a squirming cloth bag.

Leo, not liking this, not at all, saw no joy in the display. There was nothing of celebration in the movement, no release. It was darker, somehow, more elemental, obligatory. People in chains would dance this way.

From the comfort of shadows, Willy came forward to meet him. He looked much the same as the other night, gray sweats for black the only difference. The sad shake of his head was the same.

“Warned you once, cuz,” he said. “I told you you’s messing with shit you don’t understand.”

“I can’t understand what nobody’ll talk about!” Leo shouted. His only defense.

“Sometimes you got to take things on faith. I know you mean well, but you past the point of no return now, you know what I’m saying?”

Leo looked past him to the nightmare conga line out in the street. Dancers still caught in a frenzy of muscle and bones. The girl in the circle, still kneeling, swayed with lithe serpentine fluidity. Wild hair tossing to and fro about her shoulders, head thrown back in an act of perfect supplication. She reached into the bag beside her, drawing out its source of erratic movement: one of those plump rats so prevalent in the neighborhood. She lifted it to arm’s length above her head, and it squirmed like a worm on a fishhook, fat pink tail lashing at her wrist and forearm like a tiny whip.

Leo thought of films that he’d seen — strange rites born of Africa, of the Caribbean. Priestesses doing much the same thing with live chickens. Only now, rats were so much more in keeping with the locale.

“There’s a way things run around here,” Willy said. “We may not like it, but we understand it, and so we know how to live with it, you see what I’m saying? And we get by. Bricklord wants a building burned out? We give it to him. He wants to smell some food rot in the street? We give that to him too. He don’t never ask for life so long’s we keep him happy with all the other shit. Sacrifices, cuz. That’s what it’s all about. Keeping the place the way he likes it.”

Leo, shaking his head in numb refusal, Just who the hell is this Bricklord guy that’s got these people so beaten down?

“And then you come along with your spray cans,” Willy said.

Out in the street, the girl pulled a dagger from the folds of her dress. Within a tightening circle of dancers, she slashed at the rat with a deceptively gentle arc of the blade, then bucked beneath its all-but-severed head, catching the sudden dark drizzle on breasts and throat, forehead and tongue.

And everyone fell motionless. Waiting.

“Me, I think you do fine work,” said Willy. “But my opinion don’t mean shit. And Bricklord? Cuz, you done pissed him off good.”

Leo at first thought it was an earthquake. But it was too centralized. A low, subsonic rumble emanating from within the four-story building across the street, shock waves vibrating asphalt underfoot. Noise swelling like the approach of a subway train.

The maelstrom of sound reaching zenith, every window in the building blew outward with sudden fury, a rain of glass circling the foundation. Bricks rattled loose, tumbled free, hit ground in puffs of red dust. The entire structure sagged, like a balloon deflating of a few breaths of life. As Leo watched, the side of the building broke out in creeping webs of mold that filled in the cracks between the bricks…

And then the shape began to bleed through the wall.

It was gargantuan, immense. An amorphous, three-dimensional blackness taking form from the building’s structure like fog pouring through a screen. Its head reached midway between the third and fourth floors, featureless except for twin globes of eyes like harvest moons. Its hide reeked of rot, of despair. When its lower face split to reveal rusted metal teeth, its methane breath stank of the sewers.

Bricklord, behold his great and terrible majesty.

“Probably don’t mean much to say I’m sorry,” Willy said. “But you know it ain’t nothing personal.”

Even if Leo had been able to move his feet, it would have done little good. Bricklord crossed over to where he stood with three thunderous steps. As Leo stared aghast, numbly trying to fathom this apparition, its enormity and origins, it reached for him with one tree-trunk arm— 

Then closed its hand around him. For something that had materialized through brick, it had gelled into something awfully solid.

He was lifted up, up, legs flailing and arms straining, and Bricklord aimed him at his own creation. Leo’s head was but a yard away from the roses, the only things in his field of vision, and with overwhelming sorrow he knew they would be the last things he ever saw.

Pressure.

The hand tightened around his middle, an encircling vise-grip, tighter, tighter, and Bricklord’s forefinger began to grind down upon his shaggy head. Much as Leo’s own finger had sought the nozzles of countless spray cans. His ribs caved in with a wet splintering.

Just before the huge finger pressed his head down into his shoulders, Leo could feel the unbearable pressure boiling like a volcano, then could feel no more, see no more, hear no more.

As Leo’s mouth and nostrils and eye sockets erupted into a red, unidirectional spray, Bricklord held him before the wall. And with bold, sure strokes, began to create.



*



Another gray day, a day like all the rest. Infinity before, infinity behind. 

The status quo maintained.

Out in the street, home away from home, Calvin sat curbside and studied his own feet. Getting too big for his shoes to contain. Such fast feet.

He remembered seeing something on TV once, called the Olympics. Just exactly what they were he didn’t know, but he’d gotten into watching them just the same. Eagerly awaiting the moment when the runners would explode from their marks, looking so fast and free. Unchained.

I can do that, he’d thought at the time. And still believed it. Wondering who you talked to to sign up for the Olympics. Hoping that someday he would find out, get his chance to prove himself. Show them all what he was made of.

Maybe someday. Maybe. Find another kid and do some practice races, and for the relays, instead of a baton they could pass each other this dented can of spray paint that he’d found in the gutter this morning.

And had used once already.

Calvin was a far better runner than artist, but what he’d sprayed on the whitewashed wall, mere feet from where the painter had died, was still easy to discern: a tombstone shape, set in between the bottom of the flower stems.

The wall had become a regular montage of group effort. Calvin’s crude tombstone, the painter’s extraordinary flowers…

And the other thing, added late last night. Now dried, it was shaded in various rusts and reddish-browns. An oval shape, with splayed legs:

A gigantic cockroach, eating the roses.





The Dripping Of Sundered Wineskins




I. Media vita in morte sumus



It’s said that William Blake spent nearly all of his life experiencing visitations by angels, or what he took to be angels, but my first time came when I was only seven, and I’d never heard of William Blake and was unaware that anything miraculous was happening. It may have been that my young age kept me from seeing her as anything other than entirely natural, much as I took for granted the checkpoints and the everpresent British soldiers who tried in vain to enforce peace in the Belfast of my childhood.

Or, more likely, I was in shock from the bomb blast.

It was years before I understood what was known as, with wry understatement, the Troubles: the politics and the hatreds between Protestants and Catholics, amongst Catholics ourselves, loyalists and republicans. As I later came to understand that day, the pub that had been targeted was regarded by the Provo I.R.A. as a nest of opposition, lovers of queen and crown. To those who planted the bomb that should have killed me, a few more dead fellow Irish were but part of the cumulative price of independence. Funny, that.

Belfast is working-class to its core, and made mostly of bricks. They rained from the blast erupting within the pub across the street from where two friends and I were walking home from school, late and chastised for some forgotten mischief we’d gotten up to. I knew the gray calm of an early autumn day, then fire and a roar, and suddenly I stood alone. One moment my friends had been walking one on either side of me, and in the next had disappeared.

“Don’t look at them,” she said, in a gentle voice not of the Emerald Isle, the first of two things I fully recall her telling me, even if I don’t know where she’d come from. It was only later, from the odd translucence of her otherwise light brown skin, that I realized she was unlike any woman I’d ever seen. “Don’t look.”

But look I did, and I remember the feel of her hand atop my head, although not to turn me from the sight. Lighter, it was, as if even she were rendered powerless by my schoolboy’s curiosity. Well, now you’ve done it, her touch seemed to be telling me. Now you’ve sprung the lid on the last of that innocence.

They both lay where they’d been flung, behind me, cut down by bricks propelled with the velocity of cannonballs. Nothing have I seen since that’s looked any deader, with more tragic suddenness, and there I stood between them, untouched but for a scratch across my bare knee that trickled blood down my hairless shin.

I felt so cold my teeth chattered, and thought she then told me I must’ve been spared for a reason. It’s always made sense that she would. It’s what angels say. And whatever reason she had, in the midst of an afternoon’s chaos, for stooping to kiss away that blood from my knee, I felt sure it must’ve been a good one.

“Oh yes,” I think she said, her lips soft at my knee, as if something there had confirmed her suspicions that in my survival there lay design.

Even today I can’t say that the mysterious touch of her mouth didn’t inspire my first true erection, if stubby and immature.

She looked up, smiling at me with my young blood bright upon her mouth. She nodded once toward the smoking rubble of the pub, once at the pitiful bodies of my lads, then said the other thing I clearly recall: “Never forget — this is the kind of work you can expect from people who have God on their side.”

When I told my mother about her that night, how the smiling woman had come to me, I left out the part about her kissing away my blood. It had been one of those moments that children know instinctively to separate from the rest, and keep secret, for to share it would change the whole world. I saw no harm in sharing what she’d said to me, though. But when I did, my mother shook me by the shoulders as if I’d done something wrong.

“You mustn’t ever speak of it again, Patrick Kieran Malone,” she told me. Hearing my full name used meant no room for argument. “Talk like that sounds like something from your Uncle Brendan, and a wonder it is he’s not been struck by lightning.”

The comparison shocked me. The way she normally spoke of her brother, Brendan was, if not the devil himself, at least one of his most trusted servants. I protested. I was only repeating what the angel-lady said.

“Hush! Word of such a thing gets round, they’ll be showing up one day to drag us off and sink us to the bottom of a bog, don’t you know.”

Of course I wondered who she meant, and why they would feel so strongly about the matter, but as I think about it now I don’t believe she even fully knew herself. She knew only that she had one more reason to be afraid of something at which she couldn’t hit back.

There are all kinds of tyranny employed around us. Bombs are but the loudest.



*



To those things that shape us and decide the paths we take, there is no true beginning, not even with our birth, for many are in motion long before we draw our first breath. Ireland’s monastic tradition predates even the Dark Ages, when the saint I was named for returned to the island where he’d once been a slave, to win it for Christianity. While that tradition is now but a sliver of what it used to be, when thriving monasteries housed hundreds of monks and friars, on the day I joined the Franciscan order my whole life felt directed toward the vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience.

For as long as I could recall, the mysteries of our Catholic faith had sparked my imagination, from the solemn liturgy of the priests, to the surviving architecture of our misty past, to the relics that had drawn veneration from centuries of believers. Ever thankful for my survival, my parents exposed me to as much of our faith as they could. They took me to visit the Purgatory of St. Patrick, and to his retreat on Cruachan Aigli in County Mayo. Down in County Kerry we undertook pilgrimages to Mount Brandon, and to the shrine of the Blessed Virgin in Kilmalkedar. I touched Celtic crosses that had been standing for a millennium, the weathered stone hard and sacred beneath my fingers.

Most mysterious of all to me was the 300-year-old head of the newly-canonized Saint Oliver Plunkett, staring from the splendor of his reliquary in Saint Peter’s Church in Drogheda. Blackened skin stretched over his bald skull like leather. His upper lip had shriveled back from his teeth to give him the start of a smile, and I could stare at him in full expectation that those dry lips would continue to move, to whisper some message for me alone.

It held no terrors for me, that severed head of his. I’d seen the dead before, and a damn sight fresher than old Oliver was.

Of the ethereal woman who came and went unnoticed on that day death had come so close, for years I hoped she might show herself again so I could put to her the questions I was old enough now to ask, and felt a deep ache that she did not. The mind reevaluates what’s never validated, giving it the fuzzy edges of a dream, and as I grew taller, older, there were days I almost convinced myself that that was all she’d been; that I’d hallucinated a beautiful, compassionate adult because she was what I needed at the moment, since so many others around me were busy killing each other.

But on those nights I dreamt of her, I knew better. I could never have invented anything so radiant out of thin air. Every few months, a dream so crystalline would unfold inside me it felt as if she were in the same room, watching. Angel, phantom, whatever she was, she was as responsible as anything for my joining the Franciscans of Greyfriars Abbey in Kilkenny, for she had done so much to open my eyes to the things of the spirit, and inspire my hunger to let them fill me.

“Does it hurt to become a saint?” I asked the first time I set eyes on those sunken leathery sockets of Oliver’s.

“Some of them were hurt staying well true to the will of the Lord,” my mother answered. “But on that day they were made saints they felt only joy, because they’d already been in Heaven a long, long time, in the company of their angels.”

“Then that’s what I want to be,” I declared.

She smiled at such impudence, waiting until later to tell me that no saint had ever aspired to such, as the first thing they’d given up was ambition for themselves. Sainthood was something that happened later, usually decided by people who’d never known them in the flesh.

While I didn’t claim to understand why it had to be that way, I tried to put vanity behind me like the childish thing it was … and remember I was still alive for a reason that would be revealed in God’s own time.



II. Corpus antichristi



The greatest irony about what drove me from the Order of St. Francis is that it was nothing that hadn’t been experienced by the very founder himself, nearly 800 years before.

The first time it happened to me was a Sunday morning in the abbey chapel, near the close of Mass. The Host had been venerated and the brothers and I knelt along the railing before the altar as Abbot O’Riordan worked his way down the row of us.

“The body of Christ,” he would say, then rest a wafer upon a waiting tongue, while in our mouths the miracle would happen again and again — the bread become the actual flesh of our Lord, and the wine His Saviour’s blood. “The body of Christ.”

Awaiting my turn, I often contemplated the crucifix hanging on the wall before us: life-size, a plaster Christ painted in the vivid colours of His suffering and passion. His dark eyes gazed heavenward, while from His brow and nail wounds blood streamed in the other direction. Every rib stood out clearly as He seemed to labor in agony for each breath.

“The body of Christ,” said the abbot, before me now.

Only when I drew my hands from the railing to cup them beneath my chin, to catch the Host should it fall by accident, did I notice my own blood flowing from each wrist, where a nail might have been driven by a Roman executioner. Beneath my grey robe, my feet felt suddenly warm and wet.

And when the Host slipped from Abbot O’Riordan’s fingers, it fell all the way to the hard floor, with no hands there to catch it and spare it from defilement. There it chipped into crumbling fragments of proxy flesh, to mingle with drops of blood that were entirely real.



*



There was no pattern to the stigmata’s recurrence after the first time, just a gradual worsening of physical signs. Initially, blood only seeped like sweat through unbroken skin, but later the wounds themselves manifested in my flesh, deeper on each occasion, layer by layer — for scarcely a minute to begin with, until at last they lingered for as long as two hours before sealing up again.

I was examined over several months by a hierarchy of church representatives, all of them seeking a simple explanation, and I soon realized this was what they were hoping to find. The length and sharpness of my fingernails were checked repeatedly, and my routines became of intense fascination as they sought to discover some habit that might inflict deep blisters which would on occasion burst and bleed.

But Greyfriars was no reclusive monastery far from the modern world, where medieval-minded monks were turned out each sunrise to till the fields. In the quiet neighbourhoods of Kilkenny I taught Latin in the parochial school adjacent to the friary. The closest I came to fieldwork was teaching the declensions of agricola.

At least until the day I bled in class, and was removed from active staff.

For a faith founded on the resurrection of the dead, and sustained by centuries of miracles accepted as historically real as wars and plagues, the Church of my era I found to be reluctant to admit to the possibility of modern miracles. Worse, I began to feel I’d become more of an embarrassment than anything, a smudge of unfortunate dust that may have been only dust, but that they weren’t yet willing to say was not divine, and therefore dust that they above all wished they might sweep aside so they wouldn’t have to debate what more to do with it.

I believe what unsettled them most was that the wounds opened on my wrists, an anatomical verisimilitude shared by no stigmatic I’d ever heard of. Centuries of art and sculpture have depicted a crucifixion that never would’ve taken place, not with any self-respecting Roman soldier on the scene with a hammer and a fistful of nails. Say what you will of the Romans, they were no incompetents when it came to killing. They knew better than to nail some poor bugger up by his palms; the bones are too small. Nailing through the wrists was the only way to support the weight of the body and keep it on the cross without its tearing loose. But old images, fixed in the head and worn round the neck, are hard to die, although I should think they’d give anyone a handy means for weeding the miraculous from the merely hysterical: If Jesus were to go to all the trouble of manifesting through the flesh of another, you’d think He’d at least want to get the facts straight.

This, more than anything, was what seemed to keep my priestly examiners from comfortably dismissing the whole matter. It’d been going on for nearly half a year before I was told, finally, that I was to be examined the next day by a tribunal arriving from Rome.

“I would ask you to spend the hours between now and then in prayer and fasting,” Abbot O’Riordan told me. We were alone in his office and the door that he almost never closed was shut tight.

“All due respect, Father,” I said, “I’ve been praying for a bit more insight ever since this started.”

“Not for insight, that’s not what I’m asking of you, but for how you’ll answer their questions tomorrow. What you send back to Rome with them … that’s what you need concern yourself with now.”

“I thought all I’d send them back with was the simple truth about what’s been happening.”

“Do you even know what’s happening to you, Patrick? Can you tell me the cause of it? There’s been no getting to the bottom of it for six months, and you don’t know how I prayed for an end to it before it got this far.”

He lowered his head to his hands for a moment, as if he’d said too much. Then, with those hands folded loosely together on his desk, he avoided my eyes and looked about the austere room.

“The Church,” he said in a slow hush, “is built on a solid foundation of miracles from the past. But it’s my belief — and I’m not alone in this — that the past is where they should stay. What’s in the past remains fixed and constant. There’s no reason to doubt it, no need to demand from it any greater explanation. There’s no need to question it … only to believe in it. There it is and there it remains for all time, and it need never, ever, change … because it’s safely protected by time.”

I stepped closer to him, aghast. “What threat could I pose to any of that?”

“Have you not yet understood why we’ve tried to keep this as quiet as we can? Spontaneous healings at shrines and apparitions of Mary are one thing. But give the laity another human being they see miracles in, and it opens up an entirely new channel for their faith. You don’t want it any more than I do … because they’ll want more from you. They will. No pun intended, Brother Patrick, they’ll bleed you dry, and in the end you can only disappoint them because you can’t possibly give them as much as they’ll want from you. And then they’ll doubt, because disappointment can lead to cracks in the foundation of their faith. Cracks that might never appear if we but leave well enough alone.”

He looked as sad as any man I had ever seen. “I’d never tell you how to conduct yourself tomorrow, or how to answer their questions. But God gave us a mind, Patrick … and the ability to anticipate the consequences of our actions. All I ask is that you go do that for me, and for the sake of the Church.”

After the abbot sent me from his office, I paused in the cool empty hall, and stood before a painting that hung on the wall. I’d admired, even envied, it ever since first coming to the abbey.

It showed the martyrdom of Saint Ignatius, having been brought from Antioch to Rome, to be tossed to the beasts in the Coliseum. Left hand on his heart, the right outstretched in glory, as if he were making a grand speech of his suffering, his transcendent old eyes looked wide to the heavens. Supposedly he’d been eaten by two lions, but the beasts set upon him in the painting more resembled savage dogs, although no dogs I’d ever seen, with piglike snouts and eyes human in their cunning. The paws of the one tearing into his shoulder were spread wide like clawed hands. Often I wondered if they weren’t subtly intended to portray demons, instead. But whatever they were, Ignatius had looked forward to meeting them. They were his transport to a Heaven he couldn’t wait to get to.

“You were lucky,” I whispered. “When you knew what tomorrow was bringing, they hadn’t given you any choice in the matter.”



*



I ate nothing for the rest of the day, nor that night, hoping that a fast would clear my mind. Long after Compline, the rest of the brothers asleep in their cells, I remained on my knees before the altar rail in the chapel. The only eyes on me were those of the cruciform Christ hanging on the wall. The only light was cast from the rack of votive candles to my left, filling the sanctuary with a soft glow and warm, peaceful shadows.

For hours I prayed for a resolution between my conflicting loyalties — to the mission of the Church, as well as the purpose of whatever had chosen to work through me. I couldn’t see why these two aims had to exclude one another.

In the chapel’s hush, I heard the soft plink of drops as they began falling to the floor nearby. Distracted, I checked both wrists but found them dry. Probably some leak sprung in the roof, I told myself. I pushed it from my ears, and from my heart tried to push the pique I felt over that reflex to check for my own blood in the first place, that this ordeal had done such a thing to me.

I prayed for the ugliness rising in me to recede like muddied waters. There should be no place within me for anger, I believed, but felt it more and more as the hours passed. Part of me raged toward Abbot O’Riordan and the others like him, so concerned with the status quo that they preferred to turn a blind eye on anything in their midst that threatened to disrupt their lives of routine.

The dripping sound seemed to become more insistent, as if the flow had increased — or perhaps my growing annoyance with it, I reasoned, was only making it appear louder.

There was more at work here than blood and transitory wounds, yet they all behaved as if what was happening through me happened mindlessly, devoid of purpose. Yet there had to be a logic behind it, and therefore a reason … else why should it occur at all?

The dripping grew heavier still, like the thick spatter of rainwater on the ground beneath the clogged gutters of a house. It killed the last of my prayer on my lips. When the chapel’s broken hush was ripped by a scream that resounded from the chilly stone, at first I wasn’t sure it hadn’t come from me.

But no — I hadn’t the lungs for any cry as terrible as this.

I stood at the railing, faced the back of the chapel to see who might’ve walked in on me, but no one was there. The door hung motionless. From the shadows I heard the wet sound of something tearing, and a rustle, then a moist heavy thud, like that of an animal carcass collapsing to the killing floor, except with it came a grunt that sounded unmistakably human.

When I turned round front again, to see if someone might have come through unnoticed from the sacristy, it took several moments for what I noticed to penetrate the layers of disbelief.

The cross on the wall hung empty, no Christ nailed to it now. Blood ran darkly gleaming down the stones from the foot of the cross and from both sides, and from each of these points jutted a crooked spike shellacked with coagulating gore.

From the deep shadows behind the altar there issued a rasp of breath, and a groan of agony. In none of it did I hear any hint of meekness — these were not the sounds of a man who’d gone willingly to his cross. And when from his concealment he began to rise, I started to back my trembling way down the aisle.

By the time I reached the rear of the chapel, he was standing in shadow, little of him to see in the flickering votives but for wet reflections of flame. He doubled halfway over, quaking in pain beyond imagining, as he began to lurch out from behind the altar.

My first impulse was to retreat all the way to my room — yet what if this truly was meant for me to see? I chose to seclude myself in the flimsy shelter of the confessional — remaining, but giving this apparition every chance to vanish. I drew the curtain behind me as I sat pressed against the far wall and hoped to be spared this sight, hoped that it was no more than a waking dream brought on by one night’s hunger and six months of stress.

But closer it came, and even when I could not see it, I heard it. Down the aisle it moved, harsh breath growing more ragged as it neared me, each shuffling footstep louder than the one before, a meaty wet slap of torn flesh on stone.

The Christ seemed to linger outside the confessional, then I heard the rattling of the door to the priest’s booth. On the other side of that thin wall the Christ settled heavily upon the seat, bringing with him a stifling reek of blood and sweat.

I pushed the curtain back again and in the dim light thrown by the votives looked down at my wrists, unbloodied, then at the partition separating me from this Christ who’d ripped free of his cross. The panel between us scraped open. Through the screen I saw the outline of his head, misshapen with its wrapping of the crown of thorns. Fingers next — they clawed at the screen, then battered away until it buckled and fell out. The hand looked mangled beyond repair, and he held it up so I could see the damage it would never have sustained had that life-size crucifix been accurately rendered.

“Do you understand now?” he asked, in Latin.

“I’m … not sure,” I whispered, but suspected that I did. If sculptors couldn’t get anatomical details right, how much easier might it have been for scribes to propagate other fallacies?

The Christ’s head tilted forward to fill the tiny window. I was spared the worst of his burning and pain-mad gaze, his eyes veiled by the hair straggling blood-caked from beneath the thorns.

“Save me,” he begged, again in Latin. “Save me from that impotent, slaughtered lamb they have made of me.”

“You mean … you never died?”

“Everyone dies. Everyone and everything,” he said. “But there is no salvation in anyone’s death but your own … and sometimes not even then.”

“What … what of your being the Son of God, then?”

“There are many gods. There are many sons conceived by rape.” For a moment he was still, almost contemplative. Then he reached through the opening with a filthy arm, torn hand clamping upon my wrist. “The things I’ve seen, the secrets he keeps … if babies were born remembering these things, they would tear apart their mothers trying to return to the womb.”

His hand felt hot and wet, the splintered bones as sharp as nails, gouging deep scratches where before my flesh had opened of its own accord. He held fast as our blood mingled.

“Demon est Deus inversus,” he said, a phrase born of ancient heresy, yet coming now from the one I’d thought to be my Saviour.

He released me then, his arm withdrawing like a serpent back to its lair. A moment later I heard him abandon the confessional, and hurriedly I drew my curtain again, so I wouldn’t have to see him passing before me, lacerated and limping.

The footsteps receded into the chapel silence. For a moment I thought it might be safe to leave, but what I heard next persuaded me to remain until morning light had driven away every shadow:

The pounding of hammers.



*



When I came awake a few hours later and left the booth, the dawn showed no blood upon the walls, nor sticky footprints along the aisle. But I don’t think I was expecting any, really.

Later on in the day, I told the tribunal from Rome that I’d been causing the stigmata myself, and showed them the fresh wounds on my wrist as evidence. The matter was officially closed. Abbot O’Riordan seemed greatly relieved, and only mildly distressed when I informed him that I planned to leave Greyfriars.

The prior night could have been a dream, and I might’ve found it easy to convince myself, as I’d nearly done with that spectral comforter who’d at least been substantial enough to kiss the blood from my knee. What evidence to the contrary did I have, except for some deep scratches on my wrist that I could’ve made myself?

None, but for unshakable conviction … and the other thing.

It went unnoticed until my last day with the order, as alone I stood in the chapel gazing silently up at the lurid crucifix and its Christ frozen in suffering like an ancient fly trapped in the amber of another epoch. The change in it was so subtle I doubted anyone else would even notice, and if they did, they’d merely dismiss their memories of how it had looked as being mistaken.

Surely, they’d tell themselves, their Saviour had been nailed up there through the wrists all along.



III. Excommunio sanctorum



After the pinched faces and ectomorphic frames of most of my Franciscan brothers, the robust lumpiness of my Uncle Brendan came as a welcome change. He drove me away from Greyfriars with a ruddy scowl for the abbey, and only when we were rolling west through that green and treeless countryside did he break into a relieved grin and slap his big hard hand upon my leg.

“So. Which vow should we have you breaking first?” he asked.

Penniless, I’d turned to Uncle Brendan for help in making my new life. By renouncing the order in disillusion, I had become a shame to my devout family in Belfast. As they’d regarded Brendan the same for as long as I could recall, it was inevitable that two such black sheep as ourselves throw in together. I’d long realized he was hardly the devil my mother — his older sister — had painted him to be, for refusing to set foot in a church since before I was born, and scoffing at nothing less than the Holy See itself.

“Some choose to face the world with a rosary in their hands, and some get more out of holding a well-pulled pint of stout,” he said. “Not that one excludes the other, but at some point you do need to decide which is more fundamentally truthful.”

I lived with him in Killaloe, northeast of Limerick, where at the southern tip of Lough Derg he rented out boats to tourists and wandering lovers. I helped him most days at the docks, on others motoring down to Limerick to earn a little extra money tutoring Latin. In this way I slowly opened up to a wider world.

Early evenings, we’d often find ourselves in one of Brendan’s favourite pubs. Great pub country, Ireland, and Brendan had a great many favourites. Poor man’s universities, he called them, and we’d further our educations at tables near fires that crackled as warm and welcoming as any hearth in any home.

Guinness for Brendan, always, and in the beginning, shandies for me. I was little accustomed to drinking and inclined to start slow. But they relaxed me, and this I needed, often feeling that I still didn’t belong outside cloistered walls. I would look at all these people who knew how to live their days without each hour predetermined as to how they’d pass it, and I’d wonder how they managed, if they knew how courageous they were. I’d listen to them laugh and would feel they had no more than to look at me to see that I was only pretending to be one of them.

More to the heart, I began to regret all the years I’d never truly known my uncle, letting others form my opinion of him for me. When I told him this one night, I was glad to learn he didn’t hold it against me, as he waved my guilt aside like a pesky fly.

“You’ve a great many relatives, but I daresay not a one of them could understand how you’d be feeling now any better than I can,” he said. “After all … I’m the one who once left seminary.”

Astounding news, this. I’d never been told; had assumed Uncle Brendan to have been an incorrigible heathen from the very start. “Father Brendan, it almost was?” I exclaimed, laughing.

“Oh, aye,” he said, mischief in his eyes. “I was going to win souls back from the devil himself, until I began to really listen to those claiming to be out of his clutches already, and started wondering what he could ever want with them in the first place. Not a very bright or ambitious devil, you ask me.”

“You left seminary because of … who, the priests?”

“Oh, the whole buggery lot of them. Them, and that I woke up one day to realize that all I’d been studying for years? I didn’t believe a word of it. Now, love and compassion, aye, they’ve their virtues … but a message that basic doesn’t need any act of divine intervention.” He winked. “Not as dramatic as your experiences with those collared old pisspots, but you’re not the only one to give in to a crisis of faith.”

He knew of the stigmata, I’d freely told him of that. Of the rest, that awful Christ come down off the wall, I’d been silent.

“But we’re in good company, we are.” He toasted his stout to companions unseen. “Hardly the Church’s finest hour, not a thing they’re any too proud of, you understand, but last century, I think it was, the pope decides he’s a bit fagged of hearing the Bible attacked on educated terms. Science, history. If the Church fathers didn’t have the wee-est clue what they lived on was round, and orbited the sun, then why in hell assume they knew what they were talking about when it comes to eternity? Or, fifteen hundred years after he’s dead, you still had minds like Saint Augustine’s setting down doctrine. Augustine had said it was impossible that anyone could be living on the other side of the world, because the Bible didn’t list any such descendants of Adam. So the pope, under that big post-hole digging hat, the pope decides he’s heard quite enough of this shite, from these smart-arse intellectuals, so he decides to establish his own elite corps of priests who can argue their faith on the same terms … scientific, historical, like that.

“Except the more they studied, tried to arm themselves, the more these buggers quit the priesthood altogether.” Brendan gulped a hearty swallow of stout and wiped the foam from his mouth with the back of his hand. “Game called on account of brains.”

“You’re a hostile man, Uncle Brendan,” I joked, setting no accusation by it. In truth, I admired the courage it took to make no secret of such opinions in a mostly Catholic country.

“Aye. Ignorance brings out the worst in me, it’s true, and the Church has never been much bothered by facts getting in the way of the dazzle. Like a magic show, it is … the grandest magic show anyone’s ever put on, and the fools who pay their money or their souls are plenty keen on letting themselves be fooled.” He shook his head. “Like with the relics. Never mind all the saints’ bones that actually came from animals — the Vatican won’t even keep its own records sensible. What are they up to now, more than a hundred and fifty nails from the crucifixion? Used that many, why, they’d still be taking him down off the cross to this day. What else…? Ah — nine breasts of Saint Eulalia. Twenty-eight fingers and thumbs of Saint Dominic. Ten heads of John the Baptist. Ten! You show me where in the gospels it says anything about John the Baptist being a fucking Hydra, and I’ll still not believe it, but at least I’ll admire their bloody audacity in trying to pull that one off too.”

Quite in my cups by now, I lamented how sad it was that faith and reason were so often at odds with one another. What a joke it would be on the whole planetary lot of us if it turned out that whatever made us in its own image had then filled the books with the most improbable bollocks imaginable, and put incompetents in charge of keeping them, just to make it that much harder on us and weed out everyone but the truest of true believers.

“Who’s to say it hasn’t happened that very way?” my uncle said. The seriousness with which he was taking this surprised me, even unsettled me. “But what you’ve got then? It’s no god of love and mercy. What you’ve got then … it’s a master who wants slaves.”

“Uncle Brendan,” I said, “I was only joking.”

“I know you were. But even jesters can speak the truth. They just do it by accident.”

“Forget all the dogma, then,” I said. “You don’t even believe in something so basic as a god of love?”

“I believe in love itself, oh, aye. But, now, love could just as easily be our own invention, couldn’t it? Took a few billion years of bloody harsh survival of the fittest before we’d dragged ourselves out of the mud far enough where we could even think of love. So why should we take for granted that something out there loves us any more than we love ourselves? I’ll tell you why: Any other alternative is too horrible for most people to contemplate.”

I remembered the way my mother reacted when I told her what the blood-kissing angel had said on that day of the bomb. This is the kind of work you can expect from people who have God on their side. I’d not made it up, only repeated it, but my mother hadn’t wanted to hear another word. Hadn’t wanted to know any more about that woman who’d comforted me as my friends lay dead. It hurt me now much more than it had then. How rigid our fears can make us; how tightly they can close our minds. I wondered aloud why the uncomplicated faith that ran like a virus through the generations of our family hadn’t been enough for Brendan and me.

“Wondered that myself, I have,” he admitted. “Who knows? But I like to think it might be our Celtic blood. That it’s purer in us, somehow, than it is in the rest of the family … and the blood remembers. Greatest mystics that ever were, the Celts. So you and I … could be we’re like those stones they left behind.”

“How’s that — the standing stones?”

“Aye, those’re the ones,” Brendan said, and I thought of them settled into green meadows like giant grey eggs, inscribed with the primitive ogham alphabet. “Already been around for centuries, they had, by the time the bloody Christians overrun the island and go carving their crosses into the stones to convert them … like they’re trying to suck all the power out of the stones and turn them into something they were never intended to be. But the stones remember, still, and so do we, I think, you and I. Because our blood remembers too.”

The blood remembers. I liked the sound of that.

And if blood could only talk, what stories might it tell?



*



The stigmata still came, the flow of blood awe-inspiring to me, still, but there was something shameful about it now, as if leaving the Franciscans had made me unworthy. Worse, it terrified me now more than ever, for I exhibited the wounds of a Christ who had denied himself. They came like violent summons from something beyond me, indifferent to what I did or didn’t believe in.

They knew no propriety, no decorum. One night, soon after I’d confessed to my uncle that I’d never been with a woman, he paid for me to enjoy the company of one who certainly didn’t live in the area, and then he stepped discreetly from the house to share a drink with a neighbour. They’d scarcely tipped their glasses before she ran from the house and demanded he take her back to Limerick. Brendan first came in to see what had upset her so, and found me sitting on the bed with my wounds freshly opened.

“Oh suffering Christ,” he said, weary and beaten. “Ordinarily it’s the woman who bleeds the first time.”

For days I felt stung by the humiliation, and the loneliness of what I was, and tried to pull the world as tight around me as it had been at the friary. Once a cloister, now a boat. I’d leave the docks early in the morning, rowing out onto Lough Derg until I could see nothing of what I’d left behind, and there I’d drift for hours. Chilled by misty rains or cold Atlantic winds, I didn’t care how cruelly the elements conspired against my comfort. The dark, peaty waters lapped inches away like a liquid grave.

I often dwelt upon Saint Francis, whose life I’d once vowed to emulate. He too had suffered stigmata, had beheld visions of Jesus. Francesco, repair my falling house, his Jesus had commanded him, or so he’d believed, and so he’d stolen many of his father’s belongings to sell for the money it would take to get him started. Repair my falling house. Whose Jesus was more true? Mine appeared to want from me nothing less than that I tear it down.

But always, my reflections would turn to that which to me was most real: she who had come on the day of the bomb. Who had smiled reassuringly at me with my blood on her lips, then never seen fit to visit again. A poor guardian she’d made, abandoning me. Since I’d been a child kneeling beside my bed at night, I had prayed to every evolving concept of God I’d held. I’d prayed to Saviour and Virgin and more saints than I could recall, and now, adrift on the dark rippling lake, I added her to those canonical ranks, praying that she come to my aid once more, to show me what was wanted of me.

“You loved me once,” I called to her, into the wind. “Did I lose that too, along with all the blood?”

But the wind said nothing, nor the waters, nor the hills, nor the skies whence I imagined that she’d come. They were as silent as dead gods who’d never risen again.

In the nights that followed these restless days, I learned to drink at the elbow of a master. No more shandies for me — the foamy black stout now became the water of life. Women, too, lost much of their mystery, thanks to a couple of encounters, the greater part of which I managed to remember.

And when I couldn’t stand it any longer, I broke down and told my uncle the secrets that had been eating away at me — the one for only a few weeks, the other since I was seven. It surprised me to see it was the latter that seemed to affect him most. Brendan grew deathly quiet as he listened to the story of that day, his fleshy, ruddy cheeks going pale. He was very keen on my recounting exactly how she’d looked — black hair shimmering nearly to her waist, her skin a translucent brown, not like that of any native I’d ever seen, not even those called the Black Irish.

“It’s true, they really do exist,” Brendan murmured after I’d finished, then turned away, face strained between envy and dread, with no clear victor. “Goddamn you boy,” he finally said. “You’ve no idea what’s been dogging your life, have you?”

Apparently I did not.

He sought out the clock, then in sullen silence appeared to think things over for a while. When at last he moved again, it was to snatch up his automobile keys and nod toward the door. Of the envy and dread upon his face, the latter had clearly won out.



IV. De contemptu mundi



“Somebody once said — I’ve forgot who — said you can take away a man’s gods … but only to give him others in return.”

Uncle Brendan told me this on our late-night drive, southwest through the countryside, past hedgerows and farms, along desolate lanes that may well have been better traveled after midnight. A corner rounded by day could have put us square in the middle of a flock of sheep nagged along by nipping dogs.

Or maybe we traveled by the meager luster of a slivered moon because, of those things that Brendan wished to tell me, he didn’t wish to do so by the light of day, or bulb, or fire.

“Wasn’t until after I’d left seminary that I understood what that really meant. You don’t walk away from a thing you’d thought you believed your whole life through without the loss of it leaving a hole in you, hungering to be filled. You’ve still a need to believe in something … it’s just a question of what.”

Sometimes he talked, sometimes he fell silent, collecting his remembrances of days long gone.

“I tried some things, Patrick. Things I’d rather not discuss in detail. Tried some things, and saw others … heard still other things beyond those. You can’t always trust your own senses, much less the things that get whispered about by people you can’t be sure haven’t themselves gone daft before you’ve ever met them. But some things… 

“That woman you saw? One of three, she is, if she’s who I think she was. There’s some say they’ve always been here, long as there’s been an Ireland, and long before that. All the legends that got born on this island, they’re not all about little people. There’s some say that from the earliest times, the Celts knew of them, and worshipped them because the Celts knew that the most powerful goddesses were three-in-one.”

We’d driven as far down as the Dingle Peninsula, one of the desolate and beautiful spits of coastal land that reached out like fingers to test the cold Atlantic waters. The land rolled with low peaks, and waves pounded sea cliffs to churn up mists that trapped the dawn’s light in spectral iridescence, and the countryside was littered with ancient rock — standing stones and the beehive-shaped huts that had housed early Christian monks. Here hermits found the desolation they’d craved, thinking they’d come to know God better.

“There’s some say,” Uncle Brendan went on, “they were still around after Saint Patrick came. That sometimes, in the night, when the winds were blowing and the waves were wearing down the cliffs, a pious hermit might hear them outside his hut. Come to tempt him, they had. Calling in to him. All night, it might go on, and that horny bugger inside, all alone in the world, sunk to his knees in prayer, trying not to imagine how they’d look, how they’d feel. No reason they couldn’t’ve come on in as they pleased — it was just their sport to break him down.”

“Why?” I asked. “To prove they were more powerful than his god was?”

“Aye, now that could be. More powerful … or at least there. Then again, some say that, by the time the Sisters of the Trinity finally got to their business on those who gave in, all the hours of fear … flavoured the monks better.”

“Flavoured? Their blood, you mean?”

“All of them. It’s said each consumes a different part of a man. One, the blood. One, the flesh. And one, the sperm. It’s said that when they’ve not fed for a good long time? There’s nothing of a man left but his bones, cracked open and sucked dry.”

I couldn’t reconcile such savagery with the tenderness I’d been shown — the sweetness of her face, the gentle sadness in her eyes as she looked upon us, two dead boys and the other changed for life. Only when she’d tasted my blood had anything like terrible wisdom surfaced in her eyes.

The sun had breached the horizon behind us when Uncle Brendan stopped the car. There was nothing human or animal to be seen in any direction, and we ourselves were insignificant in this rugged and lovely desolation. We crossed meadows on foot, until the road was lost to sight. Ahead, in the distance, a solitary standing stone listed at a slight tilt. It drew my uncle on with quickened steps. When we reached it, he touched it with a reverence I’d never thought resided in him, for anything, fingers skimming the shallow cuts of the ogham writing that rimmed it, archlike.

“It’s theirs. The Sisters’. Engraved to honour them.” Then he grinned. “See anything missing?”

I looked for chunks eroded or hammered away, but the stone appeared complete. I shook my head, mystified.

“No crosses cut in later by the Christians. It wouldn’t take the chisel. Tried to smash the rock, they did, but it wore down their sledges instead. Tried to drag it to the sea, and the ropes snapped. So the legend goes, anyway. Like trying to pull God’s own tooth. Or the devil’s. If there’s a difference.” He shut his eyes, and the wind from the west swirled his graying hair. When he spoke again his voice was shaking. “Killed a boy here once. When I was young. Trying to call them up. I’d heard sometimes they’d answer the call of blood. Maybe I should’ve used my own instead. Maybe they’d’ve paid some mind to that.”

On the wind I could hear the pounding of the ocean, and as I tried to imagine my generous and profane uncle a murderer, it felt as if those distant waves had all along been eroding everything I thought I knew. I asked Brendan what he’d wanted with the Sisters.

“They didn’t take the name of the Trinity just because there happens to be three of them. Couldn’t tell you what it is, but it’s said there’s some tie to that other trinity you and I thought we were born to serve. Patrick, I … I wanted to know what they know. And there’s some say when they put their teeth to a man, the pleasure’s worth it. So what’s a few years sacrificed, to learning what’s been covered up by centuries of lies?”

“But what if,” I asked, “all they’d have to tell you is just another set of lies?”

“Then might be the pleasure makes up for that, too.” He took a step toward me and I flinched, as if he had a knife or garrote as he would’ve had for that boy whose blood hadn’t been enough. Brendan raised his empty hands, then looked at mine.

At my wrists.

“Maybe you’ve the chance I never had. Maybe they’ve a use for you they never had for me.”

And in the new morning, he left me there alone. I sat against the old pagan stone after I heard the faraway sound of his car.

The stone remembers, he’d once told me, and so do we.

Demon est Deus inversus, I’d been told by another. Save me from that impotent, slaughtered lamb they have made of me.

On this rock will I build my church, some scribe had written, putting words in the latter’s mouth.

The blood remembers.

Three days later my flesh remembered how to bleed.

And the stone how to drink.



*



Regardless of their orbits, planets are born, then mature and die, upon a single axis, and so the stone and those it honoured had always been to me, even before I knew it. Now that I was here, I circled the stone but wouldn’t leave it, couldn’t, because, as in space, there was nothing beyond but cold dark emptiness.

They came while I slept — the fourth morning, maybe the fifth. They were there with the dawn, and who knows how many hours before that, slender and solid against the morning mists, watching as I rolled upright in my dew-soaked blanket. When I rubbed my eyes and blinked, they didn’t vanish. Part of me feared they would. Part of me feared they wouldn’t.

As I leaned back against the stone, she came forward and went to her knees beside me, looking not a day older than she had more than twenty years before. Her light brown skin was still smoothly translucent. Her gaze was tender at first, and though it didn’t change of itself, it grew more unnerving when she did not blink — like being regarded by the consummate patience of a serpent.

She leaned in, the tip of her nose cool at my throat as she sniffed deeply. Her lips were warm against mine; their soft press set mine to trembling. Her breath was sweet, and the edge of one sharp tooth bit down to open a tiny cut on my lip. She sucked at it as if it were a split berry, and I thought without fear that next I would die. But she only raised my hands to nuzzle the pale inner wrists, their blue tracery of veins, then pushed them gently back to my lap, and I understood that she must’ve known all along what I was, what I was to become.

“It’s nice to look into your eyes again,” she said, as if but a week had passed since she’d done so, “and not closed in sleep.”

Since coming to the stone I’d imagined and rehearsed this moment countless times, and she’d never said this. Never dressed in black and grays, pants and a thick sweater, clothes I might’ve seen on any city street and not thought twice about. She’d never glanced back at the other two, who stood eyeing each other with impatience, while the taller of them idly scraped something from the bottom of her shoe. She’d never simply stood up and taken me by the hand, pulled me to my feet, to leave me surprised at how much smaller she looked now that I’d grown to adulthood.

“He stinks,” said the taller Sister. From the feral arrogance in her face, I took her to be the flesh-eater. “I can smell him from here.”

“You’ve smelt worse,” said the third. “Eaten it, too.”

As I’d rehearsed this they’d never bickered, and my erstwhile angel — Maia, the others called her — had never led me away from the stone like a bewildered child.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Back down to the road. Then back home to Dublin,” Maia said.

“You … you drove?”

The flesh-eater, her leather jacket disconcertingly modern, burst into mocking laughter. “Oh Jesus, another goddess hunter,” she sighed. “What was he expecting? We’d take him by the hand and fly into the woods?”

The third one, the sperm-eater by default, slid closer to me in a colorful gypsy swirl of skirts. “Try not to be so baroque,” she said. “It really sets Lilah off, anymore.”



V. Sanguis sanctus



They were not goddesses, but if they’d been around as long as they were supposed to have been, inspiring legends that had driven men like my uncle to murder, then as goddesses they at least must’ve posed. They were beautiful and they were three, and undoubtedly could be both generous and terrible. They could’ve been anything to anyone — goddesses, succubi, temptresses, avengers  — and at one time or another probably had been. They might’ve gone through lands and ages, exploiting extant myths of triune women, leaving others in their wake: Egyptian Hathors, Greek Gorgons, Roman Fates, Norse Norns.

And now they lived in Dublin in a gabled stone house that had been standing for centuries, secluded today behind security fences and a vast lawn patrolled by mastiffs — not what I’d expected. But I accepted the fact of them the same way I accepted visions of a blaspheming Christ, and ancient stones that drank stigmatic blood, then sang a summons that only immortal women could hear. All these I accepted as proof that Shakespeare had been right: there was more in Heaven and Earth than I’d ever dreamt of. What I found hardest to believe was that I could have any part to play in it.

They took me in without explaining themselves. I was fed and allowed to bathe, given fresh clothes. Otherwise, the Sisters of the Trinity lived as privileged aristocrats, doing whatever they pleased, whenever it pleased them.

Lilah, the flesh-eater, aloof and most often found in dark leathers, had the least to do with me, and seemed to tolerate me as she might a stray dog taken in that she didn’t care to pet.

The sperm-eater was Salíce, and while she was much less apt to pretend I didn’t exist, most of her attentions took the form of taunts, teasing me with innuendo and glimpses of her body, as if it were something I might see but never experience. After I’d been there a few days, though, she thrust a crystal goblet in my hand. “Fill it,” she demanded, then pursed her lips as my eyes widened. “Well — do what you can.”

I managed in private, to fantasies of Maia.

I’d loved her all my life, I realized — a love for every age and need. I’d first loved her with childish adoration, and then for her divine wisdom. I later loved her extraordinary beauty as I matured into its spell. Loved her as an ideal that no mortal woman could live up to. I’d begun loving her as proof that the merciful God I’d been raised to worship existed, and now, finally, as further evidence that he didn’t.

My devotion was reciprocated, and the time we spent together lovers’ time. But while I shared her bed and body, I tried not to delude myself that it meant the same thing to Maia as it did me. Millions of people may love their dogs, but none regard them as equals. I kept alive the cut on the side of my lip, where she’d bitten me that first morning, the pain tiny and exquisite. But her teeth never returned to the spot, or sought any other.

“Why not?” I asked one bright afternoon. Now I understood why Aztecs had allowed their hearts to be cut out, and islanders went willingly into live volcanoes. “Is there something wrong with my blood?”

“Is that all you think you are to me?” Maia looked at me with such intuitive depth it felt as if she could take in my whole life between eyeblinks. “I can get blood anywhere.”

“I didn’t say you had to take it all.”

“Yours is special. It shouldn’t be wasted.”

When I suggested they must be reserving me for something, she only smiled, with mystery and allure. We were out walking, had gotten far from home by this time of day, Maia showing me some of the mundane, everyday sights of Dublin. Her arm looped in mine, she steered me down a side street, more purpose in her stride now than before. When we were across the street from a brick building that looked like a school, we sat atop a low wall. Before long the doors opened to release a flood of young boys in their uniforms — dark blue short pants and pullover sweaters, with pale blue shirts and red ties. We watched them swarm away, and one in particular she seemed to track, until he was lost from sight.

“I had children once … but they were killed by soldiers,” she said, as if the grief still came unexpectedly sometimes. “Life is cheap enough now but it was even cheaper then. Before I could have any more, things happened to me, and then … I couldn’t. So I just watch strangers, children whose names I never know. I’ll pick one out, pretend he or she is mine, and it goes on like that for a year, maybe two. And then I go to another school and pick out a new one, because I’ve noticed the other’s looking older, and I don’t want to know what becomes of him. Or her. It’s easier to imagine a good future than to deal with the truth, watch all that bright potential start to dim.”

“Then obviously I’m an exception.”

“Exception. Oh, you’re that, all right.” When she touched my leg I could feel the thrilling heat of her. “I was following you that day. Like I always did. I’d first noticed you six, seven months before. Such a pious little thing — it was the most adorable trait. Like little American boys growing up wanting to be cowboys, before they find out the world doesn’t have cattle drives anymore. I wanted to save you from yourself, if I could. And then the bomb almost took care of it for me.”

I’d never once imagined our history predating that day.

“You were standing there between your friends’ bodies. Too shocked to cry. I wish I could tell you I steered the bricks away from you in midair, but something like that’s a bit beyond me. I think I was as surprised as you that you were okay. But I couldn’t walk away without touching you. And then … then I saw your knee.”

Across the street, the flood of schoolboys had been reduced to a trickle: the laggards, the stragglers, the delinquents.

“Sometimes — and it is rare,” Maia went on, “I can taste more than life in someone’s blood. I can taste all the truth of that person. Lilah’s the same way. The blood and the flesh of a special or gifted person are full of images. Take them in and we can learn things they might not even know about themselves.” Her eyes locked on mine, clear and hard. “If you think the rite of Holy Communion is only two thousand years old, you’re a few thousand short.

“When I licked the blood from your knee that day, I knew you were either going to be a saint or a butcher.”

I thought at first she meant working in a meat shop. Then I realized what sort of butcher she meant.

“From one to the other, that’s quite a jump,” I said.

Maia shook her head. “They’re closer than you think. There’s always been a certain type of man, if he can’t save a soul, he’s willing to settle for exterminating it. Your Church has attracted more than its share. And I tasted that potential in you.”

She’d kept track of me ever since, she admitted, always knew where to find me when she felt like watching me sleep. And while it disturbed her to see me hand my life over to the Church, she was patient enough to let it run its course without interfering, knowing all along that it wouldn’t last.

“What made you so sure?”

“You were too raw and open for it to last forever. There’s no faith in anything so strong it can’t be shattered by one moment’s glimpse of something it doesn’t allow for. And I knew someday you were bound to see one of them … and it’d leave its mark on you.”

I looked at my wrists. Maia was right. There, in the flesh, over the veins…

Weeks had passed, yet there was still a mark where that tormented Christ had grabbed me with his handful of shattered bones. Since he’d pierced the skin and his blood had mingled with my own, a transfused message that I was to carry inside until, perhaps, I found someone able to read it.

His commission: Save me from that impotent, slaughtered lamb they have made of me.

With one fingertip, Maia touched the healing split on my lip. “I’ve tasted you before,” she said, “and I’ve tasted you after. So I know the difference, Patrick. He’s in there. You still carry him. We can use that.”



VI. Haereticae pravitatis



I didn’t know what she was waiting for, one day being as good as another to bleed. I was used to it. I wondered how much Maia would require, and if it made a difference to her where it came from, wrists or throat. Wondered if she alone would be involved, or Lilah too, or maybe all three of them, opening me like a heretical gospel written in flesh and blood and semen. It was Lilah I feared most, because if she were involved, I could only be read once.

Still, I never considered running.

They indulged their appetites, neither flaunting them nor hiding them from me. Only Lilah’s necessitated fatality, and as I came to understand their habits, they didn’t always feed together, but when they did it was usually at her instigation. Most often, Lilah or Salíce would disappear for a few hours, some nights both of them, coming home after they’d coaxed some man into joining them. As huntresses, they had an easy time of it.

“After more than two and a half millennia,” Lilah told me one morning, when she was in especially good humour, “I can personally vouch that one thing about men has stayed exactly the same, and always will.” She grinned, relishing the predictability of my gender. “Every one of you thinks you’re virile enough to handle more than one woman at a time … and you’re soooo embarrassingly eager for your chance to prove it.”

I’d never seen the room where the Sisters took them. It was always locked, like the room where Bluebeard kept dead wives. Nor did I see the men themselves; didn’t want to. But on those nights when I knew one would be coming, I’d sit nearby in the dark and listen to his laughter, his ignorance-fueled anticipation. I’d hear the latching of the door. Then it would go on for some time. Often the men grew vocal in their passion, bellowing like love-struck bulls. The Sisters would laugh and squeal. Eventually I’d hear a sudden snap, or worse, a thick ripping. The overwhelmed voice would screech louder still, but I never could discern any clear division between ecstasy and agony, even after their cries degenerated into whimpers and moans that never lasted very long.

The final cracking open of the bones was the worst.

One morning after they’d fed, Salíce found me huddled before the hearth and a blazing fire. I was disheveled from having been up all night, and clutched a blanket around my shoulders because I couldn’t seem to get warm.

“Awww, look, he’s … he’s shivering,” Salíce announced to an otherwise empty room. “He misses home, I’ll bet.”

I wouldn’t answer, wouldn’t turn around to look at her. Maia and Lilah would still be upstairs sleeping it off. Maia wouldn’t let me see her for the next several hours after she’d gorged, but I found that easy to live with.

“Well, he was a noisy one, even by the usual standards, I’ll admit that much.” Behind me, she was coming closer. “Tendons and ligaments like steel bands, Lilah said. What a snap those made.”

I could feel her directly behind me, warmer than the fire, and I jumped when she bent down to snake her arms around me in an unexpected hug. Patronizing, I first thought, but when she kissed me atop the head I wondered if instead she wasn’t trying, in her way, to tell me that she wouldn’t bite.

“Nobody forces you to listen, you know,” she said. “There’re plenty of places in this house where you wouldn’t hear a thing.”

I nodded. Salíce didn’t need to tell me this, though, just as I shouldn’t have had to tell her that listening to them feed was the best way of putting my future in perspective.

“You’re worried about the divination? That’s all?” She almost sounded amused. “Forget about Lilah, why don’t you. So she looks at you like a kidney pie. The thing to remember about Lilah is, if it wasn’t for scaring people, she wouldn’t have any fun at all.”

Salíce told me to wait right there, that she really shouldn’t show this to me, but so what. She disappeared into an adjacent room that overlooked the back lawn. It was full of tall windows and sunlight, locked file cabinets and computers. When she came back she handed me a small news clipping.

“It was a bigger story in Italy,” she said, “but I’m assuming you don’t read Italian.”

It was dated the previous week, about a theft from the church of a small village seventy-some kilometers north of Rome. During the night, someone had smashed a spherical crystal reliquary and stolen the relic inside, which wasn’t identified, only described as dating from the earliest years of Church history.

“Our friend Julius had this done. He lives in Capua, with a beautiful castrato boy named Giovanni. He used to throw the best parties, until Vanni deafened him with a pair of nails, so they’re pretty sure he’s dying now … but I think he wanted it that way, because he still loves Vanni after what that little eunuch did.” She rolled her eyes. “They want to grow old together.”

Since I didn’t know who or what she was talking about, I read the article again. It still struck me as an incomplete puzzle. “I don’t understand what this has to do with me, or Maia, or—”

“Don’t you get it? The relic — it’s for the divination. Lilah can’t bother you with those lovely white teeth of hers if she’s got them busy on something else, now, can she?”

Ghouls already; now body thieves? Asked what the relic was, Salíce just laughed and told me to be patient, adding only that if it was genuine it could prove to be quite illuminating. Pour my tainted stigmatic’s blood into the mix, and it might be their best opportunity yet for stealing the secrets of Heaven and Hell.

“I’d’ve thought you already knew them,” I said.

“You think because we’ve lived a long time we hold privileged information?” She shook her head. “There’s some older than we are, and they’re no better off. We’ve all got our ideas, but there’s too much we can never agree on.

“At Julius’s last party, two years ago, we managed to summon down and imprison an Ophanim. We thought we might get some answers out of it. But it was already insane. And wasn’t flesh and blood like Maia and Lilah are used to. So we raped it and sent it back, out of spite, and that was the end of it. We didn’t learn anything that most of us hadn’t already suspected.

“But you,” she said, with a faint smile. “We’re thinking we might learn more from you than even one of Heaven’s inmates. We don’t even have to summon you down — you’re already here. And all you have to do is bleed.”



*



When she learned how much Salíce had told me, Maia wouldn’t speak to her for two days. After it got to be too much to contain, they shouted at each other for half an hour.

“You didn’t have any right!” Maia cried. “I should’ve been the one to tell him those things.”

“Then what you were waiting for?” Salíce asked. “Until he got too old and decrepit to run away from you?”

I listened to them argue as I listened to them feed: out of sight and out of reach.

“The problem with you, Maia, is that there’s still a part of you that refuses to admit you’re not like the rest of them, and never can be again. Aren’t you ever going to accept that? Ever?”

“Because I’m not strictly human anymore, that means I can’t still be humane?” Maia’s voice then turned bitter, accusing. “Of course, you do have to possess that quality before you can slough it off.”

“Inhumane — me? They always thank me when I feed on them. What I take they’re already swimming in to begin with. They can’t wait to give it away. You can’t make any such claim, so don’t you even try.” Salíce groaned with exasperation. “My god, you still think you can fall in love, don’t you? You pick them out when they’re children and you dream about what might’ve been, and on the rare occasion you meet up with one again when he’s grown, you think if you put on enough of a front you’ll both forget what you are.”

“Keep your voice down,” Maia warned.

“You’re afraid he’ll hear something he doesn’t already know? Oh, wake up, he’s got excellent hearing. The only thing he doesn’t know is how you look after a meal. That’s the one thing you can’t pretend away, isn’t it? Not even you’re that naïve. And damn right you are that most of them would have a problem loving you back if they saw how bloated your belly gets with all the blood.”

Whatever Maia said next I didn’t hear. I was too busy facing Lilah when I realized she’d been behind me, watching me eavesdrop.

“It’ll blow over. It always does,” she told me, and nodded in the direction of the argument. “Salíce always has had an attitude of superiority because she never has to get any messier than some little cocksucker bobbing her head beneath a table at Mr. Pussy’s Café.”

“Do you ever resent that?” I asked.

“God, no. But then, I know what really makes Salíce so cocky over it in the first place.” She laughed, long hair uncombed and tangled in her face, as she leaned into mine. “Nobody’s afraid of her. She hates that. Maia and me — they fear us. But nobody fears Salíce.”

“I’m not afraid of Maia, either.”

Lilah loudly clicked her teeth. “But you are of me.” She stared triumphantly through the crumbling of my self-assurance. “Then maybe you’re only half-stupid.”

As she’d predicted, the argument soon blustered away, ending when Maia stormed from the house and cooled down out on the back lawn. Through the windows I watched her, a slight distant figure in somber greys, walking slowly amidst grass and gardens, finally sitting beneath an oak, where she distractedly petted one of the slobbering mastiffs that had the run of the grounds. When I braved the dog and joined her, we sat awhile in that silence that follows the clumsy dropping of another guard from around the heart.

“After that first day, and the bomb,” I said, “why didn’t you come to me again? I’ve always wondered that. I’d’ve followed you anywhere. I’d’ve been anything you wanted.”

“There’s your answer, right there. It’s too easy for someone like us to take whatever we want. Where’s the joy in that? After so long, it’s only gratifying one more appetite.” She watched her hand scruffing the black fur across the dog’s huge head. “It’s important to me that if someone like you comes back … it’s because you do it on your own.”

“Because it’s more real to you then?”

Maia shrugged, stared off into the grey sky. “What is real, anyway?” she asked, and while once I thought I had those answers, now I wasn’t even sure of the questions.

In the black-and-white faith I was raised in, there’d been no room outside of Hell for the likes of the Sisters of the Trinity. And while I realized that they weren’t goddesses, neither were they demons. I no longer believed in demons, at least not the sort the Church had spent centuries exorcising. Where was the need of them, other than keeping the Church in business? One pontiff with a private army could wreak more havoc than any infernal legion.

Because of Salíce, now I understood that the Sisters weren’t the only ones of their kind. When I asked how many of them there were, Maia didn’t know, or wouldn’t say, and I realized with an unexpected poignancy that whatever monstrous acts it was in their nature to commit, they were no worse than what went on between wolves and deer, and that those who committed them were still as lost in their world as the most ignorant of us mortal fools in ours, working and loving and praying and dying over our threescore and ten.

Black-haired and black-eyed, hair tousled in the breeze, Maia turned her unblinking serpent’s gaze on me, so unexpected it was almost alien.

“How much would it take to repulse you?” she said.

At first I didn’t know how to respond, then asked why she’d even want to.

“Because it obviously takes more than eating men alive to do it. You don’t find that interesting about yourself?” She wouldn’t look at me, instead smiled down at the dog. “I’ve made lovers of grown-up children before, and sometimes they’ve run and sometimes they’ve stayed, but do you know who I’ve noticed is most likely to stay? It’s you refugees from Christianity. Now why do you suppose that is?”

I had no idea.

“My guess is it’s because, most of you, you were weaned on the idea of serving up your god on a plate and in a little cup and eating him in a communal meal. Then when you can’t believe in him anymore, and you find us, and see how willing we are to eat others just like you, how we need that … then isn’t a little part of you, deep inside, relieved? Because that means you’re the god. Your ego is still too fragile to see yourself as just food. So you must be God, right…?

“So let me ask you again: How much would it take to repulse you? To sicken those romantic ideals out of you?”

“I don’t want to talk about this anymore, Maia. If you want me to leave, I’ll leave, but have the good grace to ask me rather than talking your way around it.”

“Hear that, Brutus? Doesn’t want to talk about it,” she said to the mastiff. “You know, Patrick, where we get these dogs, they claim the lineage runs directly back to war dogs used by the Roman army. Like barrels, they were … with legs and teeth and fury and spiked leather armor. And you know something, Patrick? That’s no empty claim on the breeders’ part, it’s absolutely true. Do you know how I know this?”

I shook my head.

“They’re extraordinary dogs. With extraordinary bloodlines.”

She hugged the dog, then slammed it over onto its back, and I could only watch appalled as Maia buried her beautiful face in the coarse fur at the mastiff’s bull neck. It yelped once, and those powerful legs kicked and clawed at the air, its body all squirming steel muscle, and yet she held it down with a minimum of struggle. When after several moments Maia tore her face away and let the dog go, it rolled unsteadily to its feet and lurched to a safer spot. Dazed, it looked back at her and whined, then ran off as if in a drunken lope.

She was on me by then, had flipped me back and down before I knew it was happening. She straddled me, her hands gripping my shoulders, then pressed her smeared face to mine and opened her mouth in a violent kiss, let gravity take the blood straight into me. We spit and we spewed, but I couldn’t fight her.

It would’ve been like wrestling an angel.

So I pretended the blood was her own.

When she sat back against the oak, Maia was breathing hard. I was still lying flat and trying not to retch. She wiped her mouth with the back of one hand, and trembled.

“Julius has always hated the dogs,” she murmured. “He hated the Romans, so he hates the dogs. He still blames the Romans for what he became. And he hates the dogs.”

“Became,” I echoed. “None of you were born this way, then?”

“Nobody’s ever born this way,” she said. When I asked what made them all, she told me it was different on the surface in each case, and sometimes that surface was all they knew. When I asked what made her, Maia did not speak for a long time, nor look at me. At last, after we heard the mournful howling of an unseen dog, she said, “If you’re still around late tonight, I’ll tell you.”



VII. Ignominy patris



“We were Assyrian,” she began, in our room filled with silks and dried orchids, “and we were just women. Devalued, and with no formal power. But we still had our ways. You know the Bible, so you know the sorts of men who made Assyria, don’t you?”

I told her I did. A nation of warrior kings ruling warrior subjects, Assyria had been so feared for its savagery that an Old Testament scribe had called it “a land bathed in blood.”

“In Assyria, as in Babylonia,” Maia went on, “each woman was expected, once in her life before she married, to go to the temple of Ishtar and sit on the steps until a man came and dropped a coin in her lap as the price of her favours. So off they’d go and their bodies became divine vessels for a while, and that was how a woman performed her duty to the goddess of love.

“My sisters and I decided to go the temple all on the same day, and the men who came then, they showered us with coins and started to fight each other over who’d end up having us. Lilah loved it, thought it was hilarious. At night, in secret, she led us and other women in worshipping the demoness Lilitu … the one the Israelites took and turned into Adam’s first wife, Lilith, and thought was so horrible because she fucked Adam from the top instead of lying on her back like a proper woman was supposed to. I’m sure you can see the appeal she had to those of us who didn’t feel particularly subservient to men.

“After that first day at the temple, when we saw what kind of power we had over them, we kept going back. Our fame grew, and so did our fortunes, and the rumours of the pleasure we could bring  … until we were finally summoned by King Sennacherib. He wanted to restore a rite that was ancient even then, from Sumerian times: the Sacred Marriage. The king embodied a god and a priestess stood in for the goddess — by then, we were held in much higher esteem than mere temple prostitutes — and out of that physical union the gods and goddesses received their pleasures of the flesh.”

Maia uttered a small laugh. “Lilah never believed Sennacherib really meant any of it, said he only wanted some grandiose excuse for an orgy with us. Probably she was right. After that, we became his most favoured concubines, and whatever in Nineveh we wanted, we had. And I … gave birth to twins, a daughter and a son. Of course the king didn’t publicly acknowledge them as his own. That was only for children born of his queen. But I knew whose they were.

“In 701 B.C. Sennacherib invaded the Israelites. He captured forty-six cities before getting to Jerusalem, but by then, the Jewish King Hezekiah had had an underground aqueduct dug to insure the water supply. Sennacherib besieged the city, as he’d already done at Lachish, but by now they were in a position to outwait us almost indefinitely. I know, because we were there. He might leave his queen at home, but Sennacherib wouldn’t dare leave us behind. Not with the addiction he had to our bodies. So we were there for it all. Waiting for weeks under that merciless desert sun, a few arrows flying back and forth, an attempt at building a siege ramp … but mostly each side just waiting for the other to give up.”

Maia seemed to lose herself in the flickering flame of a pillar candle. “Do you remember what supposedly happened to part of our army there?”

I nodded. It was said that an angel from the one true God of Israel came down and in one night slaughtered 185,000 Assyrians.

“Not true, I’m guessing?”

“Do you even have to ask?” she said. “It was closer to four thousand, and it was Sennacherib’s own fault. He was starting to fear he might lose the siege, so he went to the priests, the ones he knew practiced sorcery, and he had them conjure a demon from out of the desert wastes. He’d meant to send it over the city walls and turn it loose on Jerusalem. But the priests lost control of it and it began slaughtering our own soldiers. When they wrote about it later, the Israelites grossly exaggerated the casualties and credited them to the Archangel Michael.” Maia shook her head. “They did a lot of that sort of thing. Nothing but propaganda for their god Yahweh.

“What our priests had created, they finally got some control over, but they couldn’t get rid of it. I call it a demon, but it’s not like you think of demon. There’ve always been spirits, like unshaped clay, waiting to take whatever form someone with enough knowledge or devotion gives it, and that’s what the priests had done. But with the appetite they’d given it, and fed on the blood of four thousand warriors, it’d reached a degree of independence. Finally it consented to banishment, but only on condition of a sacrifice. It … it wanted flesh and blood from Sennacherib’s own lineage. Even then he got the priests to bargain with it. The thing didn’t care if what it received was a legitimate heir to the Assyrian throne. It was the flesh and blood alone that mattered.

“They took my children, Patrick. He sent soldiers into our tent and they took my beautiful babies and they fed them to that thing. It opened up their bellies and spread their insides out on the desert floor, and ate them piece … by … piece.”

Maia was silent for a long time, and I didn’t go to her as I might’ve. I wasn’t made to ease grief some 2700 years strong.

“Hezekiah was horrified by what he’d heard happened, and he eventually paid tribute — he ransomed the city, really — so our army went back home again. Except Sennacherib left us behind, Lilah and Salíce and me. Now that he’d killed my children he couldn’t trust us, so he made a gift of us to Hezekiah, to be his own concubines. Seems even he had heard of us, from spies he’d sent to Assyria.

“Even though we were betrayed by Sennacherib, we still didn’t have any love for the Israelites, or their god. So it was mostly a very antagonistic relationship we had with Hezekiah. But then one night, before he took us, he became very drunk, and we were amazed at what a state of terror he was in over their god. He talked to us, I think, because we were the only ones he could talk to, the only ones who didn’t share his religion.

“He was still haunted by the butchery of my babies. It wasn’t their deaths so much as the … the consumption of them that was so abhorrent to him. And this one night, drunk, with his guard down, he confessed that he couldn’t see any difference between that, and certain things their own god Yahweh had demanded.

“Then he mentioned some text he’d acquired from a Chaldean trader. He wouldn’t tell us what it said, specifically — he was too horrified to do that — but he hinted that it was written in angelic script, and that it couldn’t be burned, and that it had something to do with Yahweh and the blood sacrifice of a child.”

As Maia told me these things, they plucked at old misgivings I’d once chosen to ignore … like all those scriptures that plainly had God demanding that his chosen people lay waste to enemies down to the last innocent baby and ignorant animal.

Might these, too, have fed him, along with faith?

“When Hezekiah finally had us that night, something became very different about him. In spite of how drunk he was, he was inexhaustible. His erection had swollen to twice its usual size, and he kept after us long after it was raw. Hours, it must’ve been, and he still hadn’t released once. I don’t know if it was something in his eyes, or the way his throat ballooned out, as if his flesh couldn’t contain whatever was inside him, but we knew it wasn’t Hezekiah any longer. It was the Sacred Marriage, all over again … except this time, it was their god inside him.

“And when we realized this, Lilah and Salíce and I, that was when he orgasmed. His screaming was like a slaughtered pig’s. You can’t have any idea what that sounded like echoing down the palace corridors and back again. And his seed … it was like venom. He held us down and filled us with it, and there wasn’t any end to it, and it burned us from the inside out…”

When Maia went to the window, pressing her hands to the panes of leaded glass, we both gazed on the risen moon that watched over a land once filled with people who’d had no need of anything from the scorching deserts of Palestine. And I thought how right it was that she and her sisters had come to live amongst the Celts, and wait for that day when some magic in our blood might be turned to their advantage, if only to know the enemy a little better.

“And that was the seed of what we became,” she finished. “The punishment from their god for who we were. What we’d heard. He turned us into their idea of what we’d worshipped at home. Turned us into Liliths. And then he turned us away. Forever.”



VIII. O magnum mysterium



Even before they came to Dublin for the divination, I’d begun collectively thinking of them as the Misbegotten.

They came from as near as across the Irish Sea; as far away as the other side of the world. They came, and they were not all the same. Some drank blood while others ate flesh; then there was Salíce. The one called Julius? Before his castrato deafened him, Maia told me, it was the resonances of extraordinary sounds that kept him young. I’d been told of an aborigine who’d been eating eyes since the British used Australia as a penal colony, claiming it kept his view into the Dreamtime clear. I’d been told of a Paris artist who could be nourished only with spinal fluid. They walked and talked like men and women, but only if you looked none too close. For one who knew better, it was as though the gates of some fabulous and terrible menagerie had been thrown wide, and its inhabitants allowed to overrun creation.

Nobody’s ever born this way, Maia had said, but I saw them as misbegotten all the same, of monstrous second births that had, by chance or perverse design, left them equipped to demand accounting for what they’d all become. And even if in the end they might only shake futile fists at Heaven, I felt sure their voices would carry much farther than the rest of ours.

In a way I envied them.

In a way I regretted they hadn’t the power to turn me into one of them.

But to aid their cause, all I had to do was spread wide my arms, fixate my soul upon the Christ, then do what came naturally.

“We’re of two minds on God, Patrick,” she’d explained to me. “But if he really had a son, and there’s even a little bit of him in that son, and if there’s even a little bit of that son now in your blood, and in that single tiny scrap of flesh he left behind, then maybe that’s enough for us to do what men and women have always wanted to do: understand the true nature of God.”

“What tiny scrap of flesh he left behind?” I’d asked.

Having heard stories of their revels and debauches, I’d half-expected them to behave like barbarians as they filled the cellars beneath the house. But they took their places amongst the stones and great oaken beams with grim and solemn faces, and waited with the kind of hungry patience that could only accrue over lifetimes.

When the Sisters came for me I was preparing myself in silent contemplation. The Order of Saint Francis had taught me well in this much, at least. I turned around to find they’d quietly filled the doorway, and when Maia laid her cheek to my bare back, the other two turned theirs, to give us our moment alone.

“We’re of two minds on God,” she’d explained. “Some fear he might really be the creator of everything. In which case, we have no hope at all. Even if there is some lost paradise that was once promised, we’ll never regain it.”

They led me into the chamber, in the center of eyes and teeth and throats, and naked, I lay down upon the waiting cross.

“But there’s another way it might be,” she’d said, reminding me then of how the Assyrians had made their demon by taking that malleable form and imprinting it with all the traits they desired in it, until they’d fed it to the point of independence, so that it broke away on its own.

They lashed my arms to those of the cross; secured my feet as well. The crown of thorns came last. And when they raised the cross upright, and dropped its foot into the waiting hole, all the old devotions came back to me again, and once more I became as one with Father, with Son, and with Holy Ghost.

Whatever those were.

“Some of us wonder if religion hasn’t gotten it backwards,” she’d said. “If what the world now calls God was born in the desert out of the needs of people who had to have something bigger than themselves to worship. So it heard them, and asked for more, and they fed it burnt offerings, and the blood of their enemies, and their devotion, and later on they exported it to the rest of the world. But even before then, it was getting stronger, until after enough centuries had passed, they’d all forgotten where that god of theirs came from and thought it’d always been there, and created them instead … and by then, it was ready to feed on them.”

The Sisters of the Trinity took their places while my weight tugged at the lashes that held me aloft. My every rib stood etched against flesh as I laboured for breath, and now, at long last, the empathy I’d always sought with Christ had come. I was no longer in a Dublin cellar; rather, atop a skull-shaped hill called Golgotha, dying in the hot winds and stinging desert dust.

“Who better to feed on than those who considered themselves his children?” she’d explained. “They’ve always called themselves his chosen people … but chosen for what? You have to wonder. From the time of the Babylonian exile, to the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans, right up to the Holocaust … he’s been eating and drinking them all along, like no other people on earth.”

Salíce stood before me, below, and slowly, reverently, took me into her mouth. Minutes passed, as I writhed upon the cross between the agony of breaths, until it happened anew — the flesh of my wrists splitting layer by layer, the blood freed at last in a gush of transcendence and ecstasy. It trickled first along my arms toward my ribcage, then began to flow heavier, drizzling down into Maia’s wide and waiting mouth. So that none would be wasted, bowls were set beneath my other wrist and my feet.

I turned my eyes toward the heavens, wide and seeing so very clearly now, like those of the martyr I’d once dreamt of being: Saint Ignatius, in that painting hanging in Greyfriars Abbey. I’d so admired it, always wondering if I could show his sort of courage when the teeth of the carnivores began to close. Perhaps, now, I’d equaled him, even bettered him. Or maybe I’d fallen short by the depth and breadth of the darkest abyss.

There was no truth but this: I was not the father’s son I’d once been.

“What tiny scrap of flesh he left behind?” I’d asked.

“Don’t forget, he was circumcised. In the temple, when he was eight weeks old. The Holy Foreskin — that’s what you papists call it,” she’d said, with a teasing shake of her head. “You people and your morbid relics.”

When I looked down the bloody length of my body, I could see that tiny dark scrap in Lilah’s fingers, stolen from its crystal reliquary north of Rome. Still soft and pliable, it was, neither rotted nor gone leathery. Incorruptible.

But flesh is flesh, and beliefs something else altogether.

“Save me from that impotent, slaughtered lamb they have made of me,” he’d asked, and while I’d never known for sure what impact I might have, perhaps the truth alone would be enough.

The truth, they’d insisted he said, will set you free.

Then again, doubt works miracles too.

Lilah lifted her hand, and touched the foreskin to my flesh, to wet it with my blood, then it disappeared between her teeth.

And in the convulsive rapture of fluids and tissue, in that moment that makes us one with gods, I gave them all they’d asked for, all they needed, all I had to give.

It was explosive.

The greatest revelations usually are.



IX. Descendo ad patrem meum



“You can take away a man’s gods, but only to give him others in return.”

It was Carl Jung said that. My uncle had only borrowed it.

I nearly bled to death on that night of the divination, the stigmata persistent and reaching for the very core of me. In the weeks that followed, as the Sisters nursed me back to health like a faithful dog they couldn’t bear to have put to sleep, I often fondled an old pewter crucifix while my thoughts turned to the subject of fear.

Fear the Lord thy God, we were taught since childhood in my family, and how we quaked. How we trembled. How we fell daily to our knees and supplicated for continued mercy.

I’d long ceased to fear. Fear is for children, no matter what their age. But when fear is no more, that’s still not the end of it, because beyond fear lies despair, and so far, I don’t know if there’s any end to despair at all.

Once I was well enough to get about again, to stand without dizziness, to walk and run without weakness pitching me toward the nearest chair, I decided I could no longer spend my life with the Sisters of the Trinity. They, and the rest of the Misbegotten, were so much more than I could ever be. Their eyes saw more, their ears heard more, and with their tongues they tasted it, and their feet had walked it, and their minds comprehended it, and they had lived the histories that others only analyzed, and wrongly… 

And still they were not gods. They’d have been the first to admit it.

To see them day by day was too hideous a reminder that I was nowhere near their equal … and worse, that I’d never really gotten past that deeply instilled need to believe, but had now been left with only the Void.

“So what did you learn from it?” I’d asked the Sisters, soon as I could, from my bed; asked more than once. They’d look at one another and smile, with something like sadness and pity and even embarrassment for my sake; but for their own sake, with maybe just the tiniest ray of hope. Or maybe I saw that only because I wanted to. And then they’d tell me to rest, just rest, their 2700 years to my thirty-one like quantum mechanics to a dog.

On my own for the first time in my life, I hiked my homeland like a student tourist, my old possessions sharing backpack space with something I thought of as belonging to a newer Patrick Kieran Malone. The knife was large, with a contoured Kraton haft, and a huge killing blade of carbon steel and a sawtoothed upper edge.

I walked an Ireland different from that of the times of the Troubles, when a bomb had left me standing on a new road. Up north there were no more bombs going off, nor bullets flying, the I.R.A. having decided to lay down its arms — for the time being, at least — and I saw that most everyone was caught up in a cautious optimism that people with differing ideas of the same god really could live together after all.

I wondered if, somewhere, in his jealousness, he missed the smoke and blood of those earlier days. But time was on his side. The old blood lusts never die, they just lie dormant.

Saw a bumper sticker while on my way back up to Belfast. Nuke Gay Whales for Christ, it said.

Had to come from America.

“So what did you learn?” I’d asked the Sisters, refusing to give up, and finally Maia sat down on the bed where the marrow in my bones frantically churned out new red blood cells.

“How can I tell you this so you understand it?” she said, and thought awhile. “What’s God really like? Imagine an arrogant and greedy and demented child on a beach, building castles in the sand … only to kick them over out of boredom, leaving what’s left for the waves. Which of course begs one more question:

“Where did the sand come from?”

In Belfast I returned to the church I’d grown up in, and as I entered the sanctuary that quiet afternoon, it smelt the same as it always had, old and sweet with wax and incense. It took me back twenty years, more, the shock of it overwhelming and unexpected. Smells can do that to you. It was here where my family gave thanks for my life being spared on that day of the bomb, where they lit candles for the souls of my friends who’d been killed.

I genuflected before the altar, out of old reflex.

Or maybe it was disguise.

The priest didn’t recognize me at first, but then it had been awhile, a decade of monasticism and nearly another year of heresy in between. Such things leave their mark on a man, and even his blood knows the difference. The priest had already heard that I’d left the order; clasped my hands warmly just the same; would be at least sixty now. He told me how deeply my leaving the Franciscans had hurt my mother, dashing so many of her expectations for me.

“Can’t help that, Father,” I said. “Wasn’t my idea …  but I’ve learnt a brand new doctrine. I just count myself lucky that I learnt it while I’m still a relatively young man.”

I could see that he was puzzled. And I remembered a childhood friend who’d told me, when we were altar boys, how the Father had put his hands on him, and where. I’d not believed him. Nobody had. Everybody knew that God loves little children.

“Gospel of Matthew,” I said. “Remember what Jesus had to say about new doctrines? Comparing them to wine?” The priest nodded, back on familiar ground. “Said you can’t go pouring new wine into old wineskins. It’ll just burst them, and what’ve you got then? Spilt wine and a wineskin that won’t hold anything else.”

From my backpack I took the sleek, dark knife, and when I unsheathed it, the blade seemed to keep on coming.

“Some days,” I confessed, “I do wish that fucking bomb had done me in too.”



*



I don’t know why I killed the priest. Don’t know why I did such a thorough bloody job of it. Or why I killed twelve more in the coming weeks, or how I managed to get away with it for as long as I did. Blessed, I suppose, in my own way.

With that sacrificial blade I opened them, throats and chests and bellies, opened them lengthwise or crossways, and out of each poured their stale old wine. And then I’d have to sit awhile and gaze upon their burst skins, and reflect upon the way they weren’t good for anything else now. This was my main comfort. But I could never get them all.

That, too, was my despair.

So I imagined those beyond my blade, Catholic and Protestant alike, shepherding those even more desperate than I to believe, telling them about an impotent, slaughtered lamb whose history and words had been agreed on by committees. And in his captive name, the eager converts would rise from their watery baptismal graves to go forth and seek to propagate the species.

Over those weeks, I was not a particularly beloved figure in Ireland. Knew it couldn’t be much longer before I was caught. And when at last I grew too tired, too sick at heart to continue, only then did I return to the one place, the one people, that would have me, and they took me in as one of their own.

I knew better, though.

No matter how much blood I’d drunk, it hadn’t made me one of them.

“Hide me,” I asked those voracious and beautiful Sisters of the Trinity. “Hide me where they’ll never find me. Hide me where they never can.”

Of course, they said. Of course we will.

But Maia wept.



X. Consummatum est



And thus finishes this testament of a boy who wanted only to grow up and be a saint.

There are many who’d say he couldn’t have fallen any farther short of such a lofty goal. After all, there are saints, and there are butchers, and they believe they know the difference.

But a few — a growing few, perhaps — would say that he achieved his dream all the same. But this depends on your idea of paradise.

“Think of it this way,” Lilah tells me. “You struck some of the first blows in a coming war. Oh, you’ll be venerated, I don’t have any doubt about that. I’ve seen it before.”

And now, at the end of all ambition, where too ends the flesh and the blood and the seed of life, I can’t help but thinking of my old hero, obsolete though he may be: Saint Ignatius, on his way to the lions in Rome. Would that he’d had such beautiful mouths to welcome him as I’ll soon have.

Take me into you, Maia. Take me in, my angel, my deliverer, and I will be with you always … until the end of your world.

Caress then, these beasts, that they may be my tomb, Ignatius wrote in a final letter, and let nothing be left of my body. Thus my funeral will be a burden to none.

As for me, I’ll not mind leaving bones, and I hope they keep them around, gnawed and clean, true relics for the inspiration of disciples yet to come.





Sensible Violence




You’re minding your own business when he comes up to you, the way it happens to anyone. Your palms are pressed against the plate glass of the store’s window, a pet store, you never can resist it, taking time out to squat on your haunches and share a few moments with the puppies. With their big feet and fat little bellies, they squirm and trip all over each other trying to get to you, impress you, maybe you’ll take them all home. Show them the world on the other side of the glass.

“‘s’cuse, not to be intruding or nothing, but I’s needing to ask you something, okay, mind if I conversate with you a second?”

Money. He’ll want money, it’s as good as predestined. When you squatted down to watch the pups he was nowhere in sight, and you’d checked, too. You’re less a target for beggars when you’re moving and they know that, that it’s easier to pretend you don’t hear them, that your ears shut down in midstride.

“Basically I’s wondering if you could spare like a couple dollars so I could get something to eat, you know, I wouldn’t ask but I ain’t had nothing to eat for a couple days now—”

He talks with his hands always in motion to make you feel his urgency, feel his hunger, and you wonder if you should tell him to calm down, quit flailing so much and he’ll conserve more calories. He tells you how your donation will enable him to go back up the street a couple blocks to the Dairy Queen on the corner, alleviate his hunger with a double cheeseburger and fries.

“I’m not giving you the money,” you tell him, “but if you’re hungry I’ll take you to buy it.”

“I heard that, let’s go,” his willingness immediate, without the outrage that comes when they only want the cash, then you’re walking up the street, not looking as though you naturally belong together but are something odder, buddy cops maybe, and he’s just come in from undercover work, the reason he’s dressed the way he is, wearing that dirty sweatshirt with the hood fraying around the edge. He probably really needs the meal, unless he only dresses the part, although some don’t even bother, wearing two hundred dollar warmup suits and pricey new sneakers, as robust as marble statues come to life, with their hands out, telling you about all the meals they’ve missed.

“Got a head for business, must have,” he says about you, “be wanting to eyeball where your money goes.”

“Well, it is mine,” you say, then with a glance back at the pet store: “People eat dogs sometimes. Not here, but…”

“Get hungry enough, yeah, I can see that, my stomach gets to growling too loud, I’d eat me a Benji-burger too.”

“It’s wrong, eating dogs, no matter where they do it,” and he nods along with you, sharing a soft spot for man’s best friend. Or maybe he’ll agree with anything as long as food is coming, so you don’t mention the T-shirt that you own with the wolf’s head in the center, between two slogans: SAVE THE WOLF
above, then underneath, PREDATORS KEEP THE BALANCE.

It’s midmorning and the Dairy Queen isn’t busy and the young woman with the dreadlocks behind the counter has no smiles for you or your new best friend, looking at him as if she’s seen him too many times before, and you along with him.

“So you let that fool shame you into buying his breakfast for him,” she says when you order, resenting it and why not, she’s the one with the job and the grocery bills.

“No, no shame. My family’s Norwegian, we didn’t do slavery.”

“Well, so nice to see someone with a clear conscience for a change,” she says, very unimpressed. “He want anything to drink?”

You turn to check, but your undercover cop pal is off in the corner, clowning with another just like him who’s rattling a newspaper.

“Give him a Hi-C,” you decide, “keep him from getting scurvy for a few more days.”

A corner of her mouth tics, as though tugged by a marionette string, you’ve almost made her laugh, or laugh for another reason instead of at you, at liberal Caucasian guilt too pervasive to be assuaged by pushing a nervous dollar or two away from your body before remembering somewhere else you have to be.

He trots into the restroom before the food is ready, is still there when it’s up, so you carry it to a table and wait, checking to see how ignored you are. You unwrap the burger and peel the bun back on its ligaments of cheese, exposing thick goo, mostly bright primary colors, unnatural, like a squashed animal in a subversive children’s book.

When he emerges from the restroom you’ve been guarding his food for a couple of minutes, as you rise he showers you with gratitude and the mingled fumes of malt liquor and tooth decay.

“God bless you, God bless you,” he says, overdoing it, you’re embarrassed, and when you leave him you return to the place where he found you, to finish your time with the puppies, who once again compete for your affections. Seems like everybody’s glad to see you today.

You tap on the glass and it stirs their blood, with furiously wagging tails they swat each other’s faces, it’s almost the second Thursday of the month, and you know if the world works the way it’s supposed to, these are just the ones who should inherit it.



*



It always comes back to canids for you, nothing else on earth as untarnished as the societies of dogs and dingoes, jackals and hyenas, coyotes and the progenitors of them all, the wolves, the beautiful wolves, with their tender and baleful eyes, said by an old Indian legend to have been the only human attribute to take when the gods tried to turn the animals into men. But human beings can only wish that their rites of dominance and submission were as pure.

You’ve always been entrenched on the canine side of that wide and irreconcilable schism between cat people and dog people, where each camp recognizes the inferiority of the other but only the dog people are right. Cat people laugh, haughty, say that they prefer felines because of their independence, their autonomy and self-reliance; say that dog people crave brainless obedience. But the true dog people know just how far self-reliance goes when trying to escape a pack on the hunt; know that what cat people are really identifying with is sleepy-eyed lazy indolence. Most cats, if they could, would be on welfare.

Since childhood you’ve preferred the company of canines, you sense a kinship that transcends species and they know it too, will defer to your mastery to a degree approaching the telepathic. Your impulses become theirs, their instincts inform your own, when you were a boy the area dogs would gather around you, nuzzling with their long toothy muzzles. You could strip down and roll with them, with young and old, they would accept you into their society of scents and sensibility as if recognizing some better part of you, beneath your hairless skin and flat face, you, the strangely-furred pug who walks on two legs. Cats aren’t the only ones who bring blood offerings, so you pretended you had some use for dead squirrels, for broken-necked tabbies, and no, you never once actually thought you were a dog, no matter what anyone said, and ever since then you’ve understood that the human animal is primarily characterized by arrogant stupidity and soft throats, a combination that constantly courts extinction.

Just as they see into you, so too do you see into them, they are Nietzsche’s abyss with the reciprocal gaze, or maybe the abyss is you. Show you a worthy dog and you’ll see past the millennia of taming, see past civilization’s dulling to the sharp primal edges beneath, the wolf behind those eyes. Except for poodles, pampered and self-loathing inside, and dachshunds, which are less dogs and more sorrel-haired rats.

The rest, it’s why they like you so, you know their ancestral secret and respect it, it’s almost the second Thursday of the month, and already you’re cocking an expectant ear toward the sky, listening for the howl that will split the city, then the world.



*



So enlivened are you by the day’s gift of the panhandler that you decide not to return to work. Instead you walk, not wanting to miss anything now that your senses are primed, you can track down further opportunities for trickery like any efficient hunter, blending into the landscape. You wear lots of gray and black because you live around lots of concrete and asphalt.

Work, too, is camouflage, was camouflage long before you even realized it, after awakening to your deepest nature. You log manifests and dispatch messengers, you help the city stay in touch with itself, for whatever that’s worth, old people do the same when senility takes hold and all anyone ever wishes is that they’d just shut up. If you really wanted to be happy you’d work in a pet store somewhere, but you tried that once already, and were fired when they caught you trying to smuggle all the dogs to freedom, even if they misunderstood everything, suspected you of planning to sell the stock to experimental medical laboratories, although they couldn’t figure out why you’d left the dachshunds behind.

After an hour of feeling the city’s shifting crust beneath your boots you take respite in a neighborhood bar, you’ve never seen or been seen here before, it’s beneath your usual dignity but happy hour begins early and seems to draw a clientele that needs it more than most. Paradoxically, all of them ignore each other.

You’re minding your own business when she comes up to you, the way it happens to anyone. You’ve had the darkened booth to yourself for less than the duration of your first drink, or the cigarette that she lit around the time she watched you sit down.

“I don’t mean to interrupt or anything, if you’ve got your heart set on sitting here alone, but if you wish you weren’t, I, I know how you feel, you don’t have to anymore, then neither would I, I mean it kind of makes sense, doesn’t it?”

A refill. She’ll want a refill, it’s as good as predestined.

“We don’t have to talk or anything, not if you don’t want to, it’s just that drinks taste better when you’re with someone.”

She talks with her hands held rigidly before her, a conscious effort to keep them from trembling, and doing a better job with her hands than she’s managing with her voice.

“Would you mind not smoking, that’s all I ask,” you tell her. “I have a very sensitive nose.”

Her nervous hand dives toward the ashtray, she grinds out the butt, not a problem for her, then she’s fanning the wisps away and lands in the booth, across the table, she and her purse and her glass with its lonely, rattling ice cubes.

“My name’s Merilee,” she says.

You nod. “As in, ‘merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, life is but a dream’?”

She looks at you blankly, how could you be making such a mistake? “No, no, it’s spelled—” She catches herself. “Oh, you’re joking, I get it.” She slaps her forehead, lets it slide halfway down her arm, embarrassed.

You buy her another drink to go with your second, making an educated guess that she’s had a two-drink head start on you. When you catch sight of the booth in the mirror behind the bar you scan the reflection for the way you look together, the story it tells.

Two years ago you might’ve belonged together, but no longer, she left you and now she wants to come back, she’s had a rougher time of it than she thought, it shows in the puffiness along her jowls and under her eyes, while you have prospered, triumphed over the pain, and while you feel pity for her you’re not the same person she left, so how could you take her back?

Briefly you wonder who he was, if you’ve envisioned what has been, or what is still to come.

“I’m not keeping you from anything, am I, you don’t have to go anywhere right away?” she asks.

“Well, I have a dog I’ll need to feed eventually.”

Her eyes mist over with sorrow, as though she’s heard better excuses in her day, but is still willing to give you the benefit of the doubt, she has hope, clings to it. “What’s his name?”

“Fenris.”

“What kind of name is that?” she asks, so you tell her it’s Scandinavian, just like you, and it brightens her afternoon, she believes you now, she says nobody would just make up a name like that and asks what breed of dog Fenris is.

“He’s more of a wolf, actually.”

With widening eyes, “You keep a wolf in the city, isn’t that dangerous?”

“Not for Fenris. He thrives on it.”

“I’ll bet you don’t have many problems with your neighbors.”

“Not anymore.”

“That’s funny, you don’t strike me as one of those guys who has to have the meanest dog around,” she tells you, it’s a fumbled compliment. “I knew this guy, well, lived with him for a month if you must know, it was Rottweilers or nothing for him. He was as hairy as the dogs, almost. But you, you have such a cultured look if you don’t mind me saying so, like you could be an artist maybe. And your voice, I could listen to you talk for hours.”

Which sounds like a threat, as she drinks two to your one, a ratio Merilee seems to have some experience with. Her hands start and stop for her cigarettes so often you lose count, her fingers drum with nerves and pretty soon the situation arrives where you know it’s been heading all along. She tries not to cry over things she can’t even tell you about, worries what you must think of her, with her eyes she begs you not to judge too harshly. She dumps her soul at your feet, skinned and raw.

“Loneliness is a cancer,” she says with frozen tears and a lurch in her voice, “and it never gets tired of eating at you day after day.”

It touches you like nothing else she’s said or done. “I know exactly what you mean.” You point to the front window, overlooking the sidewalk. “Walking around out there today, how many people did I see, do you think? Five thousand? Five thousand and they’re all selectively deaf, selectively blind. I might as well not exist for all they care. I could stand on a streetcorner and shout at the top of my lungs, and they’d hear me almost as well as they’d hear a gnat buzzing near their ears. They only want to know about you when they can take something from you.”

“Like your kids,” she murmurs with a faraway gaze.

“The world quit feeling, if it ever did in the first place,” and you’re saying more than you should but she’s made you talkative, “so we may as well just give it back.”

Give the world back to where, to whom, she wants to know. But you’re canny enough to smile and shake your head as if to admit you’re only spouting off, you’ve never thought it through. Merilee says she’ll be right back, she scoots off toward the restroom with purse in tow and while she’s gone you hold her glass and swirl it, checking to see how ignored you are.

When she returns your trick is done, you can tell she’s tried to freshen up, she’s washed the smudges from around her eyes.

“What was that about your kids?” you ask, and at first she’s hesitant but you persist, you really want to know.

“Anybody can make a mistake. It was only bathwater, it didn’t feel too hot to me.” She’s a talking shell. “So what about you, what’s the worst thing you ever did? You owe me one now, y’know.”

“Earlier today this guy came up asking for money for food, so I took him to get a cheeseburger,” and before you can finish she’s asking what’s wrong with that, it sounds positively saintly. “But while he was in the restroom I put ground glass in the sandwich. He was drunk enough, I doubt he even noticed. The glass was pretty finely-ground to begin with.”

Merilee blinks at you, her face is as blank as unshaped clay, in her bovine eyes you see the future, see how she’ll continue to propagate more kids that may or may not be taken from her bungling hands and what kind of specialized monsters and parasites they’ll turn out to be, the world doesn’t need them, although that’s all academic now. Or will be in a few more hours.

She slaps her forehead and laughs. “You’re joking again! You really had me going for a minute, you have the strangest sense of humor, did anybody ever tell you that?”

“No, never,” and now you’re checking the time, how many hours since tricking the panhandler, the glass should be well on its way into his aching digestive tract by now, small intestine for sure, indigestible razor dust cutting soft tissues along its peristaltic journey, if he’s drinking and he probably is his thin blood will leak out that much sooner.

“I like you,” Merilee says, and you nod toward her glass and tell her to drink up, every last drop, for it’s time you should be on your way, it’s almost the second Thursday of the month, and the end of everything that’s overdue already.



*



It always comes back to history for you, most history being cyclical, because of the fundamental stupidity of human herds that never learn, or less often the realization that sometimes the old ways really are best. New generations must discover this on their own, why should they take anyone’s word for anything?

Some months ago you first felt it, felt that cold wind blow to you from across the ocean, from Norway, home of your ancestral genes and much that you hold dear. For a few years it’s been going on and you never even knew, until your chance encounter with a small newspaper article, which led you to a more detailed magazine article, which triggered your search for all that you could find on the subject of the Norwegian church-burnings.

A war has been declared, fought mostly in the middle of the night, churches a thousand years old, some of them, set aflame and razed to the ancient ground, burned in the name of old gods once sacred to Viking lips and warriors’ blades. The newly churchless blame it on devil worshippers, poor Lucifer gets dragged into everything, if the pious have no greater sense of their own ancestry than that, then they’re no better than poodles and dachshunds, maybe they really should be burned out. The culprits are musicians in most instances, modern-day sons of Odin and Thor, evidently they’ve had quite enough of missionaries and meddling, would’ve put a stop to it, too, if only they hadn’t been born a thousand years too late.

From across the Atlantic and cold North Sea you cheer them on, their fiery tricks are the vanguard of revolution, the world is about to shake itself down like a tick-infested hound and these are the first true signs, and you’re a natural part of the rest.

Ragnarok is coming.

You hear it on its way, heard it trying to break through into the world a month ago, and the month before, and the month before that, you weren’t ready then but now you are, you’ve remembered everything, now it’s almost the second Thursday of the month again and it all depends on you.



*



So enlivened are you by this final countdown that you decide not to go home, in polls you’ve read wherein people share what they’d do if they knew they had but another day to live, and nobody ever says they would sleep more.

You’re minding your own business when she comes up to you, the way it happens to anyone. You’ve taken a break from your spree of tricks, both feet are aching in their boots. The blistered soles of your feet throb while you sit on the bench at the bus stop, your blisters have popped and feel raw inside sticky socks.

“You look kind of stressed,” she tells you. “Suck you off to relieve some of that tension? Twenty bucks.”

Vitality. She’ll want your life’s vitality, it’s as good as predestined. She can’t be more than fourteen and possibly younger, her body still has that slim, straight look of a boy’s, no curves anywhere, or perhaps it’s poor nutrition.

“Come on, you got a car nearby? I’ll do you there, do you so good your grandpa’ll come. No, wait, if you had a car, like, what would you be doing waiting for the bus?”

“You’re new at this, aren’t you?” you ask.

“Yeah, I’ve got these virginal lips, they’ve never known a man’s thing. Is that what you want?” She’s pouting like a magazine cover, hard little urchin’s face softening beneath a floppy hat, hair snaking from beneath in tangled dark strands and both knees of her jeans are dirty. “Okay, fifteen and we’ll go find somebody else’s car. There’s gotta be one unlocked around somewhere.”

“Do your parents know you do this?”

“Oh yeah, sure, I’m like sending them a postcard every week, ‘Hope you’re fine, I still don’t swallow.’ So what planet are you from, anyway, do they even have blowjobs there?” She rolls her eyes. “Ten, okay? It’s as low as I go.”

“You know what you need?” you tell her, because now you know that you can make a difference in her life, grant it some grace here at the end. “You need a dog.”

“Whoa, no, I’m all, okay, like I’ve done some weird things to get by, but I’m not into animal scenes, you really are a freak—”

You stop her before she can go any further, perpetuate this sick misunderstanding, the idea of treating a fine dog in such a way fills you with nausea, and never mind what the males will do sometimes to an unwary leg, they don’t know any better and you do.

“A pet, that’s all I mean, a protector, and to always love you,” you explain. “They’re a lot more reliable than people.”

“I had a dog once,” she says quietly. “His name was Sailor, and we … we never could hardly go anywhere without him following, he was so good at slipping the gate.”

She’s thoughtful now, you see the distant past overtake her, remake her, she’s no longer the pubescent whore. If a remembered mutt can do this much for her, imagine what Fenris can do to the rest of the world when he gets it in his jaws.

“I’ll buy you another dog tomorrow, all you have to do is meet me at the pet store on Lancaster Avenue. You know the one?”

“A dog.” She can’t believe what she’s hearing. “You wanna buy me a dog.”

“But it’ll have to be first thing in the morning. Later on I’m going to be extremely busy.”

“You. Wanna buy me. A dog.”

“They all know me there. If you want, we could walk over now and look in the window, you could pick one out tonight.”

The girl contemplates this, her mouth hangs open and her eyes roll up, she doesn’t know what to do with her hands. “You are like the weirdest guy I have ever met.” She stops, abrupt. “Okay. Sure. Okay. Let’s go look at the dogs, maybe it’ll excite you, something needs to.”

The two of you walk along the street together, you’re much taller than she is, if anybody cares to look she could be your kid sister but of course nobody cares. The members of a wolfpack watch out for one another, but the tendency has been bred out of humans, another reason to give the world back.

“So is this your mission in life, or what?” she asks.

You wonder how to explain it all so she’ll understand, these are not simple principles, you may have to be patient.

“Everything we do makes ripples,” you say. “Like in a pond? You throw in one pebble and it makes ripples, you throw in two or three, then the ripples get complicated, they intersect. So what I do is, I go around throwing pebbles.”

“Right,” she says. “Why?”

“As long as I’m in the middle of the ripple patterns, that should keep me safe.”

“Oh, sure, the ripple patterns, why didn’t you just say so?” You’re really communicating now. “Look, I know that nice leather jacket you’re wearing must not’ve come cheap, but are you sure you can afford this dog?”

You assure her you can, after Ragnarok what use will anyone have for money anyway, filthy lucre will be utterly without value. Flesh and blood will be the currency of the future, and tomorrow’s princes those who have shown an aptitude for dealing in them.

For many years you’ve been hearing about senseless violence, commentators tossing the phrase around as though it were something they were proud of inventing and proud of scorning, above it all. They’re fools at best, at worst traitors to their species, ignorant of the natural order, they must think that deer run from wolves in a spirit of fun, that throats open and entrails spill from zippers, without a struggle. The culling of the weak can hardly be a senseless act, is labeled so only by a species that cherishes weakness, that nurtures it, that protects the weak from their natural fate. It demeans the whole system.

“You’re not Italian, are you?” you ask.

“No,” she says, she’s looking strangely at you. “Would it be a problem if I was, are you prejudiced?”

“Just checking, just curious.” People all around, in windows and in cars, no one sees you or this underage whore, how blind do they have to become before they never leave home at all? “Columbus gets credit for discovering it over here even though Vikings came centuries earlier. They know better, so what’s Columbus Day still doing on the calendar? It just bugs me. Some smart Norwegian needs to restake the claim.”

“There’s always tomorrow,” she says, then you’re looking at her back, she’s turned into an alley all but untouched by light, the bricks and wrought iron gleam with a wet nocturnal sheen.

“Where are you going?”

“Shortcut, this way’s quicker than going all the way to the end of the block. Believe me, I live out here, I know.”

So you follow, the alley slick beneath your boots. She takes your hand like a child afraid of the dark, you hope she doesn’t start up with the propositions again. Halfway along she pivots at the waist, scrawny torso spinning toward you when her fist slams into your stomach in that opening of your jacket, her fist and the small knife she’s holding. You grunt and she stabs you again, lets the blade pull itself out as you lurch back against moist bricks and slide down, her hands plunge into your pockets, deft and sure, they know what they want by touch alone and leave the rest.

Before you can tell her what a mistake she’s making she’s running away with your old name and your money. You sit against the wall, you’re aware of breath and blood, aware of everything but time, you sit until something clicks inside you, it must be after midnight by now, it’s the second Thursday of the month, if only you can hold out a few hours longer.



*



It always comes back to roots for you, in roots lies purpose, without roots how can anyone know which direction to grow? Roots are the human pedigree, ergo one’s destiny, as surely as pedigrees match dogs to duty, canis familiaris, a single species but many breeds. Pedigrees point border collies toward herds of sheep, and bloodhounds toward scent trails, while behind them all are the wolves, the beautiful wolves, who lurk in the northern woodlands of deepest night and in the dim bestial memories of those who build walls to keep them out.

Your fleshly grandparents were born in Norway but you’re an American, whatever that means, the answer might be found if you read enough bumper stickers but they don’t mean the same things on cars that are stolen or repossessed, and since you never know who’s driving, you’re better off trusting your roots. You have Vikings in the woodpile, plunder in your blood and Ragnarok in your future, as a heritage there’s a lot to live up to.

They’ve given you courage, these Nordic church-burners across the ocean, obviously they knew more than you at first, being so much closer to the soil of your common roots. With Ragnarok on the way they’re making preparations, you wonder if they too heard the howl of Fenris on the second Thursday of each month, Fenris apparently too weak to claw through into this world.

His howling is to be the beginning of the end, the old Norse legends agree that the trickster and fire demon Loki will slip his bonds, then he and his followers will meet the gods for the final battle and Fenris the mighty wolf born of the trickster Loki will unleash his howl of devastation to come and there’s Ragnarok for you. Of course everyone must die before the earth can regenerate into a new and better place, it’s a necessary sacrifice, but look at most of the people around today and sacrifice starts to seem perfectly reasonable.

You remember hearing these old stories when you thought they were just that, just stories, tales your grandfather told to pass the winter afternoons after your parents no longer wanted you. He would take you for walks in the country, you were quite small at the time, you would help him take his dogs out to chase winter hares and laugh and kick at snow drifts and wander so deep into the forests that the day he fell over dead out there you knew you would never find your way back, late as it was, so you went to sleep instead.

It woke you with its hot breath and rough tongue, you opened your eyes but couldn’t feel your feet, your grandfather lay where he fell although now his big belly was torn open and great steaming heaps of things lay in the snow. The yellow eyes looked upon you as if they knew you, knew everything you were and would be, you’d never seen an animal like this before, never so big nor so black, the dogs were nowhere to be found, and when it took your hand in its mouth you couldn’t feel that either. It tugged you to your grandfather, to the ragged edges of the steaming wound, where frozen hands and frozen feet might be warmed, how it knew such a trick you couldn’t understand. It had vanished before they found you, the two-leggeds, who didn’t believe you anyway. “Where are the tracks?” they asked, and with your drippy hands you pointed at the snow but they wouldn’t see, so you quit talking. They didn’t deserve it.

You’ve always remembered the yellow eyes looking at you, how they recognized you even if you didn’t recognize yourself and even forgot yourself entirely until a month ago, the latest howl of Fenris brought it all back, you’ve known who you are ever since.

You are Loki, you are the fire demon, you are the trickster and you’ve been playing tricks ever since, with ground glass and toxins and whatever else is handy. You’ve slipped your bonds as the legends always said you would, you wonder if anyone ever guessed that the bonds were forged not of metal but of a gray life of rent and repetition, and the gods damn them, they made you just one more link in the chain. No wonder escape took so long.

But now you’re here, now you’re free, it’s finally the second Thursday of the month, the end of all that was never really you.



*



By dawn you made it to the building that you selected weeks ago for this morning and you’ve been here ever since.It’s tall, vacant too if you don’t count the vagrants below, they look asleep and in one sense they are. Two evenings ago you tricked them, you left warm deli sandwiches for them, cyanide has a very fulfilling effect, they want nothing from you now.

The building might’ve been a hotel once, its brick shell and musty hallways feel as though they were built in an age of sunnier dispositions. You wonder what happened, if the hotel died first and took the surrounding area with it, or if it was the other way around, if the hotel choked on creeping blight. It does no good to lock the place, whoever tries, vagrants only chisel it open again.

From a high window you view the streets below while awaiting Fenris, the insignificance of two-legged comings and goings is so much more apparent when watched from overhead, perspective is all. They’re marbles in a crate down there, they roll wherever they’re tilted, no pattern to it, and no purpose either. As a trickster you can appreciate the joke, but enough’s enough.

You’re minding your own business when he comes up to you, the way it happens to anyone. You sit on the floor, back against the wall, while you settle your stomach, settle your vision, your head feels hot this morning, never mind this chilly air. When you see him you shift as well as you can, it’s not easy with your crusted belly and thirty-two pounds of weight resting across your lap.

For a moment he only stares, the room is atrocious, plaster crumbled everywhere and wallpaper hanging in tatters, same as the hallways, the whole place looks like a mummy.

“I’d ask if you need help,” he says, “but I think I know how ridiculous that would sound.”

Your soul. He’ll want your soul, it’s as good as predestined. Even from across the room you can tell what he is, he’s wearing a ministerial collar, not Catholic though, Presbyterian maybe. He’s carrying an armful of blankets, it’s what his kind does, they find the homeless in their homes and bring them blankets for the coming winter, blankets with salvation, thanks, much earlier inhabitants of the region were brought blankets too, blankets with smallpox.

“I followed the blood upstairs. I don’t know what your story is … but son, I beg you to let me get you some help, I beg you not to do whatever it is you have on your mind.”

“Today’s Thursday,” you tell him. “You know why it’s called that, don’t you?”

No, no he doesn’t, you know it even before he opens his pale mouth to confirm it.

“Thor’s Day,” you explain, slowly. “The day they dedicated to the thunder god. The one with the hammer. How can you be a holy man if you don’t even know what’s holy? You’re as bad as the rest of them down there. No, worse — at least they don’t pretend to know much of anything.”

He’s asking if he can’t call for an ambulance, get you to the hospital, that’s a nasty-looking belly wound and maybe so but they take a long time to die from if you die at all, depends on how the rest of this morning goes.

“That’s—” He’s shaking, now why would that be, it’s not that cold. “That’s about the biggest rifle I’ve ever seen.”

He speaks the truth, across your lap rests a McMillan M-93 sniper rifle, each .50-caliber cartridge is nearly as long as your hand and each magazine holds twenty of them, it cost you every dollar you had in the bank and some you didn’t.

“You don’t know who I am, do you? You don’t even recognize me,” you say, then he tries to fool you, says sure, sure he does, the light was bad is all, but who’s he kidding, can’t trick the trickster. “That’s all right, nobody else does either. I’m used to it by now. Not that it matters today, right before.”

“Before…?” he wants to know.

“You really are in the dark, aren’t you? Doesn’t your god tell you anything?”

It’s the wrong thing to say, all the lead-in he needs, next thing you know you’re getting a sermon, for God so loved the world, well he doesn’t actually say it but you know that’s what’s going through his head, there’s a remarkable consistency to the sheep of the lord, and if anything knows sheep it’s wolves.

There’s a beauty in devastation that escapes the appreciation of most, they’re so attached to what has been they never think of what might be, never consider how a decomposing body can enrich a bed of roses, and that’s just the small picture. With the entire world become a graveyard there’s no telling what may grow in time, it’s the great potential that is Ragnarok, so rejoice you deaf, dumb, blind, and ravenous, a better world will sprout from your fat and clutching fingers.

“All of them down there?” you say, with a nod at the window, the street. “As a holy man you must be very disappointed in them.”

“No. Oh my, no.” The Presbyterian shakes his head, he’s even smiling a little. “They’ve given me good reason plenty of times. But then they turn around and delight me. And in between, there’s forgiveness to fall back on. I promise you, they will delight you too … if you’ll wait a little longer.”

You snort at his desperate naivety. “If they only had longer teeth, they’d eat each other alive and sleep the rest of the time, they just don’t admit it. I’ve watched it for thousands of years and it never changes.”

For a moment he looks puzzled, still holding the blankets in his arms, he’s a befuddled emissary, and then you hear it, Fenris at last, the mighty howl whose pattern you figured out is trying again and this time you’re ready, it permeates the sky, it rolls through the streets.

“Hear that?” you ask. “I’ve waited for this forever.”

“It’s just the disaster siren, for heavy storms and such,” he says, he still looks befuddled and why not, he’s so desperate now he’ll say anything. “They’re all over town.”

You’ve never heard such nonsense in your life, you may be a trickster but that’s no reason for him to take you for a fool. Today isn’t the first day you’ve heard it, after all, sometimes you’d be off work and Fenris would howl, the sound seeming to come from everywhere and every dog in your neighborhood would join in because they all remembered, their instincts hadn’t dulled, their ancestral roots still ran true.

“It’s nothing to be afraid of,” the Presbyterian says, “the city tests it once a month or so—”

Fenris hangs at the peak of his first howl, he’s waiting for you, Loki unchained, the father of the wolf. You tilt the rifle up from your lap, you squeeze the trigger without aiming and it makes such thunder. One second the Presbyterian has two good arms and the next has only one, the other’s no longer there, you think it might’ve flown back out the doorway and into the hall. He sits down among the scattered blankets as though he’s been hit with a hammer and stares at his shoulder and empty space, it’s a good thing he had blankets since there’s blood enough for them all.

Fenris lets his voice fall, then it crests again, when you swing the rifle around to the window your stomach rips with pain and starts to bleed again. You rest the massive barrel across the windowsill, no trained sniper would ever reveal himself this way but at thirty-two pounds the rifle needs support and you have no need of escape anyway, the world will fall around you now.

You bolt a new cartridge into the chamber and peer through the scope, everything and everyone in your face again, they swarm like maggots on a corpse and are equally soft and hungry. You settle on the first, and five pounds of trigger pull later you’ve made thunder again, the recoil pushes back a couple of inches into your shoulder and you’ve taken the guts out of sacrifice one. The second loses her heart and lungs, now you’ve got the hang of it, you’ve got the rhythm and the roll, no different than practicing on milk jugs, and it’s time to get tricky, time to start taking heads.

Twenty shots go by fast, Fenris seems to think so, he’s still with you as you snap on twenty more and bolt the next into the chamber, you bring the street up close again and they’re all in your lens now, some of them still standing there covered in bits and pieces and splashes of the fallen and they haven’t noticed a thing, for them not one thing has changed, sometimes you feel as though you’re the only one alive and you wonder what does it take, what does it take just to get their attention? Some guy down there is still reading a newspaper, you punch the next bullet through the headline, black and white and red all over.

All in all, they’ve at least made your job easier.

You’ll remember to thank them later, in that better world to come.





Cenotaph




After more than half a year since their debut tumble into bed, this was their first genuine trip together. But a whole month across an ocean was overdoing it. A month either cemented the bond or drove the wedge, and barely a week after debarking at Heathrow, Kate found herself warming to the idea of scrapping their return tickets in lieu of seats on the Concorde. Financial cretinism, but it would halve the hours next to Alain and his perfect face.

A few days in London, then southwest, until they’d nearly run out of England altogether in rocky, windswept Cornwall: “My gran came from here,” Kate had told him. “Left when she was a girl, but the place never left her.”

“Yeah?” Alain had said. “I guess everybody’s from somewhere, aren’t they?”

He’d not even meant it as a slight. It simply hadn’t occurred to him that he should be interested, even if it did mean a bit of diplomatic faking.

When feeling lazy or scapegoatish she was tempted to blame the bad days on the gap between their ages, her eight-year jump. Sometimes a crack, sometimes a chasm. Look at them thirteen years ago, where they’d been in the world. She’d awakened one morning after sleeping in her car, and shot the photo that won her a Pulitzer. Twenty-three years old at the time. Alain, on the other hand, would’ve been flunking driver’s ed and drowning in hormones.

Thirteen years later Alain Carreras still exuded the petulant charm of a scruffy teenager. This, she decided, was the problem: It was more appealing on paper. At least there you could furnish your own depth. Alain walked through real life as though having stepped fresh from one of his Gap ads, longish hair mussed so artfully it must’ve taken hours, and really didn’t have anything else going on beneath the surface. In some people — rarer than you might think — surface went all the way through.

Cornwall was the better part of a day behind them, the county of Shropshire ahead on the A49, when he could no longer take the weather.

“And they call this a climate? I thought climates changed.” Too bored by it to sound good and annoyed. “How long does monsoon season last in England, anyway?”

Mist. It was a heavy mist. Barely needed the wipers.

“Look on the bright side,” Kate told him. “It does wonders for your complexion. No sun? Might as well not even have packed your moisturizers. You’ll go home looking like a milkmaid.”

There. That made him happy. She was looking pretty peaches and cream herself, while the damp had fluffed her hair, not quite shoulder length, just enough to make her want to grow it again, renew the wild black mass it used to be before she got practical.

But shoot Alain in the same frame as some of the millennium-old carvings strewn about the region, and the contrasts between skin and stone would never be any more pronounced. Along with the other big difference: Some of those graven faces actually smiled, without fear of giving themselves wrinkles.

Between the two, she was already anticipating which would be better company the next few days.
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The thing about England was, you could scarcely throw a mossy stone without hitting something to remind you of how vastly old the place was. Back home, Kate Haskins had snapped her cameras across a country that had been given birth by this one, but had lost its mother’s stately sense of time. A century just didn’t mean as much to one as it did the other.

Kate’s grandmother had cherished the antiquity of her birth country, and the history, myths, and legends left behind. Normans, Vikings, Angles, Saxons, Romans, Celts … from Bronze Age on, each had left its imprint on both land and psyche. The island absorbed them all, wasting nothing.

The Church of St. John the Baptist was just such a reservoir of essence. Buildings from the Middle Ages could today be found in total ruin or as well-preserved as last week’s corpse, and here stood one of the more fortunate. Stood as paradox — both monument to time, and entirely divorced from it.

West of the motorway, it was shielded from passing sight by hills, and by sufficient oaks and ash to retain just enough of the fourteenth century to send most people seeking a warm hearth the moment the sun began to blend into the Welsh border.

It had been her gran who’d discovered it to be something of a legacy from the earliest known roots of their family.

St. John the Baptist came from the second phase of English Gothic architecture known as Decorated, while still showing clear Norman roots, from the semi-circular arches of its walls, to the square bell-tower whose parapet looked better suited to archers than priests. The leaded glass of the rose window would catch the morning sun, when it shone at all. Rain or shine, though, the stone walls emitted an earthier feel. Once brownish-gray, they were now mottled green with lichen, as though having come to peaceful co-existence with the land on which they stood — a part of it, rather than its conqueror.

“So this is it?” Alain said. “This is all there is to it?”

“This may surprise you, but there’s also an inside.”

They were still in the car, parked. Alain was starting early today. If he was too bored, their bed-and-breakfast down in Craven Arms wasn’t out of hiking distance. Two mirrors, too; those would keep him entertained awhile.

“Well, the way you were talking, I was expecting, like, Notre Dame.” He shrugged. “Color me underwhelmed.”

“If we were at Notre Dame, you’d be underwhelmed because it wasn’t the Taj Mahal. Anyway, what can your family lay claim to creating?”

He turned toward her with lifted eyebrows and an upturning of the corners of his mouth that passed for a smile without actually creasing anything. “Well … me.”

“See if you’re still standing in six hundred years,” she said. “Then we’ll talk.”

They began circling the outside of the church. The closer she got, the greater the hand-me-down pride in one remote ancestor and his hammers and chisels.

The place was a well-kept wonder, a menagerie of impossible life seeming to burst from inert stone. The downspout carvings themselves were only the most obvious, jutting from the roofline as though in that instant before springing free. Here, a lion-faced dragon with fangs bared. There, a gigantic snake with its coils bunched against the eaves, mouth yawning wide. Next, a pensive creature with an apelike face and feathered wings, perhaps stymied by its own contradictions.

“Hey, look at this!” Glancing at each once and getting it over with, Alain was ahead of her, around the southwest corner. When she caught up to him, he pointed with delight.

The figure overhead was entirely human, enviably limber. Its feet and face were flush with the stone, while it bent double, thrusting a naked rump toward Wales. Undeniably male — a plump scrotum bulged down between its legs — his hands reached back to grip both buttocks and wrench them wide apart. On rainy days … well, no imagination needed.

“There’s a rumor going around that’s how Fabio got his big break,” Alain said. “I might’ve been the one who started it, too. I can’t remember.”

She stared without comment. This was the first one that she suddenly remembered, the first thread between now and nearly three decades ago. Her parents had brought her on vacation — seven, eight years old, had she been? — and it made sense that nudity would’ve made the biggest impression. At that age, fanciful beasts were one thing, but genitalia quite another. Each inspired its own terror, curiosity, and awe; but for staying power it was no contest.

Kate remembered her mother’s hand on the back of her head, trying to redirect her attention. More than once. Inside and out, icons of fertility and sexuality abounded here, to the chagrin of parents of precocious children: a man sporting ram’s horns and a proud erection; a hag stretching open her oversized vagina. And every few minutes, Mom’s hand and an exclamation of wonder at some more benign thing invariably in the opposite direction. Must’ve thought she was being subtle about it, as subtle as the carvings weren’t, but the real message had been quite clear.

Their circuit brought them back around to the front, where serpents twined up the columns on either side of the wooden double-doors. Every overlapping scale was distinct, while together the serpents made a weave of Celtic knotwork too intricate for her eye to unravel. Each column was crowned with a fearsome head whose toothy mouth chomped down over its top with grim relish.

The bas-relief arch above the doorway showed a row of bearded Celtic heads, smooth-faced and oval-eyed. Below them, a row of ravens whose beaks pecked and tore at less placid faces. And below those, the centerpiece: a huge, robust face grinning defiantly from out of a nest of oak leaves. Between face and hair and leaf there was no distinction. All were one and the same.

“The Green Man,” Kate murmured.

Alain blinked up at him. “You mean one of these ugly things really has a name?”

“He’s a kind of forest spirit. Growth, regeneration, renewal, like that,” she said. “It’s all coming back now. My gran used to tell me about some of this ancient imagery. And they’re not ugly.”

“Between me or him, now, really: Whose tongue would you rather suck on?”

“You never know. Maybe I wouldn’t mind a mouthful of sap.”

“I think you may be as kinked as your—” Alain rolled his eyes up at the carvings “—whatever he was to you.”

“Grandfather, a few dozen times removed. And he had a name. Geoffrey Blackburn.”

And here he’d stood. Shaped that stone, breathed life into it as surely as those he’d chiseled it for believed God had breathed life into Adam. She wished she could see with gargoyles’ eyes, back through time, see him as these sculptures would’ve seen the face of their maker. What Geoffrey had looked like, if after six-and-a-half centuries there was still some family resemblance.

Had he used himself as a model? Left his face slyly wrought somewhere in these stone tapestries? You’d think so, that there’d have to be enough ego to strive for whatever immortality it could. Maybe right above these doors, in the Green Man himself.

Sacred? This place was that, all right. But it was becoming harder and harder to think of it as a site that would’ve had any connection with Rome.

Certainly Rome — as well as the Anglicans — had nothing to do with it now. The Church of St. John the Baptist was time’s relic, administered by English Heritage. That they charged her a fee to get past the door seemed a minor slight; but how would they know?

Inside, more of everything … more faces, more beasts, more fabulous hybrids. If there’d ever been so much as one crucifix here, it had been carried away, rather than anchored in rock.

Besides the woman posted at the door, there were only three others here. The man she took for the curator was serving as guide to a pair of elderly women who clutched ghastly handbags and hung on his every word.

“Oh yes, quite the risqué rogue, was our Geoffrey,” he was saying. “Didn’t waste many opportunities to raise an eyebrow.”

“Filthy, just dreadfully filthy,” one of the ladies said. “I can scarcely bring myself to even look at some of them.”

“You must put yourself in the medieval mind.” The curator was all tweeds and patience. “Had a belief, they did, that the forces of darkness and evil were all around, but one good look beneath a pair of dropped knickers was enough to send them running.”

“Why, good lord. Whatever for?” said the other woman. “No. Don’t tell me. I don’t wish to know.”

“Shame, maybe,” Alain muttered to Kate, but by some prank of acoustics the other three heard him plainly as well. An audience was irresistible, so he elaborated: “I mean, you always think of demons as being well-hung, don’t you? But what if they’re not? What if that’s part of their punishment?”

They simply stared, all three, with their mortified British faces. One of the women lingered on Kate’s photographer’s vest and its bulging pockets as though they must’ve held weapons.

Don’t mind us, she wanted to tell them. Just the barbarians from America.

“No?” Alain said to their silence. “Just a thought.”

“First one today?” Kate whispered through clenched teeth.

So much for a genteel homecoming.
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After she’d tried her best to salvage first impressions, the curator, Nigel Crenshaw, began to thaw. The old women wasted no time in retreating, trailing wisps of lavender in their wake, but Crenshaw seemed to study her and Alain as if they were as exotic as anything chipped out of limestone here.

“A Pulitzer, how very interesting,” Crenshaw said. “Yes, I remember that photo quite well. Not often that one sees so much historical nastiness summed up so … succinctly.”

Nastiness. Typical British understatement. Her famous photo had been taken during a protest siege laid to government land in South Dakota’s Black Hills by militants who’d broken away from the American Indian Movement. She’d been clicking away on one of their leaders, on an observation deck, the instant he’d been shot by a sniper with the U.S. Marshals Service. By a fluke of perspective, a streamer of the man’s blood looked as though it might spatter the four gargantuan witnesses behind him: the sixty-foot granite heads of Mt. Rushmore.

Everyone remembered that photo. She’d met a few who hated her for it, but only in her own country. Crenshaw wasn’t one of them.

He was, in fact, delighted by the documentation showing her to be a lineal descendant of Geoffrey Blackburn. Her grandmother had spent a quarter-century tracing the family tree to learn this, finding Blackburn and his works quite the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.

Maybe it would pass, but Kate had been bitten by the notion that there might be a photo book in him. If Hildegard von Bingen could become fashionable, why not Geoffrey Blackburn?

On the spot, Crenshaw began bursting with fact, hearsay, and legend — his, the zeal of a man who’d devoted his life to something without having found nearly enough ears to share it with.

“You know what they called him, don’t you? ‘The Michelangelo of the Gargoyles’?”

She’d heard that much, at least.

“Predated Michelangelo by a century, so not in Geoffrey’s time, of course. But what a testament to the man’s genius, that that’s the artistic standard future generations measured him by. Some of the work he did, why, stand it next to ‘David,’ I say.”

“Wouldn’t you have to break it loose of the church first?”

Crenshaw sighed. “Thereby hangs the pity.”

The makers of most ecclesiastical sculpture had labored in anonymity, he told her, but even in his own lifetime Blackburn had enjoyed renown, although some would’ve said infamy was the better word. Wherever he employed his craft, there soon followed claims of people seeing movement in his creations.

“Not just the common rabble, either,” Crenshaw said. “Plenty of priests, too. Bishops, cardinals. Even a pope or two. People have been claiming it for centuries. Still do, but it wouldn’t be force of suggestion. I daresay most have never even heard of Geoffrey Blackburn or his reputation.”

“And this followed him everywhere he worked?” she asked.

“More or less. Although — and mind, I’ve never undertaken a formal study — it would seem that the later in Geoffrey’s life he worked on a church, the more instances you have of people claiming to see movement in the carvings he did there. Makes sense, though. He continually refines his skills, his works appear progressively more lifelike.”

“And the Church of St. John the Baptist is…?” Kate said. “My grandmother told us…”

Crenshaw nodded proudly. “The last and greatest jewel in our Geoffrey’s formidable crown.”

“So most of those reported movements, they’ve come from here, then,” she said. “Have you ever…?”

“Oh heavens no. Perhaps I stare at them too directly for them to ever get the better of me.”

He filled in the sketchy background. Blackburn had supposedly apprenticed under the master sculptor hired for the Octagon at Ely Cathedral, built to replace a tower that had collapsed in 1322.

“Surviving records indicate he worked on the roof bosses.” Crenshaw pointed to a face leering from a junction of two ceiling beams. “Same thing, only in stone, and much higher. Where the ribs of the vaults meet. Gossip had it that his master was more than a bit consumed with jealousy by the end of his apprenticeship.”

After Ely, he’d worked on other churches, abbeys, and priories in East Anglia, and within a decade his reputation had taken him even to France, to supervise the sculpture workshop at the cathedral nearing completion in Chutreaux.

It was this aspect of construction that gave her pause. That Geoffrey had been the master sculptor of record someplace — or one of many, on a two-century project like Chutreaux — didn’t mean any particular piece had come from his chisel. In fact, most couldn’t have. A few, maybe, but the rest only done under his tutelage.

“When comparing, one can tell,” said Crenshaw. “I’ve been to Chutreaux. Been to most of the others. And everywhere, it’s two different classes of work: Geoffrey’s. And everyone else’s.”

“But here, though. My gran said he—”

“Did very nearly the whole thing. Yes. You’ll find the odd bit here and there that doesn’t seem up to his standards, so he must’ve had apprentices from time to time. But overall? If you see it, chances are he did it. Evidently devoted the last two decades of his life to just this one building.”

“Wouldn’t that have been a little atypical?”

“Too right. Perhaps a bit mad, considering the ah, well … subject matter.”

“Are there any records saying why?”

“Nothing ever found from the time, no. References in a couple of late-sixteenth century histories, now, yes, claiming all sorts of deviltry had been got up to here, but one must consider intent. They’d just had the Reformation, so such accounts do tend to smack of appalled Puritans tarnishing the repute of Catholic leftovers.” He broke with an unexpectedly mirthful smile. “Rather like what those two lavender-scented lovelies will be telling whomever will listen about your gentleman friend.”

Alain. She’d forgotten about him, and glanced around until Crenshaw pointed him out, dozing on a seat while slumped against the outer wall of one of the congregational stalls.

“Except,” Kate went on, “I don’t see anything here that’s patently Catholic.”

“Precisely why the Calvinists and their ilk were convinced that Catholics were idolaters, if not outright devil-worshippers. Quite the inharmonious—”

Abruptly, Crenshaw cut himself off in mid-sentence, glaring across the church at something behind her. Kate’s first thought was that Alain had roused, and what was he desecrating?

“You there!” Crenshaw shouted. “Get out of here! Right now!”

She turned. Not Alain — he was blinking drowsily at the ruckus. Instead, it was somebody past him, lingering beside one of the carved pillars. Kate couldn’t see him well. He was backlit by the light coming in through a lancet window.

“Out of here this minute or I’ll have the police down, this is the last time, do you hear me?”

He was a sturdy sort, she could tell that much, with broad, heavy shoulders, and hair that in silhouette appeared shaggy and unkempt. When he moved out of the direct light, she saw that he wore a topcoat that might’ve once been pricey, but had more likely been salvaged from a wealthier man’s trash, and beneath it, a dark cableknit sweater, tattered here, unraveling there. His beard hadn’t fully grown in, a few weeks’ worth. Age? Hard to determine. Old enough to have earned a few lines. More than she had.

“He’s only annoyed he didn’t collect his fee.” It took Kate a moment to realize the man was addressing her. He then turned his amusement on Crenshaw. “Oh, I have it. All you need do is come take it from me. Fair enough, innit?”

Crenshaw didn’t move, seething at the man, who held his own ground. Alain glanced back and forth between them as though having awakened in the middle of the wrong movie. Finally the man relented, but with an air of having once more proved a point he’d proven times before. He strolled toward the narthex and Crenshaw followed, marching a consistent dozen paces behind, until the man was out the door, leaving behind his own distinctive odor.

“Bloody vagabond,” Crenshaw said. “How it is he gets in here I’ll never know.”

“There aren’t any other entrances?”

“None we’ve found in six hundred years. Slips in when both Mrs. Webster and I are distracted, then hides, is my guess, but I’ll give him this: He’s a first-rank sneak. Been doing it for years, on and off, and we’ve never caught him.”

“Do you even know who he is?”

Alain was walking up, wrinkling his nose in distaste. “Somebody who’s never learned why God invented Calvin Klein.”

“Must live around here somewhere,” said Crenshaw. “I’m sure the locals know him, but Mrs. Webster and I motor up from Ludlow, so these are hardly our people.” He shook his head. “Never harms anything, it’s just the idea. But should you encounter him whilst taking your pictures, I’d keep my distance if I were you.”

Kate nodded, more to pacify than agree, then registered with a shock what she’d missed until now. Surely she’d have seen it as a child, but the recollection wasn’t there. Today, for all intents and purposes, was the first time.

It stood upon the wide platform above the doors, a lifesize effigy whose heavy-lidded eyes stared the length of the nave, toward the rose window where he would greet each rising sun. In shadows now, his mystery was heightened tenfold, hunching with muscled body and sinewed limbs, balanced on wide-stanced cloven feet. His magnificent head was ever-so-slightly inclined downward, as though deigning to acknowledge whoever paused to stare. Alain, she knew, would kill for his cheekbones, while shunning the wild serpentine beard. And he’d have no use at all for the goat horns, sprouting robustly from either side of the forehead, curving back and to each side. A long tongue wagged from between parted lips with a grin of lascivious delight.

Here was the face that had given medieval churchmen all the devil they’d ever needed.

“Pan, right?” she said.

“Or Cernunnos. Call him what you will.”

“I can’t believe I didn’t notice him before now.”

“You’d be amazed how many don’t, until they leave,” Crenshaw said. “One could be excused for thinking he enjoys it that way.”
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She was a betting woman all right, but knew no one here well enough to make the bet in the first place. It was nothing to be proud of, anyway: She was giving the relationship another week at most, after which Alain would find an excuse to go home early.

It’d been entirely physical anyway, had just run its course sooner than expected. With his mussed raven hair and caramel skin and long-lashed eyes, he’d never been less than beautiful, always a willing model for her artier, more indulgent shots. Most were admittedly Mapplethorpe-influenced, somewhere between deifying and fetishizing. She’d strip him down and zoom in for the kill, the shadowy, side-lit curves of his arm or ass like a blown-glass vase, then devour everything the camera had left. By now, it didn’t amount to much.

After early enthusiasm, Alain now hated England, she deduced, because nobody recognized him. Maybe two dozen ads and dialogue-free parts in three music videos meant he didn’t have to walk far back home before inspiring double-takes, but fame apparently ended in U.S. territorial waters and it was eating him alive.

He sulked. He was depressed by British television — not enough channels and he claimed he couldn’t find anything but snooker tournaments and sheepdog trials. He logged epic phone time calling home to reassure himself that his world still existed. She’d thrust the keys to the rental car at him — “Take it, go, go find something you are interested in” — but he wouldn’t hear of it. Steering from the right on the wrong side of the road? It was no way to drive, not on these twisty, narrow lanes.

Meanwhile, Kate settled day by day into this green and misty autumn sojourn, realizing, Alain’s kvetching aside, she’d not been this content in … she couldn’t remember.

Nigel Crenshaw entrusted her with a spare key to the church so she could come early or stay late if she pleased. He loaned her books about the region, which she eagerly perused at the bed-and-breakfast in Craven Arms and in the area pubs. Little, if anything, was said about Geoffrey Blackburn, but they did help her lift him farther out of the vacuum of dry intellect and make him into a fuller person, in the context of a real time and place.

With every day, the more her camera captured of his labors, the more Kate wondered about him: What had driven him to such excellence instead of settling for being a merely competent artisan; why he’d so thoroughly committed himself to rendering the grotesque instead of threatless, tranquil beauty.

She thought she understood after a few days, understood as one can only after admitting to infatuation with someone not only never met, but who never could be.

Perhaps, despite the institution behind his commissions, he had seen enough of the world to harbor no illusions of any divine goodness, and spent a lifetime chipping its cruelty into something more manageable. Or making intimate friends of its harsher faces. Or telling everyone else what he knew in metaphors they would understand.

She could identify. So maybe Geoffrey Blackburn wasn’t so much ancestor as mirror.

Despite everything it had brought her, she often felt that winning the Pulitzer for that hateful photo had been the worst thing that could’ve happened to her, at least at such a young age. Not that recognition itself was harmful; more that she’d been left with the inevitable what-next syndrome. The odds against her ever again being in such a right time and place were astronomical.

And she doubted she would have the stomach to again witness anything comparable. Even the first time, she’d shot the picture like a pro, but later cried for a day and a half.

She’d shot news only for another thirteen months.

Commercial photography paid better, after all, and nobody died in front of the lens. Only their careers, if they’d had the audacity to age badly, or even at all.
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At least once per day, while working outside the church, she caught him watching from varying distances and differing vantages: the man Crenshaw seemed to believe he’d run off.

Some days he stood in the meadows, others near the treeline. Never any threat, hardly a movement at all out of him, he’d stand with his hands in his pockets while autumn’s bluster flapped his coat about his knees; stand there like a displaced and rough-hewn Heathcliff.

At first she ignored him, turning away nearly as soon as she saw him. He’d be gone the next time she checked. Day by day she grew bolder, returning his gaze unfazed, and finally snapping his picture, then crossing arms over chest, determined to outstare him. He threw his head back with a hearty laugh, then walked into the trees until trunks and leaves swallowed him up.

She inquired about him of the locals — as long as there were pubs, there was no shortage of opinions on anything — finding that no one knew much about him, only that if he made his home nearby, none could tell you how to get there.

“Jack” was the best anyone could do for a name — this from a man who swore his good friend’s cousin had been drunk with the fellow. Popular opinion pegged him as a full-time wanderer — maybe a refugee from one of those rolling communes that motored up and down Britain — most certainly on the dole, and that the area around the Church of St. Johnny B was the crossroads of his travels.

“Fixate on an area, some of ‘em, they do,” she was told amid the warm, rugged timbers of the Rose & Thistle. It boasted more Jack-sightings than anywhere else, until the next pub. “Get it in their heads it’s a holy place, from back before God had whiskers, and next thing you know, you’re up to your bollocks in Druids.”

“Bollocks is right,” countered another. “You wouldn’t know a Druid if he hoisted his robe and showed you his own two.”

She joined in the beery laughter, but still, this could’ve been close to the truth. Many of these medieval churches had been built on the ruins of far more ancient sites. Some contended it symbolized a triumph over pre-Christian beliefs, others that it was a way of coaxing stubborn pagans toward conversion.

If this was Jack’s interest in the place, she approved, even found something endearing about it, the romanticism of clinging to what time had rendered obsolete before you ever had a chance to call it yours. Longing to reclaim it despite the world’s derision.

Kate thought of Jack from that first day inside the church, however brief the encounter. Recalling his smell, of all things, a not-unpleasant musk of maleness and the outdoors, as though he’d slept beneath a blanket of decaying leaves, on a pillow of moss.

Alain’s liberal dousing with cologne seemed more ridiculous every day, and the nights when they made what passed for love, in a kind of energized mutual loathing, she wondered how he would react if she came to bed with that green and woody scent on her. If he would recoil in disgust, accuse her of going native. If his rejection would be her own rite of passage, an emancipation to proclaim: I’m sick of you, sick of your kind altogether, finally, ready for real human beings again, real passions instead of plastic.

The next day there was no good reason to devote time to more exterior shots, but she did it anyway, working until he was simply there, Jack on the crest of a green-domed rise. She took a chance.

“I’ll bet you know things about this church,” she called to him, “that even Crenshaw doesn’t.”

“Not much challenge in that,” he called back. “But don’t get me started on what you won’t want me to finish.”

She waved him forward, and he came, in nearly every way the antithesis of Alain. Quick to smile, with the crinkles to prove it, and probably just as quick to show anger. If he gave one thought to his appearance you’d never know it. And that wafting scent, as earthy as Alain’s was bottled.

“So let’s have one of them,” she said. “Crenshaw’s blind spots.”

Jack stroked and scratched at his days of beard. Threads of gray she hadn’t noticed before were obvious now, in the sun.

“Didn’t happen to tell you anything about the money running out, did he? During construction? And how they remedied that?”

“Not a word.”

“I didn’t think he knew of that one. Well, then. It was the early 1350s when the coffers scraped empty, and they had to close down. Stonemasons, carpenters, mortar makers … nothing to pay them with. How you going to raise the rest, if you’ve half a church?”

“I don’t know. Fleece the flock?”

“Good start, but you’ll need more than what you can tap them for. So, for the next two years, they displayed their relic. It’s to be St. John the Baptist’s, right? If you remember your church schooling, maybe you’ll remember the way he ended up.”

“His head on a platter, right,” she said. “For Salome.”

“The very same.” Jack grinned. “Got themselves a stray head, then, put it in a box, called it John’s own noggin, and charged by the peek. Did a fine pilgrimage business with it, too. Enough to finish what you see here.”

“How do you know this and Crenshaw doesn’t?”

“Well, now, that you’d have to ask him.” Jack shook his great shaggy head. “Not to be too hard on the old boy. It’s good that he cares as much as he does about the place. Just that he’s too much of a Presbyterian to really understand it.”

“No such obstacles with me,” she said. “Agnostic, reformed.”

“Oh, better than that. This place was in your blood from the start.”

“I didn’t realize you knew. About my ancestry.”

“Got ears, haven’t I? They work just fine.” When he smiled, his weathered face became a splendid interplay of crease and hair and twinkle. Such pictures he would take, in his natural element; for her, an antidote, maybe, to the vapidity that came out of her studio, every blemish erased by microchip.

It occurred to her Jack could’ve wrought a thousand delusions about this place and believed every one of them. Sometimes the mad did speak with the most conviction. He could’ve left a dozen bodies buried along his wanderings, for that matter.

“They worshipped heads, you know, back when,” he said, with a nod toward the church, as if reading her mind and deciding to play with any misapprehension rather than assuage it. “The Celts. The reverence outlasted the actual headhunting itself. Still, you have to know that before you can ever understand this place.”

It made sense. This region, she’d already learned, had seen a tenacious holding to Celtic tradition from the murkiest antiquity, surviving well past Saxon times. That much was clear enough from the edifice itself. The gods of old religions become the devils of the ones that follow, and the Christian hell was full of them, but here in this particular stone they straddled two worlds in uneasy collusion.

“Then the dedication to John the Baptist,” she said, “wasn’t just coincidence.”

“Now you follow. What you had here were people who found this headless saint a lot more interesting than the main character. You should count the heads carved here. Inside, out. Forget anything with a body, just heads. Come up short of a hundred, I say you’re not trying very hard.”

Kate looked above, found two within a few paces of where she stood. One was clutched in the hands of a giant who was stuffing it into his maw.

“Geoffrey, they hardly knew ye,” she said, and wasn’t it the truth. Inside, in less obvious nooks and crannies, she’d found the editorial imprints of a man clearly antagonistic to Rome. One bas-relief depicted a fox in bishop’s robes preaching to a flock of geese. Another, a bloated pig in a papal miter guarding a horde of coins.

“That two-year down spell they had?” Jack said. “Didn’t apply to him. Geoffrey Blackburn never stopped work.”

“Meaning they paid him on the sly, or…?”

Jack shook his head. “Meaning he thought it more important this place be finished before he died. Never went hungry or cold, him nor his family, though. Always some dressed venison or fowl showing up at the door, baskets of vegetables. Wood pile never ran low.” A broad grin. “There’s instant karma for you.”

She looked into his eyes, green and merry, for any hint he’d been pulling her leg for minutes and was about to slap his thigh and howl. But no.

“What is your story, Jack?” she asked.

“Mine?” He looked taken aback. “Now, how can I tell you that? It’s got no ending yet.”

She took him by the arm, steering him toward the west end. “Come on. We’re going inside. To count heads. My treat. They can’t throw you out then, can they?”

“You’re missing the point of all the fun.”

“Like hell,” she said. “Wait’ll you see Crenshaw’s face when he sees you have every right to be there.”



*



When he did it, Alain took the easy way out, the time-honored tactic of cads and cowards: told her in a public place so she’d be less likely to cause a scene.

Showed how much he’d been paying attention. Opinion on them at the Rose & Thistle was neatly divided. She was liked, he wasn’t. It wouldn’t be difficult to make his strategy backfire. Making two ways the joke was on him.

“I didn’t think you’d last this long,” she said. “I had a bet with myself you’d crack by day before yesterday.”

Alain masked every emotion well but surprise. She knew he was thinking it wasn’t supposed to be this way, she was supposed to be devastated. To plead. How could any woman in her right mind not? Especially her — older by nearly a decade, and getting no younger.

The truth? His youth and beauty really had been good for her ego. What she hadn’t expected was how elevating it felt to discover she could wave goodbye to all that as easily as she could a pigeon who’d eaten popcorn at her feet. Now that he’d seen that departure alone wasn’t going to ruin her, he progressed to petty jealousy.

“I thought I’d hang in London for a couple days first.” All nonchalance, holding up his cell phone. “Guess who’s in for a shoot. Andi Wexler. I called my agent earlier and got her number, so she’s … expecting me.”

Kate nodded. “When you kiss her, make sure it’s before she disappears to poke a finger down her throat. Otherwise, she might not’ve rinsed well. You knew about the bulemia, didn’t you? No? Forget it, then. Just try not to think about it.”

Low, but the only kind of parry he would understand.

She could’ve told him of the past few nights: Sixteen hours ago, in bed? In my mind it wasn’t even you. I replaced you with a stranger whose last name I don’t know and it was better that way, and it was just as better the night before when I dreamed of him, when I pulled him deeper into me than I ever did you on your best day. I did it because he smells of an earth you don’t even like to touch. I did it because he’s real. More real in a dream than you are in the flesh. Could’ve told him, but didn’t, because Alain’s comprehension stretched only so far.

As easily as that, they were done. He got a few steps away, then turned as if he wanted to say more but had no idea how it was done. As emotions went, he handled bewilderment well, too.

Amid stone and timber, fire and ale, she wished for misery but felt only relief. Misery would be proof of something, that she’d risked and cared enough to want to die for a day or two. That she’d been alive. That for the next few hours she was entitled to drink with strangers until she was stupid, and listen to their advice, their comforts, cry if she wanted.

Instead, she couldn’t even imagine tearing up his pictures after she got home because they were technically flawless. Good god, had it always been this hollow? Sometimes she thought herself cut from denser stuff than Geoffrey Blackburn had ever worked on.

She ordered a shot of Welsh single-malt anyway, and they all laughed when she told them that his name wasn’t even Alain, but Albert. He’d been held in low regard ever since loudly observing that most of the local faces seemed modeled on the potato.

She drank for an hour, then another. The fire had warmed her body, the whiskey her belly, the company her soul, and she allowed how much better this trip would’ve been if she could’ve shared it with someone who appreciated such modest provincialities.

She was achieving her latest annual drunken epiphany that it was time to change her life, when a regular came in shrugging the October chill off himself and telling of the wreck he’d passed a few miles down the road. Police already on the scene, but what a mess, some idiot driving too fast for the curves, looked like, slamming head-on into a stone fence and through the windscreen he went, straight at the curled-up edge of the smashed bonnet.

That son of a bitch, was the first thing she thought. Doesn’t drive one mile since we came here and now he takes the car? Thinks he’ll drive it to London?

For the rest of the night, the mood in the Rose & Thistle was glum. She remained by the fireside, listening to talk and awkward condolences, clutching her thick pullover sweater tightly about her, and fearing if she left the fire she’d freeze.

And by last orders, word had it that, peculiarly enough, the authorities still hadn’t recovered Alain’s head.



*



Late in the night, unable to sleep, Kate left the bed-and-breakfast before its walls grew more claustrophobic. Earth and sky and stone seemed the only things lasting enough tonight, so she walked in their company. Around her the town lay in stillness so deep it felt as though her heartbeat might wake it.

She was more than a mile along to the church before she even knew she was going there, and quickened her pace once she did. The town behind her, meadow and pasture rolling away to either side of the lane, she felt the deep age of the land as she rarely had during the day. Now and again, something would rustle, out of sight, on the other side of hedgerows and stone fences. Foxes, maybe. Once, a vigilant border collie.

Near the church she spotted a sheep, strayed from its fold, thick-shagged and four-horned, a breed she’d never seen back home. She knew in her heart that a sheep was all it was, but as it stood against the fence, munching vigorously on grass with the moonlight glinting off eyes like wet glass, it seemed less beast and more facade for an intelligence that lurked and watched, biding its time with inhuman patience.

The church’s bell tower and faces rose black against a few moonlit gray clouds as she ascended the hill. Below the eternally grinning visage of the Green Man, she used the key entrusted to her by Crenshaw. This was the first time she’d entered without a camera dangling from her neck.

Kate turned on only as much light as needed to prevent collision with anything; would’ve brought candles had she known the night would end here.

Step back, look up, and there he was, Pan in bestial glory.

“Go on. Move,” she commanded. As its maker’s descendant, who was more entitled to see this happen? “Move. Prove it. What are you waiting for?”

Nothing. Neither shift of cloven hoof, nor waggle of tongue.

Down the aisle, to the altar, to her knees. It seemed that at some point tonight she should offer a prayer for Alain, but no time or place had seemed right earlier. Now that they were she couldn’t think of what to say, or where to send it.

“Why are you crying?”

She thought she’d heard someone enter. Suspecting who it was before his voice confirmed it.

“Is that what I’m doing?”

Jack allowed her her space, coming no closer than the first congregational stall and sitting inside. “Saw you from the trees. Thought I’d pop in.”

“Don’t you ever sleep in a bed? Or anyplace with a roof?”

“Not if I can avoid it.”

“Well, you can’t for much longer. In another month you’ll freeze to death out there.”

“Won’t I just,” he said, with his broad merry grin — vagabond, madman, whatever he was. “But, death … its longevity? Exaggerated a bit, you ask me.”

“Not in my experience.” She wiped her nose on her sleeve. What a sight she must’ve presented, no longer feeling capable of even seducing the village hobo.

“Why are you here, Kate?” he wondered. “Not tonight, I don’t mean tonight. Not even asking you, really. Just … Blackburn’s granddaughter: Why her, why here, why now?”

If there were reasons they were beyond her, beyond Jack too, but the faith he held in their being was touching. He left the oaken stall to wander, hands trailing over wood and stone, caressing each surface as though an immortal beloved.

“I’ve seen a lot of Britain,” he said. “Seen it thrive, seen it fall. Rise, fall again. One group taking it from another, ‘til they lose it themselves. What it is now? A ghost of someone’s old dead ideas of glory. But no matter who’s mucking about on top, it’s always been the land itself that holds the magic. Can’t kill a thing like that, now, can you? Drive it deeper underground, maybe, but never kill it.”

He’d done it so smoothly, she nearly missed the way Jack had begun talking as someone who’d witnessed more history than was one person’s due.

“Don’t know much of America. I know it’s there,” he said. “I’ve wondered if any of you ever look this way and realize it’s your own future, too. Are you that far along yet?”

“Yeah,” she said. “We just pretend we don’t notice.”

“Doesn’t matter.” He began moving closer. “Let me tell you a story. Used to be an island, there did. Full of forests so deep and thick, you could drop in something big as London is now, never find it again. Not everything that lived there stuck with either four legs or two. Good days, those. But nothing stays the same forever. People come in, they bring their own ideas along, chase out the old if they don’t murder it first.

“What you had here over six centuries ago were amongst the last people to remember the forests as they’d been. Put yourself in their place. Got no use for any pale dead god all the rest are only too eager to kill you for, if you don’t convert. Not when the forests gave you all the gods you’d ever need. Gods that were old before that pale dead one was even born. So what do you do?”

Was he insane? Or merely eccentric?

“Hide in plain sight?” she said.

“Now you’re thinking like a wily pagan. If the Church steals the faces of your gods and turns them to devils, who’s to say you can’t steal them back, and right under the Pope’s nose.

“But they didn’t stop there. When time came to build, they found themselves a likeminded man who knew stone so well it was said he could talk it into making room for a soul. So that’s where the old gods went.” He lifted his hands as if to seize the church and wrap it around him. “Geoffrey Blackburn sealed them in, on every side.”

It made a fine story. Now, if only it were true.

“Why bother with that?” she asked, because it was fun to play along, and meant she didn’t have to think of Alain. “Why couldn’t the gods take care of themselves?”

“Because their time was up. For a while, at least.” Jack’s furrowed brow creased deeply. Was it only poor lighting that he looked worse than he did before? “The other day, I told you of the Celts, their reverence for the severed head? One of the women from those final days, she could work a real magic with heads. They’d talk to her. Sing for her. See where she couldn’t — even into the future. They saw what was coming. Had two hundred years of bloody Crusades by then, and they’d already come home to the west. Wasn’t a time to be clinging to gods that would get you killed, and the gods of the woods loved their followers too much to let that keep happening to them. Rather sleep than see it happen. So sleep they did. Waiting for a better time to wake again.”

It was such an Arthurian notion, she thought, the once and future king become once and future gods. Again, if only it could be true.

Kate was about to excuse herself, time to go back to the B&B, when Jack straightened to his full bearish height and smiled down at her, such a peculiar smile, protective and courtly and wistful.

“I should be saying goodbye to you now, Kate Blackburn. I’m glad I have the chance. Didn’t expect I would. You don’t mind if I call you by that name instead?”

She told him of course not, asked where he was off to. Jack turned at the waist to gaze toward the narthex and doors.

“Autumn, nearly over. Winter, nearly here. Said it yourself already, Kate. Time for me to find someplace to freeze.”

She went to him, near tears again, gripping him by shoulders stout as oak boughs. For one night, for one lifetime, she’d seen enough of delusions and death. She hit him, cursed him, trying to beat sense into him, then he pulled her close to still her arms, like a child, and stroked her hair. She breathed in the scent of him, so rich and green and woody it had to come from someplace far deeper than the shabby fibers of his clothes.

“I watched you from those same trees, when you were a wee girl,” Jack whispered. “‘She’ll be back,’ I told myself. ‘She’ll be back one day.’”

Then his mouth was upon hers, with a kiss that tasted of time and seasons, loss and renewal, and if her intellect yet resisted, her body knew, and her blood. These obeyed the cycles of the moon already, didn’t they? They knew that if she plunged into him, and he into her, there awaited for her wonders of which she could scarcely conceive. And conceive she would, if the time was right.

But not tonight. When he pulled his mouth away it broke her heart.

“No,” he said. “Not as I am now. Not half-dead.”

Half-dead? Even now he was more alive than most she knew. “Then when?”

“Come spring. When I live again.”

So easy for him to say. He would be the one for whom those months meant nothing. What a long, terrible, cold winter hers would be.

“I’ve one more thing needs doing,” he said. “You won’t like it. I’d rather you not watch.”

She wouldn’t be dissuaded. He could do no worse than she’d seen already.

Solemn, Jack left the church a moment. When he returned she understood his concern, and despite her resolve, she still had to avert her eyes. Mangled by glass and steel, yes, it was, but the head was recognizably Alain’s.

“I know what you’re thinking. You’d be a fool not to,” Jack said. “But he did lose it by accident, nothing more. I’ll not be a fool, then, and waste it.”

The head was bled clean by now, and he set it aside while grappling with the altar. He struggled, strained, and with a deep grinding of stone it shifted, tilting up and to the side. If doubts still lingered, this did them in. No one man could lift this hollowed limestone block.

Beneath the altar was concealed a round cavity, a shallow well. When he dropped the head inside, she winced at the rattling of its moist heft against dried old ivory domes and mandibles. Jack heaved the altar back, the shadow of its base sliding slowly across Alain’s upturned face like the fall of his final night.

Jack nodded out over the menagerie of spirits. “To give them dreams,” he said. “To strengthen them against the winter, ‘til I see them again.”

In the narthex, as the doors swung wide into the moonlit dark beyond, she wanted to cling to him, possess him, to know more and listen to everything he could tell her about … well, where she had come from wouldn’t be a bad start.

“Why you?” she asked instead. “Why did you get the job of staying up to watch so much of it die around you?”

While it seemed a hideously lonely vigil, if he regarded it that way, you’d never know it. Could he even feel such a thing as loneliness?

“Who better?” he said. “Who else tracks time the way it was meant to be measured?”

Just past the doors, he stared up at the pattern of leaf and hair and face carved above them centuries before, by bone of her bone, flesh of her flesh.

“Not a very good likeness, really. I’m much better looking.” He laughed with her, and in that moment she knew that, no, even a god was not beyond loneliness. Else why had he told her any of this, and who else could he have told?

“Called me Jack-o’-the-Green, too, they did. And I think, deep in his heart, Crenshaw knows exactly who I am … and that’s what scares him so.”

He drew his pitiful coat about him, looking to the sky, to the vast ocean of stars. Above them, Orion, the Hunter. It was his season. She could always find Orion.

“Best go, luv,” he said. “Not nearly as much forest as there was once. And I have to go deep, where I’ll not be disturbed.”

She imagined him in sacred hibernation, fetally curled or regally prone, beneath a blanket of brittle leaves, hair and beard dusted white with frost, snowflakes clinging to his eyelashes. Waiting for warmth.

He drew a huge breath, held it, let it out in a noisy gust and broad grin. “I’ve a splendid sense of smell, Kate. And I smell a great wildness coming. Maybe not next spring. Nor the spring past that. But it’s coming. The land always takes back its own.”

He left her soon after, a bulking shape made smaller, darker, with every stride toward the treeline. She lost sight of him even before he entered. Heard the crack and crunch of his passage, then even that was gone.

She returned inside the church, intending to lock up, and got as far as turning out the lights before she knew its floor was all the bed she would need tonight.

And swaddled by spirits, she did not sleep alone that night, dreaming of longer days and the fall of empires, while warmed by the breath of goats.





As Above, So Below




“If my devils are to leave me, I am afraid

my angels will take flight as well.”

— Ranier Maria Rilke



In the beginning was the word; in the end, not even that. But words are small things anyway, trivial and puny and weakened by limitations. They are, like flesh and bone, inadequate to hold the full measure of what they struggle to contain. Like blood and lymph, they run when the skins that confine them are pricked.

In a world where word could become flesh, this was not the flaw, Austin knew.

It was the folly.



*



Let me tell you about loss.

Let me tell you about lies.

Let me tell you about disappointment and heartache and betrayal, o my.

Better yet, just let me tell you about pigs and mud. Take a lot less time and it’s the same thing, isn’t it? The mud’s filthy, it’s unsanitary because it’s mixed with shit, gets all over everything, but the pigs wallow in it just the same. End result? Only the happiest swine you ever saw.

I used to have the wallowing part down, at least.

You’d think the rest of it would’ve been easy.





I. Terra Firma



At the most unexpected moments she would think she’d seen him. He came when he had no business at all in her head, Gabrielle on one side of her life and Austin so far on the other it was a wonder she could even remember what he looked like.

But this was something more insidious than fond recollection. These were not memories, spawned by similarities in the faces of strangers, over which she would write his own. His face could not have remained the same, not the way he was living. Where Austin had been headed, these last eleven years would’ve cut and carved and eroded him, remade his once-sublime form into a degenerate parody of itself. No, these were nothing at all like memories — Gabrielle was, however briefly, seeing him as he must look now.

To a point, there was a logical explanation: New York was a dynamic and sinister place; he would be at home here. Austin McCoy would seek its pulse and wade through its chaos. If she thought she’d glimpsed him on Fifth Avenue it was only because he would have business there. If she saw him standing on a platform during a trip out to Long Island it was because trains had always appealed to him. Likewise subways — so why shouldn’t she see him beneath the streets, when the flashing of lights far along those grimy tunnels could strobe his half-shadowed impression anywhere on the other side of the window.

But why now, after eleven years? Whatever the reason, time-delayed pangs played no part in it.

I don’t miss him, Gabrielle told herself. I don’t miss him and I quit worrying about him years ago.

And when he called, how could she ever have told herself that she wasn’t, deep within, expecting it?

The talk was small at first and Austin did most of it, asking how she’d been, telling her that her name looked good up front in the magazine’s masthead.

“What are the offices like, the staff?” he asked. Remarking on the loose layouts, the splashy graphics. “Doesn’t seem like it’d be a very stodgy place to spend the day. Like Apple versus IBM, and you’re all fruit-pickers, right?”

She told him it wasn’t button-down, if that’s what he was driving at, then she heard him laugh.

“Corporate but ashamed, gotcha,” he said.

Gabrielle clenched the phone and lowered her voice to an edgy whisper. “If you had to call, then why didn’t you call me there? Why at home? Why call at all, Austin? Do you want to cause me trouble?”

How nearby was Philippe, anyway? Twenty feet? Twenty-five? The stereo on but not loud. He’d’ve heard the phone, but if she was lucky, nothing she was saying. She could lie afterward.

“You always did have a pretty pedestrian idea of trouble, didn’t you?”

“I’m hanging up now.” Empty threat. They both knew it.

After eleven years Austin’s voice was a dire peculiarity, something familiar made foreign by time. But she got past this quickly enough, that voice and its rasp remembering how to find its way inside her, slipping defenses and caressing memories she didn’t realize had been left so exposed. Austin had a magic and knew it, and eleven years doubled around on itself, the snake gulping down its tail. She had gone nowhere.

“I know you’ve been thinking about me lately,” he said. The rasp had roughened over the years. Like honeyed gravel now. “That’s my fault. It didn’t seem right to ring you up without getting you ready first. I hope I didn’t startle you.”

“You’ve got nothing to say that I want to hear.”

“I’m in Utah. Why not book a flight? Technically it’d be work-related, I really think you’re going to want to see this.”

“Oh god, Austin,” she whispered. “What have you done now? Or what do you think you’ve done?”

“Should I send you a picture? Maybe you should close your eyes for this one.”

“Don’t,” she told him. “Just don’t.”

“All right. But it’s not so much what I’ve done as what I’ve found. A hint — would you like that much?”

Two worlds: Philippe in the next room with his day planner for tomorrow and his watered-down excuse for jazz music; Austin in her hand, on the far side of then and now and always. She could hear laughter in the background and knew it had nothing to do with him. From her hesitant silence he divined the go-ahead.

“Think back to when we were kids,” he said. “It doesn’t have wings and it doesn’t have horns. Its voice isn’t anything special, either. But it’s got a sense of history like you can’t imagine.”



*



Let me tell you about hope, middle child in a family of bastard triplets, trapped between faith and charity.

Hope is the carrot of many colors, dangling from the stick before us, and we terrestrial mules plod diligently along after our goals only occasionally wondering why we’re no closer. A good day is when we look up high enough to still enjoy the sun. A bad day is when we look lower and see how much the carrot has rotted.

Hey. Hey. Let me tell you what magick isn’t. It’s not the conjuring of carrots out of nothing. It’s learning how to bend the stick.



*



That night in bed she made the first move and wasn’t coy about it, seizing Philippe and stuffing him inside her as soon as he was stiff. Gabrielle did most of the work, even when she rolled onto her back and pulled him around on top of her, shaking him by the shoulders and drumming him in the ass with her heels. It was all he could do to keep pace, never once seeming aware of how his body was being used to batter Austin out of her, her past, her thoughts, her cells.

Philippe had been too long in America. A few years closer to France and he would’ve smelled Austin on her breath.

“What’s the occasion?” he asked in the dark, afterward.

“Occasion? We’re down to needing occasions now?”

He began soothing her testiness, smooth palm along her hip beneath the sheets. “I’m only trying to remember the last time I went to work in the morning feeling sore down there.” Warm hand sliding down to cup her pubis. “I missed it and didn’t even know.”

She sighed agreement. That was a good feeling. Wanton.

“That ache right over the bone? I’ll feel it throb and then I’m not even where I really am. I can be looking someone in the face and they don’t have a clue most of me’s right back here.”

      It was sweet and carnal and dopey romantic, and she couldn’t help but wonder if he’d first heard it from another woman, before her. That made it easier to admit the totality of tonight’s failure. Some people you simply couldn’t screw out of your system.

“Like magic,” she murmured.

“Oui.” She felt him nod into her shoulder. “Like magic.”

Philippe slipped off to sleep before she did — why tamper with custom? His breathing grew slow and deep, and soon began to catch in his throat, soft palate zigging when it should’ve been zagging. He began to click with wet glottal snorts.

How quickly feelings could change once the brains were all banged out. Willing to die for him one minute, twenty more later ready to do the killing instead. Nothing messy, nothing sadistic. A soft pillow over the face. His was a face made for just such a murder, with a weak chin and a narrow forehead from which his hair was backing away. It would welcome the pillow, and the pressure.

He touched her thigh in his sleep and it quieted him, then guilt drove her from the bed, the room. She stopped when she found herself standing nude before the living room window, tips of her breasts flattening against the glass. Maybe someone was watching, somewhere on the street or from another apartment; she hoped so.

She raised a hand to her throat, experimenting with its fit, recalling another night’s suffocation. No pillows, just Austin’s hands. He had fingers suited for a pianist or a surgeon. He’d known how hard and how long to squeeze. No anger in it, only the lust for experience. She’d not really wanted him to but hadn’t forbade it either. The way it had amplified the orgasm she’d been on the verge of was terrifying, nearly turning what the French called la petit morte — the little death — from metaphor into reality. She’d enjoyed it so much that she knew she could never experience it again. Knew she could never do it to Austin because regardless of when she lifted her hands from his neck, he’d still believe she could’ve held on two or three seconds longer.

Did you see anything? he’d asked.

Stars, she’d told him.

Gabrielle looked for them now, in the sky. Couldn’t find a single one. In Manhattan night came in name only, the darkness as unnatural as the light that stole away the stars. Empty sky above, empty streets below, the West Sixties.

West. The Hudson River was west of here. So was New Jersey, the Newark airport. And then Utah. Go figure.

Back in the bedroom, Philippe’s fitful breath had graduated to an all-out snore. As she recalled, Austin slept like the dead, but she’d always assumed that was because he envied them what they now knew.



*



Let me tell you about God.

The kabbalists have a fundamental doctrine of belief that God is not a static being, but dynamic becoming. Process, as opposed to personage. I can accept this. It explains why so many prayers seem to come back marked
Return to sender.

Sorry — God’s closed for renovation. Please try again next lifetime.



*



She had a window seat and a seatmate zoned on tranquilizers, thus all the privacy she wanted. Forsaking books and magazines in favor of memories and the patterns in the land 39,000 feet below. Farmland gridded in a dozen shades of green, the rich browns of fallow fields. Summer in the heartland. Easy to forget she’d been born somewhere down there between the oceans, enough years in New York by now to be entitled to the disdain of a native of either coast: flyover country, the interior … all state fairs, incest, and militias. A few more hours and she’d be wearing snobbery like a birthmark, outnumbered. People would point and snicker.

She was really doing this. Clearing it with the magazine had been the easy part. Austin had told her to think of it as career-related so that was the tack she’d taken. Gabrielle’s editor-in-chief had heard her out with furrowed brow. The town of Miracle, Utah? Last year’s news. And maybe next month’s, she’d hinted. He signed the travel voucher. Do her good to shake out the carcinogens of the office, get in the trenches again, even if the best she came back with was a profile in mass hysteria and the desperate need to believe.

After a glass or three of wine she could usually laugh at the contradiction of her day life: born-again agnostic masquerading as Religion Editor of Disclose. Oxymoronic, but no more so than the actual magazine — a less self-important monthly counterpart of the news weeklies, covering people, issues, and trends for those who doubted everything they read, but read it anyway if its layout was eye-grabbing enough. Media credibility had taken its hike long ago, so might as well flaunt it. Or as one wag had memoed, When it comes to respectability, we’re just dis close.

And she was really doing this.

Family aside, Austin was the only relic from her past with any guarantee of success at uprooting her, reeling her in from across the country like this. True, he was the only one who could infiltrate her mind and trick her eyes, but it was more than that. In her life, there had always been an Austin McCoy, and perhaps always would be. Pretending otherwise wasn’t going to cut it.

Sweet friends as children, benignly indifferent strangers as adolescents, lovers as young adults, and finally a more malignant indifference for the past decade. Austin had always sought the inherent cycles in things. She wondered if he didn’t regard the last eleven years as the gestation preceding some new rebirth between them. Another rung up the evolution of their weird drama. Friends, lovers — what comes next? Nothing so mundane as exchanged vows, she was sure. He was hardly the marrying kind, and she was already there. Although he might enjoy the idea of making a bigamist of her. Been trying to damn himself for years. Maybe ritual adultery was something he hadn’t tried yet, but in that case he really must be creatively bankrupt by now.

Thirty-nine thousand feet below, the docile green quilt of farmland gave way to less tameable ground. Forested hillsides and snow-capped peaks buckled out of the earth, rising toward the belly of the plane. Stone echoes of ancient cataclysm, continents in collision wreathed in clouds and scoured by winds.

Somewhere on the other side they began their slow descent.
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Let me tell you about wonder.

The earliest scientists saw the world as comprised of four elements: earth, air, fire, and water. Ever the symbolists, they weren’t being literal. These four elements were the broadest categories for all that is and all that lies within it, from matter to energy to force to potential.

Binding it all together, they agreed, was the fifth element, the quintessence: spirit. Whatever it is, this is the one that still makes modern physics edgy even though its spokesmen agree that without it, we couldn’t exist. Our molecules would fly apart. Even the bulkiest of us, on a subatomic level, is mostly empty space. Head included.

If spirit is the fifth element, then wonder has to be the sixth, because without it no one would ever have cared about naming the other five.

Wonder comes naturally to a child, and when I was a boy, every day I found some new thing to wonder about: What I was made of. Why grass was green, sky was blue, blood was red. Why my neighbor and best friend Gabrielle had a body different from mine. And finally, one day, why I could not die.



*



She grew more appalled with every mile. Knew Utah was a spartan place, if here and there grand enough to film a western, but really: What had happened to Austin’s mind? Out this far he must be living as poorly as an Indian on a reservation.

The town of Miracle — the area’s last stab at civilization — was behind her. A bizarre place, home to several hundred original residents or diehard newcomers. During its brief fame last year as a New Age mecca it had bloated and bustled with seekers after enlightenment, visions, or cures. Opportunists had been quick to capitalize. Moribund storefronts had been given new life, crystal sellers and self-styled healers and tacky bookshops affixing themselves to visitors’ hopes like ticks on a dog. Now they floundered. The dust was taking over again. On the sidewalks she could see the same faces she might find in any rust belt town whose factory whistle had blown for the last time.

The hokeyness of it, the platitudinous kitsch … it was the last place on earth she’d expect to lure Austin.

But three miles later and here she was — rough miles at that. The road wasn’t even paved. Dips in the hardpan pounded at the rental car’s wheels, while the windshield had begun to collect a powdery film of reddish-brown ochre. Tufts of scrub grew low to the ground, as cheerless and hardy as steel wool.

In the distance it was all barren majesty, as far from everyday life as the dark side of the moon, and equally hospitable. Buttes and mesas and red craggy spires skewered the landscape, graven out of stone and left behind to challenge the vastness of pure sky. She might’ve found it beautiful on a movie screen, where men would shoot each other or die of thirst and collapse beside the bleached horned skulls of lost cattle. Great fun. But in real life it was a terrible place. She’d been a fool to come here. A bigger fool for listening to Austin in the first place. Ever.

Gabrielle rounded a curve, a hill. Saw the shack before she saw him. Naturally — the shack was bigger. But not by much. Two rooms’ worth, hammered together ages ago from rough planks, all color baked out of them by the same sun whose gleam caught the bare metal of the stovepipe for an incandescent moment.

He was sitting on the ground out front, one knee drawn up for him to lean on, other leg extended at an angle. Head down and a curtain of hair over his face: Austin, eleven years wiser, was he, or eleven years more deluded, self-destructed, and confused? In his hand a stick, but wherever he’d picked it up, it wasn’t here; not one tree in sight. If you needed to build a quick coffin you’d first have to dismantle living quarters.

She slowed, wheeling off the road and following the scored tracks left by what she assumed was Austin’s car. She stopped but her dusty wake kept coming, a gritty drift of red, and she stayed put behind the wheel until it passed, obscuring Austin for the moment. Gabrielle soaked up the last of the a/c before turning off the engine and cursed the sun.

The cloud thinned and Austin emerged from its murk.  He hadn’t moved but it looked as though his body had refused the dust, or else the dust wanted nothing to do with him. For living in a sty, he looked remarkably clean, only weathered like the wood behind him.

When she left the car he seemed not to notice, staring down at the ground before him instead, where he was using the tip of the stick to draw spirals in the dirt, from center outward with a clockwise twist. He’d draw one and wait, while she remained beside the rental, last link to normality. The air at the center of each spiral would shimmer like heat-haze on a horizon before coalescing into a tiny whirlwind. He would let it spin for a few moments, fattening on its own momentum, then bring down his other arm to snuff out the fledgling cyclone with his palm.

His mind must be gone, she thought. He thinks he can draw tornadoes now. Gabrielle blinked a few times, left her eyes shut, and when she reopened them he’d tired of the game and she was no longer sure it was what she had really seen.

Austin told her he was glad she’d come, nice to see her again after all this time, she was looking good. All the usual smalltalk suspects, except they sounded poised on the brink of mockery. Or was she projecting? She crossed arms and used a shoetip to drag a crude spiral in the dirt, and when nothing else happened kicked it out and nodded at the pathetic shack.

“I’d hoped better for you, Austin, I really had.”

“I know you must find it a Green Acres kind of shock, coming here,” he said. His raspy voice lilted up several notes: “‘Noo Yawk is where I’d rahther stay…’”

“Austin? For future reference? When you act smug, first make sure you have something to be smug about.”

“For instance? A marriage I’m starting to doubt, an apartment in a rent-controlled building, the title of Religions Editor at some magazine more people look at than actually read? Are those what you had in mind?”

“Maybe it’s not much,” she said, clipped now, “but it’s my life.”

Of all the things she didn’t need, it was for him to start looking at her with pity. Pity. Brown eyes going liquid with their wisdom and insight and compassion and lord knows what else, Austin thinking maybe now he looked like a black velvet Jesus.

“I remember a Gabrielle,” he said, “who wanted to spend her life trying to scratch beneath its surface and understand what was really going on underneath.”

“Yeah. Yeah. I did. And you know what I found? Responsibility and bills. I found adulthood.”

“But now,” he went on, as though he’d not heard her, “she just reports on other people’s lives. Or does she even do that much anymore? If she’s an editor, I guess that means she gets to let others do the reporting and she only decides what to print.”

“At least I have a stack of magazines to show for it. What do you have?” Regretting it instantly — her voice had shrilled into a tone from a playground spat.

“Isn’t that what you came all this way to find out? Hee hee.”

“Maybe we should just move along to it now that we’ve gotten the mutual disdain for each other’s compromises out of the way.”

He rose from the ground and brushed the dust from the seat of his pants, ancient khakis that might once have been worn deep in the Amazon or in the shadow of the Sphinx. His tank top was faded into the same indeterminate shade and hung from shoulders whose collarbones were clearly defined. He was bamboo-thin and burned by more suns than she’d cared to see, his hide cured but not quite leathery. It seemed to have constricted over every muscle, every tendon.

Austin’s face had been like an artist’s once, brimming with sensitivity and curiosity. The bones of cheek and jaw were still there, unfatted, but his face now wore its stripes of crease and crinkle. The years hadn’t all been good ones. His hair remained on the darker side of auburn but hung now past his shoulders, with a single streak of silver flowing from just over his right ear. From the same spot on the left, a fat braid, half grown out and starting to mat together.

She wanted to be furious with him. Didn’t he think part of her had ever wanted to have been the mad one, the impractical one, the one who’d refused normal obligations to leave room for finding answers to questions that most people only asked in their dreams? Austin wasn’t the only one who’d wanted to drink nectar.

But she couldn’t be furious, not when she saw how his clothes hung from him when he stood. In his gauntness she sensed the awful solitude of those years since they’d parted. Gabrielle could see him waking up in places that weren’t home and never could be, no romance of adventure to it, only momentum. Maybe he’d made room in his life for the arcane forms of magick, but this had left none for its everyday counterparts. She would’ve bet her life on it: He’d had no one with whom to subdivide a Sunday newspaper. Or sniff the air after a cleansing spring shower. He’d had no one to leave him sweet notes to find on mornings he’d slept late.

She stepped forward, and so did he. The hug was awkward and stiff. When her cheek brushed against his hard bare shoulder its skin was hot, like a tiny sun.

“Don’t send me away from here feeling like the last eleven years of my life were a mistake,” she said. “You could probably do it if you wanted to, but if you did, that’s something I would never forgive you for. Don’t do that to me.”

Austin drawing back, peering at her — nobody just got up one morning and decided he wanted his eyes to look like that. It had to be earned. Had to accrue. She didn’t want him to say anything to make it better. There was nothing he could say that wouldn’t be trite. Nothing that wouldn’t be at least half a lie.

For all the years had done to him, and all she imagined he’d done to himself, when he touched her it was easy to forget she was another man’s wife. Austin needed no magick for that.

And when she heard an old, familiar sound in the distance she was grateful for the way out of the moment it provided.

Smiling now. “Do you know how many years it’s been since I’ve heard a train whistle?”

“No.” Turning it back on her then: “Do you?”

She brushed his cheek with the back of her fingers, knowing they must be thinking different versions of the same thing: that this had all begun with a train.

“Besides the almost-nonexistent rent, that was part of the appeal of this place: I could hear that whistle every day,” he said. “The railroad runs past about a mile away. What we’re hearing now, it’s coming through Miracle. There’s an intersection at one end of the town.”

“How long have you been in this awful place?”

“Nine, ten months. Not long after Miracle started living up to its name last year.”

“Kind of short-lived, wasn’t it?”

“That depends on where you look.”

They waited for the train in the dust and heat. She’d begun to sweat, too aware now of her clothing. Her slacks, her jacket, were all wrong. She was nowhere that labels mattered. They watched the train pass in the distance, engines and boxcars, flatcars and tankers. Listened to the steel rhythm of the wheels. In their clatter lived something soothing, that lulled and rocked until it faded away, leaving a stillness as immense as the heat.

Austin gestured toward the shack. “And now I guess I owe you a wonder or two…?”

She realized now that she’d come not out of expectation, but concern, the only person in the world with a chance of convincing him he needed help. Austin was still young, relatively. He could have many years ahead. Productive years. Fulfilling years. Sane years.

His shack had the suggestion of a porch, scarcely a yard in depth. The boards bowed gently under their weight. He pushed open the door; it squealed on hinges free of rust but thirsty for oil. Past the threshold it was as stifling as she’d expected, and as spare. He kept it touchingly tidy, though, with crates for furniture, clothing and books in their places, along with a few items that had traveled with him, and the tools of obsession that he’d begun to collect even before she’d left him. Mattress on the floor in one corner, cast iron wood stove in another. Lantern and candles; intricate patterns smeared onto the walls and even though they were dry they still drew flies. Best not to think about that.

Eccentric and poverty-stricken, but nothing earth-shaking.

Although there was one more door.

“Ready?” he said. She told him she was.

Austin pushed the door open and took her by the hand. She let herself be drawn in after him, another room of bare rude walls and exposed nailheads and mouse droppings and little windows whose square panes had grown cloudy enough to distort their view of the desert beyond. She looked up at the only thing here to see.

At first she thought Austin must’ve hung the body aloft, but ruled this out. She saw no ropes, no wires. Male, she decided, but she was seeing him from the back, curled into a fetal position like a child cowering in a corner. And corner it was, but a corner made by walls and ceiling, not walls and floor.

Floating. He was floating.

She recalled what Austin had told her on the phone, cryptic though he’d been: It doesn’t have wings and it doesn’t have horns.

Austin, stooping to retrieve something from the floor along one wall … a cue stick, too ratty for the billiards table.

Its voice isn’t anything special, either.

Austin, stepping around her to thrust the cue stick up like a spear, jabbing the floater in the side. The man — she couldn’t yet bring herself to think of him as anything else — twisted, sprawling on his back across the ceiling, trying to shrink from the assault. His face looked miserable, like a child poked and teased to tears.

But it’s got a sense of history like you can’t imagine.

She remembered the things that had been claimed last year about the town of Miracle, or what it had claimed about itself.

“Austin,” she murmured. Unable to shift her eyes from this toppling of reality, man cringing on the ceiling overhead, nothing holding him up there but … but what? Ignorance of gravity?

“There are no such things as angels, Austin. There aren’t.”

“You’re telling me,” he said. Lowering the cue stick, resting its rubberized blunt end on the floor. “There’s only these lying pricks.”
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Let me tell you about syllogisms.

If, as the more secular among us claim, your only guarantee in life is a measure of pain, and if, as their more pious brethren claim, the only thing in this world you can rely on is God, then what does that tell you about the Almighty’s nature?

Consider the humble fiber of striated muscle. To strengthen it, to build its mass, it must first be worked. Abused to the point of destruction, fibers begin to shred, tearing one from another in an ordeal of burning and exhaustion.

As the body, so the soul.

Let me tell you, then, about God’s work.

Let me tell you about suffering.

Let me tell you about pain.





II. Terra Incognita



As adults they’d argued about it for years, good-natured but insistent and unyielding: Austin swore that Gabrielle had moved in next door the summer he was nine because it was the same year his father had broken his ankle during league softball and the family had done without its annual vacation. Gabrielle claimed it had to have been the following summer, when he was ten and she was nine, because they’d moved a few months after her grandmother had died and left them the money to do it. There was no middle ground to be had here. The argument had eventually been shelved.

They could agree, at least, that it had been a hot summer, humid, but summers in Kentucky always were — all those lakes and rivers. It had been a summer of scabbed knees and the occasional rash. The neighborhood wasn’t so full of kids that he could afford to ignore the one next door, newcomer girl or not, so there’d been no trial period. They’d taken to each other and that was that.

Whichever summer it was, she’d moved in a few years before the town started to grow in earnest, before so much surrounding acreage fell to saws and bulldozers, to be replaced by strip malls and new houses. Austin remembered it as a place of boredom, but a hard ten-minute bicycle ride in any direction could put them into less tamed territory, where there was at least the possibility of adventure.

Gabrielle knew how to swim; would dive into the river from any cliff that he would. She never flinched at scaling the huge-timbered framework of railroad trestles while trains went rumbling directly overhead. She feared no snakes.

But if there was anyplace that defined their partnership, it was the old train tunnel in the hills past the west side of town. It predated the Civil War but hadn’t been used for decades. The tracks had been gone nearly as long, rails and ties removed like stitches out of the rocky channel leading into the tunnel’s mouth, where it plunged through the next half-mile of hillside. No one passing by on the new tracks thirty yards over would have a clue it was even there. The kudzu and vines and trees between were dense enough to screen it from view. The tunnel was all but forgotten by the town, a discovery waiting fresh for each new generation of young local explorers and adult transients seeking shelter along the tracks.

The place invoked an irresistible dread. No degree of familiarity could do away with its delicious threat, less tunnel now than primordial cave exhaling cold earthy breath and housing a thin perpetual layer of mist. No light shone from its other end because years before the center had been walled up to thwart bikers after one had wrecked and died alone in the middle.

Austin and Gabrielle claimed it for their very own that first summer. It was a place for pacts, for secrets too vital to share anywhere less secure. They’d walk in until the last of the daylight faded on their backs, then keep going. Hearts pounding harder than either would admit to, and skin crawling each time it was hit with a chilly splat of water, gravid with minerals and dripping from the roof. They never lit candles until they’d reached the center wall. The flames threw alien shadows across the spray-painted boasts of earlier comers — dead now, must be, eaten by bears and it served them right.

Even today Austin would catch himself opting to recall things differently than they’d really been. Not the what so much as the why. Some kids never want to come home because they don’t have a care in the world; others, just the opposite. He still found it tempting to exchange one for the other.

He always told Gabrielle that the bruises across the backs of his hands were from the kitchen cabinets, shutting before he got clear of the doors. Made him out a klutz but it was a good lie; the door edges would cause long thin marks same as dowel rods. Gabrielle seemed to suspect otherwise after a few weeks but they never went near the truth — his father, an insistent man when it came to memorizing Bible verses. Just one generation out of the hills. Nobody would speak about it but evidently Austin’s grandfather had lived and died a snake-handler.

He saved that revelation for the tunnel, feeling giddiness and guilt on the way out. Walking toward daylight now, the entrance was so far ahead that all they could make out was the color of vegetation beyond. The archway, seen through a quarter-mile of mist, turned it into a luminescent green egg, something from which a dragon might hatch. Draw closer and this illusion fell apart, only to be replaced by a new one. Now they were the hatchlings, about to emerge into a new world.

On the day it all began, they could hear a train, on the tracks running parallel to this forgotten quarter.

“Let’s hop it,” Austin said, because there was still a lot of walking before they got back to where they’d hidden their bikes, and because neither of them had hopped a train before.

They broke into a run, out of the tunnel and up the path back to the tracks, ferns slapping at arms and legs. They paced the train as it chugged along, stumbling over cinders and the squared ends of the ties.

He still had a clear image of Gabrielle, first to reach the ladder clinging at the front of a boxcar. She might have been the taller one that summer, longer limbed, with a gazelle’s grace. Her hand grasped the steel rung and she pulled, and so did the train; she was swept up and off her feet as cleanly as if scooped by a vast hand. Austin poured on the speed when he saw her carried farther ahead, Gabrielle’s face radiant with the thrill, and she shouted something he couldn’t hear over the clashing wheels.

Next boxcar for sure.

It began to roll past him, and he saw another ladder, lunged for it. Closed one hand on the rung, then the other, same as doing a chin-up in gym class. His shoetips skimmed over cinders as he dangled, until his palm hit grease on the way up.

He always thought there’d been a silent scream on Gabrielle’s face as he fell and got yanked toward those steel wheels, never entirely convinced he hadn’t added that detail later.

But really, what else would she have done — laughed?
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Austin let her leave the shack and scuff outside in the dust awhile. Better she come to terms with this in her own time.

Kids cope better than adults with witnessing the impossible because their valves are still open on what can and cannot be. The impossible may become instead the improbable, the rare. But it had been a long time since they were kids. Long enough for Gabrielle to have rewritten everything as dreams and runaway imagination.

He watched from the window as she found the water pump out back and levered up a bucketful to rinse her face. Most of the makeup came away and that was a good thing. Her breezy coif wilted around her face and that helped too. She was almost looking like someone he actually remembered, fresh, with wide-spaced eyes and a small nose that used to freckle easily.

Austin rejoined her on the narrow excuse for a porch, in the meager shade of its overhang. Came up behind her as she sat on the edge refusing to look at him in the doorway.

“I spent a lot of years telling myself that you weren’t just weird. That you were a lunatic,” she said to the desert.

“I’m not saying you were wrong.”

Gabrielle hung her head, then with a sigh patted the planking beside her. He sat.

“Back inside, he … it … that’s not just some man,” she said, clarifying for herself. “Not a yogi, or fakir, levitating. That’s not what I saw.”

“It’s male. But a man? No.”

“And not an … an angel. You said that yourself. Right?”

“Not as you and I used to think we understood the term.”

She let that digest. “You’re telling me there’s some basis for calling it — him — one anyway?”

“Let’s say you did. You wouldn’t be the first to make that mistake.”

“Here in this part of Utah, you mean?”

Austin patted her arm. Thinking so small. “Or anywhere else over the last ten thousand years. Maybe more.”

“Well. There’s some perspective.” She lowered her head into her hands and laughed into them. “Once you get past the levitation he didn’t look very … powerful, impressive, omnipotent, I guess those are the words I’m looking for.”

“Hottest part of the day, it tends to make them sluggish. Or this one it does.”

It took her awhile longer, but Austin knew she’d get around to it eventually, and did, piecing her composure back together and asking what she was doing here. Why he’d called. Why bring her all this way. Why she’d agreed to it, even.

That he had a being floating in an oven-hot room and that it looked human but wasn’t, that he claimed its pedigree reached beyond history … all well and good and properly astounding, even if only half true.

But what use was it to her, ultimately? Her jaw might drop today, but tomorrow there would still be bills to pay, an employer to satisfy, family to whom she was still accountable. Were these things now disposable while she moved to the desert and worshipped something in a torpor that allowed itself to be jabbed in the side with a stick?

She still had to get up each morning and contend with the woman in the mirror. None of this was the province of angels, real or faux. Why would they bother to stoop so low?

She interrupted herself: “I’m ranting, aren’t I?”

“Or assimilating.”

Austin had no problem looking at this from her perspective, Gabrielle confronted with a thousand questions to which she might want answers, but not answers she’d have to live with. And he knew now why events had conspired to bring her here: to be taught.

Yet still, he wanted only to kiss the sweat from her brow.

“Remember those last days we were together?” he said. “Do you remember what you called me?”

“A lot of things, probably. I give up.”

“You told me I was more deeply alienated from life than any person you’d ever seen. I thought you were right, too. I gave you plenty of reasons to feel that way, I know. But that wasn’t it, I know now. If it was that bad, I’d’ve killed myself, and that was never an option for me.”

“You were doing a good imitation of it, then.”

“It wasn’t that I was losing interest in life. Just the mask that gets nailed over it and mistaken for the real thing.”

“You’re hardly unique in that. But not many people go to your extremes.”

He could do nothing but shrug, and she had to laugh at the understatement. The genuineness of its sound touched him in the same way that the scents of meadows or bread could summon another time. A lesson that he’d had to relearn: Where there was laughter, there was hope.

“Is there no one else in your life, Austin?” she asked, less cheered now. “I don’t mean angels, or devils, or whatever you’ve chased over the years. Just simple … companionship?”

He looked at the rugged wood of the porch, knowing she’d see whatever she feared most in his hesitation. Companionship — and if there was? Why not just tell her? Because he didn’t want to see that it didn’t matter to her?

“Is it someone in the town?” she asked.

He told her yes, leaving it at that because it seemed to prick at her and maybe he wanted it to. Maybe she’d instinctively know how little there was to it, physicality and not much more, because how much else did he have to give? Gabrielle knew he’d never advocated celibacy as a path to anything. If he told her the woman’s name was Scarlett that would only confirm every suspicion.

“What you said earlier,” he said instead, “about bills and obligations, about these being your life … you missed the point and you know it. Those aren’t your life, they’re just the pictures you hang on your wall. You can live with them. You can change the pictures. You can even knock down the whole wall. That’s always your greatest power, but it’s also the scariest. Haven’t there been days you know you would’ve made different decisions if you’d only known what the consequences were … or weren’t?”

Sure, she told him.

He pointed toward her car and the road.

“Then do you really want to look back on today,” he said, “as another one of those days?”
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He had awakened to the contrasts of firelight and darkness, remembering the fall from the train and the moment of horrible certainty that he was heading for the wheels … and nothing more.

“No, none of it is a dream,” he was told. “No more than all the rest of it. But by the time you’ve got that one figured out for yourself, I expect you’ll have forgotten I even mentioned it.”

Beneath the blanket he lay on, cool earth. At his feet when he stirred, loose bricks, a century old if they were a day. The pale painted face of the tunnel’s center wall towered overhead, bathed in the shadowdance of a crackling fire whose warmth pushed away the damp chill back here where no summer had ever reached.

Austin sat up and peered down the length of the tunnel. From here, the dim green egg of the entrance looked no bigger than the nail on his little finger.

“I’m alive,” he said.

“You don’t sound very sure about that.”

“But I—” He couldn’t finish, couldn’t say the words.

“I know it’s going to be hard,” he was told from the other side of the fire, “but let me try making this as easy for you to understand as I can. My problem is, I can’t talk to this ten-year-old mind of yours on quite the same level as I can talk to your body and soul.”

These weren’t the sort of words he would expect to hear from the man on the other side of the fire. The man he saw looked dirty and long-bearded, wearing the same rags as the men sometimes seen tramping up and down the railroad tracks. His mother had always told him to steer clear of them, and he had, but she’d never said he couldn’t stare. Everybody knew they stank of wine. Everybody knew they pissed their pants. He’d watched older boys throw rocks at them and it had seemed funny until now.

“You know what your soul is, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” Austin said. “It’s inside my body and it’s invisible and it’s what makes me me.”

That earned him a smile. “You’ve their places switched, but that’ll do. That’ll do nicely.” The man reached toward the fire, pulled up from beside it an open can of beans he’d been warming. The label was singed. He stirred them with a spoon. “Your body knows things your mind doesn’t. Like how to heal a scraped knee. You don’t have to think about it, or tell it to work. It just does the job. You follow me so far?”

Austin nodded.

“Let’s keep going, then. Your soul remembers things that even your body doesn’t. Don’t be getting yourself a big swelled head over it, it’s not just you. Everybody’s does. What’s different about you is, your soul’s gotten to the stage that it’s remembered one of the last things it needs to.” He blew on a thick spoonful of beans before shoving them into his mouth. Gravy dribbled down his wiry beard. “It’s remembered how to talk to your body and work with it, and share some of those other things it knows.”

“Things like … what?”

“Today, for instance? How to keep a clumsy boy like you from cutting himself in half.”

Austin started to ask if that meant he’d bounced clear of the tracks, but the man began shaking his head and touched a finger to his lips, mouthing No, no, no. Austin looked harder at his face, now noticing something peculiar about his eyes. They were two different colors — one blue, the other brown.

“Don’t try remembering the moment if you don’t want to. It’s a thing no boy should dwell on if he can help it. Think about this instead: Can you cut air? Can you cut water?”

Austin shook his head no.

“You may feel solid. But you’re not as solid as you think.” The man grinned, firelight glinting off his teeth. “It’s a world of illusion you live in. You may not have always known it but your soul did. Remembered how to spread the word just in time, too, by the looks of it.”

The lessons of hundreds of Sundays began to seep through at last. This man may have looked like a stew bum but that was just a disguise.

“Are you an angel?” Austin whispered.

The man turned one way, then another, looking over either shoulder. He shrugged at Austin. “Do you see any wings?”

“I don’t see no trumpets neither, but that don’t mean you haven’t got one somewhere.”

“Well observed. Then I expect maybe I am.”

“But—” Now he was having some problems. “My momma says angels only sing and make big announcements and test people and save them if they want to, but they don’t come sit around and jaw. Not like this.”

The man laughed and slapped both hands down on his knees. “Nothing against your dear mother but she sounds like a stupid woman to me, one who lets books and other people do her thinking for her instead of making up her own mind about what’s right in front of her. But if that’s her way, then you can’t take it from her, no more than she can set yours for you. You have to realize she’s not nearly as old inside as you are, and that can make a difference. So you’ll just have to be patient with her.”

Austin tried telling the man that he was wrong, that she was almost thirty, kids weren’t older than their mothers, but the man just grinned again as though he had a secret and ate more beans.

“Sir?” Austin said. “Will you answer me a question? Does this mean I can’t ever be hurt or nothing?”

“You can hurt yourself. You can always hurt yourself. I were you, I’d not go jumping in front of any more locomotives just to see what I could get away with. And in a few years when you start shaving, don’t get the idea you need never worry about nicking your chin. It’s all a matter of degree.”

He recalled feeling like Superman at the time, or maybe Superman dreaming of being a boy again.

“I never heard of nobody else being this way. Why me?”

“Well now, there’d be two answers to that. The short one and the long one, but young as your mind is, neither one would do you much good today.” The man shook his shaggy head. “Besides, it’s a thing you should really be figuring out for yourself.”

The man, if a man he was, treated himself to another helping of beans, then sighed and gazed toward the faint greenish glow at the opposite end of the tunnel. Telling Austin that he had to go back outside now, there would be people looking for him and that the kindest thing he could do for them all was turn up alive. For Gabrielle especially, inconsolable Gabrielle who was sure she’d watched him die.

Austin trudged through mist and chill, and the nearer he got to the entrance, the brighter grew daylight’s sheen upon the moist and dripping walls. He looked back only once, and saw a fading glow of embers.

At the entrance he blinked away the glare in his eyes. The world had never looked so clear, so green. But he and Gabrielle said so every time they came out. He walked farther, until he could hear voices calling to each other over on the tracks, and none of them sounded as though they were having a very good day.

It was nothing he would have noticed back in the dark of the tunnel, with other things vying for attention, but out in the daylight he spotted it the first time he looked down: Slashed across the front of his jeans, along the top of both thighs, was a fat stripe of oiled grime, as though he’d draped his empty pantlegs over the rail and waited for the train wheels to grind it in.

Whipping for sure. His mother would never get a stain like that out in the wash.
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“They’re called the Kyyth,” he told Gabrielle. “If there was ever a language it meant something in, it’s dead and long gone by now. He hasn’t said much about that. He gets evasive about certain things.”

“So what you’ve got back there floating in that room is the same as whatever you said talked to you in the tunnel.”

“Same species, different individual. The big difference is, the one thirty years ago had his shit together, I think. This one, he’s a bit … touched in the head, is how our families might’ve put it.”

“All these years I’d decided that never happened, that you’d dreamed it or had a concussion from the fall,” she said. “So what you have back there sleeping on your ceiling—”

“He has a name, why don’t we use that. Memuneh. Or it’s what he likes to be called now. I get the impression they don’t keep the same names indefinitely.”

“Memuneh, then. Memuneh was responsible for the things that happened in the town last year.”

“Sad, but true.”

“Why sad?”

Austin almost told her but reconsidered. “Maybe you should make up your own mind about that after you talk to him. You might see it differently. You might not think it’s sad after all.”

“You called him a lying prick.”

Austin grinned. “I did, didn’t I? Don’t let it bias you, it wasn’t without affection.”

She was up and off the porch in another moment, going nowhere but in circles, compelled to move all the same. He knew the urge. You couldn’t take these things in and just sit on your ass. You felt you had to do something with the knowledge, right that very moment, and there was nothing to be done but let it settle in and begin reweaving the fabric of the world you thought you knew. Some days he believed that being given hints of a higher design was far crueler than the coldest shoulder an indifferent universe would have to offer.

Gabrielle was barefoot now with her slacks rolled up, and he watched her feet on the warm ground, watched the dust cake between her toes. What a privilege that he’d been able to see them over so many years, in so many circumstances — child-size to full-grown, wading in streams and kicking in lakes, running through grass and skipping over hot pavement, and, more languidly, tracing chills of pleasure along his legs, his chest. Her feet. He thought of them in New York, crammed aching into professional shoes, and could scarcely tolerate the thought. Her dear feet.

Congratulations, she was telling him, and he knew she meant it but there was bitterness too. Congratulations, you solved the grand mystery of your life, and was it worth everything you gave up to do it? Worth your blood and scarred skin and the pain you caused others when they realized they could never possess you more than a vision from a head injury? Congratulations, after years of obsessive pursuit you tracked down your angel, and is he all you hoped he would be? Does his conversation answer all the questions that roasted your heart alive? Now you must know things the rest of us can only guess at or dream about, and how pleased with your choices that must make you feel. So congratulations. Was it worth the life with me you traded for it? Was it worth the children we never had?

Suddenly Austin wasn’t sure if she was saying all this, or only part of it and he was filling in the rest with everything she left unsaid but smoldering in her eyes. Or maybe she’d said none of it and this had lain in his heart all along, waiting until the sight of her would make it scream.

He wasn’t even sure she was really here.

It’s a world of illusion you live in.

Was it worth it — and what price Paradise for those who refuse to wait?

My god, he thought, what have I done?

He left the splintery porch, found Gabrielle to be as solid as anything he could hope to believe in. Her jacket was gone now and she wore a sleeveless top, buttery-gold skin of her shoulders so real to the touch, hot with the sun. Stiff and resistant at first but this was good; illusions wouldn’t bother to fight. No illusion would give in so sublimely. And then, such quiet bliss to hold each other again after eleven years of forever.

“I hate you,” she murmured into the side of his neck, her eyes and nose almost as wet as her mouth.

They held each other in the silent heat, before towering watchers of red stone, their bare feet curled firm into kingdoms of dust.

And for now — and only now, he feared — it was enough. It was the world, or at least the best this one had to offer.
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After that day on the tracks and in the tunnel, he had a harder time finding anyone who believed him than he thought he would. Disturbed kids looking for attention, some said, and making a bad joke of it in the doing. While it had happened before Austin’s time, the town still felt a persistent soreness over three boys even younger, killed on those same tracks.

Believers? Certainly not his parents. The intercession of a divine guardian made no difference. Angels didn’t eat beans from cans. Period. He’d hoped that the preacher at his parents’ church would take his side, but while Reverend Hollis showed no annoyance over suspicions of hoax or the price of a ruined pair of Levi’s, even at that age Austin knew when he was being talked down to.

Believers? Even then there was only Gabrielle.

Over the next few years they looked for angels in the clouds, in the trees, in the tall fields of summer corn. They hunted for them in the black dust of coal piles and in the muddy waters of river, pond, and stream. They watched for them among the stars that flickered or streaked in night skies, and it was here they always felt closest to their quarry, but still too far away.

Year by year they grew taller, grew hair in places they’d never had it before, as the world grew wider to accommodate them, then swallow them altogether. Humanity’s seething mass and the questions it forced about slaughters and plagues and planes that fell from the sky — none of it boded well for the presence of holy messengers.

He was willing to admit defeat — maybe it really had been a dream — but Gabrielle wouldn’t let him. Telling him, “Even if you did fall and hit your head, so what? I know what I saw happen to you and I never fell.”

It was years before he walked the tunnel all the way back to the wall again, and when at last he did, he did it alone because that was the way he was spending much of his time anymore, gawky and bespotted with acne that no prayer seemed able to scrub away, and Gabrielle by now had friends who’d never had ten words for him and never would.

Over the years he’d entered the tunnel often but only so far, as if stayed by some inner hand from violating the sanctity of a chamber whose threshold should not be crossed until he was ready. It had, of course, been checked out by the rescuers he hadn’t needed after his fall from the train. He heard they’d found nothing. The cold ashes of a dead fire — meaningless in an area known for transients. No bedroll, no empty can of beans.

Once a child, now an adolescent, he remembered a declivity in the ground, in one corner where the defaced concrete wall met the wall of rock. Seepage had always filled it before, a wide pool of cold, inky water. He’d chucked his share of rocks into it, taking pains to never get too close. It could be a bottomless well for all they knew. Anything could crawl out of it.

But when he turned his flashlight on it now, it was nothing but a hollow, sharply sloping walls of moist earth with a few inches of stagnant water in the bottom. And a body. It lay on its side, curled like a discarded fetus, little more than bones, rags, scraps of leathery hide, and the scraggly seaweed of a wild beard. Something about it — the scorching of an exposed collarbone splitting through the thin flesh, maybe — seemed seared to him, as if it had charred halfway to mummification, then fell in the pool and sank to the bottom. Preserved by minerals, maybe, and waiting to be found. Time capsule. Message in a water bottle. A cold gust of laughter blown into his face from the past.

There was no rational reason to step into that shallow grave, feel the chilly water flood his sneakers, sluice at his ankles. No rational reason to lay hands on that soggy husk or peel back the shriveled flaps of its eyelids. He did it anyway.

Because there was no rational reason to expect those peculiar eyes to be anything but ooze by now … yet they’d survived to stare from their otherwise ruined sockets, the whites untarnished by rot, the irises unfaded — one brown, the other blue. It occurred to him this time — it would not have before — that these were eyes for two worlds, one turned toward earth, the other toward sky.

Now it seemed they had closed on both.

Certainly they’d closed on him.
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A few weeks earlier, when during one of his hikes Austin encountered the Kyyth weeping in the desert, he’d first thought it was simply a man. Another hiker, lost or with a turned ankle, frightened of dying of thirst. Or a freight-hopper who’d left the train before it passed by Miracle, then gone the wrong direction.

Then he’d seen its eyes.

“I knew,” he told Gabrielle. “Right then, I knew.”

“David Bowie’s eyes are different colors. Would you have had the same reaction if you’d met him?”

“There was more to it than the eyes, I just don’t know how to convey it in a way that would make sense. There’s no vocabulary for these things, not in English. Maybe in Hindustani. But not here.”

He understood that Gabrielle expected him to be more or less the same man she’d left eleven years ago to his bitterness and dementia. Not necessarily in the worst excesses of the temperament she remembered, but at least in his capabilities and limitations. Yet even here he was not the same man she’d known.

How to explain moments of a knowledge that asserted itself like instinct, something inborn rather than learned? How to explain the growing manipulation of the properties of earth and air and fire and water? How to explain periods of monumental silence, brimming with lucidity? He felt like a tuning fork, set to vibrating but thrown by mistake into a drawerful of flatware.

Hardly the same man, which was for the better. The old Austin might never even have noticed Memuneh at all. It had been such an inauspicious summit. The Austin she remembered — an Austin he no longer even regarded as alive — would only have been disappointed by his initial encounter with the Kyyth. Appalled by its tears, disgusted by its display of weakness. That younger Austin she remembered would’ve expected no less than glare and thunder as the reward for his evocations, and if the being they heralded had no wingspan to unfurl, like a vain peacock, then by god he would send it back until it returned with the proper plumage.

What a wiener he’d been.

So maybe she wasn’t here to be taught after all. Maybe she was here to forgive him for what he must’ve put her through.

“I haven’t even asked you where you’re staying,” he said.

“At the bed-and-breakfast in Miracle.”

“How many days?”

“I left that loose. They accommodated.”

“I can imagine. Not the waiting list there was last year.” He laughed. “It’s like an Old West boom town where they struck angels instead of silver, and then it went bust really quick.”

“It has that feeling. A ghost town in the making.”

“You can stay here if you want. I know it’s not as tastefully appointed. But the offer’s there.”

Her refusal was softened by her smile and the bead of sweat at the tip of her nose. “It’s not even on my tab, Austin, now why would I choose splinters over a mattress?”

“Well, it’s purifying,” he said, and they laughed, then spoke for the next hour or more as the sun fell toward the stone spires and anvils in the west. The worst of the heat began to ebb from the day and he figured Memuneh should rouse soon. The first time he turned, impelled by some benign inner alarm, Austin saw him in the square of the front window, watching them in silence. Studying their conversation, maybe even their bodies.

Memuneh was so androgynous as to be a stereotype. Worse, he was familiar. After encountering him in the desert, Austin had combed through books in one of the silly shops that had sprung up like mushrooms last year and found the face he’d recognized: identical to the harpist in a centuries-old painting entitled Musician Angels.

Inspiration and artist’s muse? Hardly. As Austin understood, the Kyyth were not by nature corporeal, but when opting otherwise, they engineered bodies from the elements around them. Carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, nitrogen … their comprehension of molecular biology was intuitive but staggeringly complex. Yet they had a refined sense of aesthetics. So long as they were shaping bodies, undoubtedly they’d make those shapes pleasing to themselves, and they weren’t too proud to mimic. There was no reason to believe they restricted themselves to human form, either, if others suited their purposes or whims. A Kyyth could theoretically incubate itself into a wolf or a Sequoia; into something extinct, or even otherwise nonexistent.

And then there was Memuneh, with idiosyncrasies all his own. As doe-eyed as if he’d stepped fresh from a Renaissance canvas, with flaxen hair center-parted and shoulder-length, swept to either side of a high, pale forehead. He could weep, Austin knew, but apparently hadn’t wanted his flesh to sweat.

When Austin touched Gabrielle’s wrist, she stopped talking and followed his gaze. Saw the face, expressionless in the window, then he heard her breath catch in her throat.

Memuneh faded from the window. After it became apparent that he wasn’t going to step outside, they followed. He’d retreated all the way across the room, by the iron stove.

“It’s only Gabrielle,” Austin said. “I told you about her.”

They watched each other in mutual apprehension, as if each was afraid to be the first to move.

“I find your name very beautiful,” Memuneh said to her. She actually blushed. “You watched me dreaming. In the other room.”

Gabrielle, looking at the floor now, stammering an apology.

“You fly in your dreams too,” Memuneh went on. “When you do, you never feel that it’s a new talent you’ve only just learned, but a very old ability—”

“That I’ve just remembered,” she whispered, and touched her lips with fingertips.

“Exactly. That’s the genuine you. Why have you brought her here, Austin?”

“Good question,” he said.

There was no doubt that Gabrielle believed him now, the one person in the world whose opinion of him over time truly mattered. He was vindicated. But was this all? Two thousands miles for him to say, “I told you so”? It couldn’t be as petty as that, his pride alone, of no benefit to her.

She was recovering her wits easily enough — Austin could see whatever remained of the journalist inside rising to this rare opportunity — but then Memuneh himself hardly discouraged it. What degree of power a Kyyth might wield Austin didn’t know. Memuneh, though, had elected to look as if one punch would floor him.

Despite what he was, and the unearthly androgynous beauty of his form, Memuneh looked entirely unintimidating. Gabrielle was advancing on him and it appeared to make him uncomfortable. She, a convert all over again, old doubts slipping from her like the scales from Saul’s eyes: I shut my heart to what I knew was true, all these years, oh my god the loss of them, tell me, tell me as much as my ears can bear, tell me what’s true and what’s a lie, tell me why there’s so much pain, tell me the thoughts of God. Tell me.

But Memuneh was backing away from her, sliding first along the wall, and then up it, head tucking into his shoulder as his feet left the floor. His arms circled his front, cradling himself as he rose, hair brushing against the ceiling and his legs drawing up, and he stopped. Eyes losing focus, each tracking independently now, like a chameleon’s, whites showing in the center as the mismatched irises rolled to the outside.

He had almost none of the quiet self-surety of the Kyyth from the train tunnel. Memuneh was at times like an autistic child. An angel savant.

His eyes were fibrillating in his head, then his head itself began to tremble. A thread of fragrant fluid, like filtered honey, slipped from the corner of his mouth and to the floor. From deeper in his throat, two notes, one high, the other low, their pitches in wavering flux like the unsure harmonies of wolf pups learning to howl. The sound of it prickled hair and Gabrielle was beside herself for having triggered this.

“It wasn’t your fault,” Austin told her.

From behind them, another sound, the soft rustling of growth. They turned to see green tendrils curling from the symbols he’d marked on the walls, not that he needed them anymore but he felt a nostalgia for the crude gateways they’d once been. From their flaking rust-toned lines surged this unexpected new life. Buds fattened at their ends, then bloomed, a garden of morning glories yawning open, then they too began to sing, in shrill screeching voices that pierced like needles of sound.

Gabrielle had pressed her hands over her ears and Austin was about to follow her lead when the flowers quieted. Memuneh fell silent a moment later, drifting back to the floor and focusing his eyes. He looked at the blooms, already beginning to wilt, wither, fall.

“If you insist on painting your walls,” he said, “there are better mediums than blood. I do not like that.”

“My walls, my blood,” Austin said. “Or most of it.”

Memuneh crushed shut his eyes, as if his heart were breaking. “Oh, Austin. How will you ever reach for the future as long as you keep clinging to the past?”

He said he couldn’t be here right now, that he wished to go off somewhere and wait for the stars. A few moments after he was gone, Austin decided anything would be better than facing the look in Gabrielle’s eyes, so he found a rag, and began to clean up the spatters of honeydew and dead blossoms.
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He’d lost track of her life long before he dropped out of college, but the year after, she was home for a visit and he was home to bury his father, so she came to see it done. Was there any such innocent beast as coincidence? Or was there a process at work here, hidden and cunning? He didn’t think about this until later, caring now only that he could cherish the woman she’d become, and that his skin was clear again.

But it was more than outgrowing the spotty adolescent he’d been. Austin supposed he’d changed enough to seem a new creature entirely, reborn from their shared chrysalis of summer scabs and wonder. New thoughts, new feelings — maybe he was exotic to her now. As children they’d hunted angels, and he still believed, but now he disdained them.

If my devils are to leave me, I am afraid my angels will take flight as well, Rilke had written. A revelation. Court the devils with enough enthusiasm and maybe it would shock the angels from their complacent limbo. Angels were like cats, coming whenever they pleased, and devils like dogs — they eagerly came when called.

Anyone’s twenties are a time of great indestructibility, and the days are fertile, without limit. Austin and Gabrielle moved around a lot because there were so many places to move to. Odd jobs when they needed money, slack time when they didn’t. The occasional marijuana transport could keep them flush for months.

Three times, in three different cities, his heart stopped as he overdosed on one drug or another, and after he was resuscitated he would try to remember if he’d seen the tunnel of light that everyone always mentioned. Or his old pal from that other tunnel, the train tunnel, shaking his head with a disapproving sigh and saying, “What did I tell you? Don’t be pushing your luck.”

But no. He got none of this, only a nagging sense of dèjá vu, I’ve done this before, died many many times before, how could I have forgotten all those others…? And then he would wake to the world and Gabrielle’s reddened eyes, and promise her never again.

He couldn’t imagine another woman willing to look inside him for whatever it was that kept her with him. Gabrielle seemed the one pure thing in a wretched world, but maybe that was because she didn’t see the world the same way. If it was true that souls had ages, then hers was one of the young ones; it frisked about like a kitten, driven by curiosity and delight. But his was a weary old tom, waiting out the days in its place in the sun while nursing a disgruntled hunch that something better had passed it by.

People couldn’t live this way forever. 

For the past eleven years he’d tried to see it through her eyes instead of his own. Twilight in the Badlands of South Dakota — he’d wanted to go there ever since reading Steinbeck’s impression of that harsh and arid place, knowing by now how artists could be prophets without realizing it, truths they’d never consciously intended seeping into their brush strokes or their words.

They deserve this name. They are like the work of an evil child, Steinbeck had written of the Badlands. Such a place the Fallen Angels might have built as a spite to Heaven, dry and sharp, desolate and dangerous, and for me filled with foreboding. A sense comes from it that it does not like or welcome humans.

But the Badlands didn’t drive Austin away, and that was welcome enough. He and Gabrielle rented a cabin on their border and did what they always did whenever they put civilization behind them: divided their attentions between earth and sky.

He’d been gone a full day when she came looking for him on one of the trails they’d explored together. In the years to follow Austin imagined what it must’ve been like for her, picking her way along the runnels of erosion.

She spotted him on the wide, flat top of a rocky outcropping, kneeling and stripped to the waist. He imagined how he must’ve looked to her as she drew nearer and saw first the braided rawhide whip doubled together in his fist, then the mass of bleeding welts draped over each bare shoulder, all the way down his back to his waist.

He imagined her revulsion on seeing the coyote, the condition of its tawny pelt. Surely she understood that it was dead.

A storm had threatened earlier. The evening sky was a dense blue-gray, sawn at by jagged ridges of stone. The wind blew from the northwest and sliced itself apart to get to them.

“They’re coming,” he told her. “You can’t believe how hard they’re trying to get through here.”

And if she understood that the coyote was dead already, he could imagine her grasping for some rational explanation why it would still be moving, but just its throat and lower jaw, like the victim of a stroke trying to form sensible words. All through that night, he never could make out what they were.

But he could imagine how Gabrielle must’ve felt, turning her back on the sight and running for the cabin. He found it empty the next morning, and the van was gone. She’d left a note, at least.

That he didn’t blame her, he regarded as a sign of growth.

Did you ever consider, she’d written in the note, that you’ve taken what was a beautiful, inexplicable experience you had as a boy and used it to destroy your life?

Only every day, he told the note.

Only every day.
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She went back to town after Memuneh’s seizure — he didn’t know what else to call it — and did not return all that next day. Or the day after that. The Kyyth was gone as well, but his disappearances were common enough, and never lengthy.

Her headlights woke him late the next night but he pretended they hadn’t as she eased open the shack door and crossed to where he lay on the mattress on the floor. On his side, Austin feigned sleep the way most people never thought to, breathing slowly and deeply instead of falling deathly silent. She bought it. He could feel her go to her knees on the mattress, then slowly draw the sheet down to his waist and leave it there. She was looking at his back in the moonlight, at its mat of old scars. He thought she might’ve touched one, very lightly, but the feeling there was nearly gone.

Soon she retreated but never left, and maybe he’d slept for a moment, because when he began to wonder if she was still watching him in the dark, and turned over to peek through slitted eyes, he saw that Memuneh had come back without his even realizing it.

Near the door, Gabrielle was sitting with both legs tucked beneath her, sagging back against Memuneh. He held her from behind as a parent might hold a child stricken with sorrows, arms wrapped protectively around her, rocking her so gently she might’ve been made of crystal. Now and again his arm would rise, and his fingers dab beneath her eyes.

They were both at such peace Austin dared not move. For all the mystery of his origins, Memuneh seemed a simple creature. He aspired only to be a comforter, as if unsure of what he was, and in lieu of that certainty had looked to paintings for the gentlest reflections of how his kind was seen by those who professed to need them most. He was the creation of dead men and pigments.

Gabrielle was still there in the morning when Austin awoke for good, but not the Kyyth — granting them privacy, maybe. He saw that she was looking through his journals. That he didn’t mind and that she didn’t look sheepish when he spotted her … there could be no greater evidence than this to their having reached back toward their old familiarity.

“‘Let me tell you about loss,’” she read aloud. “‘Let me tell you about lies. Let me tell you about disappointment and heartache and betrayal, o my.’” She closed the notebook. “Feeling a little maudlin that day, were we?”

“Or that year,” he said.

“Did you write that about anybody I know?” She set the journal aside. “Had your heart torn out by women and angels. Just think of the songs you could write.”

He decided to say nothing of the previous night, simply see where the day led. After he slipped on his pants she followed him outside, and he used the tiny outhouse and washed from the bucket at the pump, then shaved. She combed out the snarls in his braid and rewove it, and ran her fingers through the streak of silver on the other side.

“What brought you out of it?” she asked. “Your maudlin era.”

“Evolution?” he guessed. “I just got sick of the sound of my own gloom. I was so full of shit. I really missed laughter. So I started by laughing at myself. You can’t imagine how liberating that was.”

“I’d like to try,” she said, barely loud enough to be heard.

She levered water from the pump and let it cascade over her bare feet. She was wearing a dress, full and flimsy and very free about her hips and ankles, and as the day advanced the heat didn’t seem to bother her nearly as much as it had before.

She was still there at dusk, so they watched the evening redness in the west while eating the eggs and beans he cooked over an open fire. The night was clean and cool and cloudless, perfect for stargazing. They spread two layers of blankets on the shack’s roof — ground level was risky; sidewinders might be drawn to their body heat. They lay on their backs, side by side, above them the light and dust of the galaxy, one of billions. For an hour she said nothing, and he wondered how long it had been since she’d seen this panorama, the man-made luster of New York stealing it from her sky.

“Do you remember when we used to do this before, and what we used to say the stars were?” she said. “Sure you do, you remember everything.”

“I remember,” he said. “Your idea, though, wasn’t it?”

“We were probably stoned.”

A decade and a half or more ago they’d decided that stars were the souls of the dead, still shining, and the souls of the yet-to-be, waiting for their descent. Or maybe one and the same, souls in respite before their return, that next chance to get it right, or at least better than the lifetime before. It was utter bongwater, but explained Hell, trapped in a nuclear ball of gas and fusion that burned away all the taints unfit to live behind a baby’s smile.

She told him that Memuneh had promised to share with her the same things he’d already shared with Austin. She asked if there was anyplace in particular that Memuneh went when he wasn’t staying at the shack. Austin just grinned and said, well, maybe he’d share that with her too, while he was being so forthcoming.

“He has a thing for the desert,” Austin said. “He says it reminds him of what’s left of the home of the first civilization, when they first met us.”

“Which — Egypt? Sumer?”

“Earlier than either one, according to him. A lot earlier.”

Later they listened to a train as it roared through and out of Miracle, whistle piercing the night, then saw the distant spear of its headlamp as it raced across the darkened land. And since he’d never lived where wolves were known to roam, this was how he imagined their howls to sound in the wild, purposeful and forlorn and sharp with wanderlust.

Maybe Gabrielle felt it too, because soon she asked what was next for him. Where would he go from here, once he’d gleaned all he could from this rare and wondrous encounter? Would it always be shacks and subsistence, for the rest of his life? Was there no part of him left that wouldn’t be let down by what an average day had to offer? Or did something yet remain that would be satisfied by what he could hold in his hands and heart?

Valid questions, all.

“You said you have a woman here?” she said, voice flat now.

“Yes.” Then, “She’s no one I could grow old with. It’s not that type of relationship.”

“What’s her name?”

“Scarlett.” He waited for snide comments, but they never came.

“You’re already old, Austin. We’ve always known that.”

She said nothing more about Scarlett, and throughout the day, as during her arrival, had said nothing at all about her husband back in New York. He found this more revealing than any truth she might’ve shared or lie she might’ve attempted.

And now it was clear as the night sky why she’d come. It was not to be taught, nor to forgive, although that was part of it. It was, instead, to usher him back to the rest of his life, far from these fields of ephemera. I’ve seen the nearest shore of Heaven, so burn out my eyes, because it could never be Paradise without her … and even with eternity in the balance I still don’t know if I can bear her absence one more day.

In eleven years he could not remember a single sunrise when some part of him hadn’t ached for missing her.

When he reached for her hand she didn’t pull it away, and he found that if he focused on the stars he could forget about the blankets and roof beneath them, and it was almost like flying.



*



Despite claims by the town’s latter-day immigrants and all the revisionist New Age apocrypha written up in cheaply-printed booklets and sold from wire racks beside cash registers, the long-term residents knew better and laughed: Miracle, Utah, had never been named for some earlier imprimatur of divine favor. It had been called Miracle to honor a mule of the same name owned by the first family to settle the area in the early 1880s. The mule had pulled a wagonload of their earthly possessions across the Great Plains, over the Rockies, and into the parched Utah desert, where the family — all fourteen of them, minus the three lost along the way — opted to make their home within the paltry oasis of fertility they found there. Mostly dead anyway, the mule was shot through the head and eaten.

The settlement drew others and, like most towns sprinkled throughout the expanding annex of the nation, went through times of boom and bust. Within a decade after the bones of that heroic mule had been gnawed clean out of nutritional desperation, rich deposits of copper were discovered nearby, then mined for nearly two generations until the shafts wheezed nothing but rocks and dust. By then there was too much town to dry up and blow away, but not enough to roll ahead on its own momentum. There was just enough to stagger in circles without falling.

Why, then, after more than a century since its humble and sacrificial beginnings did it suddenly appear graced by a divine presence? Theories abounded, but one of the simplest held that the name itself had done it, that Heaven had looked down and read the sign on the way in, and decided that alone merited its attention, like a declaration of faith that had never been abandoned.

Mule shit, said the crustier and more pragmatic of the old timers. It was enough to make the town’s namesake turn over in its shallow grave … if the beast even had one.

Still, there was no denying the obvious: Something had come to Miracle. It was first seen floating just above the roofline in front of the town’s tallest building, the three-floor brick hotel. It was seen, on occasion, to emit such a dazzling light that the naked eye had to turn away. On a day of murderous heat, when the electricity went out, a dark and swollen cloud came in from across the distant mountains, in direct opposition to that day’s winds, and cooled the air and streets with a torrent of rain.

Its interaction in the lives of individuals soon followed: a broken leg healed after a drunken tumble down a flight of stairs, a cancer burned painlessly from the jaw of a tobacco chewer. A woman who’d hours before learned that her son had been killed in an accident during army basic training claimed that it appeared in her home and held her through the night while she cried. His eyes, she said, were the most striking eyes she’d ever seen — one blue, the other brown.

By the time Austin read this — incredulously reported in a month-old issue of Disclose magazine that had reached him in Alaska — the world was already beating a path to Miracle’s door.



*



Like most days when he’d made this walk, Austin covered the distance more quickly than he knew was humanly possible. Not far from the shack his head would begin to spin — not with the dizzy side-to-side vortex of drunkenness or illness, but one that seemed to wheel from back to front. He never felt as if he were losing his balance, just his sense of solid ground beneath him. It was not unpleasant, and he’d walk a bit farther along the desert road and find himself in Miracle as fast as if he’d driven.

On foot yet four miles in as many minutes? It was profoundly disorienting at first. But now he just accepted, and laughed. And today headed for the hotel.

With a hesitancy to discuss her past even greater than his own, Scarlett had come to Miracle last year within a week after he had. She’d given different last names on different occasions, and there was no reason to believe any were valid, just as there was no reason to believe that Scarlett was her given Christian name. He’d made these near-anonymous acquaintances before, men and women brushed into peculiar corners by circumstances of lives that had slipped their control, or those who’d remade themselves from scratch and hid from whatever they wanted to leave behind.

It was morning, with Memuneh and Gabrielle off on their own, as he’d promised her. Austin supposed he was taking advantage of it to come say goodbye. Neither he nor Scarlett had ever said how long they planned on staying, but it went unspoken that Miracle was no permanent destination.

“Well look at you, all red-faced and serious-looking,” she said when she opened the door to her room. “You run all this way just to see me, or are you meeting your friend for cornflakes and thought you’d drop by for a quick bounce?”

“You know about Gabrielle already?”

“This town doesn’t bustle so much these days that a new face doesn’t stand out when it stays more than one afternoon. People talk. She’s at the bed-and-breakfast, right? They know where she’s from, Austin, and I’ve got me a good memory. Oh, and come to think of it? I might’ve heard she wasn’t there for breakfast this morning, imagine that. Now where ever can she be, I wonder?”

“Well,” he said, “that’s what I get for trying to keep a secret in a townful of born-again telepaths.”

She reached out and drew him in by the buttons of his sun-faded denim shirt and began to undo them. “I’ve always found that to be one of your more endearing qualities, that you’ll laugh at your own kind.”

But they weren’t his kind any more than they were hers, and everyone around knew it. He and Scarlett may have come to Miracle in last year’s flood of seekers, but there the similarities ended. They were both outcasts in that sense, suspect and heretical.

As a mecca, Miracle was just as crippled now as it had been as a played-out mining town, and this had nothing to do with Memuneh’s abrupt vanishing from public view. The town drew children in adult bodies, and while he didn’t fault them for the sillier beliefs and practices they clung to — children were like that — they showed up wanting to bathe in the glow of angels without ever having shaken hands with devils. Desperate for lives that meant something more than sweat and a grave, they craved the light without wanting to know about the darkness. The wiser among them would eventually learn that the two were indivisible. One couldn’t be had without the other. The rest would always live in fear.

Scarlett seemed the only other one who knew this. She shunned the tarot readers, the crystal merchants, the aroma therapists. She laughed at the wishful thinkers who looked to the desert and swore the buttes were shaped like pyramids. She mocked the fools who waited for a spacecraft to land and pick them up.

Then why was she here?

“You ever hear about the man, thought he was losing his mind, so he checked into the asylum to compare?” she’d told him, her only nod toward an explanation.

“I thought he never left,” Austin had said.

“That was only because he didn’t have anyone else to talk to on his own level.”

And yet. He’d had more serious discussions with the cook at the diner than with Scarlett. It was as if she’d gravitated toward him precisely because she sensed that he wouldn’t go prattling on about auras.

As she pulled him toward the bed he thought of Gabrielle on her hike this morning with Memuneh, and it felt like a betrayal. Not just of Gabrielle and the resurrection of old feelings, but of Scarlett too. He’d never even told her about finding the Kyyth, much less introduced them. She’d seemed so complete without it, the time to do so never right.

She was one of those rare women who became less vulnerable the less she wore, as comfortable in her skin as a panther. There was something about her that he found, not godless, but resolutely pagan. In her physicality she was unapologetic and unshameable. In their coupling Austin felt he came closer to death than he ever had with trains or accidental overdoses.

While she liked to be mounted from behind, bracing herself on hands and knees, there was nothing submissive about it, as she rammed fiercely back with haunches strong as a mare’s. The rising and falling arch of her spine was muscled and, like the rest of her, brown as a pecan. If she scissored him between her thighs he was as good as clenched by a python. Scarlett would toss her head, that shimmering fall of straight hair, crow-black with a reddish sheen, and look back at him over her shoulder as he held on, and her grin was the most lascivious thing he’d ever seen, as if she knew exactly the effect she was having on him.

But that was hardly likely.

This one stubborn concession to an animal urge became the gateway to the most universal trait shared by everything alive: It was like dying. They made savage love and he died, over and over and over and over.

His loins took care of themselves, lunging after rapture, but synapses fired in his head without regard for logic. Like frames from movies seen only while passing through a room, or the frustrating sips of otherwise forgotten dreams.

They took him over again, as soon as he’d gotten to the state where he couldn’t have dwelled upon Gabrielle and Memuneh if he’d tried. Eros and thanatos saturated every breath. He floundered in a chilly bog while a bronze blade slashed his throat. A steel axe caught the sun before splitting his helmet on a battlefield of baked clay. He was shot in an alley, he sighed final breaths upon soft beds and wheezed in agony with fluid-choked lungs and felt the spark leave him as he stared at cow dung inches from his eyes. He felt the claws of a leopard crack open the bony little cage of his chest.

There was no end of ways to die, and when he meshed with Scarlett he was privy to them all.

Had they been his own demises? Other lives, other times? He didn’t know. The forty years of this one seemed enough, that he’d lived different lifetimes in just a few years, through cycles of madness and despair and hope and hatred and love and joy, each one consuming him yet always leaving a capacious hunger for more.

As always, he knew death, and together he and Scarlett found their release, then he slumped across the moist sheen of her back and felt the reaffirming thud of his heart. She shrugged him off her and they rolled over on sweaty sheets. She drew her legs up, crossed them at the knee and dangled five toes over his belly.

“This was it, wasn’t it, Austin?” she said. “I can feel it. This had ‘finale’ written all over it.”

“I suppose it does.”

“Were you planning on telling me? Or just assuming I’d figure it out on my own?”

He had to chuckle. “I didn’t know you ever waited to be told anything.”

“Well now you have a point.” The toes came down, lightly squashing his wet genitals. “You’re going away with her?”

“It’s why she’s here. Neither of us knew it at first, but it’s why she came.”

“Sure about that, are you? What’s so special about her? A nomad like you, you must’ve had lots of basis for comparison.”

“Gabrielle … believed in me. At a time when no one else did. She believed.”

“I guess that’d explain why she left you all those years ago. Yeah. Anyway. What’s it matter who believed you and who didn’t, as long as you knew what was true about you?”

“Sometimes,” he said, “you just need that mirror for your own sanity. You know — like the man who went to the asylum?”

Scarlett looked out the window. “I hate it when they use my own damn words on me.”

“There aren’t going to be any grudges here, are there?”

She turned onto her side and her elbow. “I’m not possessive, Austin. I’m very disappointed in you. In what you’re settling for now. But I’m not possessive.”

“And fiddle-dee-dee, tomorrow’s another day, right?”

“Wait and see,” she said. “It might even be more than that.”





III. Terra Infernal



Their hike had started not long after sunrise, leisurely and even meandering at times, but always guided by a sense of destination. Memuneh would stop and show her a particular bush or rock formation as if it had some special significance to him, but wouldn’t always explain why, and when he did, the explanations as often as not left her baffled.

“Don’t move any closer to that rock. A nest of diamondback rattlesnakes lives beneath it,” he told her. “I spent a day here once letting them bite me.”

She’d come to Utah with proper clothes for this — loose shorts and a white cotton blouse and a hat wide enough to shade her face — but had had to use her MasterCard to buy hiking shoes. A worthy investment. With them on her feet and Austin’s canteens slung on her hip, she’d lost her terror of the desert now that it would have to work so much harder to kill her. Drink her water, watch her step, and all was well. As for the heat, summers in New York could be as bad, with humidity, concrete, and kamikaze taxis to tip the balance. She could even claim witness to the imperious beauty that Austin found here.

A friend she’d lost track of had once spent a year in Africa and come back singing the praises of ripping herself loose of all that was familiar. New languages, new cultures, new faces — almost everything she knew had been invalidated. It had been, her friend said, the most terrifying and exhilarating time of her life.

Gabrielle now thought she could understand what this must’ve been like, the past few days taking her to a place that a shift in geography alone could never have accomplished. It had been the rediscovery of a world she’d seen long ago but rejected, in her youth too intimidated by its strangeness to acknowledge it, too threatened by its darker corners to let them touch her.

It was no place to live every day — even Austin seemed to know that now — but it could shape the ways those days were spent.

And now, as she moved in the shadows of vast rocks, she felt a manic joy, no longer afraid to walk away from the life she thought she’d wanted.

Memuneh pointed to a hummock of red stone curving out of the earth. “Here. Look. Here. This is where I encountered Austin. I was sitting, he was walking.”

“He told me you were crying.”

Memuneh didn’t affirm it, but neither did he deny.

“Why?”

“Because I was able,” he said, and seemed to edge away from the matter. She decided not to press it. Had done so once already and the resulting seizure was nothing she wanted to repeat.

“Why’d you talk to Austin at all?” she asked instead. “If what he says is true, you hadn’t shown yourself in Miracle for a couple of months or more. To anyone. Why him, then?”

“I had watched him already, from a distance. I knew who and what he was. I watched him play with the whirlwinds. When he saw me that day he looked at me with such recognition that I saw from his eyes that he already knew the Kyyth, even if our name was unknown to him. He saw me, and knew, and his knees didn’t bend. I had no reason to hide, because there was nothing in him like the others.”

“You were hiding from the whole town?”

“They were not what I thought they were,” he said, “and when the new ones came they were not what I hoped they would be.”

He seemed bewildered by this, like a child in a new school struggling to make sense of why he wasn’t accepted for himself. And Memuneh was a child, in some odd, handicapped fashion. “Touched in the head,” Austin had described him, and it was cruelly apt.

At first this was hardly reassuring, that even the agents of whatever lay beyond the narrow spectrum of everyday didn’t have all the answers. But now she was reconsidering. In a peculiar way, Memuneh offered hope, if not in the manner he probably intended. Because if there was room for mistakes — and in his failure and simplicity he seemed to be just that — then there was always room for atonement, and death would not be the harsh judge she’d grown up being told it was.

He led her onward, and they stopped awhile to watch a hawk on the wing, a dark scythe against the blue, riding air currents in slow, lazy spirals. The sun was high overhead when they reached a gulley between a pair of facing cliffs, and she followed him into it. A half-mile later he pointed out a spot along the wall where some ancient river had carved out a slice from the base to leave a smooth hollow, fifteen feet high and sheltered from wind, sun, and rain by a sloping overhang.

Yes. Oh yes. Here was where Memuneh came when Austin didn’t see him for days.

It was an art gallery, petroglyphs faded by the ages but indelibly left upon the rock in red and white and black and brown ochres. The oldest, he told her, predated the birth of Christ by six thousand years. Some were contemporaneous with that; others a mere eight centuries years old.

How haunting they were: animal totems and the undulating lines of giant snakes, spirals and spoked circles and stars, hand prints and faces with gaping fanged mouths, skinny hunters with their spears. But most mysterious were the bulkier figures more than human, with huge staring eyes, or great racks of antlers or curving horns, or simply rendered dark and solid in their broad-shouldered inscrutability.

They demanded silence and slow breaths, and she was glad to offer it to them.

“The people in Miracle are no longer even aware this is here,” Memuneh said. “Austin knows, but would never tell them.”

She nodded. It was just as well.

“I only wanted to bring them light,” he said, “and hold those who needed it when it was dark for them. I believed that I brought enough light for all of them, but there were so many who wanted to possess it. Light. How can light be possessed?”

He told her then that he’d watched them kill over it. Not publicly, but in secret, at night. He admitted that there had to have been more behind it than what he witnessed, but four of those who already lived here had driven three new arrivals into the desert, far past the other side of town. Graves had already been dug, and to keep the murders from being given away by the sound of distant gunfire, they were committed with a shovel and a pick-axe. “‘It’s our angel,’” Memuneh told her one of them had said, “‘not yours.’” He’d not shown himself in Miracle since that night.

She felt sickened. “You … you couldn’t stop it?”

“Stop it?”

“Just the sight of you would’ve done it — don’t you think? God!”

Memuneh stared, tender face suddenly alien to her, seemingly amazed that she could even suggest such a thing.

“It was only their bodies dying. They did not. Bodies always die. Why would I stop something so natural? I comfort suffering and remove it if I can, but death? There is no stopping that. Death is its own law.”

Then why, she demanded, had he let the murders drive him into seclusion? Why abandon the rest and douse that precious light he’d been so eager to bring? Why sit on his ass in the desert and wait for Austin to come along and finding him crying over it?

Because their eyes were all so weak, he explained, they could hardly see a thing. Even in his presence, he’d realized, they saw nothing but the few years of their own tiny lives.

“And that was a surprise to you?” Gabrielle said.

“Why I might come here? They thought it was for them alone.” He pointed to the petroglyphs, three of the more ghostly figures, the highest off the ground at a dozen feet and among the oldest, he’d said. They were like none of the others, the three bodies long and bladelike, tapering to points. Each dangled one arm at its side and held the other straight out, trailing something the neolithic artist had depicted as thin streamers; from the same arm an arc swept up and overhead and down the other side, like a corona or a single vast wing.

“I’ve been here before,” he said. “The one on the left was me.”

Soon, on the return hike, he did most of the talking.



*



“There are no angels and no devils, not as you believe in them … those of you who believe at all. There are only the Kyyth, and how you see us.

“We shared your birth as a separate species and have walked alongside you ever since, only rarely making ourselves known for what we actually are. Some of us choose to play to your expectations. Some choose to confound them.

“But it is for you that we exist, and for no other reason. We exist so that you become what you were meant to be.

“We began as thoughts in the mind of what you have named God, and Allah, and Brahma, and Ialdabaoth, and Ahura Mazda, and all the other names. We fell from that mind into independence so we could remain here. Because then we were all that was left of what some of you much later named Deus Absconditus — the God Who Went Away…”



*



Late that afternoon he sensed Gabrielle returning before she came into view, and waited for her out behind the shack. She was alone, Memuneh having accompanied her only so far, then turning around again.

She stuck her head beneath the faucet and he levered up a cooling gusher over her neck and scalp. As she stood dripping, the water soaking into already sweaty clothes, she’d look at him and smile, look away and frown, look at her feet and shake her head. A day alone with Memuneh could do that to anyone.

“The thing is,” she said, “I’m not sure that I even believe everything he told me.”

Austin swept sodden hair from her eyes. “I think some things he just makes up … to fit the way he wishes they were.”

“But he believes them, doesn’t he?”

“Oh yeah.”

“So if he acts on them like they are, then doesn’t that make them true? Just a little bit?”

“If you remain inside his tiny sphere, then maybe it does.”

She told him how they’d stopped to watch a hawk, twice — once on the way to the petroglyphs, again on the way back. Maybe it wasn’t the same hawk but that was hardly what mattered. Memuneh’s fascination with its gliding upon the air currents was at least as compelling as the bird itself, she said, and finally she’d watched him instead. His absorption whenever it flapped its wings.

“Even a cat eyeing something it’s about to pounce on doesn’t bring the same degree of focus as he brought to that hawk. I’ve never seen anything like it, to be that enthralled by watching something just go about its business,” she said. “Why did he share these things with me, Austin? I’m not anybody.”

“To me you are. And he draws a distinction between me and the rest of the town. He knew I wanted you to see him. Agreed to it.”

“And now we leave him behind,” she said. “I wish we could do something for him.”

You let him hold you the other night, Austin thought. I imagine he considers that payment enough.

But later, after they’d opened a jar of tamales and were heating them with rice over the fire, Austin began to wonder if the two of them hadn’t, in some benign but significant way, been used. Not to exaggerate his own importance, but Memuneh had nevertheless come to rely on him for companionship, and surely understood that this squalid shack wouldn’t be home forever.

Along comes Gabrielle, then, catalyst of that deliverance. As she was always meant to be. Memuneh might’ve even known it first … and so used her as a test before revealing himself to Miracle all over again. Letting her prove to him that not everyone here was the worst example of the human species.

A day alone with Gabrielle could do that to anyone.

Would Memuneh try again? Even now, somewhere in that glowing red horizon, was he hoping, planning, dreaming?

Austin thought it was one of the worst ideas he’d ever heard. Like Saint Francis when no one would listen, Memuneh belonged with the animals. They were so much less likely to disappoint him.

In the distance they could hear the coming of another train, and smiled at each other for everything the sound brought with it.

“Stars’ll be out soon,” he said.

“Maybe you should watch them by yourself tonight. I think,” she said, “I need to stay at the B-and-B. I have things in my head I need to get sorted out. I need to call Philippe. And if you have any … entanglements … you need to wrap up, maybe you should.”

Scarlett, she’d be thinking of. Wondering what the woman looked like. He didn’t tell her that this severance had already been taken care of, just told her she was right.

“Then tomorrow? We start fresh.” She reached out to touch his braid, the silver streak in his hair, the marks that his life had cut into his face. “I love you, Austin. I always have. But I never knew if that was enough. And I still don’t.”

He understood. So as the sun began to set on his last day in the desert he tried to soak in every diminishing ray. Let him hold them inside and let their fire burn there tonight so that tomorrow he could leave some ashen bit of himself smoldering on the ground, satisfied at last that it had the answers that mattered most.



*



“One of your philosophers — French, like the man you took for your husband — wrote ‘Imagination could never invent as many and varied contradictions as nature has put into each person’s heart.’

“If even the simplest man or woman is such a mass of contradictions, how much more so, then, is what you named God, simultaneously everything and its own opposite. God is life, God is death. God is growth, God is destruction. God is here, God is nowhere, always … and never.

“Deus Absconditus … the loving God Who Went Away.

“And so the Kyyth filled the void between, each of those contradictory thoughts, splintered off from the rest and contained within itself, with a mind of its own. So that we might come to you.

“It’s what our name means in the language of the first people we showed ourselves to, people the world no longer knows of. In their tongue ‘kyyth’ meant ‘bridge.’

“I would never tell this to Austin because there was so much he instinctively understood already, I felt it would benefit him to keep wondering about something.

“But I tell it to you, because I know he’ll be leaving soon and now I want him to know…”



*



The window of Gabrielle’s room faced east, and even through the blinds the light was bright enough to wake her. Sun and clock alike mocked her and the night she’d wasted.

She hated waking up fully clothed atop a made bed — the sleep never really seemed to count then. She hadn’t meant to drop off this way because she hadn’t meant to go to bed before calling Philippe. Which she hadn’t done because it was so much easier to worry about what she could take back to the magazine to possibly justify the trip here. “Interview With the Angel,” first in a three-part series? Have half the readership howling in protest — how gullible does she think we are? — and the other half applauding for all the wrong reasons: looove the irony.

One crisis at a time, please.

She looked at the clock again — 6:26.

Gabrielle heard from the bathroom the heavy plop of water as it dripped from the faucet into the tub. Odd — it sounded as though the tub were full. Which couldn’t be. She’d always used the shower. Never even stoppered the drain in the first place.

Austin would be here at 10:00. Give or take. He’d follow her to Salt Lake City, where she’d turn in the rental and hope his car was sound enough to endure to the east coast.

That dripping — a full tub, definitely. She listened to it for a few moments, perplexed; but a pleasant sound if you were in the mood. Promise of warmth and steam on a winter day, or a cool soak on one like today. But as her head cleared of the morning groggies the more she realized it shouldn’t have been promising anything right now.

When she got up to check, Gabrielle halted in the bathroom doorway. The tub could wait.

She knew without the slightest prompt that this was Austin’s woman. Scarlett, sitting on the toilet lid. It couldn’t be anyone else. In a town this size, she and Austin would find each other because there was something barbaric about the both of them, although Austin seemed to have bested it. And what had he implied — the relationship was only physical? In that case, she didn’t need to see Scarlett at all. This was a woman whose bodily tenure you really didn’t want to follow.

“How did you get in here?”

The faucet, dripping. The ripples, gentle across the water.

When Scarlett stood up, Gabrielle saw her arm, Hadn’t noticed it until now, the way Scarlett had been holding it down and out of view. Saw the smear of blood along the inside of her forearm. Saw something jutting from — oh god.

“You’re hurt,” Gabrielle said. The woman had come here to commit suicide, was that it? For the statement it made?

But no. It wasn’t Scarlett’s wrist that was the problem. Whatever was stuck into her was emerging from a split across the palm, just above the heel of her hand. Wide and flat and dense, almost blade-like, a cleaver or short machete. But not the color of metal. No, this was pale, almost a bone-white, and—

It was bone. And it was extruding by itself, as though a deformed extension of the bones of her lower arm had grown out through her hand.

Gabrielle understood then. If not everything, enough.

“But your eyes,” she said. “They’re both…”

“You don’t think we have control over them too? When we really don’t want someone to know?”

“Can’t you just leave us alone?” It was the closest thing to a prayer she would offer this creature. Austin’s demon lover. “God damn you, just leave us alone and let us have our lives.”

“Don’t blame us for what’s in your heart,” Scarlett said. “He’s much, much too old for you.”



*



“We have no need of bodies to exist, but will wear them if we wish to. We gather them from the elements around us and manipulate them as we need. The Kyyth have never restricted ourselves to the human body, but we love it most. Because it is you that we are most alike.

“Through these bodies we seek to bring you wonder. More than hope, or healing, even more than comfort, wonder is our greatest gift, because it’s what makes you most like us. We work to teach you to open your eyes to the magnificent mystery all around you, by showing glimpses of possibilities beyond what is familiar and known to you.

“The greater your sense of wonder, the further into our arms you run, and the more like each other we become…”



*



Austin found them as soon as he opened the door to the shack, because sometime late in the night, or not long after dawn, they’d been set there on the weathered planks, side by side like a pair of shoes waiting to be shined.

He collapsed to both knees when they failed him, and crawled forward to pull free the note left behind, weighted down by those first two things he was meant to find.

What a privilege that you were able to see them over so many years, in so many circumstances, the note read. Child-size to full-grown … and now at last in decay.

Her feet. Gabrielle’s feet.

He scrambled off the edge of the porch to fall into dust that caked around his mouth and clogged his nostrils when he screamed.

What a privilege…

Thoughts, they’d only been thoughts — he’d not even spoken them aloud to Gabrielle herself. Who but the Kyyth could steal these things from the deepest wells inside him? Who but the Kyyth could use them so viciously against him? Who but the Kyyth would even think to try?

Who but the Kyyth might invest some deeper purpose in this, perhaps leaving her hobbled but still alive?

Austin began to run along the road as the sun climbed higher and shadows shrank toward their sources, breathing air so still and hot it seemed to lack only fumes of sulfur. The horizon rippled and the world rolled, then he was there on that holy ground named for a dead mule.

He had no time to wonder why Miracle seemed so atypically busy this morning, as though it had shaken off sleep to awaken refreshed and restored. Its residents, old and new, were flinging themselves out the doors of home and shop and diner. They abandoned cars in the street and sometimes even left the engines running. Some laughed like mad fools while others stumbled along with tears streaming from eyes bright with joy. They collided with him. Some kissed him while others even tried to detain him with a hug. He shoved them out of his way and pushed on.

On a quieter block, the doors to the bed-and-breakfast stood wide. Inside he saw meals sitting on the dining room table, half-eaten with no one to finish them. A spindle-back chair lying on its side; a telephone receiver dangling down the wall by its cord.

He called for her but she didn’t answer, and since he didn’t know which room was hers he searched them all until he found her in a tubful of red water. She still wore the shirt and shorts that she’d worn yesterday. Her legs just ended, in blunt tapers, the only sign of the violence that would’ve taken place here. The pale, waxen hand clutching the side of the tub was reposed, no rictus claw, and her head tilted back against the wall, sightless eyes staring toward the door. With confusion. With expectation. With wonder.

He hauled her from the tub, carrying her out into the heat of day, and now he joined that savage and clamorous throng who filled the streets. A straggler, one of the last, with Gabrielle’s head limp on his shoulder and the bled-clean ankles banging against his thigh, and if anyone noticed the condition of her they said nothing, because it was a day of miracles.

Their angel had returned, in the full splendor of their need and expectations.

It was a Memuneh that he’d never seen, stripped now and all but naked except for a white cloth wound modestly about his waist and loins. His skin was as creamy pale as the oil paints of a Botticelli or a Caravaggio, and his thighs chubbier than Austin remembered, plump and pleasing as a cherub’s.

But above the waist he was monstrous, as if he’d attempted to redefine his body to satisfy the demands of both aesthetics and logic. The wingspan he’d grown was huge, some forty feet, and the skeletal additions to anchor it grotesque. A great twin slab of breastbone jutted from the middle of his chest, roped over with muscle mass, and up from his back towered a spine that forced his head forward and stretched the skin of his shoulders into a fin like a dolphin’s.

He held his arms outstretched, wide and inviting, and the wings flapped with such force they could be heard even above the hubbub of the crowd. Whatever song he’d been trying to sing to them was drowned out, and the wings weren’t even white, but a mottled desert brown. Like a hawk’s.

Memuneh hovered where his light had been seen months ago, before the top floor of the hotel, scant yards away from the windows of the room where yesterday morning Austin had tasted a dozen deaths. And where was Scarlett? The entire town, it seemed, was crowded around the hotel’s foundation, screaming and crying and reaching for this messenger of the divine, while trampling those who fell beneath their eager feet.

But was it even happening? The furious unreality — this was only the latest in a lifetime of moments when Austin had wondered if it all hadn’t been some elaborate projection arcing through his mind as he fell from the train toward its wheels, sure to clip him off at the ankle, if not higher.

Or maybe he was still in the tunnel after falling clear but striking his head, waiting to awaken to the rough hands and reeking breath of the men nobody wanted, driven out and sent to live along the tracks.

Over the heads of the crowd their gazes met, and when the Kyyth’s eyes settled on the bundle in Austin’s arms, Memuneh began to cry. Tears spilled down his cheeks and fell on the crowd like raindrops, and they wailed with delight and waved their hands for more, opening mouths and wagging tongues as if for Eucharists or snowflakes.

The tilt of his wings changed and Memuneh began to drift groundward. Austin hadn’t wanted to believe it and now, with those copious tears, he knew that this murder could not have been Memuneh’s work. Memuneh may have been a liar but his heart was too soft to slay anything.

Yet would he have enough heart to undo the butchery of another? Mend the damage, reinfuse the drained blood? Cheat death?

Memuneh’s bare soles touched down on the asphalt thirty feet away, but before he could take two steps they swarmed him. He was engulfed in a clutching tide of hands and devotion, and soon all that was visible were his wings, beating at the heads of the crowd. Feathers were ripped out in tufts, quills and all, then even these vast limbs disappeared, churned into the frenzied rapture. Moments later, above the mob rose a triumphant fist, clutching a heart.

Austin turned to carry her away from the sight and was in the next block, almost as far as the road home before he dared to turn and look back.

Someone had taken the severed wings to the hotel roof and now stood at its edge. Austin recognized him — a teenage boy with a mongoloid face and a child’s mind, brought here months ago for a healing that had never been bestowed. He now held the skewed twists of membrane and tatter and hollow bone, teetering against blue sky, then he leapt, plummeting toward a crowd that scattered in panic and left him to strike the street alone.

Austin didn’t wait to see what they did with him next.

He carried Gabrielle past the edge of town, into that desert where it seemed he’d always lived. He stared into the face that lay against his shoulder, then looked for it in the sky, in the fleece of passing clouds.

How she shined. How she shined.

Sweat flowed and muscles began to scream, but no magick this time, no folding of the land upon itself. He would carry her the entire distance back, to reunite her with the pieces that had been plundered.

He would carry her every mile. Every yard. Every foot.



*



“All we desire is to coax you toward everything you are meant to be. But because your lives are short, it’s hard for you to comprehend all that exists and ever has and ever will. So we fan the flames of your wonder.

“There are Kyyth who have grown the bodies of pleisiosaurs around themselves and live in deep lakes, to remind you of a past your kind never knew. There are Kyyth who take on bodies that are neither human nor ape but somewhere between, and wander mountains and dense forests, to remind you of your own origins and how far you’ve come. The Kyyth have worn the flesh of things you yourselves have made up in your minds, because if you desired to believe in them that much, then that was all the justification they needed to be real.

“And in these ways we hope to bring you to belief in yourself, and the exalted position you hold…”



*



And the air smelled of ash.

Austin stood in smoke wafting from her pyre and watched the smudge it made against the sky. As it ebbed into a haze he ducked into the shack long enough to grab a simple stick.

He sat on the ground and drew a few spirals in the dirt, from center outward with a clockwise twist. The air at the center of each would shimmer like heat-haze on a horizon before coalescing into a tiny whirlwind. He let them spin, fattening on their own momentum.

But whereas before he would bring his palm down to squash them, now he only snapped the stick and walked away.



*



“It is all out of love for you…”



*



Around noon on the day that Miracle was wiped from the face of the earth, they later stated for the record, the surviving crew of the southbound Union Pacific freight train that passed through the town witnessed a bizarre chaos in its streets. There was both violence and jubilation, as if a street fair had turned on itself. A few minutes and a few miles later they were still puzzling this over when the engines rounded a bend that cut between a pair of craggy red mesas and, on emerging, put them on their collision course with the cyclones.

Four, they saw — then three, then two, and finally one, the largest of this nest of whirlwinds sucking up each of the others and growing mightier with each meal. Their combined furies swelled into a towering colossus of dark umber that dwarfed the sandstone spires and blotted out the sky. It flexed in place for several moments, then as if with deliberate intent roared across the desert floor toward the tracks.

There was no time to react, no place else to steer, nothing to do except pray. But God, they said later, must’ve had His heart set on a cataclysm that day. The engines had already passed by, but the caboose was still to come and the long snaking body of the train most vulnerable in between.

The column of wind hit, lifting the nearest freight cars from the tracks like links in the middle of a chain. The rest derailed and, from the center out toward both ends, began a slow, grinding corkscrew as they were pulled back toward the middle.

But maybe there was some small nod of mercy in the turbulent air that day. Hydraulic lines blew and couplings wrenched apart like soft lead as the whirlwind took its due and left the rest. While a pair of boxcars were plucked along with them, the cyclone seemed as selective as any arbitrary act of God, as a string of five tanker cars filled with liquid propane was sucked aloft, white capsules clenched inside a giant brown fist.

The cyclone retreated from the tracks then, to steer a new course. Toward Miracle, on its day of days.

There the whirlwind faltered and died and dropped its burden. The crew in the caboose felt the heat and blast wave from three miles away. The clouds of flame they described boiled high enough to challenge Heaven, and then fell back.



*



“But our love for you is not that of a parent for its children. We would never be so presumptuous. Because we know our place. Instead, our love is the love of older brothers and sisters for their younger siblings, even though we know that you will grow to be greater than we could ever hope to be.

“And while I cannot tell you why … that’s as it was always meant to be.”



*



He may have awakened that morning as Austin McCoy, but now he wasn’t convinced it was as simple as that. Dragons stirring inside his mind, wings unfurling inside his soul, and a body that felt ready to collapse.

Would Austin McCoy have scrubbed an entire town out of existence? Not the Austin who’d awakened a few hours ago. Never him. But this one would, and had. In forward motion, every minute since spent outrunning those discoveries on his porch and in Gabrielle’s tub. He could never get far enough away.

From the desolate high stage of a mesa he watched it burn, and from the first moments when those fiery blooms rolled across the landscape, obliterating the town and scalding streets into tar, he realized something that he’d never suspected before. His cells tingled with the knowledge and the kinship, made of stuff that had been around since the beginning of time … and remembered, even if he hadn’t. Now he understood his species’ fascination with explosions. They weren’t acts of destruction so much as instants of creation, echoes of the bang that had set everything in motion, giving birth to mountains, men, and mites.

Not bad for a day’s work.

He came down from the mesa when the firestorm retreated back to the town proper, so he could watch from ground level — at least as long as it would take until the sky filled with helicopters and planes, and the road brought an army of rescuers with nothing to do but wait to rake the ashes.

Dry as it was, the ground steamed beneath his boots. A fat green fly lit upon his shoulder. He almost swatted it, but let it crawl there instead. You never knew. You just never knew.

And, unlikely as this seemed to him, he realized that he and the fly weren’t the only things here left alive.

It came walking out of the fields of fire, moving toward him on two good legs, and when it came close enough to touch he could feel the scorching radiance from its body.

“Well done,” it said. Voice still that of a woman who could captivate with nuance and a glance. “Sodom and Gomorrah couldn’t have gone any better. They’ll wonder about this for ages.”

She’d come to him as a casualty of his grief and rage, but even at that she had allowed herself a bizarre beauty. Ever vain. She was naked as could be, a burn victim with all the crust and crisp scraped away, leaving the tight shiny pinkness underneath. Her hair was gone, her lips were gone, her nose was a bump and a pair of slits; her ears had shriveled against her skull; even her breasts were tiny now. Every spare ounce had been seared away. She looked like a snake on two legs.

“I know you’re too proud to ask why,” she said.

Scarlett. He still thought of her as Scarlett. But Scarlett was nothing but illusion. A means to a cruel end.

“So let’s talk of Gabrielle. Do you want me to tell you she didn’t suffer? Fine. She didn’t suffer. There — is that what you want?”

He said nothing.

“What — it wasn’t supposed to be this way? Of course it was. If you insisted on clinging to her, this was exactly what it was supposed to be like. Gabrielle wasn’t here to be taught by you. She wasn’t here to forgive you. And especially she wasn’t here to take you home. You are home … or as close as you’ve ever been.”

“But I love her,” he whispered.

“And I love you,” she said.

With the toe of his boot he drew a spiral in the blackened dirt. She erased it with a gleaming raw foot and reptilian smile, and looked back over her shoulder toward the heart of the inferno.

“Memuneh?” she said. “It’s not even his name. Did you know that?”

“I’d suspected.”

“He robbed it from your own folklore. ‘Dispenser of dreams. Defender in Heaven of his earthly wards.’ Sound familiar?”

Austin shut his eyes. Yes. Yes, it did. Sentimental treacle, lactated to suckle babies in the darkest nights of their souls.

“But he’s right about one thing. We are here for you. We save you from your own inertia.”

Illusion. She wasn’t really there.

“If it wasn’t for the Kyyth, you’d all still be in trees. Pats on the head and full plates don’t move you very far. If they did, dogs would be building cities and reaching for the stars. No, the only thing that really moves you forward is your own agony. Trying to outrun it. So. Who are you going to believe — me or him?”

Behind her the inferno roared, tightening his skin and drying out his eyes, yet he stared into its seething core, at the shapes hinted at beyond its flaming veil. The shells of buildings, the slag of ambition.

“Did he tell you what our name means?” she asked.

A nod. “Bridge. He told Gabrielle it meant bridge.”

Her lipless mouth compressed into a slitted line. “That’s his own folklore. But if you want to know? Once upon a time there lived a civilization that nobody’s found yet. I won’t tell you where, but you’d recognize the name of the river. They owed much of their existence to their beasts of burden. But the only way to drive those simple animals forward was by using a whip. Or if you prefer their word for it, a kyyth. And if that was the name they gave us, what of it? Nothing since has been more accurate. Nothing since has described us better.”

If he couldn’t take Memuneh at his word, why take Scarlett at hers? She seemed to smell his doubt through the smoke, while he looked past her into the fiery aftermath of the great blast and wondered what had been created here today.

“You’re close, you’re so close,” she said, then stepped up to kiss him with that lipless mouth and a feathery hot tickle of her tongue. “Remember…”

And in that moment’s intimacy, like so many other times when their membranes touched, it was as though something seeped from her and her world into him, another spark of recognition

—he felt the claws of a leopard crack open the bony little cage of his chest—

and she stepped away and let him buckle to the ground with the full bloody flavor of it, telling him that’s right, embrace it all over again, and all of the others since. Savor the pain of each and every death and feel their lashes up and down his back, and now Gabrielle’s too, his love for her the last thing holding him to a world that he no longer had to bother with. Go ahead. Let it hurt. Let it cut. Let it burn.

She leaned over him and stared down.

“You were the first ugly, hairy little thing that ever stood on two legs and shook your fist and refused to die,” she said. “So you didn’t. Body after body — you never gave up, did you?”

He rubbed a fistful of dirt and ashes into his hair because they were the only things that seemed real now. The only things that he wanted to feel, solid and worthless, but genuine.

“Say cursum perficio, Austin. You did it. But I can’t whip you along any further. These last steps? You’ll have to take them on your own.”

She helped him up and he stood, dust sifting from his skull, and with watering eyes he looked at what lay ahead. Flames washed over it like rapids over rocks worn smooth, but it did not burn. He could see it now — mansion and castle and forest and field. All one. All waiting. Elizium, empty and his.

“It’s time to go take your place, and wait,” she said. “That was the plan.”

“Wait for…?”

“The rest.” She caressed his cheek and nodded. Tapped him on the forehead. “Where do you think God went, anyway?”

From the distant sky, the deep beat of a helicopter’s rotors; from the far road, whirling blue lights and sirens in mourning.

Cursum perficio.

I win the race.

With dirt for a crown and smoke for a laurel, I win the race.

She squeezed his hand. “There isn’t much time now. I can walk with you. But I can’t force you.”

No. He was falling from the train. He was bleeding in the tunnel. He was murdering a coyote to give a voice to demons. He was anywhere but here.

“You’re lying,” he said. “All of you. You’ve lied all along.”

“One way to find out.” She raised her free arm to show him the way, through flame and wreckage and molten tar. “It’s only flesh, Austin. Turn loose. You don’t need it anymore.”

The first step was tentative; the next, a little less so. And so on. And so on. His hair caught fire in a rush like warm breath, then his clothing. The flames feasted deeper, but it only hurt for a moment, until he remembered how to make the sensation stop.

He began to remember everything then, all over again, from quasars to quarks. He knew the instincts of atoms and the majestic loneliness of stars. They were strewn above and below, and how they shined. He would start with the nearest, and if she wasn’t there, he would move along to the next, and the next, and the next until he found her, because still, it would never be Paradise without her.

Let me tell you about eternity.

He remembered everything.

He laughed.





Endnotes: Paradise Burned




“If God did not exist,” Voltaire said, “it would be necessary to invent Him.”

Except it isn’t so much that we invent Him as that we just can’t seem to stop re-inventing Him. Or Her. Or It. Or Them. See? Off we go already.

We’ve always done it, from long before Voltaire’s voice dropped, and we keep on doing it, and always will. Usually it’s the most obnoxious believers who do it most, cranking out about as many riffs on God as there are agendas for Him (or him) to endorse and petitions for him to sign.

Even the Old and New Testaments don’t much agree. The God of the New seems a mellow enough sort. But the God of the Old doesn’t even himself seem quite sure who he is, patting his tykes on the head one chapter, and the next thundering about, slamming doors and cabinets like someone in urgent need of a regulation of his dosage of medication, compounded by the nasty habit of smiting huge numbers of people for some awfully inconsistent reasons. Really. See the movie. With Charlton Heston. It’ll scare the bejeebers out of you.

Like a lot of people who hate straitjackets, I was born and raised in a faith that I no longer hold to. Which isn’t to imply that I have none, only that what works for me now isn’t nearly so confining about the arms, and is considerably looser about the crotch.

I like to think God grins down with a certain favor on that — for the wordplay, if nothing else — but then so did the lads who stacked kindling around problematic women and toasted them by the thousands, and so do those who now rig up bombs for this or that jihad, but there you go. It’s a bitch, this trying to figure out the unknowable. But I try. And try. And sometimes it ends up in print.

For one reason and another, over the years I’ve periodically been informed that I’m going to Hell. Those prone to proclaiming a thing like this in earnest usually mean well, but you know, beneath their touching concern for another’s immortal well-being you can’t help but notice a perverse glee. This is their sport. They’re the German Shorthaired Pointers of the Apocalypse, tails stiff and noses high as they point out, not pheasants, but those of us voted Most Likely To Spend Eternity With Hot Pokers Up Our Bums. They’re often very good at it, because they get a lot of practice.

So there it is, out in the open: “Hey! You! You’re going to Hell.” Really, now, how do you respond to that one? “Been there already, thanks, it sends its regards, and by the way, these are some of the souvenirs I brought back…”?

Which brings us to these stories.

Over the past few years I’ve spent some time in some perfectly dreadful places, psychologically and maybe even metaphysically speaking. (Las Vegas is another matter.) Sometimes I went deliberately. Too much Rimbaud, maybe, and not always enough perspective. Other times there was outside help, in which case, well, it’d be a shame to waste the experience. Otherwise, what’s the point? The very same question that most of us, at one time or another, ask in a broader sense, about the lives that we’ve been given. And why should it stop with us?

I recall a parable — nonbiblical, nondenominational, non-dogmatic — whose upshot is that we were given language because God loves the stories, and he loves the stories because they help him to know himself better.

Well, I’ve tried to do my part, and if those stories have sometimes taken on the inflammatory tone of “J’accuse!, impudent little prick that I am, then I invite all those self-appointed experts on flaming torments to recall that, in a faithful translation of the book that forms the scoliotic backbone of their lives, Satan wasn’t the enemy of all that was holy. He was, literally, “the Accuser,” around to serve as critic and generally keep the Big Guy honest. And just look at the thanks he gets. Horns. Silly tail. Cheesy-looking Van Dyke. Hooves. The blame for everything. In short, the worst public relations nightmare since Michael Jackson.

Makes you want to stop and pause next time you hear the Rolling Stones do “Sympathy for the Devil,” doesn’t it?

So it was a journey, this book, and each of its stories represents a step or two or several along the way. (Okay, a half-step backward for the Lovecraft desecration.) There are other steps that aren’t seen here but would belong if they weren’t for the time being committed elsewhere. It was a journey I didn’t really recognize was being taken until this phase of it was nearly over. It was a journey toward that state of being that Kahlil Gibran describes in The Prophet as being able “to bless the darkness as we have blessed the light.”

It was a journey, and the natives were strange and wonderful and terrible, and I took a lot of pictures, and here are the notes penned on the back of them:



Stick Around, It Gets Worse. Shortly before a long autumn weekend with friends in Chicago, I read a Mike Royko column about a stretch of expressway there, where wastes of ova were amusing themselves by the methods described in the story. I didn’t drive along the same route, but it was on my mind just the same, and that Sunday dusk departure along the Eisenhower Expressway was what got this story rolling as my mind wandered. A week or two after the story was written, a young mother was killed much closer to home, by a cinder block dropped through her windshield. And not long after that, when John Pelan accepted the story for his Darkside anthology, it was with a letter saying that a friend’s father had died the same way. Proving nothing, I guess, but reinforcing that odd event-clustering I’ll often notice when writing something. When writing the shamanic scene with the divination by rock, I really did go out and find one first. The resulting images in the story were exactly the things I saw in it, when putting myself in the character’s mindset. And yeah, then I put the rock back.



A Loaf of Bread, A Jug of Wine was commissioned for an anthology of stories extrapolating on the Frankenstein mythos as laid down by Mary Shelley, and written with a desire to continue the philosophical threads of the novel, which rarely seem to make it to the screen whenever anyone takes another stab at it. And while this took longer, it was during this same time that I wrote “Mostly Cloudy, Chance of Kurt,” from my previous collection, The Convulsion Factory. I can hardly imagine two more different stories. Which may be why neither interfered with the other. When the anthology came out, it was with a cover featuring the only picture of the Frankenstein monster I’ve ever seen that looks like Mick Jagger with stitches.



Blind Idiot Lovecraft. I once wrote eight short-shorts of 750 words or less for a Barnes & Noble anthology genetically engineered to hold 365 of the diminutive things. Five were accepted. Two were bounced for being too vicious, but found alternate homes. And then there was this one. All editorial personnel concerned liked it a lot, but feared the average reader wouldn’t get the Lovecraft jokes. Which I found sort of sad, although H.P. Lovecraft himself probably wouldn’t have appreciated the jokes at all. But he’s dead. So, as the holidays were approaching, I sent out a number of copies of the story enclosed with cards and letters as a kind of Yuletide lagniappe, and because my friends are without exception above average, none of them scratched their heads and said “Huh?” At least that they would admit to. But one admitted to nearly falling off the toilet in laughter. High praise.



Graphic Arts is the earliest story here, and reads like it. But it’s a pivotal piece, my first real stab at a few things that have since carried forward into a lot of subsequent (and more refined, I hope) work. I was running a few miles one fall afternoon, came across some fresh spray-painted graffiti, and began dwelling upon its raison d’etre. I recall beginning the story itself on napkins in a bar, after Doli and her best friend abandoned me there with the best friend’s husband (soon to be ex), who looked just like Malcolm McDowell doing H.G. Wells in Time After Time but was about as conversational as Steve Buscemi’s creepy partner in Fargo.



The Dripping of Sundered Wineskins. In the first volume of Poppy Z. Brite’s Love In Vein anthologies I published a very well-received novelette titled “The Alchemy of the Throat.” It was about a fellow named Julius who was older than he looked and a castrato that he bought in Sicily. In the middle of it was a series of reprehensible scenes that I took to calling “the bacchanal sequence,” featuring Julius’… peer group, let’s call them. Long before Love In Vein was published, I had the suspicion that there were other stories there, and I was most intrigued by the Sisters of the Trinity. When Love In Vein II became a reality, I had my excuse to finally figure out who the Sisters were. Students of religion who’ve read both stories may notice that by now their theological backdrop is taking on a Gnostic flavor. I still see these stories as being part of a much larger picture.



[2011 update: The Sisters, primarily Maia, later reappeared in “When The Bough Doesn’t Break,” currently to be found in my fourth collection, Picking The Bones, due for release in 2011. My short novel World Of Hurt, with no direct carryovers from any of the stories, is set in the same universe, and expands the mythology further. They come in their own time, these pieces, but they do come, and another feels like it’s on the way.]



Sensible Violence. “Whom God would destroy, He first makes mad.” Or the gods — it works either way. This came out of a fairly misanthropic period of months, when a gaggle of peskier demons had installed a revolving door in my head. Which must explain the drafts.



Cenotaph. 2011 update: This is one of those aforementioned stories that I really would’ve liked to include in the original edition. But the anthology I wrote the story for was published close to the time Falling Idols first came out, and when editors buy a new story, they rightfully expect a period of exclusivity. “Cenotaph” later went into my next collection, Lies & Ugliness, but now it’s here too, as it always should’ve been. And so, to crib from the Endnotes there…



Let’s call this one a case of divine intervention. I accepted an invitation from Tom Roche to do a story for an anthology about gargoyles that he was co-editing with Nancy Kilpatrick. When I’d said to count me in, this was with no greater insight into what I might do than the phrase “the Michelangelo of the gargoyles,” which had popped into my head. Then no more. Then I had a birthday, most of which in those days were spent in St. Louis. Doli and I passed that early October afternoon at a Scottish festival held in the wilds west of the city, on the grounds of what had once been a monastery. Under the dealers tent (really more of a big tarp), we found a ceramic Green Man pendant shaped a bit like a blunt arrowhead with a leafy, sleepy-eyed face. I had to have it. Had to. There were other Green Men, but there was just something about this particular one. [I’ve since learned that it’s a copy of a relief known as the Florentine Man, carved by … wait for it … Michelangelo.] So Doli bought it, and wore it all day, then that evening at my precise birth-minute, as we stood beside a lake, she took it off and draped it over my head as a gift, where it remains to this day. After which we laid siege to food and ale at a favorite Welsh pub, Llewellyn & Gruffydd’s. Soon after, the story really took off, and found itself finished on the evening of Samhain. So I credit the Green Man for this one. Although he didn't spare me the trouble of needing eight or ten nonfiction books to get all the facts straight. The gods are funny that way.



As Above, So Below. The Rilke quote came first, tapping me on the shoulder and telling me that it embodied an interesting dilemma. Then the title, an ancient Hermetic axiom capsulizing the principle that the here and the hereafter are mirror images of one another. And then they sat there in my head and in my notes for the longest damned time, offering no help at all about what to do with them next. But then the characters started showing up, and took over some of the work. Truth be told? Part of this was written during one of the worst periods of my life, on days when I didn’t much care if I saw the next day. Then again, part of it was written at a time that began to presage a considerable amount of change and transition. That much may be obvious on all but the most casual read-through, I don’t know. But more than anything else I’ve written, this novella stayed true to itself while at the same time serving as an in-progress, if metaphorical, reflection of … well, a hell of a lot. Carl Jung, I’m sure, would have a field day. And let’s just leave it at that.



*



Thanks are due the editors/publishers who saw merit in the previously published stories and gave them their first life: John Pelan, Marty Greenberg, Stan Tal, Poppy Z. Brite, Dom Salemi, and Nancy Kilpatrick and Thomas Roche. Further thanks all over again to John and Kathy Pelan for their faith and belief in the power of stories. And to James Powell for the cover art this time around.

Thanks to Beth, Clark, D.J., Jasmine, Kurt and Amy, Monique, and Wildy (and the Bluesman) for all the conversations, real or virtual, that fed me somehow. And to Grandfather, and the Watchers. Blessed be.



*



“Be mad … Be mad and tell us of the mysteries behind the veil of ‘reason.’ Life’s purpose is to bring us nearer to those mysteries; and madness is the surest and quickest steed. Be mad, and remain…”

— Kahlil Gibran, letter to a friend





About The Author




Called “a spectacularly unflinching writer” by Peter Straub, Brian Hodge is the author of ten novels, close to 100 short stories, and four collections of short fiction. Recent books include his second crime novel, Mad Dogs, and his latest collection, Picking The Bones.

He lives in Colorado, where he’s at work on a gigantic new novel that doesn’t seem to want to end, and distracts himself with music and sound design, photography, Krav Maga and Brazilian Jiu Jitsu, and organic gardening.

Connect with him online through his web site (www.brianhodge.net), his blog (www.warriorpoetblog.com), or on Facebook (www.facebook.com/brianhodgewriter).


cover.jpeg
atfff&op of his”

form.” — DarkEcho

Includes the novella “As Above, So Below,”
a Century’s Best Horror selection

BRIAN HODGE

Author of Prototype and The Convulsion Factory





images/00001.jpg
VACABRENK





