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    P R E F A C E

    

    The millennial generation has lived a tragic existence thus far. Theirs has not been a time of turmoil and conflict on a global scale as with prior generations, but like a dreamer experiencing a nightmare, they have watched massive changes overtake them with little control over the world they inherit. They are the children of September 11th, coming of age under an oppressive wave of alarmist and hyperreal media events as reality shifted beneath their feet in less dramatic but more insidious ways. The results have been massive shifts in racial demographics, economic decline, and institutional decay. They had one brief and fleeting glimpse of a much more decent country with semi-functional civics, a stabilizing White majority proud of their history, affordable housing, and a broad middle class.

    While constantly derided by older generations for their timidity and lack of work ethic, American millennials have experienced primarily deception, disappointment, and open derision from the nation’s elites and from their elders who earned wealth in more favorable economic times. The millennials’ existence is apocalyptic by the very nature of when they were born and what they were told about the future. Throughout childhood it was relentlessly pounded into them that they would have to be the ones to save the world from environmental and geopolitical disaster, yet all methods to do so were withheld from them by the very people who made these demands. They took on massive debt, led on by the lies of charismatic political charlatans and a corrupt, seemingly omnipotent financial order. They are the unwitting prisoners of what was once a nation of opportunity.

    This book was written for that tragic generation. Although comprised of four stories with different characters and settings, each is part of a singular arc forming the millennial bildungsroman. This is an anthological novel. Some stories are more fantastical and absurd than others, but my intent was to capture facets of the millennial White male experience and explore the harsh realities of a world that has been so spiritually and psychologically hostile to them. Some themes and motifs are echoed across multiple stories. This is not merely an aesthetic choice but an establishment of cycles within cycles and the cementing of the work into a singular whole.

    It is with some trepidation and a great sense of both relief and joy that I present my second work of fiction: Millennium.

    

    Marty Phillips

    

  
    

    F A L W E L L

    

    Thomas had never seriously considered killing himself at any point in his life. Even when forced to spend the weekend with his in-laws, the idea only appeared as half-baked, whimsical fantasy—a Secret Life of Walter Mitty daydream episode complete with slapstick detachment from the visceral reality and maybe even a musical score as he dropped a toaster in the bathtub or lay on the ground beneath the garage door and pressed the button. He was simply not the type to consider manifesting the act, until now.

    The smoke was overwhelming and suffocating. The screams and panic of all the people around him brought on waves of intensifying dread. The heat and anticipation only added to the hellish foreboding, but especially disturbing was the knowledge that, no matter what he did, he was going to die anyway. A deafening roar at about a quarter before nine in the morning threw the office into panic and alarm. After some confusion, they all moved to one side of the room and watched from the windows in horror as black smoke billowed from the adjacent tower. Soon one of their number suggested and everyone agreed that they should probably evacuate. Thomas and his coworkers, along with the other employees on the floor, poured out into the hallways to take the elevators down. They all stood in nervous anticipation. The air was thick, overbearing, and saturated with collective, animalistic fear.       

    Then a second and much louder explosion rocked their tower and sent Thomas and all the people around him stumbling into each other and the walls. The lights went out. The fear turned to hopeless dread and the psychotic throes of looming confrontation with inevitable mortality. The elevators did not work. It did not take long for those who tried the stairs to return with dire news. They were cut off—stuck above an inferno. Hopes were raised and dashed as they all bargained internally with the inevitability of death. Rumors circulated that helicopters would land on the roof, and then the rumors were dashed. Some people headed up anyway. Once it was clear that nobody was coming to save them, the office manager, Charles, jumped from one of the broken windows. Chuck Andrews was also not the kind of man who would kill himself. Then Thomas hung out of one of the openings, staring down from the dizzying height through curtains of smoke. The acrid smell was nauseating, and the groans of the tower’s support beams and the doomed people around him were simply too much to bear. He told himself that it did not matter, hauled himself up fully into the opening, leaned forward, and let go. 

    After a moment of confusion, he realized that his body had oriented head down. The wind tore at his clothing as he picked up speed. He was facing the tower, and the rows of windows flew by in a blur. He closed his eyes and waited. Thomas had never worked out how long it would take to hit the ground from the windows of their office floor. Such morbid preoccupations were not part of his moments of daydreaming in the slow afternoons at work. He thought of his wife and hoped that his body would be lost in the chaos or obliterated beyond identification. Would she think less of him for jumping? Suddenly he heard a whooshing sound and a deafening crack. The rush of air in his ears was gone. Had he hit the ground? Was he dead? If so, it had been entirely painless, which was not surprising.

    He opened one eye very slowly. The ground was still very far down. Then he looked back toward the side of the tower. He was staring at a row of windows, but they did not whip by as they had before. His clothes were no longer disturbed by the wind of his descent. Thomas seemed to be suspended in the air. A blinding flash of brilliant golden light exploded a few yards off, and a figure emerged from the eruption. Since he was upside down, Thomas could only see two muscular legs approaching as the being hovered closer. Then it descended, and he found himself staring into eyes the color of a tropical sea. The rest of the face was like bronze and bore a look of confusion and amusement. The mouth moved, and strange sounds like music vibrated into the very core of Thomas’s body. At this point, he was so overwhelmed by the expectation of his own death, the impossibility of his still being alive, and the arrival of this mysterious being, that he began to faint. The musical voice fell off as if it had plunged into water. Just as he was about to lose all his senses entirely, a sensation of warmth and calm flooded into his body and drove out the nausea and panic.

    The bright being was speaking to him again. “Hey, how about now? Can you understand me?”

    “Y—yes,” Tom replied, shocked at the sound of his own voice, unsure of how he had the presence of mind to respond, given the circumstances. The warmth in his body sent a tingling sensation down to the tips of his fingers and toes and granted even more confidence. “What is going on? Who are you?” He paused and added even more incredulously. “What are you?” 

    The eyebrows above the blue eyes arched, and the creature swept back about a dozen feet to be fully visible. It certainly looked human, with flowing locks of golden hair, a square jaw, white tunic draped over a muscular frame, and two feathered wings emerging from the shoulders.

    “I’m an angel, of course.”

    Thomas’s voice caught in his throat, but he finally managed to ask: “Are you here to save me?”

    “No,” the angel replied bluntly. “In fact, it’s a complete accident that I’m even talking to you.” The brows lowered in suspicion. “What are you even doing up here anyway? Humans can’t fly.”

    “I’m falling. There’s been a disaster.” 

    “Tell me about it.” The angel hovered closer. “That’s why I’m here. I could see from very far off that an event of great cosmic significance is transpiring here.”

    “I don’t know,” Thomas admitted sheepishly. “Some kind of terrorist attack, I think.” He paused and was reminded of the absurdity of his predicament. “Why am I floating? If you didn’t come to save me, then why am I not a dead heap on the sidewalk right now?”

    The angel beat his wings and moved in closer to examine him. “You’re still falling, but very slowly. At this rate it will take you days to hit the ground. You must have been caught in my wake when I blew by you. There are certain time effects when traveling faster than light.” The angel paused and thought for a moment. “What’s your name by the way?”

    “Tom Falwell.”

    

    “You’re joking.”

    “No, I’m not. What’s your name?”

    “I’m named for a star very far away from here. In your language it translates as something like ‘The eternal glory of God reflected endlessly to the adoration of His Holy Son.’ That’s too long, so you can just call me Glory.” 

    “So, am I doomed to fall for days then?”

    Glory jostled his head back and forth causing his blond curls to sway. “Sorry to tell you, Tom, but I can’t speed things up for you. I don’t control the future.”

    “You can’t, you know, set me down on the ground?”

    “Here’s the thing, Tom.” The angel’s voice was stern but not cruel. “I may seem like an easygoing guy, but I do possess divine intuition, and something tells me you jumped.”

    “The fire was below me,” Thomas insisted. “There was no way out. I—I was going to—”

    “Did you jump, Tom?” 

    Thomas let out a long sigh. “Yes.”

    Glory nodded solemnly. “You chose to die. To take your life when death seems inevitable indicates a disbelief in the miraculous.”

    “Well, I’m seeing the miraculous right now, and it’s not really helping my situation.”

    “Tom, don’t make me regret giving you divine light. That’s the only reason you’re so calm right now.”

    “I would rather it be over with,” Thomas replied dismally. 

    Glory looked at him for a long moment, considering. “OK, so I can’t save you, and I can’t control the future, but I can sort of make it up to you. This is a rather unfortunate accident. Would you like to go back?”

    “What do you mean? Like in time?”

    “Yes, but,” the angel held up a thick finger to indicate that there were important caveats, “I was serious when I said that I cannot control the future. Even if you go back, technically you’re still here, so you can’t save yourself. Additionally, keep in mind that the time passing while you’re away remains the same here, so you will get closer to the ground. Lastly, you must jump out the window at the same time today no matter what. Since you’re still here, you have to end up where you are, or bad things will happen. Obviously, that means you can’t try to stop these events from transpiring. Also, since I am here on a scouting mission, I could use any information you might uncover.”

    Thomas could barely comprehend what had been said. He floated with a furrowed brow and his mouth agape for about a minute before responding. “What happens if I try to save everyone?”

    “If you don’t jump out the window, you’ll end up in limbo, a place that you do not want to go. If you think this situation is bad, the anticipation of death and all, I guarantee you limbo is far, far worse, and it lasts forever.”

    “So, I can go back but only to retrace my steps?”

    Glory scratched his chin pensively. “There’s some leeway, just don’t change any world-altering outcomes. If anything, it will pass the time for you without so much, well, mortal dread. Besides, you can see friends and family if you want.”

    “How far back can I go?”

    “Not too far. You have until you hit the ground, so maybe start small.”

    “OK.” Thomas was having difficulty making sense of it all. “Can you send me back to earlier this morning? On the way to work? Just as a test.”

    “Sure thing. Are you ready to go?”

    “Do I have to do anything?”

    “No. Just look at my eyes. I’ll touch your skin and you’ll be gone.”

    The angel moved closer, reached out a large hand, and grasped ahold of Tom’s arm.  

    Thomas was sucked into a whirlwind and came to his senses floating in near darkness as a hurricane shrieked around him. The wreckage of every age hurtled along in the gargantuan eddies of wind: a battered Viking longship, a marble Roman statue, the remnants of a mid-century wood frame house, and unfamiliar things that he presumed had not yet come to pass in his time. Far off, he saw a light approaching, ghostly, pale, and electric. Blue and fluorescent like a young star in an icy nebula, it drifted toward him through the roaring wind and overtook his whole vision. 

    Suddenly, a different warmth coursed through his fingers. Thomas looked down. He was holding his paper cup of coffee and sitting on the train. The angel had been right. This was his morning commute. He passed the rest of the ride in stunned silence, watching the endless slideshow carousel of urbanization that passed by outside. What could he do? He would have to be up in the office at the correct time. Deviating from that was impossible unless he wanted to be doomed for eternity. At least this was better than falling. A woman seated next to him intently pored over a romance novel. The train arrived at Cortlandt Street Station. Thomas departed the car and entered the throngs of foot traffic choking the underground. 

    He floated like a purposeless ghost of Christmas past into the South Tower lobby and stood in silence, slowly spinning in the golden morning light that cascaded in from the high cathedral windows. Although the energy given to him by the angel still pulsed warmly within his belly, he was afraid to stray from the path that he had taken earlier in the morning, so he rode the elevator up to his floor. He exchanged pleasantries with the other office workers on his way to his desk. Taking up a pen and sheet of paper, he began making notes of times and movements around him.

    Tom heard the first explosion at 8:46 a.m. and made a note before moving to the window with everyone else to watch. He made another note at 9:03 when he heard another deafening roar and the building swayed back and forth. He felt very odd observing the chaos unfold all around him, like a ship in a bottle floating on a stormy sea. What the angel had said about limbo was frightening of course, but Thomas figured that if he was doomed anyway, then how much worse could it really be? He was not a religious man, and surely hell was worse than limbo. Saving all these lives in exchange for his own was a noble pursuit. No matter what Glory had said, Thomas was determined to try.    

    Through the heat and smoke, Thomas caught sight of a group clustered around a desk by the windows on the far side of the room. He had a little time remaining, so he approached to see what held their interest. They were all huddled around a radio listening to a news broadcast. Lauren Shelby, a middle-aged wife and mother who he knew somewhat, turned as he neared to show her despondent face smeared with tears and mascara. 

    “They’re not going to get to us. We’re cut off. They’re trying, but it’s too late.” 

    “What do they know?” Thomas asked. “I heard there were planes. Do they know what planes?”

    She nodded with a look of despair. “Yes, not that it matters for us.”

    He whirled around. His office manager Chuck was jumping. There was no time left. Thomas jogged to the window, and after taking a moment to fold his page of notes and slip it deep into his pocket, flung himself out into the air. He fell again, and the wind tore at his clothes. He went further this time before jolting to a sudden halt. 

    Glory floated a little way off while surveying the damage to the buildings and the billowing smoke, which was nearly frozen in time. The angel took notice and flew over. 

    “You’re back. How was it?”

    

    “I jumped again, so it worked.” Thomas considered his next words. “So how exactly does limbo fit into the whole divine afterlife roadmap situation?”

    “Thomas, don’t make me regret doing this for you. Don’t be a retard.”

    “Hey!”

    “What? I’m relating to you. That’s how humans talk, right?”

    “I guess.” 

    “Do you want to go back again?”

    “Can you send me back to the same time?”

    Glory’s eyes narrowed. “You are up to something. I can tell. I’ll send you back to the same time, but whatever you’re planning on doing, for God’s sake don’t do it. Do something nice. Give a homeless man a dollar, OK? Don’t get all wrapped up in thinking you can affect the outcomes of epoch defining events. You ready?”

    “Yes,” Thomas replied and reached out his hand. 

    Glory took hold of it, and Thomas was thrown back into the whirlwind. This time he noticed distant crackles of lighting through the howling wind. They illuminated a jagged volcanic topography below, and he wondered if this in-between world was a far-off planet hostile to all life. Just as he was about to be crushed by the rusted hulk of a derelict World War II bomber hurtling toward him, the white light found him, and he emerged again on the other side. 

    Thomas was back on the train in a blink. This time he asked the woman if the romance novel was any good, and she replied politely that it was alright. He passed through the station and then the lobby and on up to the office as he had before, but this time he stood by the windows to watch the first impact to the north tower. He could see the explosion but no plane striking the building, since it was on the wrong side for him to have a clear view. Immediately afterward, he went to Lauren’s desk and asked to listen to the radio. Confusion, alarm and then agony unfolded over the airwaves. He waited, listening for any useful details. Flight numbers were the most important, and airports where the planes had taken off. He found himself muttering at the radio as if the people on the other end could hear him. 

    “No, that’s not right. It isn’t a bomb. It’s a plane. What planes?”

    Lauren returned to her desk. “Thomas, we’re going to head down. It’s probably not safe to stay here.” 

    “It won’t matter,” he replied without thinking. He was too distracted by the radio to realize what he had let slip. 

    Like clockwork, their tower rocked with a deafening roar. Every time he heard the screams of terror and groans of mortal dread, they were just as unnerving and never lost their edge. He continued listening to the radio and taking notes. Finally, just as he began to nervously check his watch, some important information came through: flight numbers. He hastily scrawled down anything he could use. Chuck was near the window. His time was running out. 

    Thomas rose and carefully placed the sheet of notes in his pocket before moving toward his portal back to the past. A hand grasped onto his shoulder, halting his advance. It was Lauren. She was understandably in a state of panic. 

    “Tom, what did you mean before? When you said it didn’t matter? You knew something about our tower getting hit. How did you know?”

    Thomas pulled away, trying to free himself, but her hands moved down to his forearm and grasped tightly. 

    “You knew that we’re going to die! Why didn’t you do something? We have families! Answer me!”

    He felt sick and wrenched his arm away, turning from her tearstained and harrowing expression. She called out after him, but Chuck was already gone. He had no time left. 

    “I’m trying, OK?” he murmured to himself, emotion strangling at his throat. “For God’s sake, I’m trying.”

    The corners of his vision began to darken, and he heard the roaring of the whirlwind in his ears as though it were breaking through some unseen barrier wall between the two worlds. He did not hesitate this time and dove through the window. 

    Thomas plummeted down again, falling even further than before. Glory was floating nearby and waiting for him to slow back to a crawl. He felt the jolt, and the angel nodded at him knowingly. 

    “You still have a fair amount of time. I trust you’ve been using it wisely. Did you learn anything new?”

    “Airplanes. They believe they were hijacked and flown into the buildings. It’s hard to figure out much when I’m constrained to jumping out the window at the same time in each loop.”

    “Well, we all live within limits,” Glory replied. “I can send you back further, but the same rules apply.” 

    Thomas thought for a while. If he was going to try to stop this from happening, then he would have to go back to before the planes departed. He had the flight numbers, but not the originating airports. Going back further was inevitable, but he could not waste time. 

    “How about earlier in the morning? Can you send me back to five a.m.? Before I leave home for work?”

    “I’m curious what you expect to learn by doing this, Tom. Perhaps I’m not familiar with human logic, but I’d think that either you would take short jumps to watch the events unfold or jump as far back as possible to spend time with your family and friends. You know, before the end.”

    “I want to see my wife before I leave for work,” Tom explained. “And I was wondering something else. That in-between place with the storms and the wreckage, is that limbo?” He rapidly changed the subject to avoid suspicion.

    “I won’t talk about that place.” 

    “Is it real? Does it exist in this physical universe?”

    “I assure you, it is very real.”

    “I’m ready to go back to five a.m.”

    Glory looked hesitant for a moment before nodding and floating closer. 

    “Alright, five a.m. it is.”

    He reached forward and touched Thomas’s arm. 

    In an instant he was floating in the dark world again, watching the lightning and debris in the air. Thomas looked down and could see that the terrain below him took on a smoother contour, as though shaped by purposeful hands. He wondered if he could get closer and flailed his arms against the buffeting wind. His body moved slightly, but he could see the white light far off and approaching rapidly. He fought against the air to push himself downward to get a closer look, but the electric glow quickly overtook him. 

    Thomas woke in bed in his house in New Jersey. It was still dark outside. His wife was not home. He had misled the angel, which he imagined was a sin of some sort beyond simple deceit. She had left on a trip with some of her college girlfriends the morning prior. He rolled out of bed, fumbling in the dark for the light switch. Once he could see, he looked down in horror upon realizing that he was wearing only his underwear. The sheet of paper with all his notes had been in the pocket of his slacks. 

    He staggered to the closet and threw open the door to begin pawing desperately through his clothes and checking the pockets of all his pants until finally, miraculously, he found the folded page in the slacks he had been wearing the last time through the window. It made little sense to him, but he did not question the mechanisms. One must avoid doing so in the face of good fortune. 

    Thomas ran to the kitchen and pulled the wall phone’s receiver off its hook, uncoiling the cord so it could reach the table. He furiously flipped through the phonebook, searching for the numbers of possible airports. He tried JFK International and LaGuardia, but they had no flights with corresponding numbers. While on hold with Newark, he realized his stupidity and asked the representative if they had a way to look up the departure locations for the flight numbers.

    The woman on the other end of the call asked him to wait and said that she would see if she could track down the information. Thomas’s foot jackhammered nervously on the linoleum floor of the kitchen. If he was able to get the departure airport and if both flights originated from the same place, then it might be possible to stop them from even taking off. He stared anxiously at the digital clock radio on the counter. After another agonizing five minutes of tinny hold music, the woman was back on the other line. 

    “Hello, sir, are you still there?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “It looks like both of those flights are scheduled to depart from Logan International in Boston in just a few hours.” 

    “Do you have their number?”

    “I can get it for you. Wait just one moment.” 

    Soon he had everything that he needed. His plan was to leave for work early and use the phone booth near the train station to call Logan Airport. If he could make a convincing enough case that there was some kind of terrorist attack imminent, then maybe they would ground all flights. Yesterday’s newspaper lay on the kitchen counter unread, so he began flipping through to see if there was anything useful in the headlines. There had been a terror attack in Istanbul, warnings about Taliban activity in Afghanistan, and some useless celebrity gossip. 

    Thomas decided not to dress up for work. What would even be the point anyway? He did not need to play the part. He pulled on a simple gray sweatsuit, making sure the sheet of notes was folded securely in the pocket. His morning walk to the station was about two miles, but he opted to take the car to save time. The first hints of sunlight peered over the suburban landscape as he found a space to park near the phone. The birds were out and singing a greeting to the dawn. Thomas felt strangely at peace, despite the circumstances. He forcibly pushed the thoughts of limbo and his approaching death out of his mind. 

    He was relieved that the phone was not in use, although it was unlikely to be at this early hour. With shaking hands and a stomach lurching like a dying animal, he fed in a quarter and dialed Logan Airport. He asked the main switchboard for whoever was the head of security, explaining that he had observed some suspicious activity at the airport. After a few minutes of waiting, a man with a thick Boston accent picked up. 

    “Ay, this is Bob MacIntyre.”

     “Hello.” Thomas panicked and fumbled with his notes. He cleared his throat and started again, trying to mimic a Middle Eastern accent of some kind. “Yes, hello, I am calling to tell you that there is a terrorist attack being arranged at your airport.”

    “OK, uh, what kind of terrorist attack? How do you know about this?” Bob did not sound convinced at all. 

    “I am one of the terrorists. We are Taliban from Afghanistan. “We, um—” He smoothed out the sheet of paper and squinted at his poor penmanship. “We wish to free our people from the yoke of the western oppressors—their corrupting influence.” 

    “Hey, buddy, if this is some kind of prank call, then it’s not very funny.” 

    “No, no, no. I am serious. We have put bombs on planes. Thousands will die!”

    “So why are you telling me this, huh? If your plan is to put bombs on planes, then why are you calling to tell the head of security?”

    “I have had second thoughts. Unlike my brothers, I do not think Allah would approve of this kind of action. It will only harm our cause.”

    The other end of the call went silent as Bob considered the words. “OK, stay on the line. I’m going to patch you through to my guy at Boston PD. This is above my paygrade. Let me get him on the horn, and I’ll connect you.”

    While it certainly could be going better, at least the man had not hung up on him. Thomas leaned against the inside of the phone booth and traced the graffiti and scratches on the interior surfaces with his index finger. Just as he started to worry that they had decided he was indeed a prankster, Bob was back on the line. 

    “Alright, it’s still pretty early, but I got someone for you. One sec.”

    There was a click followed by the voice of another man who also had a Boston accent. “This is detective O’Malley, who is this?”

    Thomas blanked on a name and said the first thing that came to mind. “My, uh, my name is Mohammed Al Bomba.” He nearly dropped the receiver once the name was out and let his head fall forward against the wall of the phone booth. Al Bomba? This was a disaster. 

    O’Malley seemed unfazed. “Airport security tells me that you know about some kind of terror attack?” 

    “Yes, I was involved in planning this attack. I am with the Taliban from Afghanistan.”

    “OK, well, that sounds familiar, but I don’t know about any of that. All that terror stuff is way over my head. What are we talking? Hijacking? Bombs?”

    “There are bombs on planes that will be departing Logan Airport soon. You have to shut down all runways and ground all planes!”

    “Woah there. That is not a call I can make.” A slurping sound of the detective taking a gulp of coffee followed and then a hum of consideration. “I have a contact at the local FBI office. Let me page him real quick. He’ll have the authority to get things moving—er—stopped if needed. And hey, Mohammed?”

     “Yes?”

    “If this is your idea of a joke, then you’re in for a world of hurt. Stay on the line.” 

    This was taking forever. The orange glow of the rising sun shone much brighter. Thomas checked his watch. Time was running short. More precious minutes passed while he was on hold. People were walking by to the train station for their morning commute. His fingers slipped on the receiver as his palms sweated. 

    “Hello? This is Don Patrick, FBI. Boston PD patched me through. They tell me you have information about a terror attack?”

    “Yes!” The accent was breaking. “Please for the love of God stop the planes. My brothers from the Taliban have placed bombs on planes at Logan International!” 

    “You say that you’re with the Taliban? What’s your name?”

    “Mohammed Al Bomba.” 

    “Can you spell that for me?” 

    Thomas made up a spelling that did not involve the word ‘bomb’ but worked phonetically. 

    “Hey, Mohammed? I’m getting an important call. It should only take a minute. I’ll be right back with you.”

    “But we’re running out of time!” 

    Thomas heard hold music again. He kicked the inside of the phone booth, which hurt his foot. This was insane. It was like pulling teeth trying to make these people understand the urgency. Suddenly the hold music stopped, and he heard strange tones coming over the phone. They sounded like the electrical notes of buttons being dialed but the sequence lasted longer than a phone number. It reminded him of the sound that Glory had made when he spoke the language of heaven, but it was dissonant and mournful. He felt a strange sensation as though his very being was sucked from his head into the tiny holes in the earpiece. Then, as soon as it started, the tones stopped, and he could hear a quiet but clear sound of breathing on the other end. 

    “Hello?” Thomas spoke hesitantly after an uncomfortable silence. 

    A deep and cutting voice sounded at last. It had an undiluted intensity, as though dripping with the purest hate. “Falcon. Amino. Hurricane.”

    Tom had no idea what to say in reply, so he continued the act. “Hello, I am calling about a terror attack—” 

    The voice was louder and firmer the second time. “Falcon. Amino. Hurricane.” 

    “I have no idea what you’re saying. There is going to be an attack at Logan Airport—”

    The voice interrupted him and seemed not only to paralyze his vocal cords but his entire body. Thomas felt an overwhelming paranoia, as though something were creeping down the phone line to squirm into his ear and coil secretly in a corner of his brain. 

    “I don’t know who the fuck you are or how you know what you think you know, but you are fucking with things far beyond your understanding. I will find you, and I will discover how you know what you know. There are fates worse than death, and I can arrange them. Never call anyone about this again, or I will make it even worse for you. I will put insects under your skin. I will rape you in your dreams forever. I will Prometheus your ass and rip your guts out every day until the end of time—”

    A hand slipped over Thomas’s shoulder, whisked the phone’s receiver out of his cold, sweaty grip and returned it to the hook. Thomas staggered out of the booth and fell to his knees on the sidewalk, throwing up at the feet of his rescuer. 

    “I’m sorry,” he managed breathily after a full minute of heaving. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.

    His eyes followed shiny dress shoes up to perfectly pressed pleated gray slacks and then to an equally immaculate matching double-breasted suit jacket. At the top, above a blue, white, and gold necktie depicting a brilliant sun among billowing white clouds, he saw a familiar face. It was Glory. 

    Thomas burst into tears. Apart from the terror attack, he could not remember the last time he had cried. 

    “Thomas,” Glory addressed him in a sad but kind voice, “you tried to stop it.” 

    Tom remained on the ground, seated on the sidewalk with his hands wrapped around his knees. “I did. I lied to you. It doesn’t seem right to have this opportunity and not try. The people who die today have families. They never hurt anyone.” He tried to swallow the lump in his throat. “They wouldn’t listen to me. That man on the phone. They won’t stop it.”

    “Of course, they won’t. It can’t be stopped.”

    “So then what’s the harm in me trying? Why punish me for trying?”

    The angel squatted down to reduce their height disparity. “Is God wounded by blasphemy?”

    “What do you mean?”

    “When you curse God’s name, is he wounded? Does it ruin his day or throw off his game?”

    “Well, no, he’s God, right?”

    “Yet blasphemy is a sin.”

     Tom swiped at his running nose with the back of a hand. He changed the subject because he had no reply for the angel’s words. “Who was that man on the phone? Why can’t I stop it?”

    Glory sighed and smoothed his golden locks back with a tawny hand. “The events of today are the consequence of a war in the heavens. This is why I was sent for reconnaissance. It cannot be stopped because it is the physical manifestation of a much more immense conflict. It would be like an ant trying to stop an automobile.” 

    “And the man on the phone?”

    “I won’t tell you about him.” 

    “But he’s a real person?”

    “Yes, among other things. But he has a name and an address and a social security number. You may have even seen him on television at some point.” 

    “Are you going to send me to limbo?”

    Glory straightened to his full height and hauled Tom up before patting his shoulders with a smile. 

    “No, I won’t send you to limbo. I have no control over what happens to you after you die, but I won’t punish you in the ways that I could.”

    “So, what now?” Tom asked. 

    “Well, you better get to the window, because if you miss that, then you’re lost for certain.” 

    Thomas looked down at his watch. “Oh shit! I’m going to miss the train!”

    He sprinted as fast as he could to the station, just as the last car was pulling away from the platform with a fading and rattling roar. 

    Glory skidded to a stop next to him. “Oh, well that’s not good.” 

    “No, it’s not! I’m doomed!” Tom was fully panicking. “The car! I can try to drive in, but the traffic—can you help me?”

    The angel raised his hands to ward off the request. “I have no power here. Technically, I’m not even standing next to you. I’m projecting myself into your mind.” 

    “Then how did you hang up the phone?” 

    “That was all you—well, with my moral support.” 

    “I’m going to need a hell of a lot more than that to get to the city on time.”

    They ran to the car, and Tom peeled out onto the road. He turned to Glory who looked rather bewildered in the passenger seat. “I’m going to be breaking every law in the traffic book, so I hope that won’t be a mark against me.” 

    “I wouldn’t worry about it. I’m not very familiar with human transportation. How dire is this situation exactly?”

    “Taking Highway Nine to the Holland Tunnel at this time of morning?”

    “I have no idea what any of that means.” 

    “We would have better luck running.” 

    They hit traffic immediately on the highway, and it was stop-and-go constantly. By the time they reached Newport, there were only twenty minutes left until the first plane would hit the north tower. 

    “I’ll never make it. We’ll be trapped in the tunnel.” 

    “How much further is it?” the angel asked. 

    “Miles. Once that second plane hits, I’m done for.” 

    They neared the tunnel entry and were only a few blocks away from the toll gates. The towers were visible across the upper bay. Glory looked out the passenger window. 

    “What about one of those?”

    A man on a bicycle was stopped at the intersection next to them. 

    “A bicycle?”

    “Yeah, trade your car for his bicycle. Can you get around traffic on that?”

    “Biking through the Holland Tunnel? Are you crazy?” 

    “Well, if you’re just going to be stuck in traffic, then what better options are there?”

    “If I can’t get to the window in time, then I guess it makes no difference if I break my neck getting pancaked by a car.”

    Tom unbuckled and got out of the car, approaching the man who glanced over at him uncomfortably. All the other drivers began honking furiously. Tom raised his voice to be heard over the noise but kept his tone as calm as possible under the circumstances. 

    “Hello, sir. I’m in an emergency situation. I need to use your bike. You can have my car. You can keep it if you want. I just need your bike.” 

    The man stared at him in complete bewilderment. 

    “I’m running out of time. Please.” He fished out his wallet and handed over all the cash that was in it. “The car and all my money are yours. I just need the bike. It’s a matter of life and death.” 

    A rather large and aggressive looking man got out of the car behind Thomas’s. “Hey, moron, you’re blocking the road! We’ve got places to be, asshole!” 

    The bicyclist finally took off his helmet, handed it over, and swung his leg to dismount. “Hey, man, I don’t know what your deal is, but it’s all yours.” He grabbed the car keys and cash from Tom’s hands and darted over to the driver’s seat. 

    Glory was standing on the sidewalk nearby, watching Tom pull on the helmet and buckle the chin strap. Just as he put one foot on a pedal to take off, Tom turned to the angel. “I want to go back one last time to see my wife. But is it worth it? Getting to the window? I’m assuming that I’ll be going to hell anyway. I haven’t exactly been a godly man.”

    The angel patted him on the back. “Your name is not yet written in the book of life, nor is it written elsewhere. Never give up hope, Tom. Now ride like the wind!” 

    Glory swatted his back to send him on his way, and Thomas took off pedaling as hard as he could through the last few intersections before the toll gates. He dodged through just as an arm was raising for a car. He could hear the blaring of horns and shouts behind him. Traffic was at a near standstill down into the tunnel, but he found the space to maneuver to the right edge of the road. Hopefully, there was just enough room to squeeze through. Drivers honked and screamed out their windows at him as he whipped by into the tunnel’s open mouth. 

    There was barely space for him to get by at the very edge of the curb. The side mirrors of the cars to the left of him were inches away. More than a few times he felt his shoulder impact the wall and prayed repeatedly that he would not hit anything with enough force to send him tumbling. He dared not check his watch or look away from the narrow space ahead. At one point failure seemed certain. A large van was too close to the right wall of the tunnel. He tilted away from it and felt his right shoulder hit the wall, then he rebounded, and his other arm hit the van. Miraculously he caught his balance on the far side.  

    Moments after the almost-disaster, he caught sight of sunlight ahead and pedaled even harder to get the speed needed for the uphill battle. His lungs screamed for air and his heart pounded against his ribs. He swooped up into the morning light of Lower Manhattan. The towers loomed ahead of him like ancient gods. He ignored his body’s desperate pleas for rest. There were still about twenty blocks to go. He finally skidded to a stop at a busy intersection and checked the time while waiting for an opening. His lungs screamed for air. The first impact was only two minutes away. He pedaled on, his legs feeling like jelly and his feet like nothing at all, since they had gone entirely numb. He lost count of the number of times he was nearly run over. The hope of seeing his wife and the angel’s last exhortation were the only things keeping him going.      

    Tom was only a few blocks away when a shadow passed over him. The first plane flew overhead like a great bird gliding carelessly on drafts of wind. The whole world seemed to go silent for a few seconds before the deafening roar of the impact. Debris fell down the side of the building. Cars stopped. People got out to look up in shock. Others were already running away blindly. Fallen glass and rubble littered the ground around the base of the towers. Tom ditched the bike and ran for the South Tower lobby. People poured out to see what had happened. 

    He made directly for the elevators and hit the button to go up on each of them. Thomas was not aware of what would happen on the lower floors of the building. Hopefully in the confusion before the second impact he could make his way up, provided the whole building did not start evacuating in a total panic. One elevator door opened, and he darted in past the group of people exiting, hitting the button for his floor. He watched the floor numbers count upward steadily, clenching the material of his sweatshirt and wringing it with his sweaty hands. He did not know precisely which floors would receive the impact. His watch read nine a.m. The elevator stopped at floor seventy-five and the door opened. A chubby, balding man with a walkie-talkie gripped in one hand stood outside. 

    “Hey, mister. The Port Authority has ordered both towers evacuated. Nobody should be going up anymore. We need all elevators available to get people out.”

    Thomas panicked and began desperately punching the button for his floor repeatedly. The man pushed forward, placing himself between the doors so they would not close. 

    “You need to go down. Nothing up there is more important than your life.” 

    “No, no, no!” Thomas snapped. “My life is up there, at least what’s left of it! I have to get above the point of impact or it’s all over!” 

    The man gave him a confused look for a brief instant before resuming his authoritative mode. “I know it’s overwhelming, but you have to pull yourself together. Come down with me and we’ll pick up other people on the way to the lobby.” 

    Then the plane hit, and it must have been close because the sound was cataclysmic and they pitched over onto the floor. The man with the walkie-talkie fell backwards out of the elevator and Thomas nearly landed on top of him. The entire tower groaned like the call of some titanic being’s lonely song in the deep sea. The power went out and only the dim emergency lighting remained lit. 

    Thomas struggled to his feet. The elevator had fallen down the shaft behind him, its cable severed. He struggled to breathe through the intense terror that gripped his chest. There might be stairs still open somewhere before the fire spread. He recalled that the second plane hit the south side of the South Tower, so, after taking a moment to reorient himself, he took off north at a sprint, stopping to duck and crawl at points where the ceiling had collapsed. Dazed people wandered out into the halls. The smell of smoke and intense heat mingled with the air. Thomas found stairwell A and slammed through the door, stumbling immediately on the steps. His legs were going out. He leaned heavily on the railing, forcing each foot onto each new step through pure force of will. He had over twenty floors to go to get to the window. He passed a group arguing whether to go up or down and wheezed that they should go down, that no rescue awaited them on the roof. Then he hit a few floors where the temperature was such that it seemed his blood would boil in his veins. Many more people passed him on the way up and almost none going down. He tried to call out to them, but his voice was an unintelligible gasp. 

    Then he realized that he was going to make it, that he was past the point of impact. Despite this, a deep sadness filled him. He could have lived and never jumped at all if only he knew about stairwell A. The smoke followed him up with creeping tendril arms that grasped at his ankles as though it tried to stop him and pull him back. Once finally on his office floor, the acrid smog was everywhere, burning his already stinging lungs. 

    He staggered through the door. The coworkers who had remained in the office looked over at him with expressions of surprise. Lauren jumped to her feet.

    “Thomas? What are you doing here? We thought you didn’t come in today!”

    Chuck was at the broken window and looking down. The room was very hot. It was nearly time. He dragged his battered and weary body toward the opening. 

    Lauren was still talking. “My God, we were so grateful that you weren’t here, and now you show up out of nowhere!”

    Chuck jumped. Thomas heaved himself up onto the windowsill, wormlike, nearly paralyzed from exhaustion, and fell. The wind against his skin was a relief. He dropped much farther than before, nearly halfway to the ground. Glory was back in his angel tunic and floating down to meet him. 

    “You made it back, Thomas. Incredible!”

    “And I found out that I could have lived,” he murmured dismally, once they were at a conversational distance. 

    “I told you that you didn’t have to kill yourself.” 

    The comment angered the falling man. “How is that supposed to make me feel? I couldn’t know. I’m just a human with imperfect knowledge. In fact, how do I know that you really are an angel, and not one of the other guys? Wasn’t the devil an angel at some point?”

    Glory did not respond right away, and Thomas looked over to see that his face held a grim and stony expression. 

    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

    The angel sighed after an uncomfortable silence had passed. “Well, it’s just about the most insulting thing you could say to an angel, especially one who takes such care to have an immaculate record.”

    

    “No, I really am sorry. It was stupid.” 

    Glory shrugged. “You are only human, so I won’t hold it against you.” He paused and looked down at the ground and then over at Tom. “I reckon you have a little over a day left. Did you want to go back again?”

    “Yes, to the evening of the ninth.”

    Glory let out a pensive hum. “That’s going to be cutting it very close. You’ll basically be hitting the pavement when you come back.” 

    “That’s fine. I want to say goodbye to my wife.”

    “For real this time?”

    “Yes, for real. I’m sorry about the comment about you being a demon, really. What you said before by the Holland Tunnel really carried me through.”

    “Forgiven and forgotten, Tom. Please don’t mention it again.” 

    The angel moved in and grasped his arm one last time. Tom did not try to move in the whirlwind of the in-between world this time. He hovered silently and waited for what was coming. The light found him. 

    Next he knew, he was standing in the living room of his house. The television was on and playing some kind of advertisement. He turned and walked through the kitchen, past the table where he had frantically called the airports. The bedroom door opened with a slight creak, sending a rectangle of light across the bed. He fell onto the comforter beside his wife Sheila’s sleeping form. He was weary to his bones, but not from his prior time through the window. He was tired from the chaos of his new circumstances of being. He let a hand rest on her wavy blonde hair, and she shifted under the blankets. 

    “Tom, what is it? I need to sleep. I leave early tomorrow.”

    “I know. I’m sorry. I just . . . I don’t know.” 

    “We’re not having sex, Tom, I really do need to sleep.” 

    “That’s not it. I’m just going to miss you.”

    She moved her face up the pillow and looked at him through drooping eyelids. “I’m only going to be gone a few days. You’ll get pizza and beer and play golf and by the time I’m back you’ll wish I left more often.”

    “No,” he said and was about to continue, but his voice caught in his throat. 

    She noticed and her blue eyes became more alert. “My goodness, Tom, what’s wrong?”

    “I’m afraid.”

    She pulled his head against her chest, and he could feel her warm breath rustle his hair as she spoke. “What’s gotten into you? You’re never like this.” 

    “I think God might be real,” he gasped finally, and he could feel her arms squeeze around him even tighter. 

    “You’re starting to scare me with all this talk.”

    “If I died tomorrow, would I have been a good person?”

    “You are thirty-five and much too young for a midlife crisis.”

    He pulled away so that he could see her face. “I love you. I will love you forever.”

    They embraced one another and talked of better things and pleasant memories for a time before falling asleep. 

    He awoke alone in the bedroom. It was mid-morning and she had left on her trip. Tom was surprised that he had been able to sleep so long under the circumstances. Part of him wished that he had stopped her, but this was for the best. Better that she be in New England and not in the city when it all unfolded. He wrote her a lengthy note to explain a little of what had happened to him and tried not to sound too crazy. Maybe she would believe it.

    Tom decided to go to the South Tower, and maybe even stay in the city all night. He had a key to the office for when he sometimes worked late and needed to lock up. He wanted to be there and see it all unfold, maybe walk the floors of the future impact. Perhaps there was a way to save more people without stopping the attack itself. He took a train into the city and had an early dinner at his favorite restaurant. He gave a homeless man a dollar like Glory had suggested, but it did not make him feel any better. 

    While heading to the office, he was struck by an idea. Thomas took an elevator up and rushed to his computer, where he typed up a word document in large lettering which read: “Do not come to work today. Turn around and go home immediately.” He began printing out hundreds of copies and raided the reception desk’s supply cabinet for rolls of tape to begin working his way down from the top floor, taping the notes to the doors of stairwells, offices and next to the elevators. It was getting on to early evening, so hopefully few other people would come around to take them down or catch him in the act. 

    He was taping a sheet to the door of an office on floor eighty-one when he heard voices down the hallway. Thomas ducked behind the nearest corner and lowered himself down to the floor, so he could peek around the wall without being too obvious. A group of figures emerged at the other end of the hallway. They were wearing matching black suits and looked very serious. One man was holding some of the warning pages in his hand. They reached a door midway down the hall and pulled off the note Thomas had taped there. After a moment of intense discussion, they entered. Tom waited without moving for many minutes. They had not appeared to be building security, and the office they entered bore no name on the door. Thomas had only left one of his notices on the chance that the area was under construction. Finally, the men re-emerged and purposefully stalked back the way they had come. The door was still open and closing rather slowly. If he took off at a sprint, he might be able to get inside without them noticing. Curiosity won, and Tom rushed out into the hall at a full run. The men did not turn around. He reached the door and grabbed hold of the handle just as the strike was about to hit the plate and squirmed through as quickly and quietly as possible. 

    He was on the south side of the tower, and based on his experience the day prior, this area was right in the center of the impact zone. The likelihood of the group of men not only coming to this place while taking down his warning flyers but also entering the door was too slim to be a coincidence. Once Thomas had a moment to look about at his surroundings, he could see that what he had entered was not an office at all, but a series of white painted walls that appeared to form a kind of labyrinth. Tom kept turning corners but could not keep track of where he was, nor did there seem to be any purpose for it. Finally, he reached an open area against the outside edge of the building. Someone had arranged candles on the floor in the middle of the room to form a symbol, and their flames swayed and flickered even in the still air of the building. A bright smear of red writing made a large circle around the outside. He could not make any sense of it, and it seemed to be a gibberish language. He saw the words “KOHO DYNSA AYB NAYALMAD” along one edge. More candles rested on the southern-facing windowsill, as though sending a signal to someone or something out in the dark of the night sky. Then he heard the door opening somewhere through the labyrinth and the dull impacts of footsteps.     

    Terror surged through his veins. He whirled one way and then the other before finally picking a direction. After turning two corners, he came across one of the men in a black suit, who lunged at him with a snarl. Tom turned and fled back the other way only to run into another. They descended on him, pulling him to the ground and binding his hands and feet. A cloth bag was pulled over his head. He felt the sting of a needle entering his arm and everything went dark. 

    Tom woke to the bag being pulled off his face. Once his eyes adjusted to the light of the morning, he understood that he was tied to a chair and sitting on a balcony high up in a building on the west side of the bay. The North Tower was already belching out black smoke. It was the morning of the 11th. He squirmed against the bonds. The second plane moved into his view on the right, headed for the South Tower. Tom groaned. He felt ill. He lost control of his body, which was heaving from sickness or sobbing—he could not tell which. The second plane collided with the tower, and the rumble of the impact echoed over the water. Then he heard a voice behind him, the same hateful voice he had heard over the phone. 

    “Men are so quick to blame the gods. But they themselves, in their depravity, design griefs far greater than what fate assigns.”

    He did not respond to the voice. He heard footsteps soon after as the speaker walked away. Tom begged Glory to save him in a strangled voice. The angel did not appear. Then he heard the shrieking of the whirlwind in his ears and his vision began to go black. His skin felt very cold. Suddenly his arms could move again, and he was floating in the world of in-between. 

    Tom went limp. He did not fight the wind. He felt his body descending to the ground in a slow spiral like a stunned insect, until finally he lay in a heap on the chilly, damp rock of the chaotic planet’s surface. He lay unmoving for at least an hour before rising to his knees. He was near the smooth area of terrain that he had seen from above on a prior visit. Now, from his position on the ground, he observed clearly that it was a colossal human form, lying among the crags of volcanic rock, bound by chains from shackles on its wrists to two great pillars. The bald head, the size of a small house, rested a few hundred feet away with closed eyes. 

    He fought against the wind to get closer and stood near the great eyelid. The gargantuan being provided some shelter from the storm. This solace drew him closer to the unnerving thing than he would have gone under different circumstances. It looked as though it were carved out of some dull and muddy-colored stone. So, this was it then. He was trapped here forever. He felt the last bit of divine energy gifted him by the angel wink out, and an unspeakable dread came over him, forcing him to his knees.       

    Without warning, the great eye opened, and the head shifted. Tom was paralyzed with terror and despair. The closest pupil rolled over to look at him and the colossal lips moved. The entire ground shook as the giant spoke. It was an unfamiliar language, although Tom could understand the meaning of the words. The being said: “So it begins. I am free.” High above, the pillars began crumbling, the one on the right collapsing entirely. Great coils of chain fell down in cataclysmic cascades. The giant began to rise, pulling against the other pillar, which buckled and groaned under the weight before collapsing also. The giant smiled, lightning illuminating its terrifying face. It bent down, reaching a hand toward Tom’s frozen form. 

    Just before its terrible skin made contact, a shout and streak of golden light erupted from above, and something hit Tom with the force of a missile, pulling him off his feet and sweeping him into the air. It was Glory, who grasped onto him with a strong arm and looked down at him with a face of grim determination.        

     “Don’t worry, Tom, I’ll get you out of here.” 

    They flew up into the sky, barely dodging one of the giant’s massive hands which grasped up at them. A ring of light opened, and they sailed through out of the darkness. 

    The feeling of despair seeped out of Tom’s body, and he realized he was floating again. He looked up and saw the South Tower looming over behind a veil of smoke. He looked down and saw that the sidewalk was only inches away from his nose. Glory stood on the ground nearby breathing heavily. 

    “You saved me,” Tom remarked.

    The angel smiled. “Only as much as I can, given the circumstances. It didn’t seem fair.”

    “But I deserve to die? That’s fair?” Tom demanded, noting that he could see the ground nearing ever so slowly.  

    “Everyone deserves to die. Don’t get a swollen head just because of this accidental situation. Only the greatest of the prophets were taken up without dying.”

    Tom swallowed hard. This was it: the end of the line. He kept talking to distract himself from the nearing pavement. “The giant I saw in the other world, that was part of the war in the heavens?”

    “Yes,” the angel replied. “And now I have the information I need. I probably wouldn’t without you, Tom.” His expression turned sad. “I don’t think I can stick around for this next part. I may seem like a hardened agent of divine power, but it does hurt me to see people in pain.”

    “Will I see you again?” Tom asked. He had to pull his head back from the sidewalk now to keep from making contact. 

    “I certainly hope so. And Tom?”

    “Yes?”

    “I know death is a big deal for humans, but the new millennium holds many ill tidings, especially in light of what you’ve discovered. You haven’t considered that this may be for the best. You may be one of the fortunate ones.” With one last look of earnest sympathy and a flash of light, the angel was gone. 

    Tom thought of his wife and conjured her face in his mind. He did not know what to think about eternity. He felt the concrete press against his face, and the pressure slowly grew until his skin bloomed like unfolding flowers. The blood exploded out from one million erupting corpuscles. He could feel a violent buzzing tremor throughout his entire body, and, as it grew, he understood that it was the colossal energy of impact singing through his bones. The pain lasted an eternity. His thoughts became hazy as his brain fragmented from the inside, but his last neuron fired hope, and maybe that counted for something.  
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    CHAPTER 1

    

    The creature’s back lay against the grimy concrete, and it positioned itself in the customary place by squirming the shoulders and elbows against the floor. The eyes, when in neutral pose, rested on the spot where the ceiling crack broadened just barely, and a snaking divergent arm broke off to form a small multipronged branch. The creature’s ears had been quite certain of the distant roar heralding the approaching blessing. It waited in silent anticipation. Was there a slight thickening and darkening of the tiny fissure at the point of separation? Possibly it only saw the mirage of intense desire granting subtle signs of what was truly nothing at all.

    A flash of movement followed by the cool yet microscopic explosion of water onto the creature’s forehead proved all expectation warranted. To feel this sensation, to writhe so that the droplets struck the lips or the lids of closed eyes and even fell into the open mouth was the closest thing it had to joy, save for the few times it had been outside. There were no other sources of happiness within the concrete chamber. The small bit of light that changed angle and hue with time and altered even further with long time as it sent faint rays against the ceiling was too high to reach, and there was no way to climb. The creature had tried and earned many bruises, cracked nails, and bloody fingertips while clawing in desperation to reach the source.

    At some point now forgotten, the creature had lost all structured sense of time. Perhaps it had been purposeful—a method of protecting itself from the passing days, and from feeling the obliteration of years in life’s prime. It was a fate worse than death, yet the creature had not taken its own life or even attempted to with much seriousness. Suicide is a symptom of humanity in nearly all cases and even the desire for it was beyond reach of the pitiable being.

    The thing had been human at one point long ago and still held memories of those times, although they offered no comfort. They had turned to fantasies in its mind—collections of faded sound and color drawn from an imaginary world that never had and never could exist. If the memories were real, then they would be a source of misery for the creature, indicating a real world outside that was lost. Out of necessity, they became confabulations and sweet dreams—the myths of a dead mind’s neurological culture. This was an element of the psychic shield as was indifference to time. To survive, the creature had become like an insect or worm, a simple and stupid thing with no concept of self or history. The alternative was madness of a far more terrible kind, one that could only lead to violence against the self, mutilation, and likely death.   

    It was the keeper of someone else’s story and a librarian of aspirations that could not die so long as they were untethered from the originator. The little boy in the faded images could live forever in innocence and never feel the disappointment of a life cut short by misfortune. He was free to ride his bicycle around the suburban streets with his friends in the peaceful afternoons, to wrestle on the fragrant green grass of the local park, and gaze in wonder at the confounding artifacts of his simple yet idyllic world: fenced off utility sheds begging to be breached, the clearing in the shaded grove where a homeless man had made camp and left behind mundane and profane magazines covered in strange symbols and urgent warnings written in marker, or the neighbor girl who always sunned herself in the backyard with breasts exposed when home from college.

    Then the boy went to college, not because he wanted to but because his father and mother presented no other possibilities. It was inevitable, and shirking higher education was equated with smothering one’s own life in the cradle. The young man had never tried particularly hard in school, nor did he care about academic pursuits. The state university accepted him like many of his classmates, and he attended because that is what one does. He learned nothing of value except the one thing of the greatest value: a specific kind of modern American skill which consists of presenting oneself to be a creature of pure productivity while in reality forging the results and putting in very little actual work. It is the only skill that matters in the world of American business and finance. Some may call it dishonesty, but most consider it to be building a career. 

    In the state of developmental delay that is the college experience in its entirety, he had sex, drank alcohol, spent money he did not have on things he did not need, and then graduated into a world in which he was entirely unprepared to live. He had never learned about paying bills, applying for jobs, renewing a car registration, or signing a lease. Once he returned, he and his father were at odds constantly. The return to his childhood bedroom was viewed by the father as the greatest mark of shame and a grave misdeed, similar to extortion or simple theft. His job at a local supermarket stocking shelves in the early mornings was even worse than unemployment in the father’s eyes. Then the financial crisis hit, and the father lost his job. After that, no peace could be found in the house.

    One evening during a verbal altercation, the young man told his father that he may just be a grocery store stockboy but at least he had a job. The confrontation escalated to violence and, much to the despair of his mother who was forced to put her own body between the struggling men, the son was banished from the house. He stayed in a friend’s garage while selling all his belongings and then, driven by an obsession with a movie about a similar topic, he bought a motorcycle, emptied his bank account, and took off south with the goal of touring Central and South America.

    The young man still had his passport from a family trip taken during college. Although he begged his friends to come along, none of them would join him. If only he had spoken with someone who understood that traveling south of the border alone and straying from the resorts and tourist destinations was dangerous, then maybe he would have exercised more caution. He was not taught in college that other cultures, particularly those with less wealth and looser justice systems than America were dangerous places for young White people to travel. In fact, he had been presented with the opposite view, a patronizingly sympathetic and entirely benevolent interpretation of such cultures. 

    From Arizona he traveled south on Carretera Federal 15 through Sonora, keeping to the highway, and observing little difference in the fields of brown grass scorched by the sun and rising folds of distant hills to those seen on his treks through his home state and adjoining California and New Mexico. He avoided hotels, instead finding places off of side roads where he could hide the bike in a bush and find a comfortable hollow for his sleeping bag. His first planned stay was in Mexico City, and he followed the direct route, only occasionally taking short jaunts on less-traveled ground, relying on paper maps for navigation. The topography and flora took on a more lush and tropical appearance as he passed into Sinaloa and neared the coast.

    The young man managed to find his way along the roads and through financial transactions with his two semesters of college Spanish, even becoming accustomed to first speaking in the language and forgoing initial attempts in English. Before too many days passed, the sun scorched his skin to a light brown so that, aside from his sandy-colored hair and blue eyes, he might pass as a native. When he stopped in the roadside cantinas to have a beer or stock up on water, he made stilted small talk with the people and found them typically quite welcoming and agreeable, although they often smiled at him with detectible curiosity and amusement.

    The road brought him inland toward Guadalajara and the terrain returned to broad plains broken occasionally by great mounds of earth and rocky bluffs. He curved southwards along the coast of Lago de Chapala, which offered a beautiful view and cool breeze. Further south, the world turned more verdant, with pine forests opening out into open spaces followed by the climb of elevation until he arrived in the metropolis. All told, it took the young man five days of driving and the good fortune of no breakdowns along the way.

    He ran into trouble in Mexico City. The young man was in a bar talking to some men who were admiring his motorcycle, although it was nothing impressive: a twenty-year-old Yamaha with faded yellow paint and a layer of dust and grime bestowed by the road south from his Arizona home. He explained the journey that he had taken so far, and the men were impressed. His three new acquaintances were dressed stylishly and were clearly wealthy to some degree. He asked them where he should go in the city, and they told him about clubs where beautiful women frequented. They offered him marijuana, and he accepted, smoking with them outside on the patio and getting a joint all to himself. The vibrancy and constant noise and bustle of the streets was unlike anything he had ever seen. The young man was entranced.

    It was not until his vision began to swim, and the colors of his surroundings took on a sudden stark contrast and menacing hue that he realized something was very wrong. His new acquaintances kept giving one another strange sidelong glances as they talked. Possibly it was a joke and they had spiked his joint with something stronger just to see his reaction, but this hypothesis appeared less likely as the intensity increased. It took every ounce of concentration to keep from losing consciousness. Finally, he was unable to stave it off any longer and felt the impact of the table’s surface against his face, dulled by the raging storm of sensory overload that filled his skull like a violent technicolor static.   

    When the young man regained consciousness, he was bound and blinded by a cloth over his head. He spent a day still delirious and sitting in a dusty, hot shack with only a bucket for a toilet and a warm bottle of water. The label was faded and cracked with age, and the contents tasted of old plastic when he was allowed to drink. The blindness returned along with road sounds and jostling and swaying that seemed to last an eternity. Hours of monotony and discomfort crawled by. The young man knew that if he lived much longer, his life would never be the same. At the end of the journey, rough hands deposited him in the cement room, the place where the creature lived. Over time, he discerned that he was no longer in Mexico but somewhere further south, deep within a jungle prison.

    Then a man with expensive clothes and black hair and eyes appeared in the room. He seemed to materialize in a chair, and looked down at the young man’s crumpled and shackled form. He spoke with an accent, but his English was very clear, and he sounded educated and articulate unlike the others who had moved the young man from one place to the next. He held a bottle of water and a package of crackers and placed them at his feet. 

    “You can have them if you like,” he said.

    It was the first food the young man had seen in days. He was not above crawling to the morsel of food and tearing into the packaging without hesitation.

    “Is anyone looking for you?”

    After a painful gulp of dry food, the young man shook his head. “My family might wonder after a while, but I left on bad terms. My father hates me.”

    Naive though he may have been to make the trip south on his own, the young man knew what he should say to avoid a ransom situation. Hopefully the alternative outcome did not involve a shallow grave.

    “Do you have a name?” the man asked.

    “Not one that matters.”

    “Are you American?”

    The young man did not answer.

    The man in the expensive clothes put his thumb and index finger in his mouth to let out a piercing whistle. With a shriek, the heavy metal door at the far side of the room opened and a figure swooped in, descending upon the young man. The tormentor with the black eyes reached back and drew a pistol from his waistband, placing the muzzle against his captive’s temple.

    “Do not struggle,” he said calmly.

    The other figure grasped an arm and pulled a rubber tie around it, securing it tightly. The young man felt a sting as a needle pierced his skin.

    “I—Is that heroin?” he stammered, every fiber of him urging to fight back. The gun pointing at his head provided adequate dissuasion.

    The articulate man returned the gun to his waistband and smiled evilly. “I don’t know what it is. It’s whatever my guys decided to cook up this week. They can get quite creative. What good is business without research and development? It’s good to have a lab rat.”

    He folded his arms, and his eyes grew more intensely hateful.

    “You just signed your life away. Maybe you’ll answer my questions next time, if I even decide to give you a second chance. Some call me Principe das Estrelas, and this is my domain. You are nothing, and your life is over.”

    A sudden coldness swept over the young man’s body, starting from the outermost ends of his extremities and traveling inward to his chest where it inverted, and the icy sensation turned into a bright burning like white coals in the heart of an ancient fire. It coursed back outward along arteries, veins, and branching avenues of the nervous system until his skin felt full and pulsated with an incredible pressure, as though a power within struggled in vain to rupture out of his very cells.

    The tormentor took on the appearance of a divine being, standing over him as the very corporeal envelope of his body bled off in ever-coiling tendrils of ascending mist. He stared down with fearsome eyes the color of a full winter moon when contrasted against the inky blackness of a clear sky in the far reaches of the earth where no city lights can vie for ownership of the heavens. His face was a god’s, taking on the intangible aspect of multi-dimensional power that manifested in appearing to infinitely recede and return though the endless halls of space and time. When the voice spoke, it contained multitudes of varying pitch and sighed out with the indifference earned through possessing cosmic power.

    “You might want to save this recipe. Looks like you have a winner.”

    Then the young man vanished. The creature could not recall if he faded, slowly wasting away from day after day of chemical obliteration or if all at once he was gone, escaping to some solace and never to be known again in this world.

    The creature’s life was entirely fragmentary. The indiscernible passage of time was broken by contextless oases of experience containing no correlation or meaning. At times the tormentor who had interrogated the young man returned to prod its mind under the foolish assumption that the creature could speak for the young man. Once or twice, the creature experienced the outdoors, a wondrous yet terrifying experience that revealed what was surely hallucination. The exterior world was a massive concrete structure of some kind built into a bluff and showing the brutalist military signifiers of simple smooth angles, vault-like metal doors, and pillbox slots positioned above. The mountain of concrete contained what seemed an endless labyrinth of corridors, stairways and halls lit with long strings of utility lights and serving no observable purpose. Thick vines grew over the whole outside of the place and the brilliant fan-like green fronds of jungle trees hung over, obscuring much of it from view save for one large flat area visible to the sky.

    “Who is this?” a British accent asked.

    “Some American. He would not tell us who he is,” the tormentor replied.

    “Is he your pet or something?”

    “We give him cocktails and test batches. He used to tell us how it made him feel, which was useful. Now he doesn’t speak at all. Just his eyes and breathing change. I’m waiting for him to die these days. No idea how his liver and kidneys held out this long.”

    “You’re a sick fuck.”

    “His mind is melted now, like a real American. They all deserve the same, fucking pigs.”

    “Don’t let your resentments get in the way of good sense. Hatred is bad for business. That being said, I don’t care what you do with him. Just make sure he doesn’t live to taste free air again.”

    Sometimes the water which dripped from the ceiling crack tasted of rust. On rare occasions it had a chemical edge and stomach-turning harshness. Regardless of the flavor, it was always cool on the skin and provided the closest thing to a clock to count down the hours to oblivion. Footsteps were followed by the sliding sound, and food came through the slot in the door. Voices rarely resonated through the thick walls. The isolation was absolute.

    “Why don’t you force him to work?”

    “I don’t want him to work. There’s dignity in labor. I want him idle.”

    One evening, the creature woke and positioned itself beneath the dripping water while listening to the roar of the rain outside. As evening turned to night, strange phenomena occurred. First, a piercing white light swept through the opening high up on the wall with an intensity and hue unlike anything the creature had observed previously. Voices traveled in from the outside, loud enough to be heard quite clearly. They sounded angry, surprised, and even fearful. A distant roar rose steadily until it reached such an intensity that the foundations of the bunker complex vibrated, and small fragments rained down from the ceiling onto the creature’s face and bare torso.       

    Thunder clapped ceaselessly, echoing into the opening high above and making strange and harsh reverberations against the walls. It took a few minutes for the creature to realize that sound was gunfire. The quality of the noise changed after repeating frequently for what seemed an age, sounding as if it came from underwater and multiple directions at once. The droplets from the ceiling changed flavor. They tasted like blood.

    The cacophony approached until flashes of yellow beamed in through the cracks around the door. The creature crawled into the center of the room and wrapped its arms around its head while whimpering at the unexpected chaos unlike anything else it had known in the concrete room. Even the most disturbing experiences with all varieties of psychedelics administered orally, intravenously, or snorted as powder at gunpoint did not feel so viscerally dangerous, violently present, and utterly inescapable. A deafening crash accompanied the door falling completely out of the frame and landing on the floor inches away from the huddled form. Piercing lights cut through the darkness from the hall outside. The creature squeezed its eyes shut and clenched its teeth.

    “The fuck is that? Is that a person? Is he alive?” The voice was unfamiliar and sounded American.

    “Let me call it in. Watchtower, this is breach team. We have a situation. Negative. We have another prisoner in the bunker complex. That’s what I thought, but I’m not sure what to do with him. Do we have room?” Footsteps followed a brief silence as the lights moved closer. “I don’t know if he’s American. Hey, are you an American? Can you hear me? Sir, he’s all kinds of fucked up. It looks like they’ve had him here for years. What’s your call? Alright, bringing him up.”

    Strong hands grasped the creature under the arms and began to drag it toward the open door. It vomited down the front of its body out of fear and anxiety. One of the men swore. They traveled up through dim corridors lined with flickering lights, past the bodies of the dead. They all appeared to belong to the captors. Pools of blood leaked out onto the floor from the crumpled forms. Bullet casings lay strewn along the bases of the walls. The air was hot and smelled of acrid smoke.

    Then the creature felt the rain and tasted the fresh air of the outside and opened its eyes just wide enough to see beams of light cutting through the night. A helicopter idled in the open space atop the bunker complex. A man in tactical pants and a raincoat stood near it. Beams of light illuminated his face revealing a clean-shaven, block-like jaw and a wide mouth like a shark’s. His broad dome of a head was completely bald and seemed almost to jut forward slightly at the front, adding to the aggressive appearance.

    “Let me look him over.” The voice was deep and commanded attention. Silence followed for a moment. “Holy shit, you’re right. He’s all fucked up. No idea who he is. I got no intel on other prisoners, so he must have been in there for the long haul. I say we take him on the chance he’s American. Poor bastard will probably end up in prison anyway. If he’s a liability, they’ll find a way to make him disappear.”

    “Everything else was clear, Sergeant. Carry on with demolition?”

    “Explosives are a go. This place better be a fucking burned out husk by the time anyone shows up to investigate. We’ll loiter for a bit until you give me all clear, then you boys will get your ride out. I’ll take this unfortunate creature with the VIPs. Who knows, this could be a stroke of good luck. You know if any senators had sons go missing the past few years?”

    The men all laughed.

    Unseen figures dragged the creature into a dark place that alternated between quiet and loud. The shark-like man’s voice was present in the background and always barking orders. It was vaguely aware of flight indicated by a rising sensation along with swaying movement. Floor and ceiling alternated. The creature threw up again.

    “You better give that skeleton an IV or he’s going to die on me. You have saline in your kit? I don’t want to throw a corpse out of the plane over the Caribbean. The weather is not going to hold, so ground team has my green light to detonate whenever you’re ready. We are pulling out.”

    A sting in the arm and a strange taste in the tongue followed. The dim light revealed a face looking over, etched with concern and a tinge of either disgust or pity. It belonged to a young man with blond hair and a clean-shaven face. He was wearing tactical clothing like the shark-man, and it bore no insignias or flags.

    “How’s he looking?”

    “I think he’ll pull through for now. How long until we get to the plane? I have a full medical supply there and can do more for him.”

    The creature became a little more aware as the young man tended to it. It could see that they were all in the helicopter. Shark man was in the co-pilot’s seat, and a few others sat in the back with their faces obscured.

    “This weather is fubar. Are you sure you want to go back tonight? I’ll try but I don’t advise it,” the pilot was explaining in an anxious voice.

    “We aren’t even supposed to be in the country,” the wide-jawed man growled. “We leave tonight, bad weather or good. We’re making history right now—the real kind that’s invisible, not what they put in books. We disappear, and that’s non-negotiable.”

    The droning of the helicopter and murmuring of voices continued for a long while as the creature faded in and out of consciousness. Then it woke to new and unexpected activity. Hands grasped from many angles, and urgent voices departed mouths not far from its ears.

    “Stick man goes on the plane with Sergeant Ashleigh. Don’t ask me why. The way I see it, we should take him over the border in one of the choppers and dump him near an embassy.”

    “The sergeant getting soft?”

    “Never. I think it’s part of his superstition. You know how he is about this kind of unexpected hiccup. This zombie-looking motherfucker is probably already his new good luck charm.”

    Rough movements jostled the creature, and it could feel the cool and rejuvenating anointment of rain. The eyelids rolled back to reveal a sky that was utterly dark, obscured by thick storm clouds. The head lolled back. There was no strength left to keep it lifted. The wet leaves and fronds of jungle trees glistened in the faint illumination of bluish lights that jostled and swayed from an unseen position. Then the surroundings changed. The rain departed, and white plastic and a harsh glow replaced the black sky. The air turned close and claustrophobic.

    “These motherfuckers are flying in style. What is this, a C-20? Surprising that they landed this out here in the middle of nowhere.”

    “Yeah, well if the locals turn a blind eye to a cartel landing strip, then they won’t say shit if we decide to use it.”

    “Good point.”

    “Lay him out on the couch so Sabo can work on him.”

    “Hey, Sergeant, you sure we can’t tag along on the plane?”

    “The pilot tells me you are the fortunate ones for not trying to cross the water right now. If he’s to be believed, we’ll never make it back to the states.”

    Laughter came from all sides, and the creature felt its body make contact with a pliable yet firm surface. When its eyes opened, the young man from before had returned with his concerned expression.

    “He opened his eyes. That’s a good sign. You want me to juice him, sarge? I have the good stuff here on the plane.”

    “If it gets him talking and keeps him alive, then go for it. I want to know who this fly in my ointment is.”

    More stinging from injections followed, along with a surge of energy and clear-headedness that the creature had not felt for a very long time. The eyes opened fully. It was inside a small passenger plane that had room enough for about a dozen people. Navy-colored vinyl covered the seats and the customary white shade of aircraft interior covered nearly everything else. The head lifted a little and rotated. The shark-jawed man sat in the back of the cabin and talked into some device held up to the side of his head. It looked too large to be a cellphone. Across the aisle from him in the double seats sat an old man with a gray beard and tawny skin. He wore a Panama hat and tilted it to the side frequently while speaking quietly to a young woman sitting beside him. She also looked South American and had long black hair and large dark eyes. They both appeared overwhelmed by their circumstances.

    Sudden commotion erupted in the plane’s interior as two men in tactical clothing dragged a third inside. A beige cloth bag draped over the head obscured the features of the captive. The unidentifiable figure struggled, swinging its shoulders by twisting its body back and forth violently. Just as they reached the aisle, the left shoulder accomplished its goal and clipped one of the grappling men on the chin.

    “You fuck!” He roared and heaved the captive man against the far wall of the aircraft, wedging him awkwardly between two seats before delivering repeated savage blows to the cloth-covered head. Each impact made a sickening thud noise.

    Shark-jaw was on his feet instantaneously. “Stop that cowboy shit right now! That’s an order, you thick-skulled animal!”

    The purveyor of violence stopped mid-swing with his arm pulled back and elbow sticking out at a sharp angle. He let out a long breath and trembled as if some possessive force left his body. The old man and young woman hunkered down as low into their seats as they could and looked on in horror while trying to avert their eyes. The two men in the aisle pulled the captive to his feet. Dark blood oozed through the cloth over his face and spread in an expanding amoebic shape.

    “That man is a monster, but it does not give you the right to be a monster in return,” the sergeant continued, sinking back into his seat after the admonishment. “Now cuff him to the seat in front of me. I want to have my eyes on our star-prince all the way home.”

    Something about the term awakened a terror inside the creature. It could tell now by the height, weight, body shape, and clothing of the hooded man that it was his tormentor. Even though the figure was restrained and blinded, a feeling of imminent danger seemed to reach out and clutch at the creature. It whimpered and rolled over on the bench seat, flattening itself to hide behind the armrest.

    “Hey, it’s OK. Don’t worry,” the young man said in a soothing voice.

    “Sabo, what’s going on with the skeleton?” The voice came from the back of the plane.   

    “He seems more aware now. I think he’ll be alright.”

    The two men finished securing the prisoner and the one that had done the bloodletting turned to face the front. He had intensely dark deep-set eyes and tattoos on his neck all the way up to his jaw.

    “That thing being on here means one less seat. Who’s getting bumped?”

    “You are,” the man in charge replied almost jovially. “I don’t want you on the same plane as my prisoner if you can’t keep from acting like a fucking gorilla. You’re on helicopter duty now. Consider it a kindness in lieu of an official reprimand.”

    The tattooed man made a growling noise and pulled his head back like a serpent ready to strike.

    “If you spit on my plane, I’ll cut out your tongue, Morgan.” The voice from the back of the plane was somehow tinged with amusement while remaining utterly serious.

    The tattooed man departed the aircraft, sending death glares at everyone and an especially long one at the creature which squeezed its eyes shut and buried its face in the now sweat-slick vinyl of the seat.

    Wide-jaw’s voice grew louder as he talked. “If some of you people weren’t so good at killing, then I’d be inclined to cut the whole lot of you loose. What do you think about that, Clay?”

    “I think you should do whatever suits you, sir.”

    “Oh, Clay. Always so agreeable. I’d keep you around, so don’t worry.”

    The voice was directly overhead, and a large hand took hold of the creature’s shoulder. It flinched at the contact, trembling uncontrollably. Wide-jaw rolled the creature onto its back effortlessly and peered down with an expression of utter fascination.

    “Who in the hell are you, and what did they do to you?” he asked. When he got no response, he turned to the one they called Sabo. “He talk yet? Even one word?”

    “Not one word.”

    “The brain scramblers are going to love him. Makes me almost want to release him on the street when we land and let him live like a stray dog. It would be better than a padded cell and spectacled sadists for the rest of his days.”

    Sabo let out the start of a laugh but stopped. “I can never tell when you’re joking, sir.”

    “To be safe, always assume that I am not.” The shark-like face lowered even closer. “You will talk to me eventually. There is still a man trapped in there somewhere. They tried to destroy it, but to do so is beyond their power.” He rose and glanced either way down the aisle. “Where’s my security? Let’s get asses in seats and get oscar mike!”

    A nervous voice murmured something from the cockpit and the sergeant followed the sound. A muffled but intense discussion followed. His voice crackled over everyone’s walkie talkies a moment later.

    “This is now a get the hell out of Dodge situation. We have Colombian Coast Guard incoming and a dire weather development. Everyone on plane duty, you have one minute to get on board. We have a small window and it’s closing very quickly.”

    A flurry of activity followed, and a handful of men in tactical gear entered the plane in short order, finding seats and buckling in. The pilot’s voice came over the PA system moments later.

    “This is going to be a rough ride. I know all you boys are tough customers, but this is don’t-leave-your-seat-unless-you-want-a-spinal-rearrangement weather.”

    Laughter erupted from all around.

    “It’s going to be a little longer than planned because I need to avoid the main body of the storm. I wish I had better news, but that’s the situation.”

    The creature scrunched into a ball as the airplane’s turbines powered up. It moaned as the airframe shook and rattled on the accelerating journey down the landing strip.

    “Sabo, make sure he’s restrained. The last thing I need is a gibbering lunatic bouncing off the walls.”

    “I got him. He’s alright.”

    The buffeting did not stop. The plane was in a constant state of plunging, climbing, and swaying. The creature dry heaved repeatedly, letting out nothing but an acrid strand of saliva. The interior was silent of any voices. The only sound was the screeching and groaning of the airframe. After nearly an hour of misery, the pilot’s voice returned to the overhead.

    “Sergeant Ashleigh, we need to turn this aircraft around. I am requesting permission to abandon course.”

    The replying voice roared up from the back of the cabin, needing no speakers to be heard clearly. “You will not turn around this aircraft! If you turn around, I will have you court-martialed! I will have no cowards serving under me!”

    The violent shuddering of the craft became even more cataclysmic. When the creature dared to peel one eye open, it could see the grim faces of the hardened men etched with deep concern. Fingers gripped armrests as though holding desperately to life itself which threatened to slip away. Sabo had gone limp on the seat nearby. His eyes were clenched shut and his lips moved ceaselessly in voiceless pleas to a greater power. Then a horrifying scream of material forced beyond its physical limits reverberated through the plane. A violent lurching movement followed and then the sensation of freefall.

    The pilot’s voice sounded as though someone were strangling him. “Prepare for a water landing! Life vests and safe landing positions! I’ll try to keep us in the air as long as I can!”

    Bellows of despair and alarm sounded from all around the cabin. Sabo roused himself from his stupor, looking wild-eyed and ill.

    “I need to put a life vest on you. Do you understand?”

    The creature was fully in an animal state, shrieking and struggling against the seatbelt.

    “I know you’re afraid. We all are. You need to trust me.”

    Consciousness departed, and everything that followed came in flashes of awareness numbed by the psychic shield. A deafening roar drowned out all sound except for the young woman’s screams. Ashleigh sat expressionless in the back of the cabin, his eyes staring straight forward. Someone cursed God at such a volume that it cut through the chaos. Then everyone lurched toward the front of the aircraft from a monumental impact. Loose objects flew down the aisle, some impacting the ceiling and the backs of the seats. After an eerie moment of calm, a second impact followed. Water began pouring in from the cockpit door. Sabo freed himself and then fought with the creature’s restraint. The vision went dark again.

    The sound of waves crashing onto a shore pushed through the psychic shield. Desperate and mournful voices called out all around.

    “I’m going in. Don’t try to stop me.”

    “Sergeant, it’s been ten minutes. There’s no way they survived.”

    “Give me that fucking light. I’m going in.”

    “Is he really going to—”

    “Just let him go. He’s dangerous when he gets like this.”

    Someone kept repeating, “Oh Jesus! Oh fuck!”

    “How long should we give him before we worry?”

    “Five minutes.”

    “Is everyone here alright? Any injuries?”

    “Old man’s leg is fucked up, and Conway’s head is bleeding. He probably has a concussion. Everyone else is fine, at least of the ones who made it out.”

    “All things considered, it’s a miraculous outcome.”

    “Hey, is that—Sergeant!”

    “Dead. The flight crew is all dead. Our prince is gone. Clay, are you sure he was secured to the seat?”

    “Yes, sir. He was cuffed to the inner part. No way it could have slid off.”

    “The laws of the universe have turned against me.” The wide-jawed face appeared inches away from the creature’s eyes, and vice-like hands gripped the shoulders. “What are you, ill-omened beast? Are you my albatross? Maybe I should put you out to sea and let you die like better men than you. Four bodies are left in that wreck, and my prize vanished into the wind! Tell me you were worth it! Who are you?”

    “Please, Sergeant, he didn’t do anything wrong! He’s had enough pain,” Sabo’s voice begged. “He’s like a beaten dog. It’s wrong to blame him. He doesn’t even understand.”

    The face receded. “You’re right. I’m to blame. I rode us into the storm. I have four more bodies to my name. The mission has not changed. We find shelter until this storm passes and then hunt for our man. No time for grief, not for any of you. It all belongs to me now.”

    

    

    CHAPTER 2

    

    The creature woke to a tickling sensation on its face. Upon opening its eyes, it discovered that dead fronds of palm trees piled atop its body obscured its view. After some weak struggling, they fell off to reveal the bright light of morning and a brilliant blue sky marked by only a few puffy white clouds gliding over in the distance. The creature lay in the shade of a tropical grove about fifty yards from a sandy beach where waves of crystalline water rushed up and broke into the purest foam, untarnished by the grime and discolored film of civilization.

    The distant sound of voices traveled up the shore. Far off, a group of men stood beside a nearly submerged airplane. Only the hind vertical fin and the edge of one wingtip poked out of the water. The temperature of the air was perfect. The creature was the closest it had been in memory to feeling peace and contentment.

    “You are the one they found in the prison?” A voice asked.

    The creature whirled around to face the speaker and cowered against a tree, crawling around to the far side to peek past its edge. It was the old man who was still wearing his Panama hat. The left pantleg of his tan slacks was torn up to the thigh and his leg was bandaged.

    “Do not worry. I am no danger to you. As it is, I can barely hobble around. My leg hit the seat in front of me during the crash. My skin split right open from the impact, and I sustained a fracture. That’s what the medic tells me. I’m Eduardo Garcia, professor of language and culture at Universidad Nacional de Colombia. The young woman you probably saw at some point last night is my daughter, Ana. We were in your same situation but only for a few days. Sergeant Ashleigh’s men recovered us because I am both an American and Colombian citizen. But I am glad they found you as well. I understand that you do not speak, and that’s fine. You are good company regardless.”

    The creature relaxed and moved around to the front of the tree and slid down with its back resting against the trunk. It was very hungry.

    Eduardo nodded his head toward the men on the beach. “They are trying to recover what they can from the plane and remove the bodies of the flight crew. It is a miracle that we landed by this island.” He swept an arm out to his right. “It is large, maybe a few miles long. I am shocked that it is not already home to some billionaire.” He shifted his leg and winced. “But do not hang around here on my account. It would do you good to find your legs if you have the strength.”

    The creature watched the man for a while, and once it was clear he had nothing more to say, it slid its back up the trunk and stood rather shakily. The old man smiled encouragingly. It took a few faltering steps like an infant animal, bracing a hand against the trunks of palm trees as it maneuvered gradually toward the sunken plane. Even in the sparse covering of trees, the island teemed with life. Tiny animals moved everywhere among the dead fallen palm fronds and tufts of dry grass sticking up from the sand. Insects buzzed by on the light breeze and birds called out with urgent songs above. The creature was utterly transfixed after spending so much time in the lifeless concrete box.

    The sound of the creature’s movement startled a being much larger than all others, and it made a rustling noise to the right. Surprised by the unexpected sound, the creature also retreated, finding another tree to conceal its body. A dark and anxious but solemn eye peered out from around a nearby trunk. Beside it, a glistening cascade of black hair hung down. It was Eduardo’s daughter. She peeped out a little further and said, “Hola” in a timid voice.

    The creature said nothing of course, and so she tried again. “Hola, mi nombre es Ana. ¿Cómo te llamas?” When she received no response a second time, she tried in English. “I’m Ana. Do you speak English?”

    The creature lowered its eyes and slid down the trunk until it sat.

    “How long did they keep you locked up?”

    Hot liquid stung at the creature’s eyes. It wanted to speak, especially to the most beautiful creature it had seen in time without measure, but it was unable. Words would not form, even in the mind. Something had broken. A part of the brain had been chemically obliterated, perhaps permanently. The thing could not even cry properly, but only leak water from the eyes and hold a grimace of pain.

    She squatted down a few feet away looking perplexed and a little concerned by its behavior. “What did they do to you?” She was wearing knee-length shorts and a T-shirt that made her seem younger than she likely was. If the creature had to guess her age, it would be nineteen.

    A chorus of shouts rang out from the direction of the beach. The creature turned to find the source. The military men had recovered a body and dragged it onto the shore. One man lifted it by the ankles and another by the wrists as they struggled up through the shallow surf. The pale and wet skin of the corpse glistened disconcertingly in the sunlight as though it belonged to a subterranean creature alien to the surface world.

    “It seems strange that they would spend their time on this when we don’t even know where we are. I suppose it’s about camaraderie, or duty,” Ana remarked. “They make me nervous, the big one who is built like a bear with another animal’s head especially. The medic they call Sabo is OK, though. He seems to care about you. Maybe he cares about everyone. I guess he has to.”

    The creature watched intently as another body bobbed up to the surface. The men pulled it ashore and laid it beside the first one. The girl and the thing that used to be a man observed silently from the shade of the trees until the job was done and four corpses rested in a row. The men all converged and began the process of carrying the bodies up toward the trees. The creature and the girl shrank back, putting distance between themselves and the activity. They could not escape Ashleigh’s roving eyes. He shouted to the pitiable being while striding up the shore with a corpse flung over his shoulder. 

    “Thin man, skeleton, it’s good to see you up. I owe you an apology for last night. It was wrong of me to blame you for our misfortunes. We’re going to bury our compatriots and give them a proper eulogy. Then the real work begins. Girl, help your father over here. It’s for the best that everyone is here to pay respect.”

    Ana darted off among the trees, likely glad to have an excuse to leave the men if even for a short time. The creature noticed that a few of them followed her with their eyes and did not look away until the trees obscured her form.

    “What’s the plan for after?” One of the men asked.

    “We look for that damned satellite phone,” Ashleigh growled. “Once we know whether it still works or not, then we can look to other pressing matters like food, water, and shelter. If the phone is broken, then we may be in this for the long haul. First step in that case is salvage. There’s water and food on the plane along with medical supplies. We should get everything we can without risking our lives too much. It was fortunate that the plane came to rest on that sandbar, but there’s no telling how long it sticks around. If we get another bout of rough weather, it might slide out into deeper water.”

    After Ashleigh finished laying out the plan, they all dug in silence. Some used their hands, and others jabbed at the sand with the torn off stalks of small palm trees and a few large bowl-shaped shells. Ana arrived with her father who hobbled along with his weight on her shoulders. The men finished the shallow graves with surprising quickness.

    “No need for six feet,” the sergeant remarked. “Three is enough. When we get out of here, someone will have to bring the remains back stateside anyway. I’m sure the brass will invent an official story of how they died. If they try to pass it off as a training accident like usual, I’ll raise hell. Might as well kill a man twice by taking away his final moments of bravery.”

    The men marked the head of each mound with as large a stone as they could find and then lay out in the shade. The sergeant stood and ruminated with a bowed head for a moment before beginning his oration.

    “I did not know Randall, Cox, Conrad, or Jones very well, but that doesn’t matter. What matters is that I was responsible for them. I took their lives in my hands as I did with all of you. It takes more faith to obey than to lead, but leaders are judged, not only for their own lives, but the lives of those who die in obedience to them. Because of this, I am at the mercy of these men. I will carry the memory of them with me always and never forget my burden, that my soul in its passage to the afterlife bears the weight of four others. Without their mercy, I am destined for a grim eternity. God bless these men. They died in service to their nation, and there is no greater honor.”

    A murmur of assent sounded from all those who sat around, although some eyes cast about seeking unspoken agreement that the sergeant’s words were very strange. His tendency toward superstition, which the creature had heard mentioned previously, might be intensifying due to the current circumstances.

    “Now we rest for a bit, and then we plunge back in,” Ashleigh continued after an appropriate moment of silence. “The professor, skeleton, and Ana are excepted from hazardous work. I only ask that, while we attempt salvage, you three find out what we have nearby as far as shelter and resources.”

    Eduardo inclined his head. “We will do what we can. My daughter and I are in your debt.”

    “Not mine,” Ashleigh insisted, waving a meaty hand as though to ward off the sentiment. “You owe your gratitude to the United Stated of America, of which I am only an emissary.”

    The men got their rest, laying out in a formation of slowly expanding and contracting mounds. They looked like dozing beasts in the cool dark of a desert oasis. Then the sergeant rose, and they wordlessly followed him back down to the beach.

    “I don’t think I will be much good for scouting the area with this leg,” Eduardo said with resignation. “I feel so useless.”

    “It’s alright,” Ana assured him. “I can look around.” She turned to glance at the creature which was sitting on the ground and staring at the sandy bumps that marked the graves. “I don’t like that they call you ‘skeleton’ and ‘thin man.’ You should have a proper name. Maybe it would help you recover your senses if you had one.” She turned to her father. “What do you think his name should be?”

    The old man squinted and furrowed his brow before shaking his head. “I’ll just end up picking something academic, and neither you nor he will like it.”

    “We should call him something free, like the name of a bird or a saint.” She rested her small, pointed chin in a hand to think. “We should call him Lazarus!” She exclaimed. “It’s a nice name and appropriate.”

    Her father smiled. “I think Lazarus suits him just fine.”

    She rose and turned toward the unexplored inner reaches of the island. “Lazarus can do whatever he wants, but I’m going to see what I can find.”

    “Do be careful,” Eduardo urged.

    “I will.” She moved away into the thicker foliage in the opposite direction of the beach. The sound of her rustling was audible for a few minutes after she disappeared from view.

    Once the two of them were alone, the academic turned his focus entirely to the creature. “As a student of language, I find your inability to speak very interesting. Do you understand what I am saying? Can you nod if you understand me?”

    The creature did not respond in any way.

    “Can you make any gesture to express yourself or are you simply trapped in that head of yours?”

    The creature squatted down on the sand and lowered its head.

    “So, either you do not understand me at all, or your auditory dorsal pathway has been damaged.” The old man leaned over so that he was reclining like a Roman on the dead palm fronds. “You see, Hickok and Poeppel’s dual pathway model hypothesizes that there are two avenues for auditory processing, one associated with audio-visual concepts and the other with basic speech and motor function.” He paused and laughed. “I honestly don’t even know if I’m talking to a brick wall right now.”

    He though quietly for a few minutes. “If I were to theorize, I think your motor language pathway has been damaged, which means that not only are you unable to speak, but you also cannot gesture in ways that convey language. I’m not even sure you can obey commands. It may be possible for me to undertake a sort of therapy with you in an attempt to repair the damaged connections in your brain. Sadly, it won’t do any good without proper nutrition. If we can’t find good food, then we will all be on the decline soon.”

    The two of them watched Ashleigh’s men down by the beach. The soldiers stood on top of the plane’s nearer wing in knee-deep water and took turns submerging along the side of the aircraft where there must have been an open door into the flooded cabin. Occasionally their distant voices rang out in celebration and one of them swam back to the sand with an object in tow, adding it to a small but growing pile of salvage.

    “There are coconuts in the trees,” Eduardo remarked, looking up and shielding his eyes when the Panama hat no longer protected them. The swaying branches of the trees above sent intersecting rows of bladelike shadows across his face and body. “At least they are of some nutrient value. With eleven of us, they will not last very long.” He smiled ruefully. “If it were not for my leg and the worries about our basic needs for survival, then I would find this situation quite fun. It is like one of the adventure stories that I loved to read as a young boy. I’m sure you read those too, the tales of sailors marooned on empty islands and surviving by their own wits and ingenuity.

    A high-pitched shout from the direction of the dense foliage attracted all of Eduardo’s attention. The rapidity and intensity of his concern indicated that he knew it was the voice of his daughter. He beckoned to the creature with an outstretched hand.

    “Will you help me to my feet, Lazarus? Either Ana has found something or is in trouble.”

    The creature jumped up in alarm and confusion but did not move closer.

    Eduardo sighed and groaned as he took hold of a nearby palm trunk and used it to slowly pull himself to his feet. He straightened fully with a gasp of pain.

    “I keep forgetting that you are worse than an infant when it comes to understanding me.”

    He took hold of his walking stick and began hobbling in the direction Ana had gone. He only made it a few steps before she came bursting through the undergrowth. Her eyes were wide, and she was gasping for breath.

    “We are not alone on this island,” she announced between violent inhalations. A twig and a few leaf fragments stuck out of her hair.

    “How do you know? What did you see?” her father asked.

    “It’s not far. Let me show you.”

    She crossed behind his back and stuck her head under his arm so that he leaned on her shoulders for support. They moved into the screen of plants, and the creature followed so as not to be left alone. Further in, deciduous trees with waxy leaves formed more of a canopy. Pink blossoms rested at the center of bursting pinwheels of verdant green. A soft carpeting of floral detritus covered the ground beneath their feet. They stopped in a clearing.

    “Look,” she urged, pointing.

    Eduardo jumped back, dragging her along with him and nearly taking both of them to the ground. The creature peered around them to look for the source of the shock and then threw itself to the ground with a wail. About forty feet away, the figures of a dozen men seemed to watch like stalking predators from among the trees, utterly still in the pre-ambush paralysis of anticipation.

    Then the professor began to laugh, disentangling himself from his daughter and leaning on a nearby trunk. Ana stooped down and patted the creature’s head.

    “Don’t worry,” she urged softly. “It’s just figures carved into the trunks of the trees.”

    “Remarkable,” Eduardo breathed out, using his stick to stagger a few steps closer. “I have never seen anything quite so complex in island handiwork among native tribes. It looks as though they carved away the trunk to form the human shapes and when the bark and soft outer flesh of the tree grew back, it filled in any rough edges and smoothed over angles to give the appearance of skin.”

    “Do you think there is an indigenous people living on this island?” Ana asked. “Anyone could have done this. Maybe it was sailors or vacationers. Oftentimes people island hop and go exploring.”

    “You are correct,” Eduardo admitted. “The possibility of a primitive tribe living on a Caribbean island in its primordial state is practically nonexistent. There aren’t many mysteries left in the world of satellite imagery.” He paused, removed his hat, and wiped sweat from his brow with the back of his wrist. “I suppose we should tell the sergeant about this discovery. It will likely change his plans.”

    The three of them picked their way through the foliage back in the direction of the plane. Ana and her father had their arms around one another, and the creature wandered behind them, empty-headed but overwhelmed with stimuli. Once on the sand and nearly to where the wetness bestowed by the waves ended, they came across one man who was working alone. He was short and bald on top but muscular. He noted them with a glance while sorting through boxes, miscellaneous odds and ends, and a few backpacks.

    “How goes the salvage, Mr. Conway?” Eduardo asked.

    The man was bare-chested and wore no shoes or socks, but he still wore his BDU pants rolled up to his knees. “Could be better and could be worse,” he muttered. A white cloth wrapped around his head just above the eyebrows showed rusty brown stains of dried blood.

    “How’s the head?” the professor asked, still making small talk.

    “Bell got rung pretty good. Sergeant won’t let me go under. Sabo says I should be fine in a few days. I’ve got one hell of a headache though.”

    They were interrupted by Sergeant Ashleigh stamping up the shore from the water, naked save for his underwear which was purple and resembled a woman’s bikini bottom. It left very little to the imagination. His body’s skin was paler than the creature would have guessed, and coarse dark hair like a wild pig’s covered his shoulders and back. He heaved a great big plastic crate up onto the wet sand with a rope looped around the front of his chest. The large container left deep grooves leading back into the water. The other men swam in on the waves, laughing and skidding to a stop on their bellies like sea turtles.

    Once they all reached dry sand, Ashleigh cast down the rope and turned around, stooping to release the clamps on the lid of the waterproof chest. He flung the top aside, and the men all gathered around. They let out deep sighs of relief and a few roared in celebration.

    “It’s the emergency supplies,” the sergeant explained, crossing from the soldiers to the three new arrivals. He looked down at his naked body. “Sorry for my state, but we do not live in circumstances that demand propriety. Should be enough food and water in there to last a week or so on tight rations. There should also be more flashlights, a flare gun, thermal blankets, fire starter kits, and medical supplies. Our situation just improved significantly. The bad news is that we found the satellite phone and it’s busted.”

    “We discovered something that will interest you,” Eduardo explained after the sergeant finished his assessment. “We found evidence that there may be other people living on this island.”

    Ashleigh’s eyes narrowed. “What sort of evidence?”

    “Carvings on trees further back in the canopy.”

    “Primitives, you think?”

    “Not likely,” the professor explained. “The islands of this area are all known at this point. A tribe of people would not escape notice for this long.”

    “You speak as though you know where we are. The world still holds mysteries not subject to the limits of your imagination,” the sergeant replied. He turned and shouted to his men. “Get those supplies up beneath the trees. Bury the crate to keep it cool and out of sight.” He tilted a massive shoulder down toward the old man. “Climb on my back. I’ll carry you to your signs of life.” Then he turned to Ana. “Lead the way.”

    The creature remained behind, wandering down into the shallowest sheets of water which crept up the sand and swirled around its bony feet like the purest liquid glass. The men grunted and heaved the crate away. Sea birds flew overhead and let out screeching calls. A sheet of rain fell down from dark and distant clouds and formed a smudge of gray hanging far out over the water. The hiss of the breeze and murmurs of the lapping water spoke out like solemn whispers among all the other sounds. Tears rolled down the creature’s cheeks. It had never expected to see such a beautiful world.

    

    . .    .

    

    Once evening turned to nightfall, the sergeant allowed the men to light a campfire under the sparse shade of the palms near the sandy beach. The spot was close enough to the crash site that the plane’s tail tip was visible poking out of the water. Ashleigh got everyone up to speed. Luckily, he had put his clothes back on after they dried adequately.

    “While you all were preparing this camp, I went on a little field trip with our friend the professor. We have determined that we may not be the only people on this island.”

    The half dozen fighting men exchanged looks that ranged from surprise to mild alarm. The sergeant put their murmuring to rest with a hand raised facing outward.

    “Until we determine who else is here on this island and what sort of people they are, we will take turns keeping watch during the night. Now that we have provisions to last us a little while, our next priority is to establish peaceful communication with whoever else is here. If it’s a peaceful tribal people, then maybe we can form a symbiotic relationship until we figure out a way to get home. Who knows, maybe there’s a mansion or a resort on the other side of the island. The only way to know for sure is to explore, which we will do cautiously tomorrow morning.”

    “And what if they aren’t friendly?” A tall man with shoulder length hair asked. The creature had heard him referred to as Miller. “Now we have to worry about savages cutting our throats in the night?”

    The sergeant loomed over the fire angrily. “I won’t have that sort of defeatist talk. No more use of that word, either. If we share this island with a primitive people, then you will show them kindness, patience, and understanding.”

    Miller volunteered to keep first watch, possibly in an attempt to re-enter the sergeant’s good graces. They all sat around the fire eating MREs, tinned fish, SPAM, and drinking water from bottles. The fire burned late into the night, and the creature stared into the coals long after everyone else went to sleep, save for Miller who sat alone on his watch a few yards off, smoking a precious cigarette which was his payment for volunteering. The creature turned to look into the darkness of the jungle island. The silver moonlight made strange, morphing crescents where it anointed the tops of the swaying palm fronds. The creature swung around to stare out across the water where the lunar source hung low, and a rippling beam, foreshortened by what seemed infinite space, fluctuated on the water. All the world seemed a tunnel, and the white disc above was a distant opening into another cold and unforgiving plane. The creature squatted down and could not avert its gaze until the outer edges of its vision swam and the breeze and sound of the waves rocked it to sleep.

    

    . .    .

    

    Ashleigh insisted that they all share food in the morning and only eat half a portion. Everyone obeyed him without complaint. His commanding aura and stature were such that rank was unnecessary when demanding obedience. He sat close to the professor while eating, appearing like a boulder as he hunched over and lowered his head to make his eyes level with the other man’s.

    “If there are natives, do you think you can communicate with them?”

    Eduardo shrugged but then nodded. “I believe so. I have studied the language of the Wayuu people, which is widespread among indigenous people in northern Colombia. There are various dialects, but they are similar to one another. So long as the people we encounter are speaking some variety of the Arawakan language family, then I should be able to come to an understanding with time and patience.”

    “And what about the culture of the people? What can we expect?”

    “I’m not sure,” the professor admitted. “For an island like this and the people on it to go undiscovered until the present day is very unlikely, especially a Caribbean culture where navigation by canoe is typically integral. I would say that we can expect peaceful fishermen and traders, but these assumptions are based on the cultures that we know of.”

    “Great,” Clay grunted out from nearby. He was a soldier with short red hair who had escaped Ashleigh’s wrath by becoming so agreeable on the plane. “For all we know, there could be tribesmen waiting in the undergrowth to stick us with spears.”

    “That’s doubtful,” Eduardo replied. “I do think we should be sure not to surprise anyone who might be living here. Although counterintuitive, it would be prudent to make nonthreatening or friendly noises while we explore.”

    “What, we’re going to wander around singing show tunes?” Clay asked sarcastically.   

    Sergeant Ashleigh lifted his head. “That’s actually not a bad idea. If we move across the island in a wide sweep and sing a friendly sounding song, then we’re sure to find whoever is here and put them in a good mood.” He smiled, showing his wide rows of small teeth.

    “You know what you said before about how we should always assume you aren’t joking?” Clay asked. “You’re making it really hard right now, Sergeant.”

    “Same rule applies,” Ashleigh replied simply.

    “How are we for weapons?” a blond man with a moustache asked. “I’m not going to go traipsing around unknown ground singing like a lunatic without a gun. We locked the rifles away in the plane, and now they’re as good as gone.”

    “No automatic weapons carried in the cabin. It’s my rule, and I don’t regret it,” the sergeant said gruffly. “Most of you have your sidearms, yes?”

    All of the men nodded except the one who had asked. He lowered his head sheepishly. “Mine got lost in the crash. It got caught up on one of the seats on my way down the aisle, and I pulled off the strap.”

    “No shame in that, Jenkins,” Ashleigh sighed. “No use risking your life for a pistol.” He rose and unbuckled his own leg holster, holding it out to his man. “If you need a gun, then take mine. But if any of you fires your weapon or even draws without my permission, then you’ll wish you never made it out of the plane.” He turned to the professor. “Dr. Garcia, you can ride on my back again. I want you close. If we find our escaped prisoner, then we take him alive if possible. No prince means half of this operation is a bust. Now let’s clear out.”

    Ashleigh and his men lined up in a wide formation, each soldier about twenty feet apart. The sergeant bore the professor effortlessly, as though he were a child. Some discussion followed about what song they should all sing and what qualified as a happy and nonthreatening one. Then more disagreement developed because there were few songs which everyone knew the words to. Someone suggested the Happy Birthday Song as a joke, but the sergeant was having none of it.

    “That goddamn song sounds like a funeral dirge. If I heard a band of men coming through the trees and singing that tune and didn’t know what it meant, I’d be shooting before I even saw their faces.”

    Everyone laughed at that, and the joke raised their spirits.

    “We’re singing Dylan, the one about the times changing,” the sergeant said finally. “I’ll start and everyone can join in as you pick up the words.”

    Ashleigh started in his low but sonorous voice. A few of the others knew all the words, and by the third time through, everyone had joined in as they moved from the palms into thicker cover. The creature followed behind, not wanting to be left alone with Conway who was tasked with guarding the provisions and sat quietly under a tree while sharpening his knife on a rock. When they reached the clearing that contained the figures carved out of the tree trunks, the sergeant called everyone over so they could see the strange artifacts.

    “Why would anyone make these? To scare off outsiders?” Jenkins asked, resting a hand on his newly acquired firearm.

    “Likely,” Eduardo replied, poking his head over the sergeant’s shoulder. “I’ve never seen anything quite like it in all my studies. It’s very complex for primitive art.”

    “Well, let’s hope they aren’t too clever, whoever they are,” Clay murmured, scrutinizing the carvings with a look of suspicion and resentment.

    After the short stop, they spread out and started singing again. The island widened beyond the clearing, and the trees grew even closer together. They made it through Dylan’s song two more times before the ground sank down and brackish water lay stagnant around the spider leg roots of mangrove trees. The singing was broken at points by sloshing noises and a few bitterly shouted complaints. Miniscule insects swarmed around their faces in the shade, and a few larger ones fled before them while emitting low droning sounds.

    “If I see a snake, I’m shooting,” Jenkins insisted. “I don’t fuck around with those things. I’m not dying in the middle of nowhere from a snake bite.”

    “You’ll do no such thing,” Ashleigh rebuffed him.

    “Yeah, well I’m not dying just so savages don’t get spooked.”

    “What did I say about using that term?”

    The men had stopped singing, and Ashleigh called out in a commanding voice, “Unless someone has another song request, then it’s Dylan again. I’m not hearing those voices.”

    The difficult going of the swamp had dampened the spirits of the men. The creature stepped cautiously through the now knee-deep water, following an undisturbed path so that it could see down to the bottom. Small fish moved in formation around branches and rocks, veering off to hide at the sight of movement. The creature noticed its reflection on the surface and stopped, squinting down to examine the unfamiliar face staring back. The skin was very pale, and the sandy-colored hair hung down past the shoulders. It appeared brittle, limp, and dead. The cheeks sank in toward the teeth and the eyes were dull and lacked any sign of animating spirit. The creature recoiled, feeling as if it looked through a portal at another being. It lost its footing and plunged backward into the water. By the time the thing clambered spluttering to its feet, covered in mud and brackish slime, the others had moved forward out of sight. The creature stumbled ahead, no longer taking the time to look down through the water.

    The ground thankfully rose again and dried out. The creature burst into an open area and found Jenkins who was startled and gripping the still holstered pistol firmly.

    “Christ, you can’t run up on me like that. If it wasn’t for the sergeant’s warnings, I’d have taken your head clean off.” He looked at the sorry state of the figure in front of him. “You’re lucky I even recognized you. The hell did you do, go for a slither around in the mud?”

    Before things could get any more uncomfortable, a piercing scream rang out ahead and to the right. The creature threw its arms around its chest and fell to its knees.

    “The fuck?” Jenkins exclaimed and turned in the direction of the sound. Loud voices moved in from all directions, converging on the source of the alarm. The soldier moved toward the others cautiously, his hand remaining on the pistol’s grip. The creature followed, still bound up in its own arms.

    Sergeant Ashleigh and the others stood in a semicircle with their backs to the two new arrivals. They looked down at something in front of them while having an urgent discussion. The professor sat leaning against a tree nearby and Ana stood over him with wide eyes. The creature moved around to the edge of the group and peered into a pit that had opened in the ground. The man named Clay was sprawled on his back about eight feet down and did not move.

    “Everyone, stay back!” the sergeant commanded. “Until we figure out where the edge of this hole is, I don’t want anyone getting closer.”

    Sabo was on the opposite edge of the semicircle and crawled forward on his hands and knees, testing the ground ahead of him carefully as he moved.

    “By God, there’s spikes in that pit!” Miller shouted. “What kind of sadistic trap is this?”

    “I’m going to try to climb down,” the medic insisted. “I found the edge.” He began sweeping sticks and leaves away to reveal where the ground fell off.

    “Can we all finally agree that maybe the people around here aren’t friendly?” Jenkins demanded.

    “Quiet! All of you shut up!” Ashleigh roared. “Sabo, if you can get down there safely to look at him, then you have my permission. The rest of you calm down and keep back. We don’t need a full panic.”

    Miller offered a forearm to the medic, and he grasped onto it, lowering a leg down along the wall of the pit. After a perilous moment, his feet touched the bottom, and he stooped to clear debris off the spikes in order to safely approach the fallen man.

    “How is he?” the sergeant asked after a minute.

    Sabo had carefully squirmed down to look at Clay’s back. “Not good, sir. His body is pierced in three different spots. Judging by the average length of these sharpened sticks, each one is at least two inches into his body. Even if we can get him out, I’m not sure if we have the materials I need to patch him up, and that’s only if none of his vitals got hit.”

    “So, what? We should just let him die?” Jenkins asked incredulously.

    “Nobody is letting anyone die!” the sergeant shouted. He stooped forward over the pit. “What do you need in order to give him the best shot?”

    “I can’t treat him here,” the medic replied. “We can’t pull him off these spikes or he’ll bleed out. We’d never get him back to the camp in time. We need to cut the stakes off underneath and leave them in his body until I have the space and supplies to try to get them out.”

    Clay was overcoming the shock and trying to move. His entire body spasmed and he let out an agonizing cry of pain. Sabo gently placed his arms on the man’s shoulders and begged him not to move.

    “Do we have any way to cut them?” Ashleigh asked, looking around at the other men. “All I have is a knife, and I doubt that’s good enough.”

    “All we brought is knives, rope, and some water,” Miller replied. “There was a serrated blade in the emergency supplies but that’s back at the camp.”

    “Goddamn it all,” the sergeant hissed. “Well, who wants to go back?”

    “I’ll do it,” Miller offered. “I can’t bear to hang around watching one of my buddies suffer like this.”

    “Then go! Grab everything we might need to haul him out of here. Get more rope, some blankets, and the saw.” He turned to Sabo. “What about medical supplies?”

    “I have a kit on me. So long as he doesn’t struggle too much, I can get him back with this.”

    Miller rushed away through the undergrowth, not needing an order to depart. The creature lay near the lip of the pit, peering over with one eye on occasion, curious but disturbed by what transpired below. The pierced man groaned ceaselessly. The other men paced and winced at the sounds.

    “Do you have anesthesia?” the sergeant asked finally, when it was too much even for him.

    “I have fentanyl in my kit.”

    “Then will you ease his pain?”

    “My only concern is that he might start trying to move again if I numb him up too much.”

    “Can you knock him out?”

    Sabo had opened his sling pack and dug through the contents before nodding. “I can sedate him pretty well.”

    “It’s for the best, I think,” the sergeant replied.

    After a few minutes, the man lay limp with his arms splayed out to the sides and his chest rising and falling slowly. Everyone appeared relieved that the sounds of agony had ceased.

    “What’s our best and worst case?” the sergeant asked after he was certain that the wounded man could no longer hear them.

    “Best case is he only has wounds in his non-organ tissue. One stake is in this thigh, which isn’t too much of a worry, but the other two are in the back of the lower abdomen below the ribs on the left and back of the torso on the right. If one of those hit his kidney, intestines, liver, or lung, then the situation is much more serious. I don’t have the equipment and supplies necessary to treat that sort of injury, especially if we can’t get him to a hospital soon after. I can’t leave them in if we’re stuck here long term because he’ll die from sepsis, but if I take them out, then it may kill him. If one of his organs was pierced, then the chances of survival are low either way.”

    The sergeant stamped back and forth. “Another body on my back. We don’t need this, and he doesn’t deserve it. Could never have expected this sort of thing.” He turned to the professor. “Have you ever seen anything like this with your study of local tribes?”

    Eduardo shook his head. “Never. The only use of traps and snares is typically for hunting, and small islands like this aren’t inhabited by game large enough for trapping.”

    “So, this was meant for humans and was not put here by indigenous people?” Ashleigh asked.

    “Yes, based on my knowledge.”

    “It doesn’t make any sense.”

    “Are we trapped on some kind of murder island?” Jenkins asked, his eyes wide with horror.

    “The hell do you mean by that?” the sergeant demanded.

    “What if this is an island where some psychopath or group of rich sadists bring people in order to hunt and kill them? It explains this spike trap and the figures carved into the trees. They’re all methods to terrorize and wound the victims.”

    Ashleigh rolled his eyes. “You’ve been watching too many action films, soldier. Last thing we need in this situation is people’s imaginations running wild.”

    “Well, what other explanation is there?”

    “Plenty. Who knows how long that pit has been here? It could have been left by smugglers. They move drugs into the states by boat too, you know.”

    Jenkins deflated a little. “I suppose you’re right. That’s not a bad explanation either.”

    “It’s a hell of a lot better than murder island.”

    Miller must have run like the wind because he arrived minutes later with a bundle of blankets tied up in rope resting on one shoulder and the saw dangling from his other hand. Conway followed close behind. When the sergeant saw the second man, his features hardened, and his eyes narrowed.

    “The fuck are you doing here, Conway?” he turned to Miller. “Did I tell you to bring him along?”

    The two arrivals glanced at one another with flushed faces, neither wanting to respond.

    “He didn’t ask me. I wanted to come along in case you needed another set of hands,” Conway explained.

    Ashleigh’s eyes flashed at the short man. His voice was a terrifying growl that seemed to suck the air out of the clearing. “Don’t ever presume what I want or need.” He whirled around to look at Miller, who was paralyzed. “Give Sabo that saw. Green, help him down into that pit. You need another set of hands?”

    “Yes, please,” the medic confirmed.

    Conway shrank back, but the sergeant was not done.

    “Never get too clever with me. You think you know what I want better than I do? Are you some kind of mind reader?”

    Miller was in the pit now and sawed at the spikes around Clay’s body at Sabo’s direction in order to make a safe work area.

    “That was a question, Conway, and I expect an answer. Are you a mind reader?”

    “N—no, sir. I am not.”

    “Then why are you pretending to be one? Are you dishonest? Is that what it is? Do you like to put on appearances of wisdom and pretentions of authority? I don’t need you to have ideas. I need you to obey. Now, what good will you do if we get your wounded comrade back to the camp and find that the supplies have been stolen or destroyed? Do you think that will make the situation any better? Do I need to remind you that we have a very dangerous man loose on this island who would love nothing more than to see us all dead?” He stopped and stared at the now crimson soldier expectantly.

    “I’m sorry, sir. I had not considered that.”

    “No, you did not, which is why I’m the one who makes decisions, not you. Now go back to the camp and say a prayer on the way that everything is how you left it.”

    Conway crashed away through the underbrush, clearly wanting to be out of sight as soon as possible.

    Ashleigh spat angrily and turned back to the pit. “How goes it down there?”

    Miller had squatted down with his arms held out under Clay’s back. His face was pale and strained from exertion. 

    “I’ve cut off the one stuck in his torso,” Sabo explained in a muffled voice from his position lying down with his head partly under the wounded man’s body. “Moving on to lower abdomen. If you all up there can find some sturdy branches, we’ll need to make a stretcher so that we can lift him out without disturbing the wounds.”

    “Green, Jenkins, and Robbins, you heard him, right?”

    The three men outside the pit jumped into action. After witnessing the total verbal destruction of Conway, nobody wanted to be on the receiving end of the sergeant’s wrath.

    “Is there anything we can do?” Eduardo asked.

    Ashleigh turned to look down at him and then glanced over at his daughter. “Young lady, can you get your father back to the camp and take mute man along with you? The less people I need to keep track of the better.”

    “His name is Lazarus,” she replied, not defiantly but firmly.

    The sergeant did a double-take and then looked at the creature with a smile. “So, he has a name now, does he? Alright then. Do you think you three can get back to the camp by yourselves?”

    “I’ll be fine,” the professor replied. “My leg is feeling better, thanks to you carrying me around all morning.”

    “Good. We will be back soon, provided there are no more disasters.”

    Ana moved over to the creature and took hold of its elbow, yanking up on it and saying, “Come on, get up, Lazarus. We need to go back.”

    After a few seconds of coaxing, the creature tore its eyes away from the men working in the pit and rose to its feet. It looked around with a confused expression.

    “You might know his name, but he sure doesn’t,” Ashleigh observed with a wry grin.

    As soon as Ana had her father’s arm securely over her shoulders, the three of them left in the direction of the camp. By the time they had crossed the mangrove swamp, passed by the mysterious carved figures, and could see a sullen Conway stabbing angrily at a coconut with his knife in an attempt to get it open, the sun had passed its midday point and began the descent down the sky above the sunken plane. Once they were in the shade by the buried supply crate and Eduardo was once again resting his wounded leg, he gestured for the creature to sit beside him.

    “Ana, please bring him over here.”

    She pushed the creature by the shoulders until it stood beside the old man. None of their requests that it sit down were heeded until finally it plopped down onto its haunches of its own volition.

    “I’m going to begin trying to give him speech again,” Eduardo explained. “It is vital to use gestures and touch to convey meaning while speaking to him, as I think they are all connected with the same problem in his brain.”

    Ana sat down against a tree a few yards away and watched with her knees hugged to her body.

    The professor put a hand against the creature’s bare chest and said, “You are Lazarus.” He repeated this a number of times and then took the creature’s hand and pressed it against his own chest. “I am Eduardo.” He did this about a dozen times before scooping sand up and letting it drain out between his fingers. “This is sand.” After doing this repeatedly, he lifted the creature’s hand and dropped sand into it while saying the word over and over. He then preformed similar exercises while pointing at the sky and then touching a tree.

    After about an hour, Conway’s curiosity got the better of him and he wandered over to see what they were doing. For a while he just sat and watched, occasionally scratching at the scab on his now uncovered forehead.

    “It’s like playing with a baby,” he observed.

    “Yes, exactly the same,” the professor explained. “My hope is to replicate the same methods one uses with an infant to rebuild his ability to understand language. Very keen observation. Do you have children?”

    “Yeah,” the soldier replied, “and a bitch of an ex-wife who does all she can to keep me away from them.”

    “I’m sorry to hear that.”

    “Story of my life is other folks being sorry for my state. Nothing you can do about it, though.” He lifted the coconut he had been working on and tilted his head back so that the milk dribbled into his mouth. After casting it aside, he added, “Well, at least that’s one thing to put in the win column for today. Sorry, I’m a bit gloomy.”

    “Is the sergeant so harsh usually?” Eduardo asked.

    “Sometimes. He’s a mind-fucker, you know,” Conway explained. “He didn’t get his rank alongside us grunts. He’s some kind of military intelligence officer. We only work with him on special operations like this one. You didn’t hear any of this from me though,” he emphasized the point by stabbing his knife into the sand between his feet.

    Soon after, Ashleigh and the other soldiers emerged with the wounded man lying on a stretcher hanging from ropes looped over their shoulders. They reached the ashes left over from the campfire and gently lowered him to the ground nearby. Clay’s face was pale, and he lay on his stomach. The cut off ends of the stakes stuck out a few inches from the back of his body. All the men breathed heavily for a moment before the sergeant put an end to their rest.

    “Alright, Sabo, what do you need?” he asked.

    The young medic looked overwhelmed. His hands hung limply by his sides and his eyes stared off into infinity. After a moment, he roused himself, shaking his head as though knocking something loose within.

    “I need hot water to sterilize and all the medical supplies from the crate. I won’t use all of it, but I need to know what we have. Most of all I need space. Give me one man to assist, and the rest of you find something else to do. I can’t have everyone looking over my shoulder.”

    “I’ll help you,” Conway volunteered.

    Ashleigh gave him a scrutinizing look but nodded. Then everyone moved down to the beach. Some of the men swam to pass the time. The one called Robbins, who had a long beard and always seemed to be humming to himself, whittled at a long stick that he informed everyone in his southern drawl was to be a javelin.

    “When we were out on the wing of the plane trying to recover supplies, I kept seeing these fish out in the water. Not sure what they were, but I imagine they would make for good eating. Mark my words, before too many days go by, I’ll be spearing us enough fish that we’ll eat like island kings, or chiefs, or whatever.”

    Ashleigh said nothing the whole time and stared out over the ocean with eyelids that drooped on occasion. He reclined back on an elbow in a kind of trance.

    Miller talked aloud to nobody in particular. “They’re bound to come looking for us. They knew the flight plan. We went off course, sure, but they’ll come looking. I figure we’re out here a week at the most.”

    Over an hour passed, and the sun had moved down so that it blinded them when Sabo’s weary voice could be heard from close behind.

    “I got the stakes out of him, but it’s not looking good. The torso wound won’t stop bleeding. The blood is dark too. I did my best to get pressure on everything and get him stitched up, but he’s very weak. It will be a miracle if he makes it to the morning.”

    Ashleigh broke from his trance, rose, and turned. Once the medic finished speaking, the sergeant walked up to him and folded his arms around the smaller man in an engulfing embrace.

    “Don’t sell yourself short, soldier. You did your best.”

    Once afternoon turned to evening, the men built a fire near Clay to keep him warm through the night. Sabo, who was utterly drained, crumpled against a tree nearby and fell asleep instantly. The rest of them sat in silence before retiring for the night. When morning came, the young medic informed them that Clay was dead. They buried him in the row next to the flight crew. Ashleigh had even fewer words to share during his second eulogy. The sky was dark, showing the signs of an impending downpour.

    “We’re in hell,” Conway said grimly over breakfast. “This place is our own custom-built hell.”

    “I won’t have that kind of talk,” the sergeant admonished him. “Besides, you can’t die when you’re in hell.”

    

    

    CHAPTER 3

    

    The rains came late in the morning. In the preceding hours, the sergeant instructed the men to build a makeshift shelter if possible before the downpour. The results left much to be desired. An intense malaise had descended ever since the news of Clay’s death in the night, and it caused the soldiers to move as though submerged in syrup or floating semiconscious in an embryonic state, living as beings of deep telepathy and electromagnetic suggestion, transmitting unspoken despair through some primordial method of communal synchronization. By the time the wave of dense and heavy raindrops advanced up the beach and impacted the palm fronds above with violent slapping sounds, all they had assembled was a skewed rectangle of rope stretched between four palm trees. It held a skeleton of branches on top covered with a thin skin of broad leaves. There was barely enough room for everyone to sit underneath huddled around a fire as water dripped through and hissed into the flames.

    After it was clear that a morale crisis was approaching, Ashleigh crossed over to the buried supply crate, uncovered the lid, and began digging deep into the lowest reaches, setting aside stacks of canned food and bottled water until he came upon something at the very bottom. Once he had what he wanted and returned everything else to the cache, he approached the fire with two bottles in opaque skins that hid the color of the liquid inside. A black stamped label on the outside of each read “Accelerant.” He stood over the flames and looked around at the soldiers.

    “Don’t mind the label. This is whiskey. I was planning to save it for a special occasion, but it’s been a rough few days. Now seems as good a time as any to bust it out.” He twisted the cap off of one bottle to reveal that there was a cork attached to the bottom. He took one swallow and passed the bottle over to Green, who was closest.

    The professor and Ana shook their heads when offered the bottle. Nobody asked the creature if it wanted any. By the time it was halfway gone, the men were in much higher spirits, sharing stories of various escapades in both military and civilian life. Everyone eventually turned their eyes to the sergeant in expectation.

    “Surely you’ve got a couple good stories,” Jenkins coaxed. 

    Ashleigh made his strange cartoon cat smile. “You don’t want to hear my stories, soldier. They are an invocation of an evil magic. A curse is bestowed simply by the telling. It’s all in the sequence of the words and that they are sent from my lips. Intent has nothing to do with it. It happens just by nature of what I am.”

    The men laughed nervously and did not press him on the matter again. The warming and bolstering sensation brought on by the liquor drove them to venture out into the rain. They ran soaking wet down the beach like children, and then set out empty bottles with leaves and scraps of plastic used as makeshift funnels to capture water for later use. After that last bit of productive ingenuity, they wrestled bare-chested on the sand, hollering and roaring with laughter.

    “I’ve always despised drunkenness,” Ashleigh murmured after taking another sip from the remaining bottle and staring out at his men’s antics from beside the fire. He turned to the creature. “What about you? Should I give you some?” He held out the bottle, and the creature stared at it with a furrowed brow.

    “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Eduardo cautioned. “It would appear that his brain has already suffered enough damage from mind-altering chemicals.”

    The sergeant’s eyes, which glinted orange from the fire’s reflection, darted over. “Professor, you are a man of the academy. Where is your investigative spirit? Who knows what will happen if we give him booze? He may dance, sing, or even talk. We will never know unless we try.”

    “Or he may revert to an even more animal version of himself.”

    “Oh, you’re no fun.”

    The men had taken up the tune of Singing in the Rain. Some of them linked arms at the elbow and spun around first in one direction and then the other. Robbins came tramping up to the leaky covering with bright eyes and a stupid smile pulling at his lips. He lifted an arm and beckoned to Ana.

    “Come on and dance with us. Please? It’s been so long since I spun a girl around.”

    “I don’t think—” Eduardo began.

    “Hey, dad, I know how it is, but let the lady answer for herself,” the soldier cut in. He did not sound hostile but was clearly the sort of man whose insistence and boldness increased after a few drinks.

    Ana did not answer right away and looked very uncomfortable. The sergeant said nothing and stared at her over the fire with only a faint grin on his face.

    “It’s good, clean fun, I promise,” Robbins added.

    Ashleigh leaned forward toward the young woman. “If it makes you feel any better, I’ll kill any man who offends you.”

    Sabo came up to join the other man. He was breathless, and his hair lay flat on his forehead and temples.

    “What did she say?” he asked.

    The medic’s appearance convinced Ana and she agreed with a nod, following the men down to the beach where they let out shouts of celebration and took up the song once more. They took turns spinning her around and then all linked arms in an impromptu square dance that developed spontaneously, all their minds acting in concert as one of life’s minor miracles.

    The professor seemed uncomfortable for a time but relaxed after it looked like the men would keep their word and only engage in good, clean fun. The creature did not drink any liquor. The men returned after tiring themselves out, and Ana’s eyes were much brighter. Sabo smiled while remaining behind a few yards off from the rest. Despite the other outward signs of good spirits, his eyes were wet even though the rain had stopped.

    

    . .    .

    

    Ashleigh got everyone up early in the morning. There had not been enough whiskey for anyone to be seriously hung over, but the soldiers moved sluggishly and none of them appeared to have slept well. The weather had cleared up, and only a few straggling clouds remained in the sky. As they ate another half-ration breakfast, the sergeant explained the plan for the day.

    “We explore again today, but we will take extra precautions this time. I want everyone to make a stick that can be used to test the ground in open areas. I’m not losing anyone else to a trap. I know you all probably aren’t looking forward to this, but it must be done.”

    Nobody complained aloud and, after preparing, they repeated the steps taken on the previous outing. This time the sergeant recommended that they all sing “Amazing Grace” as it was a happy sounding song and would mourn the passing of their companion. The men spread out as before and poked at any suspect spots with their sticks. When they reached the area with the pit trap, Ashleigh called out for everyone to converge at his location.

    “Everyone behind me,” he commanded. “Nobody crosses over the ground in front of me. Stay close to the trees.”

    When everyone arrived, they shared uncomfortable glances. A few looked alarmed and a little concerned.

    “Do you all know why I called you here?” he asked.

    Miller peeked around the sergeant’s shoulder. “Because, Christ almighty, this is the place where Clay fell into the trap yesterday! It was right there in front of us. Somebody’s covered it up again!”

    A murmur of agreement passed among the other men.

    “Murder island theory is looking more likely,” Jenkins insisted. “We’re being hunted.”

    “What about the prince? Do you think he was the one who made this trap?” Green demanded.

    Ashleigh shook his head. “No, no, no. It’s too much for one man to build by himself in one day with no tools. There’s someone else here, and we know that for a fact now. The only thing left to do is keep moving and carefully.”

    After a little grumbling, the men obeyed, prodding at the ground even more vigilantly than before. Miller found another concealed pit after a few minutes. Once they reached the farthest distance traveled yet, a rocky bluff rose to their right, looming over with a dark and craggy volcanic surface. Then Green called out for everyone to come quickly. He was the last man on the right of the line, and walking in the shade of the rocks.

    “What is it, man?” Ashleigh asked as everyone gathered around.

    “Right here on the rocks,” Green explained. “I came over here to take a quick leak and found something on the wall under this overhang.”

    He led the sergeant to a partly obscured smooth stone face. Ashleigh took out his flashlight and shone it on the wall.

    “It’s a painting,” the soldier told him.

    “I can see that it is.”

    The professor looked at the object of interest from his perch on the big man’s back.

    “What do you think, brainiac?”

    “This looks like typical indigenous art style, maybe even Mayan in influence. It could be a war motif of some kind, or a depiction of a sacrifice.”

    The creature wandered in from the rear to look at what had everyone’s attention. On the wall at about chest level, a scene was rendered in red, yellow, and black ink. In the foreground was an island with trees and sand beaches displayed in rudimentary geometry.

    “That island is the one that we are on!” Eduardo exclaimed. “That water in the center is the mangrove swamp, and the beach with the palms is the location of our camp.” He drew his finger near the surface to the left, taking care not to touch it while reaching over the sergeant’s shoulder. “That makes this wavering line at the top the rocky bluff where we are now, and that collection of little shapes above and farther along on our course must indicate a village not far from here. They are shielded from the wind and have water access. It’s a quintessential spot for a settlement on one of these Caribbean islands.”

    “Yeah, but that’s not the primary concern,” Jenkins insisted. “What the fuck are the people doing in this painting?”

    Behind the first island was a second, not very far off. A group of terrifying figures with monstrous faces appeared to be moving from the second island onto the first in a boat or canoe. Smaller people fled before them. Some were already caught by more two legged beasts which had landed on shore, and they lay on the ground dead and disemboweled. Some of the animal men appeared to be eating the flesh of their victims. Most disturbing was the depiction of sodomy with a spear.

    Jenkins shook his head. “Nope, no thank you. I do not like this one bit.”

    “It could just be a depiction of a myth,” the professor insisted. “Just because they conceive of this kind of violence, does not mean they actually commit these acts.”

    “We should go to the spot indicated in this drawing and see if there really is a village,” the sergeant said. “I want to end this mystery once and for all.”

    “Do you want us back in wide formation?” Miller asked.

    “No, we march directly there. I’ll take the front and look for more traps. The rest of you fall in behind.”

    The men lined up behind Ashleigh, who set a quick pace while rhythmically poking his whittled branch into the ground in front of him every ten feet. After another much less enthusiastic rendition of “Amazing Grace,” he stopped and dragged the stick along the ground back and forth. Sticks and dead grass fell away to reveal another pitfall. They made a wide loop around it to the right. Then the rocky bluff swept out into the water and the ground smoothed into a pebble covered beach. They looked out into a peaceful cove. At the far end of the beach where the ground was smooth, a wall made of woven sticks poked up above the jungle bushes.

    “My God, it can’t be,” Eduardo breathed. “Is it really an indigenous people living here? Have they been overlooked and lost in time? I can scarcely believe my eyes.”

    As they moved down the shore, more of the village came into view. At least half a dozen thatched huts sat behind the short wall. There was no sign of habitation. No voices rang from within, nor was there smoke from fires or the movement of men or animals.

    “I—I do not like this,” Jenkins stammered. “I think they’re watching us from somewhere back in the trees. I can feel their eyes.”

    “I’ll have none of that baseless paranoia,” Ashleigh snapped back. He caught subtle movements among the men out of the corner of his eye. “Hands off your guns, cowards.”

    Appearing with no sound whatsoever, a native stepped out of the bushes to the left of the structures. He wore a tunic made of plant fibers. Necklaces of shells hung down on his chest in layers. He held a simple spear with a stone tip and used it as a walking stick. Black hair reached his shoulders and red dye surrounded his eyes, running along the top of each cheek and then down along the tear ducts to a point on either side of the jaw. A circular splotch of the pigmentation also marked his chin. Some of the soldiers jumped in surprise, but they kept their cool.

    “¿Jara Jya?” he asked.

    Nobody knew what to say, so he repeated the question. His expression was inscrutable but neutral. His stance was not hostile.

    “Wait, wait. Let me down,” Eduardo demanded. “What he is speaking is similar to Wayuu unless I’m mistaken. I believe he is asking who we are.” He clambered down from Ashleigh’s back and tried to explain in faltering phrases of Wayuu. There was some understanding, but the native man’s face indicated a degree of confusion as well.

    “¿Jaleesh Jya?” he asked.

    “Hmm,” Eduardo considered with a finger tapping at his chin pensively. “I think he wants to know where we came from, specifically.”

    “Tell him we came from the Sky,” Robbins said with a nervous grin.

    As the professor and the tribesmen talked, another dozen men in similar garb stepped out of the bushes. They also carried spears and had faces painted with red. They stood and watched quietly. The soldiers became very tense, making furtive movements and shifting their weight from one foot to the other and then back. Ashleigh gently swept an arm back toward them.

    “Keep cool, you bastards.” He growled softly before turning to the professor. “Just make sure they know that we mean them no harm.”

    “Harm them?!” Jenkins demanded, taking a step forward with his hand on the pistol grip.

    The line of native men crouched back slightly, tightening the grip on their spears, and tilting the tips forward slightly. Although not in attack mode, they were clearly preparing for potential violence.

    “How do we know that they mean us no harm?” the angry soldier continued. “We just lost a man in what must be one of their traps, and then, when we came back by, those bastards had set it again. It wasn’t enough to kill just one of us!”

    “Jenkins, you keep your voice down and don’t make any more sudden movements,” Ashleigh demanded firmly but calmly.

    Then men with spears were glancing back and forth at one another and then at their representative who was no longer speaking to Eduardo. Although they could not exchange words with the new strangers, the communication of tension was quite clear.

    “This is not going to work,” the professor explained in a pained voice. “There are too many people here and too many emotions running wild. Leave me and my daughter here. The rest of you go far enough away that they will be put at ease. Please, for all our sakes.”

    “I’m not doing shit without the sergeant’s say-so,” Jenkins growled. “All this concern about their feelings is making me sick. We’re just men too, outnumbered and in an unfamiliar place with our own worries—”

    Ashleigh cut him off. “The professor is right.” He turned to his men. “We give him space. That’s my order. You have a few hours, and then we come back to check on you,” he told Eduardo. “Now back off down the beach where we came from, boys.”

    The men complied somewhat begrudgingly. The creature stood in the open, turning a slow circle to look first at the natives and then Ashleigh’s men and back. The sergeant sighed and threw the pitiable being over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Once out of sight of the small village by the pebble beach, all the resentment came out.

    “It doesn’t seem right to be treating these people with kid gloves when they may have been trying to kill us all along,” Jenkins said.

    “We might well come back and find professor brainiac being served up for dinner. It doesn’t seem right to leave him and his girl there all alone,” Robbins added. “Hell, we all saw that mural. These people could be sick predator types.”

    “You sure we can trust the old man?” Miller asked. “I’m not saying he’s a bad fellow, but these academic types have screwy priorities. He might get caught up doing research for his next big book and not ask the important questions, like why in the hell they have traps all over the island or whether they intend to kill us.”

    “Wait, where the hell are we going?” Green asked. “Our camp is the other way. I thought—”

    He stopped short as the sergeant’s hand grasped his shoulder and halted his movement mid-stride. All the men froze and looked over at their leader. Ashleigh rotated his big head to glance to one side and then the other. They were standing a few hundred feet away from a wide and sandy beach. A field of dunes filled the space between, and dead grass poked up among them. A breeze hissed over the top, stirring up dust and grit.

    “There’s pitfalls all over here,” the sergeant observed grimly. “Look to either side. You can see them lining this inside edge of the dunes.”

    Green shuddered and staggered back a few steps. When he recovered from the shock, he let it out. “I’m sick of this! I can’t take living like this. I’ll stare down a dozen rifles before I spend one more day worried that I’ll get speared in my sleep or skewered while taking a walk.”

    “Hey!” Sabo interrupted while pointing over the water. “There is another island!”

    All else was forgotten as the men stared in wonder. The second island was only separated by around a mile of water and looked to be larger than their own. A few small whisps of smoke rose from behind a thick forest of palms on the beach.

    “That,” Ashleigh explained, “is why we do what we must to stay on good terms with these people. Aside from basic human decency, we have no idea how many of them there are.” He turned from the water to look at the men. “You’re all going to like this even less. We’re going back to the camp to get a peace offering for the people living here.”

    “What?!” Jenkins roared. “Whose side are you on?”

    The creature went over the sergeant’s shoulder and got a mouthful of sand. Ashleigh’s hulking form moved with ballistic speed and accuracy as it swept onto the soldier who only had time to blink and raise a hand halfway in an ineffectual effort to protect himself. A thick arm pinned Jenkins’ throat down and the other enveloped his gun so that he could not draw. The other men jumped back in wordless terror.

    “Help, he’s going to kill me!” The desperate man gasped from within a roiling mass of sand where his free arms and legs squirmed under the surface.

    “Never question my loyalty,” the sergeant snarled, sending flecks of spit across his victim’s face. “I have one loyalty, and it’s to my country. The same should be true for you. It should be more important than anything, even your life, let alone your pride.”

    The other men looked on, wide eyed and paralyzed. Then Ashleigh rose and dusted himself off. After a moment of quiet gasping, Jenkins struggled to his feet as well.

    “I’m sorry, sir,” he mumbled, unable to look up past the sergeant’s navel and utterly humbled by the experience.

    “I accept your apology,” Ashleigh replied, not even appearing as though he had exerted himself at all. He looked around and noticed the state of the creature. “Lazarus, get up.”

    Jenkins began unbuckling his holster with trembling hands. The sergeant took note of the movement and shook his head.

    “Keep the gun. Don’t insult me by giving it back. You couldn’t frag me even if you employed all the clever means at your disposal. I could kill you with a word.”

    On the way back to the beach camp, they came across another strange sight. In a clearing surrounded by a thick grove of jungle trees coaxed and tended to grow in a circular border around the outside, they found a smooth area where the ground was packed down to dirt by frequent foot traffic. A round stone sat in the center and a sharp, jagged boulder stuck up over it. Long and narrow stones marked the outside edges in equal distance from one another, jutting up through the earth like sharp teeth.

    “What is it?” Sabo asked, once they all wandered in and began to investigate the area.

    “I think it’s some way to tell time,” Green replied, standing over the round rock at the center and looking down at the surface. “Check out these carvings. It’s some kind of circular calendar.” He raised his head and spun around slowly on his heel. “And all those stones around the outside form a sundial with the shadow of the tall one in the middle.”

    “I think you’re right,” the sergeant agreed. “We’ll have to bring the professor here later and pick his brain.”

    They spent a few minutes wandering around, examining the carved symbols and trying to determine what they might mean. The creature traced the tiny lines on the central stone beneath the design. It was early afternoon by the time the sergeant urged them onward through the mangrove swamp to the palm beach where Conway had assembled a pile of coconuts with holes drilled into them. He had faced a second round of camp duty punishment but was using the time to get back in the sergeant’s good graces. The soldier had reinforced the rain covering, and the canopy on top looked much more waterproof than before. He informed the new arrivals that he had prepared the coconuts for their consumption. The men tipped them back gratefully.

    “I see you’re trying to get out of the doghouse, Conway,” the sergeant remarked with a wolfish smile. “Well, you’re out. Jenkins has camp duty for the foreseeable future.”

    The men unenthusiastically helped the sergeant look through all the items in the crate to determine what would make a good gift for the natives. There was some agreement that sweets were the best options since, although they were nice to have, they had the least utility out of anything. Others suggested blankets, but the sergeant said that it was an unfortunate idea due to the history of the region.

    “We should give them a knife,” Sabo suggested.

    Jenkins took a deep breath as though he were about to object vehemently but then went silent and lowered his head upon remembering his current situation. Miller acted as his proxy by voicing his own displeasure.

    “Why in the world would we give them a knife? We need all the tools we have, and it’s not exactly smart to give weapons to the people who already killed one of us.”

    “It’s a good idea,” Ashleigh cut in bluntly. “It shows that we trust them.”

    “Well, I don’t trust them,” Miller objected a little more quietly.

    “Do you trust me?” the sergeant asked.

    After a second of hesitation, the man said, “Yes.”

    “Then I don’t want to hear any more negativity about our neighbors. Working with them is our best shot at getting off this island. We give them both the sweets and the knife. Jenkins, you know what to do. The rest of you, we’re heading back to see what progress the professor has made in our absence.”

    Jenkins plopped down against a tree with a sullen look on his face. The rest of them made the trek back across the island to the cove and the pebble beach. They found the professor sitting with his wounded leg sticking out at an odd angle. He was facing a half circle of natives. Their leader, who was only marked by his necklaces of shells and more intricate face paint, gestured and conversed assertively. Ana was knee deep in the water with a group of bare breasted women who laughed and touched her hair and skin, chattering away as though she were a curiosity brought purely for their amusement.

    The sergeant urged the men to stop short and sit about one hundred feet from the others. He approached alone and slowly with his arms held low at his sides and made no sudden moves. The semicircle of men with skin the reddish orange color of clay watched him approach calmly. The butts of their spears rested on the ground between crossed legs and the upper hafts rested on their shoulders.

    Ashleigh spoke loudly enough that his men could hear. “Professor, the boys and I have brought gifts for our new friends. The huge man got down on one knee beside Eduardo and presented the knife to the chieftain with the handle facing the recipient. The other man took it carefully and turned it over in his hands, smiling widely once certain of what it was.

    He inclined his head and said, “Anayawakya.”

    Then the sergeant presented the multiple packages of various sweets: miniature chocolate bars, sour candies in small neon-colored plastic pouches, bubble gum in reflective foil of various shades. The man’s eyes brightened, and his face showed much more joy at this second gift. He held a rectangular brick of bubble gum up in the air and tilted it one way and then another so that the light caught it and sent multicolored bands across his face and the pebbles of the beach around him. He twisted around and said something in his tongue to the men with spears. They all laughed.

    The chieftain inclined his head to the sergeant again before shouting a command to the women who were now sitting in the shallows around Ana and trying to communicate with her. Two of the native women jumped to their feet and scurried up the beach before disappearing among the thatched houses.

    Ashleigh took advantage of the prevailing goodwill and seated himself fully on the small stones beside Eduardo. He continued to keep his volume at a level where his men could hear the conversation.

    “How goes the communication? Are you making progress?”

    “Some,” the old man replied. “They are very interested in how we got here, which I am having a hard time explaining. You see, they are an entirely isolated people, and I don’t understand why. I’ve been trying to get an answer as to why they don’t leave the island, but they speak in terms of their complex mythology, using terms and names that have no meaning to me. The important thing is that I’m quite sure they understand that we mean no harm. Your gifts no doubt sealed that impression, so I thank you, sergeant. It was good thinking on your part.”

    “What about the pitfalls? What about the other island and the gruesome mural?” Miller called over insistently. He made a noticeable effort to keep his tone from sounding impatient or hostile. The other men nodded in agreement.                 

    Ashleigh frowned but did not rebuke him. “It would put the men at ease if they got some explanations,” he said.

    The professor twisted around and gave the soldiers a flustered and harried expression. “I understand your concerns. It will take time for me to reach a more complex level of communication with these people. I promise that as soon as I reach that point, then I will raise these concerns.”

    The two women returned to the beach holding a wide basket of woven reeds between them. Fruits and vegetables of various kinds piled in a mound above the lip. They set it on the ground between the chieftain and the sergeant. Some more faltering words were exchanged and then the professor struggled to his feet.

    “Let’s go back to camp,” he urged, sounding tired. “I will come back to speak with them more tomorrow morning.”

    The sergeant rose as well. “Green and Robbins, you’re on basket duty.” He heaved up the container of fruits and other produce and brought it back to hand off to the two men. 

    The professor called for his daughter who was still in the water, and they all set off back toward the camp.

    “We have something to show you on the way,” Ashleigh informed the old man after taking him back onto his shoulders like a backpack. “We found some kind of calendar while we were exploring, and you were talking to the natives.”

    “What was that your men were saying about another island?” Eduardo asked.

    “That too,” the sergeant replied. “There is indeed a second island just like depicted in the mural. It looks to be inhabited as well.”

    The professor frowned. “I will try to get answers as soon as possible.” He looked over at the creature which had fallen in beside them. “And don’t worry, Lazarus. We will continue your therapy this evening. I have not forgotten about you.”

    They reached the strange clearing containing the rocks and markers. Eduardo was very excited when he saw the native’s markers and carvings.

    “Do you see how many stones are around the outside edge of the circle?”

    “I count thirteen,” Sabo replied helpfully.

    “Precisely. You see, the Mayans divided their days into thirteen time units, similar to the hours of our days. Can I see that stone in the center more closely?” he asked, gesturing for the sergeant to carry him closer. Once they stood over the top of it, he let out a victorious chuckle followed by a happy sigh. “This is a version of the Mayan calendar. The larger circle marked by pictures is the Tun. It is comprised of 360 days. The smaller circle within and marked by other symbols is the Tzolkin, which has 260 days. As each circle advances, a day’s divine aspect is created by elements from each. It takes fifty-two years for the correspondence to start repeating.”

    An eerie singing voice rang out. Conway was stamping in a circle around the outside edge of the clearing and belting out a song in a dramatic vibrato like some caricature of a haunting specter.

    “Round, like a circle in a spiral, like a wheel within a wheel. Never ending or beginning on an ever-spinning reel!”

    “Oh, will you cut that out?” Robbins demanded. “You’re making my skin crawl.”

    “What does it all mean?” Sabo asked after a glare from the sergeant put an end to the singing.

    “It means that we are dealing with a very old culture that has indeed lived in isolation for at least half a millennium.”

    “So, I suppose there really are still undiscovered mysteries, even in our modern world?” Ashleigh asked with a brow raised mischievously.

    “I suppose so.”

    They returned to the camp on the beach and found Jenkins pretending that he had been doing something productive the whole time they were gone. Robbins and Green dropped the basket of fruits in the sand and Ana began to look through the contents.

    “It looks like they gave us sapodilla fruits, papaya, and sweet potatoes. They must cultivate all of them near the village,” she said.

    “It was a kind gesture,” Ashleigh said while gently lowering to a squat so that the professor could dismount.

    Sabo came over and helped the old man to sit against a tree. “Let’s take another look at that leg and see how it’s healing.”

    “Hell, anything fresh is better than MREs,” Robbins added, stabbing into a papaya with his knife and peering under the skin. “I don’t think I’ve ever eaten one of these before.”

    “I know some of you fellows don’t feel the same, but I’m kind of glad that there’s other people here,” Conway admitted while starting a fire to cook the potatoes. “Even if we don’t understand them. It means we’re still on earth at least.”

    “And women,” Robbins replied with a guffaw. “I can tell you now that titties were the last thing I expected to see in a long time. I sure ain’t complaining. Well, maybe I can complain a little.”

    “Yeah?” Green asked.

    “Well, there’s something I just don’t find so attractive about girls with that native look, you know?”

    “I know what you mean. It’s something about their faces, and bodies too. I’m not sure.”

    Miller cut in from nearby, “It’s their eyes and nose, the way the brow ridge curves into the bridge of the nose, and the distance between the eyes themselves and their overall shape. As far as the body, they’re a bit rectangular.”

    “Well holy shit, that’s exactly what it is,” Robbins exclaimed. “I think you just about nailed it all right on the head.”

    Ana was blushing red and trying to move away from the men without making noise so as to avoid their attention entirely. Ashleigh was watching the entire situation unfold.

    “You men might want to watch what you say around a young lady.” His words utterly silenced the others and cut through the air like a pristine razor.

    Robbins went pale when he noticed her discomfort. “We weren’t talking about you, missy. I’m sorry. We didn’t mean to offend.”

    “It’s fine,” she said quietly and darted off through the palms.

    “Maybe I should apologize properly,” Robbins said sheepishly.

    “Let her go and leave her be,” Ashleigh said. “She just needs space.”

    As late afternoon advanced into evening and the ocean turned orange, its gently roiling surface taking on the appearance of magma, Eduardo brought the creature aside to continue their lessons. They sat under a tree out of earshot from the other men with bellies full of fruit and boiled sweet potatoes.

    “You are Lazarus. I am Eduardo. This is sand, and I am holding it in my hand. That is the sky and within it are clouds and the sun. Beneath them are the ocean, which is made of water. All around us are trees. Touch it. It has skin like yours but rough. This is light and that is darkness. I can see you’re frustrated but don’t cry. You are free now, and I wish you had the words to understand it. Do you feel that? It’s called the wind or breeze when it’s gentle. It’s invisible, which means that you can’t see it with your eyes. Oh dear, this is getting too complex. I wish I could tell you about the intangible, about hope and love. You must still understand those in some way deep down. This day wore me out. I worry about the soldiers and the natives. They must reach an understanding if we are to survive this. Sleep well, Lazarus. I must retire.”

    As the sky grew dark, the sun sank below the water, the fire burned low, and all the men huddled around the coals in murmured conversation, there were two more visitations to the creature that sat and stared out into the vastness of an incomprehensible world. First, Ashleigh appeared soundlessly out of the invisible thing called breeze. He was very close and spoke in a hoarse whisper. The creature could smell the sweat on his skin, an animal pheromone odor that projected danger and demanded obedience. A giant hand rested atop the creature’s head, powerful yet merciful, an insinuation that the skull could be crushed into fragments with only a little effort and the brain, with what little bit of self remained, cast into nonexistence.

    “You had better hope that old man does not succeed in rehabilitating you. If he does, then it’s your death sentence, but not by my will. I am merely the emissary of a greater power; one made more perfect every day.” He glanced over at the dark shapes of the men around the fire. “Their days are numbered also, the crude beasts. I hold a base admiration for them and a sorrow for their fate. I will last a little longer because my purpose is more complex. Unlike those poor souls, my eyes were wide open from the beginning. Honor killing followed by honor suicide is the course of my existence, like a self-deleting virus. I can only tell you this because you will never tell anyone else, one way or another.” He rose and stalked off into the darkness.

    An overwhelming and suffocating sensation of terror materialized from the night air and gripped the creature’s body. The being did not understand the sergeant’s words, but the sounds of them and the way they were uttered transmitted a concentrated sense of immediate danger which the creature had not experienced since the bad drugs that felt as though they decayed the body from the inside and sent electrical jolts of the purest biological fear directly into the neurons.

    Then a smaller form approached with slow, rigid strides and a straight back. It was Ana, and she collapsed onto the sand beside the creature so that her head rested beside its knee and her face was turned up so that their eyes met. Her hair blew over her face, and she lifted a small hand to brush it away on occasion. For a long time, she looked up silently with her dark eyes.

    “Men are animals,” she stated finally. “They’re rude and stupid creatures, and the good ones are fragile, like my father. He’s at the mercy of these brutes. Then there’s you, Lazarus, but I’m not sure that you’re even a man.” Her voice was soft and kind but sounded lost and faltering at moments, as though her words walked blindly over uneven ground. “I don’t know why my father and I were kidnapped by those other men in Colombia, or why Ashleigh came to get us out of the country. I think my father might be involved with something dangerous. The men who captured us kept saying that he was very valuable, that he was worth so much that they could live forever on the ransom. Their leader seemed to know him.”

    Her eyes narrowed. “He told me not to tell anyone that I heard those details, so if you ever learn to talk again, then don’t tell anyone.” She laughed and jumped up onto her knees before leaning forward to give the creature a kiss on the cheek. “I know you have a good heart, even if you can’t prove it in words. At least you’re more honest than most.”

    When she was gone, a fiery warmth remained on the creature’s cheek, and it lifted up its hand to feel the skin, which was surprisingly unchanged despite the phenomenon. Then the creature fell over sideways onto the sand with a light heart. A smile crept onto its face causing a sensation long ago forgotten.

    

    

    CHAPTER 4

    

    For the next few days, a new routine developed. In the morning, Sergeant Ashleigh would take the professor and Ana to the village to work on communication. Sometimes he would return right away, and other days he would be gone for hours or until he returned in the afternoon with the old man.

    The creature remained at the camp with the soldiers who spent their time improving the housing situation. The simple covering developed into a large shack with walls made of branches and sticks woven together and stabilized by palm trunks pounded into the ground at the corners with large stones. Robbins still had not caught a fish with his javelins, although he often swam out to stand on the wing of the plane and stare down into the water for long periods before leaping down and jabbing his weapon into the water. All the men developed dark tans and their beards grew out, making them less distinguishable. None seemed concerned with shaving or hygiene beyond scrubbing themselves in the surf with smooth stones. Miller and Jenkins had spent their time writing a message on the beach in huge letters made of loose rocks. It read: “Stranded, please help.” Once they finished that project, they started making a raft out of rope and planks fashioned from driftwood. 

    When Ashleigh returned from his trek on the fifth day, he wandered down to the beach where the two men worked. The creature sat a few yards off, watching.

    “You boys plan on going somewhere?” the sergeant asked.

    “Not yet,” Jenkins replied without looking up, “but you never know when we might have to make a quick getaway.”

    “Yeah? You think we might need to?”

    “The natives could turn on us. We might never be rescued. Makes sense to be prepared just in case.”

    “Just make sure you don’t leave without telling anyone else,” Ashleigh replied with a dangerous glint in his eyes. 

    “Well, it’s not like we would even know where to go if we wanted to try our luck out on the open sea,” Miller replied.

    “We plan for leaving by our own craft when all other avenues are exhausted and only then,” Ashleigh stated. “Any halfway thought-out methods of venture until then creates a temptation among the fainthearted. These sorts of situations tend to make men rather impulsive.”

    “But if some of the men wanted to risk their lives on the ocean to find help, then is that not their right?”

    While Miller was talking, Conway wandered down from the shack beneath the palms and stood a few yards away from the raft with folded arms and a furrowed brow.

    “What, is this a democracy now?” Ashleigh asked derisively. “You have rights?”

    “I don’t mean having a right in a civic sense, I mean it in a heroic sense. Any man in these dire circumstances should be allowed to risk his life on behalf of the cause.”

    The sergeant shook his head. “Your heroic spirit belongs to a greater cause, which means they belong to me, since rank dictates that I act as proxy.”

    “What if we’re in the Bermuda triangle?” Conway asked out of the blue.

    All eyes darted over, and after a moment of bewilderment the two men by the raft scoffed. “Now that’s something I haven’t heard about in years,” Miller said with an amused grin.

    “Well, were you guys talking about navigation?” Conway insisted. “Because I’ve been watching the stars every night, and they don’t make any sense.”

    “The hell is that supposed to mean? They don’t make sense?” Jenkins asked.

    “Stars change places, ones that shouldn’t.”

    “What do you even know about that kind of thing? The stars are supposed to move.”

    “Not Polaris. The north star always remains in approximately the same spot. I made a telescope. I can show you.”

    “Show us tonight,” the sergeant said, sounding intrigued.

    “Sure. By the way, how goes conversation with the natives?”

    “It goes steadily onward,” Ashleigh replied. He turned to the other two working on the raft. “Build your boat, but we only use it if I give the order. Agreed?”

    Jenkins and Miller nodded reluctantly. “Agreed.”

    When the professor and Ana returned in the evenings, he was often very tired, but he dutifully kept up his therapy sessions, continuing sometimes until his voice wandered up to the threshold of sleep and then back, and his eyelids and head drooped in a reenactment of the sun’s downward plunge. He also often relayed the progress of his conversations with the natives. The creature was, ironically enough, probably the most informed and aware of their current predicament, aside from the professor himself.

    That night, Eduardo described a few more breakthroughs, explaining while stooping by the water and holding the creature’s wrist to submerge its hand in the warm surf.

    “Speaking of water, the natives have this phobia that I cannot understand in an island people. They will wade out and swim short distances to catch fish, but they don’t build boats, and the word they use for them is not like other dialects. It has a similarity to ruinous words and blasphemous invocations. It really is quite remarkable. They seem to have very deep-seated superstitions which keep them from speaking plainly about some of their more idiosyncratic practices, at least with outsiders.”

    He paused and sighed. “They call themselves Camazoja and have great interest in the omens of any flying things, but especially bats. Many of the creatures roost up in the crevices of that rocky bluff by the village. Late at night they venture out and swoop over the cove and all through the mangrove swamp to eat their fill of the insects.”

    Sabo wandered up to them from the shack. “Conway is showing everyone his telescope, if you want to see.”

    The old man stuck out a hand, and the medic helped him struggle to his feet. “Yes, I would like to see this, and show Lazarus the moon and stars a little closer.”

    The three of them followed the voices of the others and found them under the palms at the very outermost tip of the island.

    “How in the world did you make this?” Green was asking as they all crowded around Conway, who looked very pleased with himself.

    “I took the bottoms of the two bottles of whiskey and used sharp rocks to wear away a circle around the edge until all it took was some gentle tapping for them to fall out. Then I used an abrasive made of sea moss and sand to wear away at one to make it more concave and the other to make it more convex. The eyepiece took longer because I had to make a second circular cut in the glass to break out a smaller piece. As far as the tube, it’s all empty cans from the food stock with the ends bent in to fit together into a cylinder.”

    “I should punish you with solitude more often,” Ashleigh replied, and all the men laughed.

    “It’s pretty rudimentary and doesn’t magnify very much,” Conway admitted. “Also, since the glass isn’t lens quality, there is some discoloration due to diffraction, but it works well enough considering the materials. Maybe if I can figure out something to use as a mirror, then I can rebuild it and resolve some of those issues,” he shrugged. “Well, who wants to take a look? Sergeant?”

    “Tell me where Polaris is,” Ashleigh replied. “I want to see this mystery firsthand.”

    Conway pointed out to the right. “You can see it there, at the tail end of Ursa Minor.”

    “So then, that should be north?”

    “It should be, except last night the star was above the sunken plane, about twenty-seven degrees to the left of its current location. And that’s where the sun sets, so it must be west.”

    “Which is impossible.”

    “Unless this island is somehow moving so that our perspective changes in relation to true north, yes.”

    Ashleigh took the telescope and pointed it at the north star. “It’s still just a pinpoint,” he said. “Only now it’s purple.” Then he swung the object over to point at the moon. “Oh-ho! Now this is the main attraction.”

    The men all took turns looking at the moon and remarking softly to one another about the impossible mystery of Polaris and the moving island. After everyone else returned to the campfire, the professor and the creature remained behind to look at the moon. The older man explained what it was called and why it was important. Conway stood a little way off drawing in the sand. He formed a circle with a point in the center and radial spokes out to the edge, counting out distance with his feet and murmuring to himself under his breath. 

    

    . .    .

    

    The following day, the professor returned soon after leaving for the Camazoja village and explained to the soldiers that the chieftain and a few of his men wanted to come visit their camp and bring a gift of more fruits and sweet potatoes.

    Jenkins was immediately suspicious. “Why do they want to come over here? Is this some kind of inspection?”

    Eduardo gave a bewildered look. “Well, it is their island. The fact that they are announcing the visit at all is rather courteous I think.”

    “We have no objections,” Ashleigh replied with finality.

    In the late morning, the chieftain and a half dozen of his men arrived with a second basket of papaya, sapodilla, and potatoes. This time, a few fresh fish lay alongside everything else. They were still cool to the touch, and their silvery iridescent scales caught the sun tantalizingly.

    The natives were quite enamored with the shack and wandered around it, touching the walls and remarking to one another with smiles. They wanted to see the plane. As Eduardo explained, they understood now that the soldiers had arrived in a house shaped like a bird that floats on the air. Ashleigh led them down to the beach near the tail fin and wing tip sticking out of the water. They stared out in wonder as Eduardo explained something with broad, sweeping gestures. After a long period of amazement and what seemed endless questions, they swam out to stand on the wing and dove down to look at the submerged body of the stranded craft.

    Sabo watched them very intently, mouthing silent words to himself periodically. After a few minutes he leaned over to the professor.

    “They seem very adept at diving. By my count, some of them can stay under for a few minutes at a time. Would it be possible to have them help salvage some more items from the plane?”

    Eduardo put a hand up to his chin contemplatively. “They do dive out to the bottom of the cove by their village. It’s not a bad idea, quite ingenious actually. I may have a difficult time trying to relay the specifics of our request, but I’ll keep it in mind.”

    “Good thinking,” the sergeant added. “I wish I had thought of that myself.”

    The mood changed as the natives returned to the shore and noticed Miller and Jenkins’s raft.

    The chieftain pointed to it and began shouting “Nojo, nojo!”

    “What does he mean?” Ashleigh asked.

    “They have certain issues with the water,” the professor explained. “They don’t build boats of their own, and I haven’t figured out why. They don’t like it, that’s for sure.”

    The professor talked to them for a few minutes before coming back to the soldiers to explain his findings. His expression anticipated disappointment.

    “They want the raft destroyed, and not just disassembled. It must be burned.”

    “Like hell are we doing that,” Miller replied. “We spent hours on that raft, and besides it has good timber and rope built into it. It’s a waste to just burn it. Why should we destroy all that hard work just because they have some superstitions? Maybe we’ll take it apart, but burning it is idiotic.”

    “No,” Jenkins cut in, “we’re not even doing that. I’m tired of caving to these savages and taking two steps back after every little bit of progress. I want a way off this island, and they’ll just have to live with it.”

    “Burn the raft,” Ashleigh replied bluntly. “Do as they ask.”

    Jenkins spit. “Don’t do this, Sergeant. A man has his limits.”

    “Is that a threat, soldier? Are you disobeying a direct order?”

    “I don’t know what they taught at whatever psych-out mind-melter school you went to in the basement under the Pentagon, but it’s not right. They screwed up your priorities. You’re like some weird defective machine version of a soldier, a robot that got its circuits scrambled.”

    “Are you quite finished?” Ashleigh asked coldly, his face completely unreadable.

    The soldier’s cheeks flushed red, and his features sank inward as though he had only just then realized how many lines had been crossed and the full potential of the danger he had taken upon himself.

    “Yes,” he replied quietly.

    “Now burn the fucking boat, or I’ll have you flogged,” the sergeant demanded in a calm voice.

    The men complied, although slowly and begrudgingly. The natives stayed behind until it had burned down to coals, looking very grave but satisfied. The professor came over to talk to the soldiers before returning to the village with the chief and his men.

    “I’m sorry. I had no idea it was going to come to that. If I had known, then I would have told you to hide the raft beforehand. I will try to learn what I can about their behavior.”

    After his back was turned, Jenkins shook his head. “He and the sergeant both like these island people more than they like us. They don’t give a shit about any of our concerns. Makes a man strongly consider previously unthinkable options.”

    “Don’t think about them,” Sabo urged. “I believe the professor will get us some answers soon. It just takes time.”

    “Yeah, well I’m building another raft,” Jenkins continued. “I’m just going to keep it hidden this time. The sergeant may have lost his damn mind, but I’m not dying on this island over the superstitions of some primitives.”

    After the professor returned later in the evening, and all the men sat around the fire picking flaky white meat off the fish bones, Sabo asked Eduardo why the natives had decided to come visit the camp.

    “I’m not exactly sure,” he replied. “They seem very conscientious lately, deeply concerned that everything is in the right order. I think something is happening soon, a holy day perhaps. It could be the binding of the years and the ceremony of the new fire. In Mayan cultures, it happens every fifty-two years when the Tun and Tzolkin begin the calendar cycle’s repetition.”

    “What does that involve?” Conway asked, looking very intrigued.

    “Well, traditionally all the fires are put out the day before and not rekindled until after sunrise on the morning of the new cycle. I’m sure there are regional variations that differ as much as language dialects.”

    “And what about burning the boat?” Jenkins asked while using a fishbone as a toothpick.   

    “They told me that boats are not allowed on this island and that they should not be built or there will be a terrible punishment of some kind.”

    The soldier snorted. “What, from the gods?”

    “I do not know. They continue to use the term Unuuka-wayumuin and a shortened Ukamu to refer to some kind of purveyors of danger, but I have no idea if it is concrete or only a superstition.”

    “Press them about the boats tomorrow, and these mysterious Ukamu,” Miller insisted.

    “I will,” Eduardo assured him.

    The next morning, Miller and Jenkins disappeared soon after Ashleigh, Eduardo, and Ana departed for the village. Conway went back to his drawings in the sand. His hair was growing in a wiry crown around the bald top of his head, giving him the look of a deranged hermit more with each passing day. Robbins brough Sabo and Green out to the plane wing to try fishing again, although it was typically just an excuse for horseplay, swimming and jumping in the water.

    After a few hours, the delegation returned. The professor was very excited and gathered everyone around to recount what had happened. Jenkins and Miller appeared out of the thicker brush down the shore, clearly attempting to look nonchalant.

    “When we arrived at the village at the usual time this morning, there was nobody waiting to greet us. It had been the custom on each of our visits thus far that they welcome us. Upon further examination, we discovered that nobody was in or around the thatched houses. It seemed that the entire village had vanished. So, then we began to investigate the area and eventually heard the sound of distant voices. When we followed to the source, the search led us to the clearing with the sundial and the calendar carved into the stone. All the village was gathered there to perform some kind of ritual. Between the elderly, children, and adults, there must have been over one hundred of them.

    “Among them was an old man, a shaman with tattoos covering his body and jewelry made of intricately engraved bones. We had never seen him in the village up until this point. He moved around the inside of the wide circle formed by the villagers, holding a great big brush made of driftwood and a tuft of reeds bound to one end. He dipped it into a wooden bowl of what looked like blood but was likely a natural red dye, the same that the men use to paint their faces. As he moved, he flung it forward rhythmically so that the people were splotched and spattered with the red color. During this process, he chanted a string of words in a low voice that lulled the mind into a trance-like state.

    “Once all the villagers had been stained with the blood-like substance, he took the hand of one villager, pulling them along behind him so that the circle broke, and a line marched out through the opening of the clearing. At this point they were all singing together. It was incredible to behold. The procession passed the village to the sand dunes at the upper end of the island. Then the people went through a break in the pitfalls and over the mounds of sand to the shore and waded into the water. There they submerged and washed themselves of the dye.

    “A distant roar sounded from over the water, and we could see that on the shore of the neighboring island there burned great fires letting up columns of smoke. A great multitude of people stood on the shore and shouted at the people who washed. It was hard to tell because of the distance, but there appeared to be many more living on the second island.

    “Once the people finished their ritual, we followed them back to the village. They would not speak to us, except for the chieftain who only said that it is their custom to rest for the remainder of the day and remain silent. He explained that the cycle of fifty-two years was coming to an end. He said that we should return tomorrow.”

    “So there definitely are people on the other island,” Robbins murmured.

    “Yes,” Eduardo replied. “It seems there are significantly more of them. I have no idea as to the nature of their relationship with the people of this island, but perhaps we can learn more tomorrow.”

    “I don’t like any of it,” Jenkins said, shaking his head. “The fake blood does not seem like a good sign to me, and don’t forget that mural.”

    “Better fake blood than real blood,” Sabo said.

    Everyone chuckled at that.

    That night, the professor was too excited to focus on his lessons with the creature again. His simple gestures and naming of tangible things within view only lasted a few minutes.

    “Lazarus, I feel as though we are on the threshold of a massive breakthrough. One time cycle on the calendar ends and another begins. It feels momentous. I will ask them where that shaman lives tomorrow. If I can speak with him, then perhaps it will all make sense. The men are getting restless. The whole situation with the natives and that raft was unfortunate. I must get them answers soon, or I sense that there will be some eruption of anger and frustration that could lead to violence. Has anything changed since I was in the prison and held hostage in Colombia? Once again, I am at the mercy of desperate men who want something from me which I do not know whether I can provide.”

    After saying that last bit, he seemed suddenly surprised at himself and a little embarrassed. He put a hand to his throat and shook his head. He cut the lesson short but turned to the creature one last time before returning to the campfire.

    “I should not speak so freely with you, my friend. It is a sign of disrespect. It is how one speaks aloud their secrets to a dog or an imaginary friend. You are neither. If I am to repair your mind, then I must also keep it free of anything that you should not and do not need to know. Good night, Lazarus.”

    

    . .    .

    

    In the morning, Ashleigh returned to the camp not long after first leaving with the professor and Ana. He called all the men together. The sergeant did not seem to notice that Jenkins and Miller once again emerged from their secluded spot in the brush. Once everyone was present, he addressed them in an official-sounding tone, as though he were briefing them on conditions in the field before an insertion.

    “Alright, men. The professor has made significant progress with our friends on the other side of the island. You all remember that shaman he talked about yesterday? Well, the chief of the village has told us where he lives, and apparently the old mystic wants to meet us, all of us. We were told that this is a rare opportunity. Eduardo believes that we can get to the bottom of what’s going on around here and maybe even figure out a way off this island. It seems the locals revere him greatly, so this is a critical moment. You all need to be on your best behavior. Nobody is to interrupt the professor or disrupt their discussion in any way. You will show the shaman respect and follow the demands of his customs. Agreed?”

    The men all voiced their assent, although some with unenthusiastic grunts. The sergeant looked them over for a moment and then nodded.

    “Alright, now fall in. We’ll meet the professor and his daughter by the mural. Sabo, grab a coil of rope, and somebody bring a few cans of food by way of an offering.”

    They all trudged along in the morning sun with the creature taking up the rear as usual. On the far side of the mangrove swamp, the sergeant headed right along the wall of rough, volcanic rock. After a few minutes, they found Eduardo. His leg had regained some strength in the past few days. He insisted on walking on his own two feet and using a stick for support. He no longer wore the Panama hat. The villagers had gifted him a necklace of shells which was less impressive than the ones their leader wore but was still clearly a mark of honor. Once everyone crowded around, he explained the next move.

    “The shaman lives in a cave on the ocean side of this rocky bluff. In order to get to him, we must first go to the cove by the village and then double back along a narrow path above the water. The villagers tell me that it is difficult to traverse, so be prepared for an arduous trip.”

    The procession moved silently along the wall, each man seeming to be lost in his own thoughts, yet independently feeling varying degrees of dread. When they arrived at the pebble beach, the women were out in the water washing the rough-spun clothing that the natives all wore. They went silent upon seeing the men and watched their course as they rounded the bottom of the bluff’s end and located a narrow outcropping leading along the rock face just above the water.     

    “Get on my back,” Ashleigh insisted to the professor. “I won’t risk our translator on this venture.”

    Eduardo agreed and climbed up, grasping tightly around the man’s broad shoulders.

    The way was indeed difficult. Occasionally they found a sheer cliff with only enough jutting stone to place one foot directly ahead of the next. At moments there was a desperate scrabbling sound as one of the soldiers grasped at the wall for a handhold as balance grew tenuous. Nobody was certain how Ashleigh managed to traverse the rock face with the added weight of the old man on his back. He never faltered once, seeming to stick to the volcanic material as though by magnetic force. All the while, Eduardo’s face was pale and gleaming with sweat as he held on for dear life. At moments he dangled over the abyss with his eyes squeezed shut and knees digging into the sergeant’s middle for additional support.

    Sabo followed behind the creature, ensuring that it kept pace with the others, offering a helping hand when possible and coaxing with kind words of encouragement. The creature, while not immune to feelings of danger, fared surprisingly well, more often suffering from wonderment at their surroundings than loss of traction.

    The view below and around was impressive when they dared take the time to give it their attention. The broad, azure endless ocean stretched out to the horizon. The water beneath them showed no such serenity as it was broken by jagged rocks and swirling spirals of foam. The men looked at that tumultuous region as infrequently as possible.

    Finally, they reached a spot that seemed impossible. A smooth shelf jutted out providing enough space for them to all cluster on the safety of the plane of rock, but above rose a steep and narrow incline of such a grade that they all stood sweating, panting, and staring in a state of despair.

    “We’re expected to get up there somehow?” Miller asked in disbelief after regaining his breath and shooing damp locks of hair out of his face.

    “Yes,” the sergeant replied.

    He squatted down to let the professor off his back and then stretched for a moment before sizing up the incline. He turned to look back at the men and then reached up as high as he could along the rock as though taking measurements.

    “Conway, you’re the lightest, aside from Lazarus. I’m going to stoop down here at the bottom. All the rest of you give him room to get a running start. When you reach me, then put your foot in my hands with your last step, and I’ll heave you up as high as I can. Take the rope with you and tie it off wherever you can find a secure spot up top. The rest of us will use it to pull ourselves up.”

    Everyone slowly turned to look at Conway whose face contorted into a mixture of surprise and horror.

    “You really think I can make it up there, Sergeant?” he asked, swallowing hard and wiping sweat off his brow with the back of his hand.

    “I wouldn’t ask you if I didn’t,” Ashleigh said. “Take a minute to rest if you need to.”

    Conway shook his head while taking the coil of rope from Sabo and looping it over his shoulder. “No, I had better just do it right away. If I spend too much time thinking about it, then I’ll just make myself sick.”

    The men around him clapped his shoulders and murmured words of encouragement before moving to the sides of the rock to give him room. Judging by their faces, they were all relieved not to have been selected for the task. The sergeant got down on one knee and laced his fingers together.

    “Whenever you’re ready.”

    Conway backed up as far as the flat stone would allow, took a deep breath, nodded, and then rushed forward, swinging his right leg up at the last moment to plant his foot in the sergeant’s hands. The huge man straightened in one quick motion, his muscles rippling as he tossed the soldier up and forward along the rock face. Everyone else took in a collective and audible sharp breath. Conway flew up as if he was weightless, a toy carelessly flung in the air by a child. His arms made it over the lip and he clung on for dear life as he kicked against the rock with the toes of his boots and sent a shower of dry fragments down on the breathless watchers. After a moment of unbearable tension, his weight shifted forward, and he scrambled over. Everyone let out sighs of relief.

    “Goddamn, that made me nervous,” Robbins said, while panting even more than he had during the prior climb.

    “I never doubted him for a moment,” the sergeant said with a wide grin.

    A few minutes later, the coil of rope came tumbling down, unfurling as it fell. Then Conway’s head poked over.

    “It’s much easier going up here. I found a boulder to tie off. Don’t worry, I double knotted the rope.”

    One by one they made their way up, climbing hand over hand along the rope with feet braced against the steep rock face. Once only Ashleigh, Ana, Eduardo, and the creature remained, the sergeant offered to carry them up on his back one by one. They sent the creature up first, coaxing it patiently until it climbed onto the sergeant’s back and took hold.

    Conway’s assessment had been correct. The path was much easier at the top. The final leg of the journey took them over a series of level boulders that looked like steps hewn for a giant. At the end of the ascending planes, they found a broad space offering a breathtaking view of the sea. Behind them sat an opening in the rock. Painted symbols similar to those on the calendar in the clearing below bordered the outside. Once they all rested up and enjoyed the view for a time, Ashleigh took out his flashlight and handed it over to the professor.

    “Lead the way, ambassador.”

    The sergeant followed him in and then the others followed one by one. A narrow passage twisted and turned through a natural crack in the rock. There was barely enough room to squeeze through. That Ashleigh’s ox-like shoulders fit seemed a miracle. After a good deal of grunting in the dark and accidental collisions, they all spilled out into a chamber about fifty feet in diameter. A shaft of sunlight cut down through the center of the dark room from an opening high above, and vines hung down among the rocks. The space smelled damp with the musty edge given by vital dirt. Small carved figurines tied to the ends of the vines with twine dangled down into the chamber. One large trinket of a man missing his head drew their attention in particular. A wide wooden bowl lay on the floor to catch rainwater. The walls were covered in a mural of what appeared to be a repeating native history. A chattering noise above drew the professor’s attention, and he raised the light.

    “Bats,” he remarked. “Hundreds of them, thousands maybe.”

    Then he swept the light down to the floor. A layer of guano caked the darker side of the room. Just as it seemed that nothing of interest was going to happen, a very old looking native draped in layers of jewelry made of bones and covered in interlacing spirals of tattoos stepped out of the darkness on the opposite side of the room from the entry. Some of the men jumped in surprise.

    He stood still in the light, looked over his visitors and then gave a toothless smile.

    “Jalapush anii,” he beckoned to Eduardo with one hand and the two sat facing one another a few feet apart. They spoke quietly for a few minutes. Finally, Eduardo twisted around to convey what was being said.

    “The shaman tells me that this is a very important time on the island. The cycle of days has ended and begins anew. The people have been purified in preparation for some ritual or festival. Our presence here, while unexpected, is not unwelcome. I will try to ask him about the pitfalls and the fear of boats. He seems much less afraid than the villagers to speak on these matters.”

    They talked again at length, the professor repeating phrases a number of times. There appeared to be great confusion between them at various points.

    “He keeps referring to something called Waipa Akajawa. It means something along the lines of God’s hunt or holy hunt. I’m not sure what to make of—” He froze and turned back to the shaman to ask a series of questions. When he addressed the men again, his face was very pale, and his words came falteringly. “I—it appears to be some kind of sacrifice where for one night the people of this island are hunted by the tribe of the neighboring island.”

    “What?!” Jenkins shouted.

    The men lost their composure and shouted questions all at once. The professor winced and his face seemed to crumble in on itself. Ashleigh drew himself to his full height. His voice rang in the chamber with deafening authority. 

    “All of you shut your mouths right this instant!” He turned to Eduardo. “Get all the details you can.”

    As Eduardo continued to relay the shaman’s words, his face grew more and more dismayed. The old mystic kept glancing over at the sergeant with a look of wonderment as they talked.

    “He says that many years ago, this island was established as a prison for a vast empire. The gods demanded that a cursed people be sent here to live apart from the others. Every new cycle of the calendar round, clemency was granted to some of those who lived here. As the years marched on, there were fewer signs of civilization from the outside world. Fewer war canoes skimmed by in the distance. Then the celebration for the binding of the years was no longer merciful. Clemency was forgotten, and all that remains is the holy hunt. The shaman survived one such event in his youth. Two generations have been born since then. All they know of now are the two islands, one always devouring the other. The traps are placed all over the island as defense from the hunters. No boats are allowed. If they try to leave, they will be exterminated. They are bound to this island by sacred obligation as bearers of the curse.”

    Conway raised a hand like a schoolchild. The professor gave him a glance twice over with a furrowed brow. 

    “Do you have a question?”

    “Yes, if I may. We are not bearers of the curse, so what’s to keep us from leaving the island?” he asked. “We aren’t one of them, ethnically speaking, so why should we be bound by their laws?”

    “That’s a very good question. Let me ask.”

    The professor and the shaman exchanged words while the men shifted about uncomfortably. Jenkins mumbled about the vindication of his murder island theory under his breath until the sergeant hissed for silence. Conway appeared deep in thought. The others all stared at the cave’s floor around them with wide and vacant eyes.

    Eduardo turned again. “He says that the Ukamu do not care who is who. They will attack and kill anyone who tries to leave the island. If we try to leave the island, then we will be killed just as if they tried the same.”

    “So, what, they expect us to just hang around waiting to be slaughtered like lambs?” Jenkins growled through clenched teeth.

    After Eduardo relayed his concerns, the shaman spoke for a very long time before rising to his feet and beckoning his counterpart to follow to the edge of the chamber. There the shaman led him along the mural while gesturing animatedly. This process continued until they had circled the entire wall and ended where they began.

    “This man,” Eduardo explained, “comes from a line of mystics who guard the history. In all the years of holy hunts, the bloodletters have never found this place.”

    “Well then why don’t all the people just hide here?” Green asked with a scoff.

    The professor, although looking quite vexed, got the answer: “If everyone hid here, then the hunters would search relentlessly until the place was uncovered. Every hunt the shaman shelters a young man and woman here, blessed by rites of protection. Fortunately, they have never been the only survivors. Usually at least a dozen villagers live through the night.”

    “That’s nearly 90 percent of the people dead!” Miller exclaimed. “That’s madness! Do they not fight back?”

    “They do what they can. They build pitfalls and decoys to buy time and pick off some of the hunters. Some do choose to fight back, but they are cut down in an instant. The people of the other island are fierce warriors with an insatiable taste for blood. They greatly outnumber the people of this island as well. For that reason, traps, deception, and hiding are the best options for survival.”

    While Eduardo was speaking, the shaman had approached the sergeant, who leaned back against the wall with his arms folded across his chest. The old man poked at his skin and reached up to pull down on his lower lip and look at his teeth. He gestured for the large man to sit, and he complied. The mystic then placed a hand on either side of his head and worked his fingers back and forth to feel the shape. Ashleigh bore it all without complaint or resistance. The shaman beckoned for him to stand again. Upon seeing the sergeant stretched to his full height, the old man began jabbering excitedly to Eduardo in an unbroken stream of words before taking the flashlight from his hands and pointing it to a spot on the wall where a pale figure towered above a scene of violence unfolding in the foreground.

    The professor cleared his throat after a moment and looked perplexed. “Sergeant, he wants to know if you are descended from a race of giants.”

    Ashleigh smiled. “Not unless he considers the Scots to be such a race. We did hold back the Romans, and they were the world’s greatest empire.”

    “He says that their history tells of a race of pale-skinned giants that visited on strange boats. The warriors of the empire did not dare face them and they went where they pleased. This was back in the days of clemency and before the holy hunt. There is a legend going back many cycles of the calendar that they will return and break the new cycle of bloodletting.”

    “Sergeant,” Miller warned in an anxious tone. “he’s just trying to flatter you. We have guns. They can’t stop us from leaving, and neither can the hunters. We can all get on a raft and clear out of here.”

    “When is this holy hunt?” Ashleigh asked.

    The shaman and professor spoke before an answer was given. “He says that it is always the thirteenth evening after the calendar starts anew. That would make it twelve days from now.”

    “No, no, no,” Jenkins groaned, cradling his head in his hands. “You’re not considering staying, are you? You can’t expect us to follow you blindly to certain death?”

    The sergeant whirled around to address him. “You signed up for the possibility of death, soldier. This is no different from any other mission. How many times has our nation called upon us to train an insurgent force against a much more powerful, oppressive, and unjust foe?”

    “It’s not the same at all!” Jenkins continued, clearly at his wits end. “This is not our fight!”

    “We are ambassadors of the world’s greatest power. Helping these people overcome tyranny is our calling,” Ashleigh said firmly. “If we all work together, we can put an end to the cycle of violence. Then we will be free to build a raft and sail off into the sunset.”

    “But we could do that now!” Miller insisted. “There’s nothing stopping us except some misguided desire to kowtow to these people’s ridiculous customs.”

    “I have made my decision,” the sergeant replied, folding his arms again to indicative his immobility on the matter. “We help these people prepare for the holy hunt. We show them American courage. Then we leave once they are free of the yoke.”

    “You’ll live to regret this,” Jenkins said under his breath.

    “Is that another threat? I’ve had about enough of your insubordination.”

    “Give us the option to leave before the insanity begins,” Miller pleaded. “Take on this crazed mission if you want, but do not punish us.”

    “I would kill you first,” the sergeant replied, his eyes burning with an alarming intensity. “Do you know the penalty for desertion in a time of war? Such cowardice is unbecoming of killers such as yourselves.”

    The shaman was talking to the professor again. Eduardo listened before turning to Ashleigh.

    “He is asking if you will be the pale giants returned and free them from the holy hunt.”

    “I will,” the sergeant said emphatically. 

    Breath caught in throats and heads drooped as the men heard the words. Jenkins’ fists clenched and his hands trembled as though he were about to explode. Everyone else appeared to be in varying states of despair. Sabo gripped the material of his BDU pants, leaving streaks of sweat from his palms. Green shook his head and stared up at the shaft of light with wide eyes.

    The sergeant turned to them. “We have twelve days to prepare. None of us has to die if we work together and combine our resources and ingenuity with the locals. Cooperation is our only way out of this.” He stared at the men one by one. “I need to be certain that you are all with me on this.”

    They all murmured “Yes,” except Jenkins.

    Ashleigh strode forward and loomed over the man. “Do I need to ask you where your loyalties lie?”

    “I’m loyal to the stars and stripes,” the man replied, his voice wavering slightly. “You say you are too, but I just don’t understand it.”

    “That lack of understanding is why I lead, and you obey,” Ashleigh replied, his eyes catching the light from above and glittering cat-like in the dark. 

    “The shaman asks that the rest of you wait outside, he has rites to perform with the sergeant. He and I will remain, but everyone else must leave.”

    The men wandered out in a daze, the creature stumbling through the dark behind them. Once they were all out on the smooth rock in the light of the sun, chaos broke out.

    “Miller and I are almost done with a second raft,” Jenkins declared immediately. “It’s every man for himself now. The sergeant has completely lost it.”

    Sabo looked sick to his stomach. His face was pale, and beads of sweat formed at his temples. “It’s not right to leave the sergeant, but it’s not right to risk our lives here needlessly, and it’s also not right to let these people get slaughtered.” He fell to his knees and put a hand to each side of his head to grip tufts of his blond hair. “Nothing makes sense anymore. I feel like I’m losing my mind. This can’t be real, can it?”

    “Fuck these people and their problems,” Miller replied roughly. “Don’t humor that man’s delusions.”

    “I don’t know,” Robbins explained. “It actually makes sense to me. Working with these people is the best shot we have. If we mount a strong defense and drive off the attackers, then we have all the time we need to figure out how to get off the island and make full preparations. If we leave in a hurry, then who knows what happens? We might get killed by those hunters.”

    “What?!” Jenkins demanded. “You’re actually agreeing with this madness?” He stepped toward Robbins and they both squared their shoulders. “We don’t even know how many of them there are! This little village has what, two dozen fighting aged men? With the rest that makes thirty total. What if we’re facing down over one hundred of these blood-crazed savages? What if it’s even more? Even pistols won’t save us if they attack at night all at once. Our only hope is to clear out and try to escape. We can pick them off as they try to intercept.”

    “We have to go with the sergeant,” Conway replied from his position sitting in the shade of the rocks nearby. He rubbed the bald spot on the top of his head compulsively. “I don’t want to face down a horde of angry natives just as much as the rest of you, but that’s better than the wrath of Sergeant Ashleigh. At least the first one I have a chance of surviving.”

    Green and Sabo nodded in agreement. Jenkins spit and stalked out to the edge of the rock to stare out at the ocean with his hands on his hips.

    “It’s complete insanity,” he muttered. “And you all can’t see that the sergeant is going to get us all killed. The mind-fucker has become the mind-fucked. He loves these fucking savages more. I can see it.”

    Despair overtook them, and they all sat silently in the sun in until finally the sergeant and the professor emerged blinking from the cave.

    “It’s done,” Ashleigh explained. “We are now charged with breaking the holy hunt. It’s time to get back down from here, explain the situation to the locals, and get to work.”

    Although less exhausting, the return trip was more treacherous at times due to the need for clambering down backwards. They left the rope tied around the boulder so that everyone could get down the steep rock face safely and any subsequent journey would be easier. Once back at the village, Ashleigh and the professor stopped to talk to the chief, and everyone else moved onward to the camp on the palm beach.

    They spent the afternoon like starved men, with minds and bodies depleted with the gnawing pangs of hunger. They lay in the shade like the dying, letting flies land wherever they pleased on the skin. Eyes rolled languidly and lids did not even flutter but sank and rose with a syrupy motion devoid of all the body’s typical reactive energy. Robbins did not even bother to attempt fishing. The only one up and about was Conway who stepped around his celestial drawings, staring down at them from various angles and using a stick to cast shadows.

    The others arrived by early evening. The sergeant was shirtless and wore a shell necklace like the one gifted to the professor.

    “We have a busy day tomorrow,” he announced. “We will be going to the village early to begin planning the defense of the island with the natives. Any constructive ideas are welcome, and I expect no more moping around. I will be training the natives of fighting age in grappling and hand-to-hand combat. These next twelve days are going to be tough, so get all the sleep you can.”

    Eduardo took the creature aside to continue speech lessons. As usual, he was often distracted by the matters at hand.

    “The people of the village have become very enamored with the sergeant. I do think his plan is the best course of action. I have my daughter to worry about, and I do not want to face the great unknown of the sea unprepared or with the possibility of an attack on the water. These people have suffered for centuries. It is the right thing to do. Things could get even worse with the men now that they know the whole truth, and I can’t really blame them.”

    He was interrupted by Conway who shouted, “360 degrees divided by twenty-seven degrees is thirteen, or close enough.” He staggered over. “Polaris rotates around us in a circle evenly divided by thirteen points, just like that clock in the clearing. It makes no sense in a terrible kind of way that makes perfect sense.” He dropped down on his ass in the sand and spoke very quietly. “We live in their world now. None of us is making it off this island alive.”

    

    

    CHAPTER 5

    

    More surprises awaited them when they arrived at the village the next morning. All the people were assembled on the pebble beach in colorful and festive looking attire. The women had white and pink flowers woven in their hair and the men wore sashes stained with red dye. The chieftain wore a headdress plumed with blue and green iridescent feathers from a bird that none of them had seen on the island thus far. As the gap between the two groups narrowed, all the villagers save for their leader sank to their knees. The chief approached the sergeant and embraced him while making some sort of proclamation.

    “He says that he is going to make you one of them officially,” Eduardo explained. “He is going to perform some kind of ceremony.”

    “Endless rituals,” Jenkins muttered. “When will we finally be free of this nonsense?”

    “Hold your tongue,” the sergeant barked over his shoulder. “Their customs are ours as long as we stay here.”

    The chief turned and gave a command. Moments later, a woman led a young girl up from the back of the crowd. She had flowers in her hair like the older women. She looked very timid and would not meet the soldier’s eyes with her own. The chieftain explained something to the professor while gesturing to her.

    Eduardo’s face went red, and he grew very flustered. He turned to the sergeant. “This is his niece who he is giving to you as a wife in order to bind you to them by family.”

    The soldiers looked at one another uncomfortably. It was Sabo who voiced their collective concern out loud.

    “That girl can only be maybe thirteen or fourteen years old. She’s a child.”

    Ashleigh turned to look at the medic with his eyes narrowed to slits. “What do you take me for, soldier?”

    Sabo looked slightly relieved and let out a long breath. “I—I’m sorry, sir. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

    As the sergeant continued, the young man’s face once again twisted and then slackened first into a look of mental anguish and then bloodless shock.

    “What do you know about absolute commitment? I mean, look at the way you squirm, you’re practically a civilian.” The last word came out of a lopsided grimace as though it were a grave insult. “If I told you about the things I had to do while embedded in Afghanistan, you would turn into a gibbering mental patient. There is no sin in service to the nation, nothing it cannot forgive.”

    “But what of God?” Sabo pleaded. “God will judge you for this. Don’t do it, I’m begging of you.”

    Ashleigh chuckled. “God will judge me? What God? The gods of this earth belong to the people, and each has its own domain. I have the favor of the only gods that matter.” He gestured to the natives. “Their gods rule this island.”

    Without another word, Sabo stalked off in the direction they had come. The creature had never seen the young man behave so assertively. The rest of the men appeared disturbed by the interaction, but they set their jaws and remained silent as the conversation resumed between the professor and the chieftain. The young girl was placed beside the sergeant. The top of her head barely reached above his navel. A number of proclamations were made, and the women placed wreaths of brightly-colored flowers atop the heads and around their necks. After the chieftain announced something loudly, the villagers threw flowers up in the air, shouted jubilantly, and rhythmically swayed around the two while clapping their hands and breaking into cheerful song.

    The creature noticed Ana slip away to follow Sabo and fell in behind out of curiosity. It found them in a clearing not far from the calendar and sundial. The medic had fallen back against a rock and covered his face with his hands. Ana sat cross-legged nearby and patted his knee to comfort him. She gave the creature a sad smile as it approached and then sat down nearby.

    “I’m going to kill him,” Sabo said finally in a grim voice. He dropped his hands so they rested limply on the ground at his sides. His eyes stared straight forward. “I thought he was right to help the villagers, but this is wrong. It’s wrong on such a fundamental level that it makes me sick even thinking about it. That little girl is a child. I don’t care if it’s the culture here. It sure as hell isn’t ours and for good reasons. She would barely be into high school. She’s the same age—” He gasped. “My sister.” He began hyperventilating and seemed unsure whether to cry or fly into a fury.

    “What about the others?” Ana asked. “Surely, they agree with you?”

    He laughed bitterly. “They probably do, but they have their reasons to keep quiet. Miller and Jenkins only care about getting off the island. One of these days, they’ll just vanish in the night. Robbins and Green are too scared of the sergeant to say anything, and Conway is crazy now in his own way. That leaves me, the only one dumb enough to say anything.”

    “Don’t say that,” she insisted. “You’re not dumb. You’re good, the best man out of them all. My father is too much a coward to say anything.” She paused and then grasped ahold of his arm with her small hands. “Please don’t get killed. Don’t throw your life away. There needs to be a good man here with us. I would die of sadness if you were gone.” Her eyes welled up with tears and she rubbed her cheek against his shoulder in desperation, as though she could impart some understanding of her grievous need through the contact.

    “Not much of a good man if I just stand by and let this happen,” Sabo murmured. His eyes softened and he looked down at the girl. “Sometimes I think I should have just stayed in Nebraska. My family are farmers. It would have been a good life and peaceful. But no, I had to believe that I was meant for something else. I was just a stupid kid with foolish dreams.”

    Ana put her arms around his middle and pressed her face into his chest. “Please just promise you won’t do anything crazy and put yourself in danger.”

    He patted her hair robotically. “I could never forgive myself for doing nothing.”

    They were interrupted by Green crashing into the clearing. He looked around at each of them with a brow raised. “Sergeant says we all need to be present for the meeting about the defense of the island. He wants us all on the same page.” He looked at Sabo with anxious, searching eyes, as though desperate for some confirmation that he was still part of the team. “The sergeant was not pleased with the way you stamped off like that.”

    The medic extricated himself from the girl and rose to dust off his pants. “I don’t care. I object to his marriage to that child. It’s sick. You know it is, too.”

    Green turned a little red in the face. “It’s not like he’s fucked her. You never know, he probably won’t. It’s just to make the locals happy.”

    “Are you so sure of that?” Sabo asked coldly. “Or is that just what you’re telling yourself to justify going along. We’ve all talked before about how the sergeant doesn’t seem right in the head, now more than ever. He thinks he’s some kind of god or something now that he got all gassed up by their legends. He says really weird shit sometimes, and we all know it isn’t normal. It just never went this far before.”

    Green was scratching at his neck and looking at the ground around his feet very nervously. He interrupted the medic as soon as he had a chance. “We all know that he’s eccentric, but we aren’t going to butt heads with him. You saw how he threw down Jenkins like a rag doll on the day we found the second island.”

    Sabo smiled disdainfully and shook his head. His voice was quiet, with a tone of barely controlled anger. “OK, then. I see how it is. I guess I better heel like a good dog.”

    When the two men were gone, Ana crawled over to the creature on her hands and knees and began to shake it by the shoulders so that its head jostled back and forth.

    “Please wake up,” she pleaded, her face smeared with tears. “I know you’re in there somewhere. I know you’re good like Sabo. You have to stop him or do something.”

    The creature could feel its eyes stinging and tears forming. It could understand the desperation in her voice and the pain in her eyes, but it was trapped firmly in the prison of its own skull. Her fingers brushed against its cheeks.

    “You’re crying. I know you understand. Please just say something, anything!”

    She fell sideways into a sobbing heap on the ground. The creature sat with its back straight, looking directly ahead as the warm water continued rolling down its face.

    . .    .

    

    Once everyone was assembled at the village, they found a flat space nearby with sandy ground where the sergeant drew a rough outline of the island with a stick. He asked that the natives mark the locations of all their pitfalls with pebbles. The chieftain issued the command once it was relayed to him, and a few men went to work, marking spots here and there and a few wider lines near the beach closest to the neighboring island.

    “When the hunters make their landing, where do they deploy?” Ashleigh asked.

    The professor and the chief spoke for some time before Eduardo explained what had been said.

    “He was not alive for the last holy hunt. All he knows is of the stories passed down by the few surviving elders. He believes that they approach the island from multiple directions at once. They know that there are pit traps and do their best to avoid them.”

    “Have they dug any new pitfalls since the last hunt?”

    “They extended the one by the upper beach and added another between the village and the mangrove swamp, but that is all.”

    “We have to lure them into attacking the village,” the sergeant replied. “It would be foolish to split up and attempt multiple lines of defense. We should fortify the village as much as possible and force them to siege it. That way our fewer numbers won’t matter. We have pistols. How many villagers can fight?”

    “He says that there are twenty fit to fight.”

    “And what are the enemy’s numbers?”

    “He is not certain. The stories tell of a swarm that fights like beasts.”

    “Stories are stories. We should assume at least one hundred to be on the safe side.” He turned to Robbins. “By the end of the day, I want a complete inventory of firearms and ammunition. I want to see it all spread out so we can decide on the best way to use them.”

    “Yes, sir.”

    “Ask the chief what he thinks of the plan to fortify the village. We have a number of days. At the very least we can build a sturdy and tall palisade and make more traps.”

    Eduardo complied and then said, “He wants assurances that your men will fight alongside them.”

    Ashleigh looked over the soldiers with a penetrating gaze. “It’s kill or be killed. These men were born to fight.” He paused and then added, “If he wants something concrete, then we will move into the village alongside them until the night of the hunt. We will be one tribe and fight as one.”

    Jenkins scoffed and shook his head. The sergeant took one step toward him and he scrabbled backwards.

    “That’s an order. There will be no objections.”

    After the meeting, they spent the rest of the day constructing a lean-to house among the others for the soldiers to inhabit and then took a few trips to the palm beach to disassemble the hut there and move all the building materials and supplies. With the help of the natives, it went quite quickly. By dusk, they sat around a fire in their part of the village with some of the more curious locals gathered behind in the shadows and speaking in hushed tones.

    The professor had decided to take a more rudimentary approach with the creature’s speaking lessons and tried to get it to make simple sounds.

    “Put your fingers on my throat and feel how I make this sound: ahhhh. You feel how the neck vibrates? Now try to do the same.”

    Two of the native men came closer and squatted a few feet away, whispering to one another. They watched Eduardo press a hand against the creature’s midsection to force out its breath.

    “Come on, you can do it. Make the sound with your throat.”

    The professor hummed, and the two villagers mimicked him and then laughed. After many failed attempts, the creature finally let out a hoarse breath that caught in the throat just enough to form something between a grunt and a wheeze. Eduardo’s eyes widened and his entire body twitched with shock.

    “My god, you’ve done it! Try it again. Make this sound. Ahhhh.”

    The second occurrence was even more clearly defined. Eduardo was on his feet now, shouting with unbridled joy.

    “He’s made a sound! Of his own volition!”

    Some of them men looked over from the fire, not sharing in Eduardo’s amazement.

    “Did he say something?” Robbins asked.

    “No, no, but he hummed a sound in his throat. It’s a first step.”

    “Oh lovely, now the retard can make noises. I’m sure that’s not going to be annoying,” Jenkins grumbled.

    “I guess I shouldn’t expect you to understand the significance of this development,” the professor replied indignantly. “This means that his brain is capable of simple vocalizations. His dorsal pathway still functions.”

    Nobody else was in the mood to celebrate, so Eduardo turned his back to them and patted the creature on the head.

    “Don’t worry, Lazarus. I think you’re well on the road to recovery.”

    The creature remained behind after everyone else retired to the lean-to shack. The village was quiet save for the ambient whispers of the remaining coals. Sabo approached in the pale moonlight, his face grave and eyes black caverns into endless dark. He sat down with a stiff motion as though he had aged fifty years or suffered from an internal pain. He said nothing for a long time. When he finally spoke, his voice was hollow, utterly devoid of animating spirit.

    “I can’t sleep. I feel sick to my stomach. I don’t care about anything anymore except for the sergeant and that girl. I’ve never actually killed anyone before, but I want to kill him. You know the natives gave him a house? He’s in there right now with the child. He doesn’t even share quarters with his men anymore.” He let out a sigh and his head drooped. “But I don’t think I can do it, take someone’s life in anger. If I killed—” He stopped and looked around before lowering his voice. “If I killed the sergeant, my life would be over. The natives would probably kill me. If I ever made it off the island, then I would be in prison forever. That, or they would just make me disappear.”

    He groaned and cradled his head in his hands. “I wish I was like you, unburdened by knowledge, free from sin, and loved by God. You’re the only one I can speak to with complete honesty. Isn’t that a paradox, that the man untouched by language is the most honest and most trustworthy? Maybe you will talk again someday, and you can tell people I wasn’t a coward.”

    

    . .    .

    

    The next morning, construction began on the palisade. The soldiers and natives worked alongside one another to create a shallow border trench around the outside of the village. Others were sent off to find usable timber to be fashioned into stakes. Robbins had finished the weapon inventory and presented everything to the sergeant laid out on a blanket from the emergency supplies. Ashleigh crouched over the collection of pistols and magazines. There were also a few flares and smoke grenades.

    “Seven pistols and about one hundred and twenty rounds for them,” the soldier explained.

    “Better than I expected,” Ashleigh replied. “Until the hunt, all the firearms and ammunition will be secured in my hut.”

    Robbins scratched at his jaw. “The other guys were pretty reluctant to hand their guns over for this inventory. They’ll see this as you disarming them and think that you don’t trust them.”

    “I trust them,” the sergeant explained, “to behave as men do in these tense situations, which is unpredictably.” He leaned back, playing with the shells on his necklace. “All will be forgiven when we achieve victory. The blood of the enemy will wash away all grievances. I’ll assemble everyone tonight and explain.”

    By the afternoon, the border trench around the village was complete, and a large heap of branches about five feet high and twenty feet in diameter lay on the closest edge of the pebble beach. Ashleigh was demonstrating grappling techniques to the natives near where the map was drawn on the ground. The sergeant’s child bride sat nearby in the shade watching them quietly. Eduardo, Sabo, and the creature sat nearby. The medic could not take his eyes off her. The professor had noticed the dynamic and tried to break the tension. 

    “I don’t know why I never thought to ask this before, but why do they call you Sabo?”

    “It’s short for saw bones.”

    “Of course, it is. I should have guessed it.”

    In the cool of the evening, they began construction on the palisade in earnest, forming an assembly line where Green and Robbins sharpened one end of the sticks with knives before handing them off to Conway and Miller who pounded them into the ground with stones. Jenkins and Sabo followed up at the end and sharpened the tops of the branches once they were in place. They formed a purposeful rhythm and even sang at times to motivate themselves. The men of the village had taken over foraging and brought bundles of wood from all over. Ashleigh paced like a caged animal, jumping in on occasion to lend a hand where it was needed. Once everyone had collapsed in exhausted heaps for the evening, he made the announcement.

    “I appreciate all your hard work. These are not ideal circumstances. Now that the inventory of all firearms and ammunition is complete, I will be keeping them in my possession until the day of the holy hunt.”

    “What?” Jenkins demanded. “Why?”

    “Because they will be safer with me. We haven’t needed firearms up until this point, so I don’t see why any of you would need them in the meantime. I will be relinquishing my own and keeping it with the others as well.”

    “This is bullshit,” Miller growled. “You’ve gone paranoid.”

    “Paranoid?” Ashleigh laughed. “Of course. Being paranoid is an essential cornerstone of leadership. I know how all your minds work. This is the best course of action for everyone’s safety. You have my word that you will get them back on the promised day. Think what you will of me, but I never break my word.”

    

    . .    .

    That night, the creature woke to a rustling sound as someone slipped out the door of the shack. All around, the soldiers slept quietly. Their slumbering forms expanded and contracted gently in the moonlight that shone through the cracks and openings in the structure. It carefully struggled to its feet and stepped cautiously to the hanging reeds which comprised the door before poking its head out. The moon was full, and an eerie blue-white light blanketed the village. Another slight sound indicated continued movement. Sabo moved stealthily in the shadows on the approach to the sergeant’s hut. The creature froze and its blood ran cold. It knew what was happening but not what to do. It took a few steps toward the medic, but the young man looked over with a start and then shook his head.

    “Don’t try to stop me,” he whispered.

    The cold glint of a knife reflected in the light. The medic reached the front of the hut and then silently crept in through the doorway. The creature was paralyzed, staring at the thatched structure in terror. For a few minutes there was no noise from within and all the world seemed to go silent. Suddenly a muffled gasp emerged, followed by a piercing shriek of shock and horror. Sabo stumbled out of the doorway. He was no longer holding the knife and staggered back a few steps while staring at the opening as though unsure whether to expect someone to emerge or not.

    Then Sergeant Ashleigh burst out the front with such speed that the medic did not even have time to react. The hulking man was completely naked. The handle of the knife protruded from his left shoulder and a swath of black blood poured down across his chest and abdomen in rivulets that forked and divided into narrower streams and then dark drops. He heaved the much smaller man off the ground by his throat.

    “You?” he hissed through clenched teeth. “Of course, it would be you.”

    The young man’s legs kicked at Ashleigh, and he clawed at the vice-like hands that grasped his neck.

    “Why are you making me do this? All you had to do was obey like a good soldier. I won’t carry your body on my back in the hereafter. You did this to yourself.”

    With a horrifying sound like the kneading of raw meat, the sergeant’s arms tensed, and his hands constricted together. Sabo’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he made one final gurgling noise as blood poured from his mouth, dribbled down his chin, and onto Ashleigh’s knuckles and forearms. His legs no longer kicked. His entire body went limp. The giant man laid him out gently on the ground and crouched over the body while shaking his head.

    By now, others had woken up and gathered around with gasps and muted exclamations. Ana approached, pushing between the men to see the source of the commotion. When she saw Sabo’s limp body on the ground, she made a heaving noise as though she were strangled as well and fell on top of him as if struck dead. Ashleigh looked down at the knife protruding from his body and then around at the others.

    “Bastard tried to kill me,” Ashleigh squatted down above Ana and the medic’s body, swiping at his face with a forearm to rid his forehead of the sweat which glistened under the eerie moonlight. In its place he left a smear of blood. “I’m sorry it had to be this way,” he told her motionless form. “I know you considered him a friend. I did what was necessary under the circumstances.”

    He rose and seemed suddenly aware of his nakedness and that everyone else had gathered around. He returned to his hut and re-emerged moments later with his pants on and a blanket which he lay gently over Ana and Sabo’s body.

    “I’ll take care of him in the morning,” he added and disappeared once more.

    The creature spied other movement at the doorway of the hut and caught a glimpse of the young girl who the natives had made Ashleigh’s wife. She stood peering timidly around the opening with only one eye. The bare skin of her shoulder and thigh were visible in the blue glow.

    Nobody slept for the rest of the night. Eduardo remained outside sitting a few feet away from his daughter. The creature lay in a dark corner of the soldiers’ hut, listening to the quiet conversation.

    “I’m surprised that he even tried. I suppose the kid had bigger balls than I ever guessed.”

    “But why? I don’t understand.”

    “It’s about that girl. He was upset. It’s not right, but what’s to be done? You saw how Ashleigh took that knife wound like it was nothing.”

    “Leave, that’s what’s to be done.”

    “You think any of us will get off this island if the sergeant doesn’t want us to? He’ll set his natives on us, or just kill us all with his bare hands.”

    “He might be losing it, but my money is still on him. I’ll stay and fight alongside him just to save my own skin. He crushed Sabo’s neck like a twig. If anyone can survive this holy hunt, it’s Ashleigh.”

    “And what then? What makes you think he’ll even want to leave? He’ll probably just live out his days here with his native girl.”

    “No, he won’t. There’s still the mission. Say what you will about him, but he’s duty bound. I can tell you this, if I do make it out of here alive, then this is the last time I follow Ashleigh anywhere.”

    Eventually the light of morning came and shone pale-yellow into the hut. Eduardo’s head poked in through the screen of dried grass.

    “The sergeant wants to visit the shaman again to ask what he should do with Sabo. He says not to touch the body while he’s gone. The natives are out collecting more wood for the palisade.”

    After he was gone, Jenkins spat on the floor. “He wants to visit the shaman again. He’s not even one of us anymore.” He paused and laughed mirthlessly. “Probably never was.”

    The soldiers passed the morning working on the walls. Ana was gone. The creature sat beside Sabo’s body and watched the breeze stir the blanket and his blond hair which stuck out from under one corner. The sergeant and professor returned after a few hours. Ashleigh had bandaged his shoulder with a torn piece of cloth that was stained brown with dried blood. He assembled everyone to make an announcement.

    “We are going to bury Sabo,” he said. “The old man in the cave said that this is common. Bad blood and resentment often boil over in the days leading up to the holy hunt, yet all must be forgiven because this is a time of renewal. I will carry him out to the beach to put him with the others and say a few words.”

    The men said nothing and fell in line behind the sergeant who stooped down to pick up the body and then strode purposefully down the pebble beach. Sabo seemed light and small in his arms, like a sleeping child being borne to his bed by a dutiful father in the late hours of the evening. Once on the far side of the island, they made his grave beside the others, and Ashleigh stood at the head. Red blood oozed from under the bandage. All the movement had reopened the wound.

    “All is forgiven,” he said. “It is a burden at times to lead men who are too simple for this world. He was simple but very brave. Sabo made a good soldier for another time, but our days call for a new kind of man who is unburdened by the chains of the past. I can only hope that he finds some peace in the hereafter and that his God thinks he did right.”

    When they returned to the village, the natives were all standing clustered by the cove and pointing up to the sky in various states of excitement and expectation. High above, flocks of birds flew over from the direction of the neighboring island. Eduardo addressed the villagers, trying to get an explanation as they jabbered to one another. After a few minutes of saint-like patience, he was satisfied.

    “Ill omens they say,” he explained. “Before the holy hunt, the birds begin to travel differently. When they come from that direction, it indicates the numbers of the hunters. This is a legend passed down to them. By the numbers they are seeing, the invaders will be many.”

    “Well, in that case we had better finish the wall,” the sergeant replied.

    The villagers were too disturbed by the movement of the birds to provide any help for the rest of the morning and afternoon, but the sergeant fell in with the others, despite his injury. He used the opportunity to talk to the men as equals, clearly aware that some reestablishment of rapport was necessary to improve the dire morale.

    They started by sharpening the sticks that the natives had gathered earlier in the morning and adding them to the growing barrier. The palisade was nearly the height of a man and would certainly stop the attackers dead in their tracks, especially if they did not expect it.

    “I know things are looking grim right now,” Ashleigh began, while sweeping a knife along the end of a branch rhythmically. “It’s a tragedy what happened with the young man. I hoped I could avoid it by taking the guns before the real fight, but he was determined. I saw it in his eyes as I woke up and felt the sting of the knife and saw him standing over me. Even if he had no knife and only a sharpened stick or his bare hands, Sabo would have tried endlessly to kill me. It’s a shame that it was how he chose to prove his bravery in the end.”

    “He was a good kid,” Green added with a mournful expression. “It is a shame.”

    “That leaves an extra gun,” Jenkins observed. “Who’s going to be holding it when the time comes?”

    “The professor,” Ashleigh explained. “I can teach him the basics.”

    Jenkins and Miller shared a look. “I almost expected you to say that you were going to train the natives to use it,” the long-haired man said with a smirk.

    The sergeant laughed and everyone seemed better at ease. “One must understand people’s limits,” he said. “We will arm them with weapons that they can easily understand. The last thing we need is wild shots in the night.”

    “It certainly is,” Jenkins agreed.

    By early evening, the fascination with the birds had died down, and the villagers went back to hauling more branches for the walls. Eduardo took the creature aside and put it through more exercises. The novelty of the recent breakthroughs had worn off and the old man was deeply troubled and distracted.

    “It’s a horrible thing that happened with Sabo,” he said after making a few sounds for his pupil to mimic and then giving up. “My daughter cared deeply for that young man. I don’t even know where she is right now. I haven’t seen her since last night. I’m worried about her. She was always such a delicate child, especially after we lost her mother when she was very young. She only had me, and, although I have always loved her dearly, I had my own pursuits. She spent much time with my sisters over the years. She has walls of grief that she puts up and they are impenetrable for me.” He stared off into the receding light of the falling sun. “I only hope that she is alright and that she does not become ruined by her grief. I suppose in a way you are also ruined by grief, although you may not even understand it. That’s how she was after her mother died. She would not speak to anyone.”

    He went silent and entered a paralytic state of deep contemplation. Then Robbins came up and sat nearby, which roused Eduardo.

    “Hey, uh, professor?” the man asked, tugging at his beard absentmindedly in a display of uncharacteristic bashfulness.

    “What is it?” the old man asked. His tone was polite but tired.

    “I was wondering, and forget I asked if it’s too much trouble, but do you think that you could ask the natives if they can teach me how they catch all those big and shiny fish all the time? I’ve been trying a few methods myself, but I can’t seem to have any luck. I understand if it’s trade secrets and all, but I made it a personal goal of mine that before I get off this island, I learn how to catch some fish. You see, I fished a good deal back home, mostly bass and catfish. I guess you could say it’s my number one hobby. More than a few fishermen say that the undertaking is really about getting outdoors and being in nature, that fishing is almost like a kind of meditation, and that it doesn’t really matter if you have a whole lot of good luck or not, but the truth is that you gotta have a good streak every once in a while, or it starts to eat at you. Meditation for its own sake is fine, but any fisherman would be lying if he said it was all he needed out of the experience.”

    Eduardo blinked and opened his mouth before closing it again, unsure of what to say after the wall of words finished washing over him. It took a few seconds for him to recover.

    “Why certainly. Of course, I can talk to them, and I’m sure the men of the village would be happy to show you their methods of fishing.”

    The soldier smiled. “That is swell of you, Mr. Garcia, or well, doctor, I guess.”

    Eduardo waved off the formality with a dismissive hand. “I’ll talk to them tonight. You can count on it.”

    The creature stayed up later than all the others, which was customary. It did not particularly enjoy sleeping. In the concrete room prison and during the time which had defied measurement, there was little to do except to sleep for long periods of time. The dreams that came with it were full of terrifying experiences beyond the typical falls from great heights and monstrous faces of unfamiliar beings bearing the names of the familiar. The creature had slept enough for one lifetime, so now it stayed up in silent contemplation of a sort unknown to most men, a reading of the universe’s face with a simple method of observation utterly devoid of even the most unconscious indictment. Things without names and objects without abstraction possessed a purity that could scarcely be comprehended, because to comprehend was to lose reality on its most fundamental level. In some ways, the creature existed in a far more complete sense than any of the others.

    A movement over by the edge of the village attracted the creature’s attention. The new stimuli brought fear for a moment and then a mixture of sadness and joy. Ana was returning from her daytime sojourn somewhere else on the island. The blue light of the nearly full moon illuminated her face and created streams of luster down her hair like the reflections given off by spiderwebs. Her features were very sorrowful but beautiful, despite the lines and smudges of grief. She noticed the creature and came over, bending down to take hold of its forearm and pull it up to its feet. It took faltering steps behind her until they stopped on the far edge of the pebble beach by the rocky bluff to look out silently at the water. She did not say anything for a long time and simply hugged against the creature’s lanky knee. When she finally spoke, her voice was very quiet, barely audible above the static of the waves lapping the rocky shore.

    “I told him not to get himself killed. I begged him. You saw me beg him. What does a woman have left when her pleading means nothing? When her tears cannot stop a man, then what is she to do? I’m nothing, an invisible void, a vacuum of tragic energy. I suppose I’m like you, except that I have words, which are futile and meaningless. Perhaps that means that I am even more wretched. You must think that I’m a ridiculous creature—if you have thoughts, that is.” She paused and sighed. “That was cruel of me to say. You are all I have left, the last decent man on this island. You are so good to me that you can’t even lie or disappoint me. Every woman’s dream is to have a pretty mannequin, although you’re not so pretty. You could be with a haircut and a shave. There I go being cruel again. Of course, you won’t rebuke me, so I will rebuke myself for you.”

    She pushed against the creature’s chest with her hands until it fell back on the pebbles and stared up at the stars. She nestled her head in the crook of its arm and wrapped hers around its middle, holding on tightly as though otherwise it would float away.

    “This is such a beautiful place. Under different circumstances, I would like to live in a place like this forever. On nights like this, it is perfect. The air is warm, and the breeze caresses your skin with a wonderful assurance, as though the whole world offers its encouragement.”

    She let out a sudden laugh, and it caused her head to bump rhythmically against the creature’s chest. 

    “When I was a little girl, I spent a lot of time alone. I stayed with relatives who did not have any children, so I had to make my own amusement. I had so many imaginary friends, entire extended families of them. I knew what they all looked like and what kinds of personalities they had. It was all very vivid. I even spoke for them at times and had conversations with myself. My aunt must have thought I was crazy. I could see them like they were actually standing right there in front of me. And now I have a new imaginary friend, but you’re real, yet I still have to speak for you.”

    She lowered her voice in the gruff approximation of a man’s tone. “There I was enjoying myself by the coals of the fire and you came and pulled me away, Ana, and now you’re acting so very strange.” She looked up at the creature’s face. “That’s you by the way.”

    “And then I would say that of course I’m acting strange because I’m—because I’m so very lonely.” Her voice became barely distinguishable words enclosed within strangled sobs. “A—and I’m so very sad and I lose everything I love.”

    Hot tears soaked into the creature’s midsection, and she grabbed even tighter than before as her body spasmed repeatedly.

    “I’m so—I’m sorry. It just hurts so much sometimes. I wish that you could t—could talk.” Gasping breaths interrupted her speaking, so she stopped trying and continued to cry without talking.

    The creature was overcome with an intense desire to comfort the young woman. Without even fully realizing what it was doing, it reached a clumsy hand down and began to stroke her hair. Ana did not notice for a moment, but then her crying subsided and she raised her head. The creature’s fingers were still tangled in her hair.

    “You really aren’t imaginary,” she said with wonder in her voice. “You’re real and trapped in there. Let’s do something, something real and human, something that might break you out.”

    She rose into a sitting position, reaching down to her waist and crossing her arms before sweeping her hands up over her head to remove her T-shirt. The paleness of her skin in the moonlight and the shadowed contours around her small breasts indicated an alluring topography. The breeze stirred her hair which still shone from the moonlight’s reflection.

    “Come on, let’s swim out in the cove. Take your clothes off. Don’t make me feel foolish.”

    The creature stood up, unsure of what to do. Ana was stooping to slide her shorts and underwear down to step out of them with one foot and then the other. The creature observed the movement and then mimicked it with its own threadbare trousers, nearly stumbling from the effort to balance on one foot. She stood in front of it, her skin completely bare, and reached forward to take hold of its forearm before turning to run down the gently sloping beach into the water with her hair dancing behind in the creature’s face. They burst into the warm waves up to the waist.

    “You can swim, right?” She laughed. “I probably should have considered that maybe you can’t.”

    The creature could swim, and as it lowered itself hesitantly deeper until the water reached its collarbone, it experienced a sudden and fleeting vision of the boy who played in the fields, biked up and down the suburban streets, and journeyed to the local pool with his friends. It could feel the echo of the warm, chlorinated water within the waters of the cove, even though it knew that it was not that boy but only the sometime-caretaker of someone else’s memories. It could not be the boy, because the boy would have grown up to be a man and not a voiceless creature.   

    Ana had moved even further into the cove and tread water a few yards away among the gleaming ripples. “You can swim, see? You’re not afraid of the water.”

    The creature followed, paddling like a dog, and craning its neck upward to keep above the water. She led it in a circle out through the middle of the cove and then returned to the beach and stood in chest deep water. The creature lagged behind but soon stood beside her, breathing heavily from the effort. She submerged herself fully and then rose suddenly and flung her hair back, sending a crescent of watery diamonds into the night air before going still. She looked at the creature’s face for a long time, scrutinizing it as though searching for something in particular, evidence of an in internal process that she hoped endured. Then she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around the creature, pressing her body against it and burying her face in its chest.

    Alien and forgotten sensations overcame the creature all at once and very unexpectedly. It was the caretaker of similar memories, although they were less pure. A fluttering movement in its chest brought first alarm and then an odd aching, as though it had been wounded long ago and, although healed, the marks on the tissue still bore a recollection of pain. Then a tingling urgency coursed through the veins as the blood flow changed course.

    Ana laughed. “Well, I guess that still works,” she said but did not move away. “I guess you still really are a man.” Then she reached an arm up to pull the creature’s head closer and kissed it on the lips.

    

    

    CHAPTER 6

    

    When morning came, the creature was left with only a hazy memory of the night before. He recalled the lingering sensation of soft caresses and words so kind and loving that their absence once again brought the pain of unknown loss. He lay on the pebble beach face down about twenty feet from the water’s edge and was completely naked. His clothing lay in the pile where he had left it nearby. Seabirds called from their perches on the bluff above the cove’s right side, and the subtle smell of morning campfires drifted by on a gentle breeze. Ana was gone, and in her place, Robbins stood over with a group of native men. They all smiled and laughed giddily like schoolboys up to no good.

    “Well, what in the hell did you get up to last night?” the soldier asked. “Decide to go for a swim without your clothes on? Seems a little enterprising for you. Actually, on second thought, I don’t want to know what you got up to last night. I’m glad you can’t tell me. I’m just going to go fishing with these fellows and pretend I didn’t see anything.”

    When the creature dressed and returned to the village, everyone else was eating breakfast. Ana sat beside her father and gave no indication that anything was any different. While the others ate fish and potatoes and listened quietly, Eduardo was deep in conversation with the chieftain and the sergeant.

    “The shaman said that every holy hunt, he takes a young man and woman into his care to protect them in case the entire village is massacred. I think we should ask him if he will take Ana as well,” the professor explained.

    “I have no problem with it so long as the shaman allows it,” Ashleigh replied with a shrug.

    “What if I don’t want to go?” Ana asked. “Maybe I don’t want to be cooped up in a cave full of bat poop and that creepy old man.”

    Eduardo’s eyes grew very wide as he shushed her. “Be careful what you say about the mystic. The people hold him in very high regard.”

    “Why are you so worried? They can’t understand me.”

    Her father made a frustrated sound in his throat. “You had me worried to death for a whole day after disappearing and now you show back up this morning having decided to be impossible.” He shook his head but did not look genuinely upset. The alleviation of his fears proved too powerful a counterweight. “Will you at least consider it?” he asked.

    “Maybe. But what if you all die? I’m just going to be stuck here with these people. Don’t get me wrong, they’re nice enough, but am I just going to live here the rest of my life? Am I going to become a member of the tribe and get married to one of them?” She looked over at the sergeant with a perfectly sweet but entirely fake smile. “No offense.”

    Ashleigh showed her his shark-like grin in response to her own. “None taken on the second part but a little on the first. To assume we may all die is a grave underestimation of our collective martial prowess.” He finished his food and began picking his teeth with a fish bone. “Once we finish the wall, then we can start talking about who goes where and does what exactly on the night in question. Until then, talk about such things is irrelevant. Robbins has leave for his little fishing expedition, since he’s catching our dinner, but the rest of us had better get busy.”

    As the others rose and moved off to begin on their appointed tasks, Eduardo turned to the sergeant again. “I was hoping to work on the wall with Lazarus while continuing his speech lessons. I think simple tasks and following basic instructions are well within reach with more basic motor skills work.”

    “He understands things quite well,” Ana said.

    The two men looked over at her and she suddenly became embarrassed and turned her gaze back down to her food.

    “What do you mean?” the professor asked. “Did you observe some new behavior?”

    She shrugged and shook her head, although it was not very convincing A slight pink color invaded her cheeks. “Not really. I just mean that it seems like he understands people sometimes, by the expressions he makes and his body language.”

    Eduardo looked quite bewildered. “Well, that may be so, but I want to put it to the test today.”

    “Just make sure that you two don’t get in the way,” Ashleigh replied. “So long as that’s the case, do whatever you want with him.” He gave Ana and then the creature a crooked smile before following the other men. 

    Although the creature did seem a bit more attentive and aware of himself, the use of work as a method of learning proved only moderately successful, largely because the professor was not very handy and fumbled with tools and objects nearly as much as the creature did. After explaining what a knife was and demonstrating a proper and safe way to whittle down the end of a branch into a sharp point, he proceeded to cut his finger, although not very badly. The creature was dumbfounded by the whole situation and watched the old man suck on the wound and then rinse it in water with a furrow-browed look of confusion.

    After a few hours, however, the two of them found a good rhythm. With a fair amount of coaxing, the creature began to follow basic commands.

    “OK, now hold this branch upright and I will hit it with a rock to sink it into the ground. Yes, like that. Watch your fingers.”

    By the time Ashleigh came around in the early afternoon, the two had added a few feet to their side of the wall. The sergeant looked at them and then the newly built section before pushing on it to test the stability. It gave a little, but no more than the rest. He nodded.

    “Well, if you can make him useful, then keep at it, Dr. Garcia.”

    As evening approached, Robbins returned with the villagers from the cove. They each hauled a string of fish over a shoulder. All told, they had caught over thirty.

    “It’s going to be a feast tonight,” the soldier said with a beaming smile. “You should see them at work. It’s incredible, really. They just dive right in and find fish under rocks or hiding in sea grass, and then they scare them out into the shallows where the other guys are waiting with spears, and then, bam! The fish that I was going after over by the plane were too deep.”

    It was quite the feast, and everyone was in high spirits, despite the undercurrent of grief. The wall was halfway finished, and Ashleigh, now confident that they would finish with plenty of time, was moving onto planning other structural improvements for the defense, including a second fortified fallback position in case the palisade could not last. The sergeant held a fish wrapped in a leaf and tore off chunks of flaky white meat as he explained what should come next.

    “We can build a few platforms behind the wall so that the villagers can thrust spears down at the attackers and those of us with firearms can take clean shots. Every bullet is going to have to count. Once the basic structure of the wall is done, then we can stick shorter spikes out from the base at angles to keep the enemy from climbing over right away. That will buy time to thin their numbers at range.” He finished eating and threw the bony carcass into the fire which caused a burst of sparks. “I just want to say that I’m very proud of you fellows. We’ve made fine progress despite—despite the—”

    The sergeant’s eyebrows lowered, and his eyes narrowed as he searched around at the faces in front of him. He jumped wordlessly to his feet as though an attack on the village was already beginning. Everyone else began to look around at one another, trying to figure out what had him so disturbed.

    “Miller and Jenkins, where are they?” he asked gruffly.

    “I don’t know,” Green replied, genuinely taken aback. “There were just here not long ago. It can’t have been more than ten minutes since I last saw them. Maybe they went out for a walk.”

    “Out for a walk, my ass, soldier. You’re not that stupid. I know you aren’t. What are they planning?”

    Green raised his hands and leaned back in his seat, which was a pile of palm fronds woven into a circular cushion. “I honestly don’t know. They didn’t tell me anything.”

    “They built another raft,” Conway said, still eating his fish. He sat a little further from the fire, so the orange glow only showed his hands and head which seemed to hover ghost-like in the darkness.

    “And you didn’t think that’s something you should tell me, you insubordinate fuck?!” the sergeant roared.

    “We all knew,” Robbins explained meekly, looking like the fish had turned bitter in his mouth. “Don’t take it all out on Conway. They were working on it right after you made them burn the first one. I mean, of course they were going to build another one.”

    The sergeant whirled around and disappeared into the darkness among the village huts. When he returned, his face was somehow even more grim than before.

    “Well, I hope you miserable rats are happy, because they found where I buried the guns, and they took two of them and half the ammunition.”

    “What?” Robbins jumped to his feet. “I figured that if they ever decided to take off, then they would just disappear. I didn’t think they would sabotage the rest of us!”

    “That’s the problem,” Ashleigh snapped. “All of you think either too much or too little, or you think when it’s not your time to think, or when I haven’t given you permission to think, or you think in secret, concocting your little alternate worlds where you know better than me. Those worlds do not exist, and they never will. Now tell me, where were they building the boat?”

    “In the bushes a few hundred yards down the shore from the old camp,” Conway explained, taking his last bite, and tossing the remnants.

    Ashleigh reached down, pulled a flare out of his pocket, and leaned over the fire to ignite it. With a hiss, the red glow of light burst out, and the natives leapt back in surprise while murmuring and shouting to one another. The sergeant turned to the three remaining soldiers who sat by the campfire.

    “Show me.”

    Conway leapt up and took off with Ashleigh close behind, like a tracker following his hound on a fugitive’s trail. The hellish glow of the flare bobbed out of the village and into the darkness of the island. Green and Robbins followed, and then the creature ran behind, unaccountably drawn to the commotion.

    Eduardo shouted after him. “Lazarus, no! It’s too dangerous! There are traps all over! Stay here!” But his voice faded into nothing but a distant, plaintive humming on the wind.

    When the creature caught up with the men, they were on the beach near the submerged plane, wandering back and forth in the light of the flare, and looking for any signs of the other two. Ashleigh stomped around violently and growled to himself.

    “Wild shots in the night. Men have their limits. I should have known. I said it all. I took them for cowards. After Sabo, it should have been obvious.”

    “Over here!” Robbins shouted from a little way further down the beach. He was jumping up and down and pointing at the sand. They all came over to take a look.

    “There are marks here where someone dragged a large object into the surf. It had to be just minutes ago. The water hasn’t even fully washed it away.”

    The sergeant raised up the flare as high as he could and stamped out into the sea until it was up past his waist. He turned to shout at the others over his shoulder. “Do any of you see anything? Is there any sign of them on the water?”

    The other men ran up and down the beach, shouting for Miller and Jenkins on occasion, but there was no answer. After about ten minutes of futile activity, the sergeant trudged ashore, raining down water in great curtains from his big body like a resurrected being of the ancient world brought suddenly back up from its hidden resting place in the deep. They all stood in silence. Ashleigh’s jaw was set with unnerving seriousness. The men did not want to know whatever horrifying hypotheticals played out behind his eyes. Finally, after a few minutes, Conway cocked his head to one side and then jabbed a finger into his ear to clear it out. Then he shook his head as if knocking something loose.

    “Do you hear that?”

    “Hear what?” the sergeant asked.

    “That sound. I thought it was just the water or something, but it has a rhythm. I swear that it sounds like far-off drums.”

    They all listened for a moment and then Ashleigh nodded. “He’s right. I hear it too. This way.”

    He pointed down the beach with the flare and began to run with the others close behind and the creature trailing in the dark. When the flare stopped bobbing up and down, they had nearly reached the far side of the island. The creature was doubled over and gasping when it finally reached the others. The noise was much louder now. Drumbeats echoed over the water.

    “Is it coming from the other island?” Robbins asked. “If it was lighter out, we could probably see the shore from here.”

    “No, it’s coming from there.” The sergeant pointed out over the sea to their left.

    Clusters of orange lights floated over the water in the distance. It was clearly the source of the rhythmic thudding. Now that they were closer, they could also make out a far-off roar of voices.

    “What is it?” Robbins asked.

    “War canoes, I imagine,” Ashleigh explained.

    “They’re after Miller and Jenkins,” Conway added.

    Robbins was in shock. “How do they know? How could they even see them leave this island in the dark?”

    Ashleigh smiled, and it looked positively terrifying in the pale red light of the flare. “They are incredible. No man could ask for a better adversary. They’re like carnivorous ants, or God’s perfect violence personified.”

    “But where are Miller and Jenkins?” Green asked. “Surely they haven’t been caught already.”

    “Not yet, but wait,” the sergeant replied.

    They watched the light of the torches move across the dark sea with surprising speed and were nearly put into a trance by the unceasing beating of the drums. Finally, not far off from the approaching craft, a yellow flash erupted over the water and was followed by a distant popping sound. The sequence repeated a few times.

    “Gunfire,” Robbins said grimly. “They’re nearly on them.”

    “There go our bullets,” the sergeant stated bluntly.

    Green shook his head. “I don’t care if they left us. They’re still our friends. They were doing what they thought was right. I want them to make it and take as many of those bastards down as they can.”

    “They won’t,” Conway said. “None of us will.”

    “Oh, will you stop with that morbid shit?”

    “He’s right, about those two at least,” the sergeant said.

    A few more yellow flashes were visible over the water and then the light of the torches intersected with them, and the sound of the drums ceased. 

    Ashleigh let out a long breath. “Back to the village. There’s nothing to be done about it.”

    As he turned and walked back into the island’s interior, the others remained behind for a moment in mournful silence before following the red glow of the flare. 

    . .    .

    

    The following morning brought more discord and anxiety. The overall mood was even worse than after Sabo’s death. Green had decided during the night that Conway was right, and the entire venture was doomed. He voiced his opinion over the breakfast fire.   

    “Two less men means two fewer sets of hands working on the wall, not to mention the guns and ammunition that have been lost. We’re down two good soldiers to help man the walls on the night of the hunt. I know I got after Conway for being so negative, but things are not looking good.”

    Robbins was sitting next to him and shaking his head. “We’re still armed and have sixty bullets. They may be fierce warriors, but they’re still human. They’ll die from gunshots like anyone else.”

    “You saw how they swooped in on Miller and Jenkins in the night. It’s like they’re supernatural.”

    “Not you too with this.”

    “Thirteen days between the calendar cycle’s end and the holy hunt means Polaris makes one full circle around the island,” Conway said from the other side of the fire. 

    The other two looked at him and shook their heads before resuming the bickering. Eduardo and Ana sat quietly nearby and looked nervous about the soldier’s lack of hope. When Ashleigh arrived at the campfire, the others went quiet, although they were unable to hide their unhappy moods. The sergeant on the other hand looked to be in high spirits, as though the thinning of their ranks and the added difficulty in surviving the coming conflict brought clarity of purpose and a wolfish anticipation. He carried with him some secret object bundled in palm fronds and set it on the ground between his feet after sitting by the fire. He regarded the others with a falsely hidden smile, an insinuation that he had something to reveal to them but wanted to be asked first. The others were too demoralized to inquire.

    “I’m sure that after last night you all are feeling pretty down about our situation, so I have a little surprise for you.”

    “Is it a working satellite phone?” Green asked sarcastically. After asking the question, a look of worry clouded his features.

    The sergeant sighed and shook his head before lifting the bundle and tossing it onto Conway’s lap. The man recoiled as though the object were a human head or a ball of hot coals but then recovered and began picking at the plant material a little disinterestedly until the bundle came undone. He pawed at the brightly-colored object and then, upon discovering what it was, stood up and spread his arms wide while grasping two corners. Once unfurled, the others could see that it was a crude version of the American flag which had been painted by untrained hands with whatever local dyes were available onto the rough, fibrous cloth used by the villagers. The soldiers looked at one another with uncertain expressions.

    “It’s a gift to all of us from my wife,” Ashleigh explained.

    Their expressions and body language suddenly became much more approving and enthusiastic, and they nodded and remarked on the craftsmanship of the lopsided stars and the accuracy of the lines between the red and white stripes which at points mingled into daubs of pink. They were just reaching the limits of their talents for flattery and starting to suspect that the sergeant was doing this only to humiliate them for some sadistic reason when a small group of native men returned from a morning foray in states of agitation and excitement.

    Eduardo did his best to calm them and then gather what information he could. When he turned to the sergeant, his lips trembled as he passed on the meaning of their words.

    “The men say that they went along the upper coast of the island this morning to look for more wood inland from the dunes, and they found something very shocking. Your two men who left last night have washed ashore, along with the craft that they built. They are uncertain whether it came back in on the waves or was purposefully returned as a sign to us. Whatever the mechanism, they say they will not go near it again and ask that we destroy or remove and bury the remains. The raft itself should be burned.”

    Ashleigh rose with a purposeful motion and a somber look on his face. “They returned them as a form of psychological warfare, I imagine. We had better go take a look at what they left us.”

    None of the villagers wanted to go along, and neither did the professor and Ana, so the sergeant, Conway, Robbins, Green, and the creature walked to the upper edge of the island and passed on the inside of the sand dunes and the pitfall traps, keeping an eye on the beach for anything unusual. When they arrived at the spot where they had stood on the shore the previous night with the flare and watched the attack on the water, they found what they were looking for.

    From a distance, they could see a small raft made of driftwood. It looked much like the first one the two men had built. In the center, a vertical pole had been installed to act as a mast. Something thickened the lower portion of it, and as they drew closer, Robbins began speaking under his breath with the unfolding horror of the dreamer who sees the unspeakable thrust before his mind’s eye by the unyielding machinations of the subconscious and feels perfect dread yet cannot look away.

    “That’s them, isn’t it? Oh, God. I don’t want to see this. That’s what’s left of them tied to the beam. The fucking monsters.”

    The gruesome display was worse than any of them could have imagined. Miller and Jenkins were lashed back-to-back to the mast with rope. They were naked and mutilated beyond recognition. Long, nail-like splinters of wood were driven into their bodies all over where the skin was not flayed and peeled back like the petals of blooming red flowers. So many spines were sticking out of the corpses in some places that they had the appearance of porcupines. Their noses, lips and ears were all cut off. The spots that would cause the most intense agony had been given the most attention. Quills pierced the genitals, the eyes, and even the tongues, which hung out and were lanced from all sides. Bite marks were visible all over the bodies, and it appeared that the fingers had been chewed to the bone and entrails pulled out through abdominal incisions.

    Green turned away and put his hands over his eyes, as though it would help in blocking out the image. His breaths came heavy and rattled in his throat.

    “I think I’m going to be sick. I can’t bear to look anymore.”

    Ashleigh made a circle around the raft with crossed arms, shaking his big stubbly head. He finally spoke after getting a full view from all sides.

    “This should remove any doubt that our cause is just. This holy hunt is not simply oppressive but an act of pure evil. We must defend this island against these people at all costs.”

    “I’ll kill every last one of those bastards if I get the opportunity,” Robbins hissed through clenched teeth. “This deserves nothing short of total extermination. We should fight them until they retreat and then follow them back to their own island and burn it to the ground. We should have a little hunt of our own on their turf.”

    Ashleigh shook his head. “You’ll get your revenge, but no genocide. We only kill combatants and never anyone who retreats. There are still ethics that transcend our predicament.” Then he looked over the pitiable forms again and added, “All must be forgiven. They may have turned their backs on us, but they did not deserve this as payment. We take out the spikes and give them a proper burial.”

    The men agreed. They worked in shifts, unable to spend very long in physical contact with the bodies. It took nearly two hours for them to get the remains into halfway presentable condition and begin hauling them down the beach toward the graves under the palms. When the deed was finally done, and they rested beneath the sand beside the others, Ashleigh had very little to say, save that every man is tested, and some are found wanting. Although the events of the morning had put the remaining three soldiers in a state of shock, they held anger and determination in equal measure. Even Conway seemed ready to do whatever was necessary to survive.         

    . .    .

    

    Three days before the holy hunt, the sergeant sat cross-legged on the pebble beach with his palms resting on his knees. Conway stooped over him, drawing a knife over the scalp in careful swooping movements, shaving away the quarter inch of spiky hair that had grown in the previous days. The creature could see that it was a brilliant silver color like polished metal laid out in the sun. Ashleigh wore a rough-spun tunic like the natives and his pistol holster strapped to his thigh. Robbins and Green arrived, and soon all the survivors of the plane sat quietly to watch the process. When Ashleigh finally spoke, he did not turn to address them but instead faced the calm waters of the cove. His voice slapped back from the bluffs and the surface of the glassy ripples.

    “That shaman has informed me that I must undergo rituals of purification to become a full member of the tribe and bear their curse. This is necessary if I am to lead them against the holy hunt and fulfill their legend. I will participate in those rites this evening. In my absence, I ask that you continue preparations. Complete as many pitfalls as you can and continue to strengthen the wall. Everything must be in perfect order in time for the hunt. In all my years of service, nothing has ever been so important, not even Iraq, Afghanistan, or Syria, not even the places I have been that cannot be named. No cause has ever been so pure. This is the ideal form of the great struggle against tyranny.”

    Conway finished his shaving and brought his knife to the water’s edge to rinse it. Ashleigh called out to him.

    “I want you to watch the movement of the birds and give me their numbers and directions of flight.”

    The soldier finished his cleaning and shrugged. “Alright, whatever you say, sir.”

    The men worked quietly throughout the day. No more complaints were lodged against the sergeant. Either none remained or, more likely, they had lost all material significance, all context. One might as well bemoan the lack of air conditioning in a world without electricity. They had become creatures bound by an impervious fate, victims of the iron laws of time, nature, and the curious sort of magic formed by their synthesis working in isolation from the abstractions of modern existence, which leveled the ultimate deceit: that this synthesis could be defeated or even merely wrestled into a subservient and meek role of set dressing. Only Ashleigh seemed to believe he could still master it, but he was lost now to the magic of the island and beyond the reach of their futile reasoning. Perhaps he was succeeding, and the men believed that they could grasp onto him like shipwrecked sailors on floating fragments of timber in the angry sea, tomb-like with its cavernous chamber between water and clouds illuminated only on occasion by heavenly snakes of lightning.

    The creature helped now with the work, his newfound humanity a source of excitement and the invigorating act of labor in coordination with other men a joy underappreciated by the others. “Lazarus, sharpen this stick” or “Lazarus, haul this dirt away” were a sort of music that stirred the creature’s soul, and he rejoiced in the movement of his body, which now had clear purpose. He did not try to speak, because the men always laughed at his monosyllabic grunts and humming noises. He was content to work silently and accept their instructions as a token of common humanity and even camaraderie. He could always make his animal sounds in the solace of the late nights by the dwindling coals of the campfire.

    Now that Miller and Jenkins were buried alongside the others, there was little resentment between the remaining three soldiers and the locals. Any tensions had dispersed out of a now more desperate need for coordination in order to survive the coming conflict. Conway had even picked up a few words of their tongue, and the tribesmen laughed and smiled at him whenever he ventured to use them. Robbins and Green were grim but hopeful, always discussing who would kill more of the enemy and trying to devise new traps and methods of defense.

    “I wonder if we could get any of the jet fuel out of the plane,” Green commented. “Surely we could drive them off with fire.”

    Robbins snorted. “I like your thinking, but I doubt we could get to it. Even if we could access the fuel port and it hasn’t all leaked out, we have no way to siphon it.”

    By early evening, a deep pit encircled about a fifth of the village palisade on the side facing the neighboring island. The chieftain relayed through Eduardo that it was time to begin the final rituals to make Ashleigh a bearer of the curse. The men took a break to watch. The shaman arrived, picking his way over the beach with the necessary materials for his magic bundled up in his arms.

    Robbins watched his approach with a look of wonder. “How the hell does that old fellow travel that precarious rock shelf from the cave with all that stuff in his arms? He must have the feet of a mountain goat.”

    “I’ve stopped trying to make sense of anything,” Conway replied.

    The villagers greeted the old man. The women brought him a drink in a small bowl, which he tipped back after a grateful nod. A reverent silence fell over everyone. The wise man made a declaration and the sergeant approached and kneeled. The shaman then produced the broad wooden dish he had used in the purification ritual in the calendar clearing. He began combining liquids stored in small wooden cups. Each had a lid that was tied on with twine. The wise man gently unbound the knots one by one and turned the vessels over into the dish. As they combined, they turned a dark red color. Then he gestured for the chieftain to approach and took out a small flint knife. With a restrained but deliberate gouging motion, he cut the palm of the younger native’s hand. The wounded man did not even flinch and held out his arm to let his blood drip into the mixture until the shaman gave a satisfied nod. Then the magician lifted the dish above his head while facing the descending sun and humming an incantation in a low but strong voice.

    Ashleigh remained kneeling with his head bowed the entire time. His chest barely moved with breath and his eyes were closed. As the shaman finished his spell, he turned and took up the ceremonial brush, dipping it in the blood mixture and circling around the kneeling man, flinging it so that flecks and splatters of the liquid marked the sergeant’s bare skin. Ashleigh was on both knees at this point of the process with his head cast back and arms outstretched as though accepting the divine in a state of genuine ecstasy.

    The murmured incantations continued, and the villagers joined in so that the sound came from every direction all at once. The creature began to hum along with the tune, unsure if his participation was expected or not. Conway looked over and threw a hand over his mouth to stifle a laugh. Terror took hold of his eyes, and he turned to make sure the sergeant had not noticed. To disrespect this moment would no doubt receive a violent reprisal at the very least. The blood splattering ended, and the shaman laid down the bowl and the brush. He gently pulled Ashleigh up by the arm and led the procession down to the water. There he was washed clean.     

    When it was all done, and everyone was silent, the shaman began to explain something to Eduardo. He listened and nodded along.

    “He says that you now bear the curse of their people, but the rituals are not yet complete. You are not of their blood, so you cannot truly understand their spirit. In order to possess a mind such as theirs, you must undergo a journey of visions. This is done by spending a night partaking in the vapors of a sacred root. You will be closed in a hut and allowed out in the morning at sunrise. At that point, you will truly be one of their people, possessing a knowledge of their being.”

    “I will do this,” Ashleigh replied.

    The two older men conversed again.

    “The shaman will prepare the hut now.”

    “Can I bring someone with me?”

    “To stay until morning?”

    “So long as their customs allow it.”

    “I will ask.”

    The shaman furrowed his brow once the professor relayed the request. He asked something in a reluctant tone. 

    “He wants to know who you wish to bring along and what is the purpose of this.”

    Ashleigh turned very slowly on his heel, his eyes scanning over everyone who stood around him. Finally, his gaze rested on the creature, and he lifted an arm to indicate. “I want him. I want Lazarus to come with me.”

    Eduardo objected immediately. “Sir, I don’t think that’s a good idea. As I’ve stated before, any chemical disruption to his normal brain function could set back all the progress we’ve made. He’s come so far. He understands instructions now, and is clearly trying to speak. Why would you risk all of that?”

    “I will unlock his mind,” Ashleigh replied. “I want to see if their magic will bring him back to the world of the living. Tell the shaman that this man’s soul is sick and that communion with the spirits may very well restore him.”

    Eduardo reluctantly relayed the message. The shaman asked a few clarifying questions and then smiled and gave a final verdict.

    “He says that if this man is indeed headless like Hun-Hunahpu, then your journey together is not only appropriate but quite fortuitous. You can bring Lazarus with you for the night of visions.”

    The magician took up another wooden container and stalked off into the village to begin preparations. The chief embraced the sergeant with a wide smile. The villagers retired for the evening, and they all looked to be in high spirits.

    Eduardo approached the creature with a look of concern, checking to ensure that Ashleigh was distracted. He took hold of his elbow and pulled the mute man aside.

    “I don’t know why, but it seems the sergeant means to harm you, Lazarus. I’m not certain of what this sacred root is, but I know a fair bit of similar customs among indigenous groups. Likely it is a psychedelic drug. Although there is some evidence that those substances can aid in neurological healing, I do not believe that healing you is his intent. Be careful my boy.” The professor’s voice caught in his throat. “In some ways, I have come to love you like a son, an innocent and broken child. I need—You must survive this and recover. You must have a happy life and become a full man again. If you ever knew, then could you forgive me? No, no, to expect so much is selfishness. I—I should stop speaking in this way. I only hope that the sergeant does not leave you fully mindless again.”

    The sun drifted down until only its very upper edge peered over the waves, like the eye of an amphibious or reptilian creature resting in the water and watching silently for the moment to burst forth in an explosion of crystalline teardrops and strike at its victim. The ritual hut was ready, and the shaman led the sergeant and the creature over to the opening. Whisps of smoke emerged from around the edges of the door flap.

    “He says that the time has arrived. Guards will be placed around the outside of the hut. If either of you attempts to leave before the first light of the morning, you will be slain,” Eduardo explained.

    Ashleigh smiled. “Now that’s more like it.”

    After one final gesture from the magician, the sergeant entered. The creature followed reluctantly. The inside of the hut was empty save for a small fire in the center. A smooth rock lay among the flames with a pouch of plant material resting on top. It was bundled in twine, doused with water, and letting off a slow and steadily rising ribbon of steam and smoke. The sergeant crossed to the far side and lowered himself to sit cross-legged. He leaned over the fire and took a deep breath.

    “It’s strong. Probably won’t affect me too much, but you can tell it packs a punch.” His eyes glittered over the flames. “You’re going to be totally mind-fucked in a few minutes, reduced to a gibbering and even less sentient heap.” He chuckled. “It’s for the best, though.”

    The creature sat down opposite, a little further away from the fire. The air smelled of a strange mixture of mustiness and sharpness. There was a small hole in the ceiling so that some smoke could escape but much of it remained trapped as well.

    “You ever learn to say your name?” Ashleigh asked. “Not that it even is your real name. Can you say it? La-za-rus. Try it.”

    The creature shrank down, feeling embarrassed.

    “La-za-rus. Give it a try. This may be the last moment you’re even in a state to understand me.”

    “Yaaaz,” the creature said and then flushed red.

    “Can you say, ‘loose end?’ That might as well be your name.” The sergeant added, “I’ve gone back and forth on you a few times, but I’ve decided that you can’t leave this island alive. Besides, the professor will probably develop a conscience. He likes you too much. It’s dangerous. I can’t let you live. I’m a merciful being, however, so I’ll humor you in your last sentient moments.”

    Without warning, the sergeant sprang to his feet and reached over the ceremonial fire, taking hold of the creature’s ear with his thick thumb and forefinger, twisting and pulling until the head was positioned directly over the pungent fumes. Ashleigh’s grinning face hung over as he spoke with a menacing delight.

    “Come now, breathe deep. Fill your lungs and fill your brain. Embrace the utter fragmentation of the self. Melt away and disappear.”

    The sergeant’s eyes became more intense, and his voice lowered in tempo and pitch, sounding as if there were many contained within it, forming a terrifying chorus bearing unquestionable authority. His face took on the appearance of the tormenter from the concrete room. A paralyzing horror instinct coursed through the creature so that he went limp and slipped through Ashleigh’s grasp, missing the flames but landing nearby on the packed dirt floor of the hut and coiling around himself like a millipede.

    The sergeant loomed over the fire so that it seemed to flicker precariously, in danger of being snuffed out by the suffocating scale of the space he occupied. He bowed his head and sucked air in through his nostrils deeply and repeatedly, his muscular chest and abdomen heaving outward and swooping inward violently. When he spoke again, his voice was robotic and climbed and dove in pitch steadily and constantly. He seemed to speak with inhuman speed, yet every word could be easily understood. Time was broken in the creature’s mind. His entire perception had become the sergeant’s playground. The big man coughed and grunted.

    “I think I’m starting to feel something. It’s funny that we ended up so different, you and I. My brain has probably been saturated in even more mind-altering chemicals than yours. I suppose it all comes down to method and some subtleties of chemistry that I don’t understand. You see, I ended up a more advanced life-form than other men, and you ended up a worm, a mindless child without history or future, without self. It’s ironic, the new man, the best kind of man must have your qualities but within limits. Our future will belong to men without history. I’m speaking of the world’s future, or America’s, whichever you prefer to say. It makes no difference.”

    The voice became even more electric and full of varying derangement as the sergeant seemed to speak another’s words. “‘Beyond what I am, I meet a being who makes me laugh because he is headless, who fills me with anguish because he is made of innocence and crime. He holds a weapon of steel in his left hand, flames like a sacred heart in his right hand. He unites in one eruption birth and death. He is not a man. But he isn’t a god, either. He is not I, but he is more I than I: his belly is the labyrinth in which he himself goes astray, led me astray, and in which I find myself being he, that is, a monster.’”

    The fumes were clearly starting to have an effect. Ashleigh leaned forward with his palms resting on his knees. His eyes were wide, the pupils dilated. The cords of his neck were pulled tight, and beads of sweat glistened on his skin.

    “It’s good that you will die on this island. It’s a mercy. Let me guess your origin. You’re American, like me. You are middle-class, naive, and well-intentioned. That’s probably what got you into this situation in the first place. You thought that as an American the whole world was your inheritance when it’s really the other way around. The fact that you got mind-fucked makes no difference. There is no future for people like you. You’re just smart enough to think that you matter, and just stubborn enough to insist on it when the mood strikes you. That’s why you’re obsolete, and I will be too. No matter how we die or where, we both die for our country, we all do.”

    The sergeant laughed maniacally. His eyes seemed to glow in the darkness just beyond the fire’s direct light. He was positively raving now, an apostle of a faith so certain that he could not help but proselytize. The creature wondered if Ashleigh had been wrong, and the fumes were having more of an effect on the sergeant. 

    “At least I get military honors when I go,” he continued. “You see, we have to die for America to change, and America must change. To cease changing is total death of the nation because America itself is change. From the beginning, it was a disruption of the old orders, the purest manifestation of a revolutionary energy, an undying war between men which births glorious inventions for the mind, machines and systems beyond reckoning; the great proving ground, the cradle of the world’s newborn triumphs still smeared with the mother’s blood each new generation. America is a state of mind. Why do you think we spend so much money on legal and illegal drugs, therapy, entertainment products, and experiences? It’s all to maintain Americanism, which is that happy, devil-may-care even keel. That’s why we have to die: you, me, Robbins, Conway and Green. We’re all very un-American, which is to say that we aren’t what America is becoming. America is now what it ever was. It can only be what it is now. She wants who she wants and sets aside who she no longer needs. It’s beautiful, really. Those ancient men who wrote on parchments over two centuries ago were fools to think they could define her. They perhaps more than the rest of us must die even in memory. It’s not my country, or yours, or even theirs. We’re its people, connected to its beating heart by umbilical cords going directly into our fucking brains.”

    The sergeant went silent and seemed almost startled by his own words. He raised a huge hand and felt at his face as if to prove that it was still there. When he spoke again, his voice was less certain.

    “But I have another duty to complete, one less ideological yet more important in the near-term. I must finish what I started and get off this island. I haven’t forgotten. First, we lead these people to victory over their oppressors and then depart. Perhaps I will come back at a later time. Besides, after our victory, they will be just as much Americans as the rest of us. It’s in the mind, a sudden creation of chemistry, a distinction not granted by papers or oaths, a series of experiences untethered from land or heritage.”

    Ashleigh’s eyes turned dark and narrowed as he looked over at the creature. “And what right do you have to ask me for help? I should kill you where you lie for your presumptuousness and bring your body back to that prison. You’re nothing, the retarded offspring of an incestuous lineage of undeserving cattle!”

    With a snarl, the sergeant lunged around the fire at the creature who had realized his danger too late and flung his body away from the man in a weak attempt to escape. Ashleigh took hold of the nearest ankle and pulled back so that his victim came groaning and whimpering across the dirt with fingers desperately clawing at the floor. The sergeant flipped the creature over and straddled his midsection, placing one hand on either side of the head.

    “I’ll squeeze that brain right out of your skull.” Flecks of spittle fell down on the creature’s face in a gentle spray. “What difference would it make anyway? It’s not like you can use it.”

    The muscles of the arms bulged outward. The creature flailed uselessly. Searing pain snaked from the back of the neck over the top of the cranium to the bridge of the nose. Sudden bursts of light and color flashed behind the eyes. The creature realized in a moment of animal panic that he did not want to die, that he could perhaps be whole again someday, and he caught a momentary glimpse of what wholeness meant and the totality of the speaking and comprehending human mind. He longed for the sensation of absolute being with a wild desperation even more powerful than Ashleigh’s overbearing mandate of violence. A purposeful hand jabbed up against the wounded spot where Sabo had stabbed the sergeant’s shoulder days before. A wince and a momentary loosening of grasp followed, and it was just enough for the creature to slither free and scrabble to the far wall.

    The sergeant grimaced and rubbed his shoulder. After a moment the expression changed to a smile, and he let out a low chuckle.

    “Maybe you are more deserving of life than I thought,” he said. “Although even the lowest beast squirms and fights to survive.”

    Then a movement in the upper reaches of the hut drew both of their attention. At first it looked as though shadows fluttered around, morphing and shifting. On closer inspection, both could see small bats crawling around on the thatched material of the ceiling and swooping down on occasion on miniscule ventures into the firelight. Ashleigh lowered his head and bored into the creature with his eyes.

    “I won’t kill you tonight. Besides, I want to meditate and search my mind for a deeper understanding of these people.”

    He returned to his cross-legged pose and bowed his head. The creature crawled into the farthest corner, curling into a ball against the wall. Sleep came slowly in hesitant building waves of mild hallucination that reached the very threshold of the conscious region before falling back into the ocean of dreaming. The noise of the bats crawling and the scarcely audible sounds of their tiny voices broke the calm, along with the presence of the sergeant who, although unseen, exuded a constant and unstable lethality at all times now, experienced as a layman does energized components of high voltage electricity that hum with a ceaseless invisible death edict mandated by laws that seem to defy all common judgment and mercy. As the sleep visions lapped gently upon the sands of the mind, Lazarus was aware of something ancient yet only newly understood, that there are absolute truths in the universe, good and evil, although they are rarely seen in their full splendor, and man is often only granted a glimpse of their escaping edge as they pass back down from the surface of the sensory world and return to the deep.

    

    

    CHAPTER 7

    

    When Lazarus woke in the morning, the fire was out. The sergeant was gone, and the hut lay empty and still. Even the bats had departed at some point during the night. He had no recollection of his dreams and surprisingly felt quite refreshed despite the chaos on the prior night. The golden light of morning sent skewed geometric shapes of illumination against the walls. The beams themselves were made visible by a swirling celestial field of dust that hung in the air. The village outside was silent as well. Lazarus stumbled through the covered opening and found that there was no sign or sound of anyone nearby. Then a gunshot erupted not far off. He stiffened and listened for anything that could provide context for the unexpected noise and, upon hearing nothing more, set off cautiously in the direction of the sound.

    The noise had come from the direction of the field of dunes in view of the neighboring island. Lazarus found everyone gathered around in a half circle surrounding Ashleigh and the professor. The military man was showing the other how to use a firearm, demonstrating proper grip and what to do in case of a jam. The natives spoke to one another excitedly, clearly fascinated and a little alarmed by the sound of the shot.

    Ashleigh swung around after a minute. “Alright, we don’t need a full audience. There’s still work to be done. I want the pits and the palisades providing as much coverage as possible. Also, we need rocks, good sized but that can fit in the hand. Everyone without a pistol will be throwing rocks over the wall so long as it holds. We can always use more spikes. I want this place absolutely bristling.”

    He turned back to the professor. “You better have a good feel for that weapon. No more practice shots unless you absolutely need them. Every bullet is precious.”

    . .    .

    

    On the day before the holy hunt, Ashleigh ordered every fighting man to follow him on a full demonstration of all elements of the village’s defense.

    “There will be five of us with pistols: me, Conway, Robbins, Green, and the professor. Thanks to our faint-hearted companions who decided to die pointlessly and lose half our ammunition, we only have enough spare to reload one pistol with forty-five and one with nine-millimeter. Every shot is going to have to count. We can no longer afford to fire on them from range. Only fire on the attackers if one appears to be successfully climbing over the wall. Now I’m going to explain the entire plan, so listen carefully.”

    The sergeant moved to the inside of the wall on the side of the village closest to the sand dunes and leapt up onto the elevated platform they had built for fighting over the walls. He was back to wearing his tactical pants but was still shirtless with only his now numerous shell necklaces hanging down onto his bare chest. He turned and cast an arm over the wall to indicate the direction of the other island.

    “They will be coming from that way primarily, and we will draw them to us by building large fires in the center of the village. They will see the walls and know immediately that we have opted to fortify ourselves inside. Our primary weapons during the assault on the palisade will be stones hurled from the platforms, spears thrust down from above, and throwing javelins. We’ll drop flares as soon as they advance on us to increase visibility and create an intimidation factor.”

    He jumped down from the platform and moved toward the center of the village. “The second smaller palisade is the fallback position. If the main walls are breached to the point where they can no longer be defended, then I will call for a retreat and we regroup here. Are there any questions?”

    The men all shook their heads. The rest of the day was spent on last minute preparations: sharpening sticks into javelins, reinforcing the wall, deepening the trenches, and collecting more stones.

    The professor’s final speech lesson was devoid of any educational content and consisted of a long and meandering monologue borne from the hot, furnace-like bosom of perfect dread and rumination on mortality. His hands trembled and his voice was strained as though under an immeasurable weight.

    “I never expected to have to kill a man. I’m not sure that I can do it, even to save my own life. For Ana, though, I could do it. I will kill to save her. The things the men told me about what was done to Jenkins and Miller. Unspeakable. I feel like we’re approaching the end of the world, not just for this island but for everyone all over the planet. Can you conceive of the world, Lazarus? It’s better that you could not. The concept of the whole world is the root of so many problems. It is no great wonder that when the devil tempted Christ, he brought him up into the mountains at a great height to look down upon the cities and take a long and broad view of everything. I was offered much less than dominion over the world’s powers, yet I gave into temptation. Perhaps it is fitting that I die on this island. But not you, Lazarus. You must live. Then maybe God will forgive me for my weakness.”

    After everyone else retired for the night, Ana brought Lazarus back to the moonlit cove. They sat beside one another on the pebble beach, and she pulled herself to his side with such force that it seemed she wanted to make them physically inseparable through some kind of binding by pressure.

    “I told my father that I will not stay with the shaman in the cave. If you are all doomed to die in the village, I would rather die there with everyone else. He was not happy about it, but my decision was final, and I told him that nothing could change my mind.”

    . .    .

    

    The morning of the holy hunt brought eerie calm. Even the birds and insects went about their early activity quietly. The American flag made by Ashleigh’s native wife hung on a long branch above the fallback area in the center of the village. There was not even a slight breeze to stir it, and it dangled limply like the wilted blossom of a dying flower.

    Lazarus had returned to the concrete chamber, experiencing similar sensory inputs as the time without measure. The air was still and close. The world was plunged into confusion, and there endured no visible horizon of expectations. The future had been taken into the power of cruel men and fate turned to an obscured element in someone else’s game, one with hidden rules and incomprehensible conditions for victory. Despite this, the psychic shield was at its weakest. With each hour that danger approached, there was an increasing understanding of the world and his place in it, a sharpening context for existence and fathoming of the circumstances of being.

    Ashleigh did not eat anything in the morning and instead stalked in great circles around the inside edge of the palisade over and over. Eduardo and the chieftain followed him, and the sergeant let loose a constant stream of statements that were somewhere in the vague no-man’s-land between command, suggestion, and the narration of potential future outcomes.

      Huge fires on the neighboring island grew from the moment of first light until, by late morning, giant black columns of smoke rose into the clear sky. Once they grew to a blazing crescendo and were visible from the shore of sand dunes at the upper edge of the island, the drums began and continued unceasingly throughout the day, creating a dreadful and relentless countdown to the night of blood which lay ahead for them all.

    The sergeant insisted on everyone assembling on the beach to observe the rituals of the enemy and watch their distant forms dance, lunge and writhe in wide circles around the tongues of flame. He took the American flag from the center of the village and planted it firmly in the sand. He stepped nearly to the water’s edge and then turned back to face the villagers and his remaining men. 

    “I have a few things to say. Eduardo, if you’ll translate for the natives, I’d be much obliged.” He cleared his throat and continued in a much more somber tone. “It’s important that we show the enemy that we have no fear. This is a great moment in the history of the world, yet another time when the forces of liberty are called upon to overthrow the iron shackles of autarky. Let them dance, build fires, and make offerings to their cruel and malevolent gods. But we have that flag.” He pointed up to the crudely rendered stars and stripes that now stirred slightly in the slowly growing ocean breeze. “That flag means justice of the purest form, not the kind found in dusty old books or made faint by countless vivisections and redefinitions, not even the kind argued in the courts or handed down by juries and judges, but the only kind that fundamentally matters: for the weak to kill the strong who seek to exploit their weakness.

    “I leave you with these final words uttered now nearly two hundred years ago by a much greater orator than myself. They are of such worth that I have committed them to memory. ‘And let the sacred obligations which have devolved on this generation, and on us, sink deep into our hearts. Those who established our liberty and our government are daily dropping from among us. The great trust now descends to new hands. Let us apply ourselves to that which is presented to us, as our appropriate object. We can win no laurels in a war for independence. Earlier and worthier hands have gathered them all. Nor are there places for us by the side of Solon, and Alfred, and other founders of states. Our fathers have filled them. But there remains to us a great duty of defense and preservation; and there is opened to us, also, a noble pursuit, to which the spirit of the times strongly invites us. Our proper business is improvement. Let our age be the age of improvement. In a day of peace, let us advance the arts of peace and the works of peace. Let us develop the resources of our land, call forth its powers, build up its institutions, promote all its great interests, and see whether we also, in our day and generation, may not perform something worthy to be remembered. Let us cultivate a true spirit of union and harmony. In pursuing the great objects which our condition points out to us, let us act under a settled conviction, and a habitual feeling, that these States are one country. Let our conceptions be enlarged to the circle of our duties. Let us extend our ideas over the whole of the vast field in which we are called to act. Let our object be, Our country, our whole country, and nothing but our country. And, by the blessing of God, may that country itself become a vast and splendid monument, not of oppression and terror, but of Wisdom, of Peace, and of Liberty, upon which the world may gaze with admiration for ever!’”

    Then he removed the flag post and led them all back to the village. Morning turned slowly to early afternoon. Conway had been left by the dunes to watch the enemy’s activity and report back immediately if there was any sudden change in behavior. The men piled rocks, stacked javelins, reinforced the wall, and generally tried to look busy even if they were not. Hands trembled with nervous energy. Just as the sun began to sink low over the water, Conway came stumbling through the palisade gate which had been left open a few feet.

    “Movement on the far shore!” He cried. “I think they’re making preparations. Come and see!”

    Ashleigh, Robbins, and Green took off after him. Lazarus followed too, sensing importance in the development. When they reached the shore, it was clear that the first steps of the invasion were underway. The incessant beating of the drums pounded even louder than before, and at least a dozen war canoes now dotted the distant beach. Men swarmed around them like black ants in groups that expanded, contracted, and moved with strange and hive-like coordination.  Loud collective shouts erupted over the water from so many voices that it caused a vibration in the chest even from so far away. They watched until the first hints of shadow entered the sky, and torches flared out far off like tiny orange fireflies weaving about.

    “There are so many of them,” Robbins said in dismay. “Over one hundred for sure, maybe even two.”

    “Back to the village,” Ashleigh urged the others. “We haven’t much time now. The holy hunt is upon us.”

    Conway, Green, and Robbins turned and rushed back to the fortification to make final preparations.

    “Lazarus,” Ashleigh said, taking hold of his arm to keep him from following the others. “I showed you mercy before, but now is the time. I’ve decided that you will not survive the night. I’m sorry, but as I told you before, we all die for our country.”

    Lazarus twisted against the crushing force of the hand, but the effort was no greater than a child’s. Ashleigh smiled sadly and shook his head, pulling his free arm back and then swinging it forward to strike the side of the head with the heel of his hand. Darkness followed an explosion of color and a burst of sudden nausea.

    . .    .

    

    When Lazarus regained consciousness, the sky was nearly pitch black. The sun had disappeared under the water, leaving only a pale orange glow over the dark rim. He had fallen onto a sand dune, and his head pounded from the residual ache of impact. The sounds of drums and the roar of voices was much nearer now. He lifted his head from the sand and saw the direness of his situation. The canoes, each bristling with at least a dozen torches, sailed rapidly toward the shore. Already they were over halfway through their short journey from one island to the other. There was no time to flee, especially in the state of lingering disorientation. Lazarus was not even sure which direction to run in order to find the village. He dug desperately into the sand behind some dune grass until nearly his entire body was covered. He could see with one eye the rapid approach of the flames that moved with such speed and precision that they might well have been arrows lit with fire and loosed from an archer’s weapon into the night.

    The boats heaved up onto the shore with great force, and the hunters leapt out over the sides. They were close enough to Lazarus at this point that he could see every detail. The men were long-limbed with lean muscle, and their skin was made black by the smearing of ash. They all wore masks of terrifying animal and monster faces. The curved beaks of birds jutted out from the faces of some. Others bore more predatory images, such as jaguars or bears and other animals that it seemed did not exist on these islands, and that the hunters had likely never seen firsthand in their lives. Perhaps they existed as legends, and in their minds were just as real as fantastical beasts that resided in that imagination’s twilight of history mingled with faith and the word of ancestors passed down through the static of countless generations.

    They only took a few minutes to assemble and let out a collective shout of violent anticipation toward the island’s interior before rushing over the dunes with torches thrust forward and feet striking the powdery ground all around Lazarus’s hiding place. They seemed aware of the traps, stooping with their torches at the far side of the dunes and slowing so that they could inspect the ground at their feet. After a few moments had passed, they were all out of sight, and Lazarus slowly struggled upward, emerging from the sand, and waiting to see if there was any more movement nearby. Once it was clear that they truly were gone, he took a few faltering steps toward the canoes, but stopped. Then he turned at the sound of a great bloodthirsty roar coming from the direction of the fortifications. Lazarus turned back from the shore and cautiously followed the sounds of violence, taking care not to move in the open.

    The hunters had found the village and appeared to be in a state of intense rage and confusion. Lazarus crawled into a bush about a hundred feet back from where they all clustered in a group and the concealment of darkness still prevailed. They shouted at one another and pointed to the palisade. The entire scene was illuminated by the pale red light of a flare that had been dropped over the wall.

    After a few minutes of angry discussion, the hunters pulled back as a group before charging the wall with a deafening shout and surging up against it in a black mass as the defenders cast down rocks and jabbed with spears. On the left side, the attackers pushed up one of their number so that his arms went over the top of the wall. The yellow flash and roar of a gunshot burst through the dim red glow and the hunter fell down the wall, his body limp and limbs splayed. The frustration and anger seemed to grow among the attackers, who fell back to a safe distance, dragging the three of their number who had been killed or wounded behind them.

    They changed approach and began building fires with whatever small bits of wood and brush they could gather, igniting it with their torches and stoking the flames until they burned brightly. They then took strips of cloth they had brought either for this purpose or for bandages and wrapped them around the tips of their spears before thrusting the ends into the flames until they burned just as brightly. It was clear that they meant to burn the village behind the defenders and turn their attention to the flames. They rushed forward and began casting the spears over the wall at the roofs of the huts.

    Lazarus could hear Ashleigh’s voice from within. “The men remain on the walls. Women attend to the fires. They mean to divide our attention for a second assault!”

    He was right, and once the hunters had sent enough volleys of the flaming spears over the walls that they believed the defenders adequately thrown into chaos, they charged a second time with even more force and an even louder shout of inhuman anger, casting their bodies up against the palisade, climbing over one another and thrusting their weapons up at the defenders. More shots rang out and the bodies of more Ukamu fell back from the wall, struck by bullets just as they were coming over the top. Like the first, the second attack was repelled, although this time the attackers dragged back half a dozen bodies.

    The men in the beast masks gave up a deafening shout into the air and received a response from far off. They then closed ranks not far from Lazarus’s hiding place and waited. The sound of the drums resumed and began moving closer. After a few minutes it was clear that another host complete with all the fanfare of these warlike hunters’ culture was coming to join them. A group of at least two dozen more men merged with the first. Their numbers swelled now to more than they had been initially. At the front of the new arrivals was a man wearing a wooden mask. It was fearsome and unnerving, a dark face with vast, vacant eyes and rows of knife-like teeth. He approached the wall and looked up silently at the defenders’ faces. Then in an unexpected and swift motion, the hunter drew a pistol from his tunic and fired at least a half-dozen rounds at the upper edge of the palisade, striking one of the Camazoja and causing him to tumble over the wall onto the outside with a terrified scream.

    Ashleigh’s voice roared over it all. “Get down, goddamn it! They’ve kept the guns they took from our men!”

    “How the hell did they learn to shoot?” Robbins’s voice demanded.

    With a sweeping gesture, the hunter with the gun tore off the terrifying mask with the vacant eyes. The face that was revealed belonged to the tormenter, the one who had visited the concrete prison, the one that the soldiers and the sergeant had called the prince. He shouted up at the defenders.

    “How many of you are left, you American faggots?” He laughed. “I don’t even hardly know what the fuck is going on. All I know is that both me and these other fellows want you all dead. At first, I was just along for the ride, but it looks like I backed the right horse.”

    He returned the mask. More Ukamu came from the direction of the beach and dragged long poles behind them. Then his muffled voice sounded above the ambient noise of activity.

    “You better get ready, assholes, we’re coming in!”

    With a roar, the hunters surged forward, heaving the poles up to serve as a ramp. The defenders pushed back to knock them down, but a second hail of bullets forced them to duck for cover and sent splinters flying back from the top of the wall. The attackers began to surge insect-like up the ramp, but then shots came from inside and sent the first few reeling over the side onto the ground. The second wave was repelled with spears. Further down the wall toward the calendar clearing, a second group burst from the foliage with their own set of poles and began to make their attempt to climb over. More shots rang out and more ash-smeared bodies rained down.

    Then the prince in his ghoulish mask charged up the nearer ramp, and as spears were raised to meet him, he swung his weapon down, emptying the pistol at the defenders. Cries rang out from inside the walls, and he leapt over, followed by a dozen more. The siege of the second ramp continued as sounds of fighting emerged from within. Lazarus knew that now might be the only opportunity to climb over and get inside without being noticed and see who still lived and whether there was any hope left or he should flee the island while there was still time. With one last glance down the wall to either side, he stole up the ramp and slipped over.

    Bodies lay strewn on the platform, a handful belonging to the Camazoja and probably a dozen to the Ukamu. Smoke filled the streets of the village and a yellow-orange glow of fire made it impenetrably opaque. Lazarus neared the fallback palisade, and, with a cry of alarm and despair, a group of hunters fled suddenly out of the smoke. They did not even see Lazarus. Two were pierced from behind by spears thrust by unseen hands. The prince burst out last, and only moments after he emerged, Ashleigh came pouncing from the veil like a lion leaping onto its prey. The victim was borne down to the ground with a scream.

    “Tie him up!” the sergeant shouted. His face was covered in blood and his eyes seemed white as frenzied lighting in contrast. “It’s not over! They’ll regroup and come back at us! Let’s push those poles down!”

    He charged past Lazarus without even seeing him. Then Robbins, Conway, and Green rushed out of the smoke armed with spears. Conway stopped to bind their prisoner, but the others kept moving forward.         

    “Lazarus? How did you get in here?” the soldier said after a moment of surprise and then recognition. “Ashleigh said you ran off before the attack and were as good as dead.”

    Lazarus looked him in the eyes, took hold of his shoulders, and, after one struggling attempt, asked very clearly, “Where is Ana?”

    “Oh God,” Conway said, his face contorting in sudden pain. “We were overrun when we first fell back, and it was down to fighting by hand in the streets and at the second wall. I saw Eduardo go down, and I can—I can only assume they got her too.”

    “Conway, get your ass over here!” the sergeant roared from up ahead. “They’re coming back up at us. I need every able man on this wall!”

    “I’m sorry,” the soldier murmured and rushed ahead.

    Lazarus ran further into the village, stumbling over bodies in the smoke until he reached the second palisade and clambered over. Inside he found Eduardo, clinging to life, and cradling the limp body of his daughter against his chest. Tears poured down his wrinkled face and left streaks of clear skin through the blood and grime. He let out weak and plaintive sobs like a child who has cried to the point of exhaustion and no longer possesses the strength to give full voice to his misery. The old man noticed the new arrival and, although his eyes softened, his agony did not appear to lessen.

    “She’s gone,” he said, his voice broken by silent convulsions. “She’s gone and now I have nothing left.” Ana’s limp neck let her head loll against his chest. “At least she died quickly. If it had been torture—” He lost his composure again and buried his face in her hair. He recovered after a minute. “Lazarus, you must flee. Even if Ashleigh and his men survive, you will not get off this island alive. I knew he tried to kill you the moment he returned and you were not with him. Ana was beside herself. She wanted to go out and look for you. Oh God, she was such a sweet girl to the very end.” He made a gagging noise but then took a deep breath. “You deserve to know the truth and escape with your life. Ashleigh was sent to get me because the cartel took me as a captive. I had worked with the cartel before to secure a supply of psychedelics from the local indigenous tribes in Colombia. I was a middleman both for them and clandestine US groups, passing information to the latter in exchange for protection. I knew Ashleigh from before. His people used the drugs for their own programs.” A renewed flow of tears streamed from his eyes. “Your mind was damaged because of me. I was their supplier. They threatened my child, but now even she is gone. All that is left of me is the evil that I have done.”

    He reached up and brushed his daughter’s hair away to expose his chest. “You should finish me, Lazarus. Take up one of the spears and drive it into my heart. I took your life, and now it’s only fair that you take mine. I don’t want to live anymore.”

    Lazarus bent down and kissed the dead girl’s head. He felt an aching sadness more intense than anything in memory, along with a sudden and complete understanding that he was not merely the caretaker of someone else’s memories. He had been the boy who traveled the suburban streets and played in the fields and had dreams of a future now stolen, yet he did not resent the wounded old man in front of him. He only felt pity for him. The words came even easier the second time that he spoke clearly.

    “I forgive you.”

    Eduardo’s eyes opened wide with shock and then welled up with tears all over again. “M—my God, you can talk. Do you remember anything? Do you remember who you were?”

    “My name is Lazarus. I have no other name. I’m going to kill Sergeant Ashleigh and get off this island.”

    The professor gave him a grim look and nodded firmly as he cradled his daughter’s body against him once more. “Godspeed, Lazarus.”

    Lazarus took up a spear that had been cast onto the ground nearby and moved off into the orange glow of the hellish smoke in the direction of Ashleigh’s booming voice. The big man was up on the platform, barely visible in the thick swirls of acrid air. Green now lay on the ground, pierced in the middle and writhing as his blood streamed out. The sergeant and the two remaining soldiers who were fit to fight, along with a few of the remaining villagers, repelled the latest charge. The hunters still tried to push over the wall, despite the numerous bodies strewn all about. The sergeant thrust a spear into their mass repeatedly and shouted.

    “We’ve got them on the run! They’d be fools to keep fighting. What did I say all along? They never stood a chance against us!”

    Conway turned and noticed the young man approaching from behind through the smog with a spear gripped tightly in his hands. They both froze and acknowledged one another wordlessly. Conway’s eyes expressed complete knowing, and he glanced to ensure that Ashleigh’s back was still turned before slipping silently away into the smoke. The sergeant continued shouting over the wall, triumphant and proud, seeming invincible. Once close enough, Lazarus thrust upward with the spear, aiming for the wide back of the man’s bull-like neck. At the last second, Ashleigh turned as though some unseen devil whispered a warning into his hear. The spear grazed along the side of his neck, still drawing a thick stream of blood, but not killing him. The sergeant’s eyes went hot and cold at the same time, showing a paradoxical extreme of elements known and unknown. A hand came up to press against his neck and stem the flow of blood. His free hand lunged forward toward Lazarus as he roared in incomprehensible rage.

    The young man fled through the smoke to the next free platform and struggled up, heaving himself over the wall as Ashleigh’s snarling blasts of breath sounded so close behind that he expected a hand to grasp his leg as he went over. He hit the ground hard but recovered quickly, driven on by his will to survive. He ran for the canoes, hoping that one would be left for him for him to push out to sea and make his escape. He stumbled past wounded Ukamu who dragged their bodies toward the shore. There was one canoe left. A man with ash painted skin struggled to move it into deeper water off the sand. Still gripping the spear, Lazarus ran straight into him, punching the head through the middle and feeling a hot spray of blood on his hands. The man let out a gurgling gasping sound and slipped into the tide. Lazarus heaved against the boat, straining his back to the breaking point until he felt the drifting sensation of the water’s grasp taking hold. Then he gave one last push with all his remaining strength and dragged himself over, paddling violently on one side then the other.

    Once safely out to sea, he turned and saw Ashleigh one last time, standing at the water’s edge, heaving and panting, with a wild smile and eyes that seemed to reach out across the waves, eyes that could go anywhere and merely had to look upon something to possess it fully. He held a hand against his neck still, and dark blood streamed down his arm, but he did not look as though he believed it a mortal wound, or if it was, that he feared death in the slightest.

    Then Lazarus turned away from the terrible eyes out into the dark chamber of the sea, into the utterly unknown. He made his heading Polaris, although there was no certainty that it was true. Yet he hoped, despite there being no cause for it, he hoped beyond all reason that if he ever did find home, that there had been a reason to live for it. He hoped beyond all reason that Ashleigh had been some unique artifact and not what he could expect from his future, an aberration seen as strange by a world far more decent, a world that would accept him and that he could live in happily and love in return.   

    

  
    

    T H E C A S P E R H O U S E

    

    INTRODUCTION

    

     I have lived in Raston, California my whole life, which has lasted sixty-three years so far. Our town is situated in the northern part of the state and about a stone’s throw from the southern border of Oregon. European people first arrived in the mid-nineteenth century during the mad dash for gold and other minerals. They followed dreams of ore and then coal and oil. There was little of any here. Then we had a strong timber industry until the state ended it, leaving those who stayed in poverty. Vitality bled out. The young left. Drugs came in. I have watched it all with increasing despair, but I will never leave. This is the land my father gave me.

    My loyalty to Raston was not born from some innate moral conviction instilled in me at the moment of birth that has endured always and will not let me leave, as though some invisible boundary line surrounding the region forced me back if I ever chose to wander. My fondness for this place increased with age. There were days in my younger years when I considered leaving and never looking back. Forgive me, dear reader, if I indulge myself and provide a little of my own story. I will justify this by saying, rather unconvincingly even to myself, that briefly recording my own origins may provide context for this account.

    I was born in Eureka in the late 1950s. Raston did not have a hospital, so it was the closest place my mother could give birth in what was at the time a modern medical facility. My father worked as a foreman in the Raston lumber mill. Although he was not wealthy, he made a decent living. I had one older brother seven years my senior. Due to complications with my birth, my mother could have no more children after me. Because of our difference in age, my brother was not so much my constant companion as sometimes protector and sometimes persecutor, along with his friends. Despite this constant vacillation between good and ill will, I loved him.

    I could fill many pages with the wonders, joys, struggles, and ugliness of growing up in a small rural town surrounded by wilderness. There is nothing like it. The world is vast and uncaring, and one learns this early and in many ways. I killed my first rattlesnake before I was ten years old. Although only a child, I always begged my brother and his high school friends to take me hunting with them. Occasionally after incessant teasing and various ultimatums, they chose to humor me. We would leave early in the morning in my father’s spare battered old work truck that he affectionately called “Mule” with a case of beer and rifles in tow. We drove out into federal land where all the roads turned to packed dirt with deep ruts and washes made by the spring rains and one wrong turn of the wheel could send you horizontal.

    Out there beyond the reach of civilization, everything becomes strange. The scope of nature expands, stretching out so that perspective is skewed. Strangely, life matters less because it is the only thing that matters, with powers struggling against one another in an infinite front war of pure biology. One time, we stopped by the side of a dirt fire road to take a piss, and one of my brother’s friends found a woman’s dress cast down into a gully beside the shoulder. It was torn and caked with dried mud. When he held it up so that we could all see what it was, we laughed at the absurdity of it. Whenever I am reminded of it, I no longer laugh or smile. The image of the forlorn object always overwhelms me with a great sadness.

    We encountered many other confounding sights and sounds in those days when we traveled into the outer reaches. During a certain hunting venture, we kept hearing distant murmuring voices. Each member of our party heard them at multiple points during the day. It sounded as though someone a few hundred feet away from us carried on a conversation with another close by. No matter where we went over the course of the day, one of us would hear it again at the same distance. As the sun made its march to the apex of the sky and then descended, a paranoia fell upon all of us and soon we packed up the truck to drive out without saying another word about the phenomenon.

    On one particularly disturbing occasion, we all sat in the cool refuge of a glade of oak and pine trees during the heat of midday. The older boys drank beers and sometimes offered me a sip for a laugh and to see my face turn from the bitter taste. Some animal began to make noise in the underbrush. At first, we were all very excited that it could be a deer. My brother urged in a whisper that we should wait silently to see if it would wander closer. As we listened, however, it became clear that the creature was not a deer. The footfalls struck too heavily on the dry earth. There was no caution in the steps, and the breaths came low and rough as though some being labored under a violent and lustful anticipation. At times the movement paused, and we could hear sharp intakes of air through the nose as the being tried to pick up our scent.

    Our eyes, which roved back and forth to gauge each other’s moods, all took on the widened apertures of terror. One of our number shifted his body too quickly and caused a rustling noise in the underbrush. The beast charged straight in the direction of the sound, snapping saplings, and crashing through brush. All the older boys swung their rifles around and fired a volley blindly in the direction of the approaching tumult. As the echoes of the roar died out against the distant hills, we realized that the sounds of our attacker had ceased. After a few tense minutes of waiting, we cautiously ventured forth and found the path of broken limbs and disturbed earth where it had charged toward us. The outer edges of its course indicated that it had been as big as a garden shed. We found no sign of blood but detected an almost chemical, strange, musty and acrid odor. We cut that day short and took a break from hunting for a while.

    After high school, my brother was shipped off to Vietnam where he made it nearly six months before dying from a mortar shell. My parents were devastated. My father took up drinking. Although he was not physically abusive toward me, he never gave me another kind word. It was clear that his favored son had died.

    I had to get out of there for a few years. After graduating, I went south and worked my way through college at UCLA. While I was gone, the lumber mill closed, and my father was out of work. He died soon after. Idle hands kill good men, which he was, despite our periods of coldness. Then my mother moved back east to be near her family, and I got a job working as an engineer in Eureka. I commuted from Raston and had no desire to leave the family home. I was a man living in the ruins of a better time. Although I was married once for a few years, I never had much luck with women. Like me, the town dwindled down to only its aging remains. But that’s enough about me. 

      This brief history is not about the life story of our coastal town generally, although some of it is necessary for context. It is a contemporary record of my own involvement in a series of strange events involving a visitor to our community named Jake Peters. Most of the following text is comprised of recollection told to me by Mr. Peters before his departure, and I have endeavored to be as accurate as possible in conveying his words.

    My home is situated on the side of the hill above the town of Raston, with a view of Casper’s Cove. It is a good piece of property, although not the best in our community. At the top of the hill above me rests an old and quite beautiful white Victorian house built in the 1860s. Bartholomew Casper was the original owner of the land. He arrived at the tail end of the gold rush with San Francisco money and a survey crew, staking claims for gold and other minerals all over the area. He built the house after finding some gold, but the luck did not last. He remained for about three years, establishing a post office, a general store, and attracting a small timber operation. Casper departed Raston in the years following the 1868 Hayward Earthquake. He did not sell the house but left some men to keep it up and watch it for him. He started a very successful oil business in Texas before dying suddenly of a heart attack in the 1870s. He had no children, so everything went to his brother, Ezekiel Casper. Ezekiel sold the oil operation to a larger operator, sold the house to the owner of the timber company in now bustling Raston, and that was the end of the Caspers’ involvement in the town.

    That beautiful Victorian house lived on with periods of emptiness and the occasional owner who did not seem to stick around for very long. There were rumors in the town that it was haunted. Nobody put much stock in them. I had always wanted to buy the house for myself, but I could never afford it without selling my own.

    Then Jake Peters came to Raston. He was a single man in his early thirties who worked for a chain of dollar stores. The operation had purchased a vacant storefront on the main street of town. He intended to stay for the duration of the building remodel and manage the location until a permanent replacement could be hired.

    Some of us in Raston, myself included, were not pleased with the arrival of Daily Dollar. Such establishments were a mark of shame on a small town such as ours. It was evidence of failure, a clear symptom of terminal disease. We were being branded by the world’s great financial powers as ‘low-income consumers.’ The young had left us. Timber was taken from us. What was our crime? We loved the hills, the cove, the beauty of the land. We wanted to stay and not follow the money as it flowed inevitably to the great aquifers in the vaults of the metropolises. That was our crime.

    Jake Peters bought the big house on the hill above me. His plan was to renovate the old place while living there and sell it after he left to some new interloper. None of us living here would be able to afford it. Perhaps he would sell it to an investment company or even foreigners. But I have given enough context and the musings of an old man. This is the story as told to me.

    

    

    CHAPTER 1

    

    I showed up in Raston late in the afternoon in a rented van with my few necessary possessions. I figured my stay in the town to be at least three months, so I brought just enough for that time. Renovating the house would be easier with fewer possessions. I live a very minimalistic life as it is, so it was not hard to pare things down to the bare necessities. The van contained a cot, enough clothing for a week’s rotation, basic kitchen and toiletry items, some expensive brandy, a folding set of furniture, my laptop, and cash, since there is no telling if one can always find reliable payment processing in these small towns. I also brought along a camera and microphone. My plan was to document living in and fixing up the house and turn the footage into a video blog series as a side project.          

    The sun shone in a clear blue sky, and the coastal breeze flowed gently over the subtly sloping hills of brown grass when I arrived in town and unloaded my belongings. The constant anointment of cool sea air gave a pleasant feeling on the skin. This was only the second time I had seen the house in the flesh, but I had spent many hours in my apartment staring at floor plan drawings. I selected a room at the back of the house as my base of operations. It was connected to the kitchen, and two large windows provided an expansive view of the backyard. Once I finished stacking everything inside, I made a wandering path through the various rooms. The interior was a patchwork of discordant years. Wallpaper dominated in some places and horrible particulate wooden paneling in others, as though a procession of owners had tried to remake the house to their own liking, only to stop and throw up their hands. I had heard the rumors, but I did not believe in God or ghosts or devils.

    Once situated, I went down into Raston to the corner market. The Daily Dollar would be their competition once we opened, but the bald, middle-aged man behind the counter did not know what I was, so he was cordial. For building supplies, specialty tools and appliances, I would have to go nearly an hour south to Eureka. I grabbed what things I could: a hammer and prybar for demolition, some food and bottled water.

    My first meeting with the contractors remodeling the dollar store building had been scheduled for the next morning. The later portion of the day would be dedicated to heading south to get the tools and materials needed for initial work on the house. I returned with the canned goods. Since the house had no kitchen appliances, I was left with only my propane camp stove brought for making meals out on the front porch. It had a certain rustic charm for the time being.

    My plan was to start with the kitchen and get the most complex and potentially frustrating area done first. So long as I had a way to make good food and not rely on cans of questionable nutrients, the rest should follow much more easily. The kitchen was hideous. A garish, red-brick-colored laminate scored with cuts and chips on the edges coated the countertops. The cabinets were made of some chemically dubious approximation of wood grain, and the doors drooped at the center. Nothing seemed perfectly square. An utterly dull, beige-colored linoleum covered the floor. The house deserved solid wood and granite fixtures, tile floors and backsplash.

    As evening turned to night on the first day, I realized that I may not have prepared myself psychologically for the change to this new alien world. The old house creaked unexpectedly. Animals made strange noises in the night. Most of the windows were bare of drapes or blinds. I was exposed at all times to the unblinking darkness of the outside unknown. I felt a constant paranoia, as though someone or something could be watching from the inky black pools beneath the trees at the edges of the yard. I broke into the brandy supply on the first night, sitting out on the porch and staring into those bottomless pits until I felt invincible to anything they might produce. After that, sleep came much easier.      

    The next morning, I met you, my neighbor for the first time. I was drinking coffee on the porch, and you were out on a walk. I cannot remember what we talked about, but I got the impression that you did not like me. You did not show it outwardly in any obvious way, but I could sense it.

    Then I met with the contractors. They were gruff country men with tobacco packed in their lips and hard eyes. Progress with the building was surprisingly good. Sometimes construction is significantly delayed when nobody from the company is around to monitor the work, but they were not far behind schedule. The foreman, a man who went by Red, believed that a build-first-and-wait-for-permits-later approach was best. As he said, “What are they going to do, send someone all the way out here to stop us?” I had no disagreements. We decided on a time to meet every morning for a progress report. There was about a month of construction left before the store was ready to open.

    Soon I would be swamped with interviews for initial hiring. Sorting through the small town castoffs of society is the worst part of the job. I guess they are not cast off so much as they never were a part of it. They are typically ugly in some specific way, but not exactly deformed or malformed. In each case, it seems that some certain defect kept them on the fringes. Nobody chooses the small town life. Misfortune chooses for them, and then they become fulfillments of that circumstance, bearing the family resemblance.

    [At this point Mr. Peters assured me that I seemed like a decent and well-adjusted sort of person and that he was probably just jaded from the years of working where he could not choose. I did not have the heart to tell him that it is not choice which is false but the idea of personal destiny, and that fate is the bulwark of the misanthrope.]

    I started demolition on the house that evening after driving down to Eureka to rent some power tools and price tile, cabinets, and other items. I hung construction cloths over the windows so that the forest could no longer watch me in the dark. The linoleum in the kitchen came up to reveal another layer of differing pattern, and then another. I lived decades in an hour. An old coin was caught between two layers of substrate and encased in glue like a fossil in petrified mud or an insect trapped in amber. By nightfall, all the layers were up and the work lights I had placed around the room transformed me into a multi-bodied projection of semiopaque shadows dancing on the walls above.

    It was the second night when the first odd occurrence transpired. I was exhausted and sleeping peacefully on the cot when a voice suddenly woke me. I could not tell in my half-consciousness, but it seemed to ask “Hello?” I put it out of my mind, assuming that a dream had disrupted my slumber or that I had experienced a sudden bout of exploding head syndrome. Just as I was returning to sleep, it happened again. A deep voice that sounded as though it reverberated from the walls and floor of the house asked very clearly “Hello?” Although slightly more alarmed at hearing it more distinctly, I was tired enough that it did not fully rouse me, and I went back to sleep.

    Nothing strange happened for the next few days. Work progressed on the Daily Dollar building, and I started interviews. The most important position to fill was assistant manager, since that person would be taking over the location before I left back to the city. Nobody was qualified or seemed capable of managing the store. Finally, on the third day of interviews, I spoke with a possible candidate: a woman in her early thirties who worked the late desk shift at her father’s tiny motel in town. She was bored with the current job, restless, and hated the hours. She had an associate’s degree in business and was at least presentable. Her name was Amy Connors. She was blonde, a smoker, not fit but also not noticeably overweight. She had tattoos visible at her wrist and neckline, despite wearing a long sleeve blouse. Her voice was husky and tired, but she knew business operations, and what she lacked in enthusiasm, she made up for in a resigned and cynical realism.

    House renovation moved ahead steadily in the afternoons and evenings. The camera was always on in the corner of the room to capture all progress for a future timelapse. The kitchen was bare. The cabinets and fixtures were all gone, and the entire first floor was stripped down to the original tongue-in-groove oak planks. The wood planks were in good shape, and I decided in most areas to sand and stain them without adding anything on top. Only the downstairs bathroom and kitchen would be covered with tile.

    After I started sanding the floors, the voice began speaking to me again. The first daytime occurrence was a slight murmur while I was running the sander. I paused and took off my earmuffs, thinking that there was someone at the door. The front porch was empty. Just as I was about to continue working, the voice spoke very clearly.

    “If you can hear me, please help me.”

    A hot surge of alarm burned through my skin and insides leaving me numb and paralyzed. There was no writing it off as the confabulations of a half-dreaming state.

    “I am trapped. Please find me.”

    The voice was muffled but did not seem to come from any specific direction. It was emerging from the very structure of the house. I realized at that moment that the house was very likely haunted. What that meant was not even clear, since spirituality or ghostly forces of any kind were so outside the possibility of what I considered real. The idea was so fantastical and absurd that, even as I heard the voice, I could not believe that it was an actual external thing. I jumped up as though stung by a wasp and walked out of the house, pacing in the yard for an extended period. That was the afternoon when I came to talk to you about it.

    

    . .    .

    

    Jake Peters came by my house that evening. He was clearly very disturbed about something. We sat on the front porch and made uncomfortable small talk for a time before he asked falteringly if I had heard, in my many years of living here, any concrete evidence that the house up on the hill was haunted. I explained that I had only heard stories. One former resident did kill himself in the house, but there had been rumors even before then. So far as I knew, there had never been any murders or other evil events typically associated with hauntings. I told Mr. Peters that I would do some digging and see what I could find.

    The next day I went to visit my friend Gene Campbell. He lives down by Casper’s Cove and is a few years older than me. Campbell is the only leadership member of the Raston Historical Society, which is more his own hobby than a real organization, although I believe it is officially recognized in some papers filed with the county or state.

    Gene and I sat out on his back deck in Adirondack chairs with glasses of iced tea and a beautiful view of the ocean. I asked him what all he knew about the Casper house up on the hill.

    “I know a bit. Anything specific?”

    I was not sure how to word the question tastefully, so I did not even bother trying. “Do you think there is any reason why the house would be haunted?”

    Gene laughed and then looked at me curiously after it was clear that the question was not a joke. “Why? You see something strange up there?”

    “Not me. It’s the current resident, that city fellow Peters, the one opening the Daily Dollar. Something has him spooked pretty badly.”

    Gene settled back in his chair. “There have always been rumors. Some of Casper’s behavior concerning the house was a bit odd. Years ago, I got ahold of copies of old letters from the early 1870s after the Hayward quake. He still owned the place but never lived there. He kept it locked up tight and guarded. One of his men lived in an apartment above the old carriage stable for years after Casper left. The building is gone now, but it’s mentioned in the letters. Folks used to say that occasionally, a few times a year maybe, Casper would come back to town and go into the main house. During the night they would see the glow of lamps in the windows, and then in the morning he would be gone.”

    “What do you think it means?” I interrupted, intrigued.

    Gene shrugged and took a sip of his tea. “Could just be a local legend. Not sure why he would come back in secret like that.”

    “So, no murders? No secret Indian burial grounds?”

    “Neither, as far I know, and I would be the one to know.” He leaned forward and raised a crooked finger. “There was one thing I read in the Casper materials I received from a distant nephew. Bartholomew had most of his writings and correspondence destroyed by his people after his death. That was his wish, apparently, but his brother Ezekiel still had his side of their correspondence, the letters he had been sent. This nephew sent me copies of some of the letters, the ones that pertained to Raston’s history. Apparently, while still living here, Casper started some kind of secret society. It was almost like a Masonic order, and it was centered around a minor Egyptian god of the sun called Khepri. There were very few details in the letters, just passing references. I tried to learn whatever I could about the Hermetic Order of Khepri, but, as far as I can tell, nobody knows anything.”

    “Is it possible Casper was performing some kind of ritual in the house?”

    Gene smiled. “Of course, it’s possible, but I don’t think that kind of hocus pocus would actually result in a paranormal phenomenon. I don’t know anything about that sort of thing, but The Order of Khepri seems like the kind of social club that rich men used to make to feel special with their rich buddies.” He paused to clear his throat. “What’s been happening up at the house? What does Peters say he saw or heard?”

    I raised a hand to put a stop to the speculation. “I think Jake Peters would prefer discretion. He hasn’t been specific, and I think he’s a bit embarrassed about the whole thing. Keep a lid on this and don’t tell anyone, alright?”

    “You have my word,” Gene assured me.   

    I got up to head back home and thanked Gene for his time. “If you have any spare time, could you look into the whole secret society thing again?”

    Campbell struggled to his feet. “Well now I’m going to for certain. I’m downright fascinated.”

    “Thanks, Gene.”

    When I returned to the house on the hill, Peters was back inside working. I pounded on the door but there was no response. Finally, after a few minutes of knocking and shouting, I tried the door and found that it was unlocked. Peters was sanding the floors in the back room and had earmuffs on. I stood in the doorway and waited for him to take notice, which he finally did with a jump and a wild look in his eyes. He turned off the tool, removed his dust mask and the ear covers, and then pulled out earplugs that he was wearing underneath.

    “Sorry to walk in on you,” I apologized. “I was knocking for a while.”

    “It’s alright.”

    “You’re in the house,” I observed.

    “With earmuffs and earplugs in, I can’t hear the voice.” He paused, realizing that I had no idea what he was talking about. “That’s what makes me think this place is haunted. There’s a voice that keeps talking to me.  But I know it’s not me. I’m not crazy. If I can block it out with earplugs, then it’s coming from somewhere.” He paused and then a look of realization came over his face. “Did you learn anything about the house? Have a drink with me and stick around for a while. We can see if the voice says anything while you’re here.”

    I agreed to a glass of brandy since it was getting on into late afternoon anyway. I explained everything that Gene Campbell had told me, and Peters listened attentively. When I was done, he looked down at his feet, cupping his glass in both hands.

    “I might not be crazy then.”

    “I don’t think you’re crazy.”

    “I’m going to stay in the house. I won’t be driven out.”

    “Is that what it seems like? That the house is trying to drive you away?”

    Peters glanced back and forth awkwardly. He clearly did not want to give much detail. “It wants something from me, I think. I don’t think the intent is for me to leave. I think that’s the last thing it wants.”

    “Well, whatever it is, it certainly doesn’t have any interest in me,” I observed, glancing around the room.

    “The voice is real,” he insisted.

    “I don’t doubt that it is. Just be careful.” I thanked him for the drink and left.

    

    . .    .

    

    I begin wearing multiple layers of hearing protection at almost all times while I was in the house, even while sleeping. I kept a dim light on through the night and the camera recording my room. Every morning I would spend at least an hour looking through the footage to see if anything strange had occurred while I slept. There were no signs of invasion.

    The bottom floor wood planks were complete by this point. I had begun stripping wallpaper off the kitchen walls when I came across a symbol underneath the second layer. I scraped away the material frantically to reveal a large painted image of a scarab beetle with hieroglyphs written in a circular spiral around the outside. Aside from the voice itself, this was the most disturbing revelation, an absolute confirmation that the house was indeed a site for ritualistic activity of some kind. At that moment, I made the determination to take off the ear protection and listen to the voice. I sat in the empty space of the kitchen with a glass of brandy and waited. For a long time, nothing happened. Then, a strange vibrating sound began eking through the floor and walls of the house, a mournful noise that seemed only a faint wailing at first. I jumped to my feet, ready to bolt through the front door if need be. After a moment of hesitant listening, I could determine that it was the same voice as before singing words to a melody, a sad song formed with difficulty, as though it were a child approximating a song they had heard on the radio without understanding what it meant.

    “Come where my love lies dreaming,                                                                     

    “Dreaming the happy hours away

    “In visions bright redeeming

    “The fleeting joys of day;

    “Dreaming the happy hours

    “Dreaming the happy hours away;

    “My own love is sweetly dreaming the happy hours away.”

    The singing voice trailed off in a final vibration through the house, and then, after a short pause, it asked again, “Hello? Please, help me.”

    Perhaps it was the singing, the strange way the words were formed in the melody or the stress and alcohol moving through my veins, but I was overcome suddenly with the horrifying impression that this voice was a lure, a mask of humanity set in front of an immense and terrifying void, like the warm light of the anglerfish stirring curiosity combined with the mechanical approximation and uncanny unrealism of a living doll. I was the unwitting food of some being vastly higher up an unknown and secret great food chain of being. I fled the house without locking the door, reeling in the dark toward the van to make my escape. I was too drunk to drive and too sober to stay.

    The headlights carved a spelunker’s path through the road’s corridor of escape. The starless overcast sky and looming crooked branches hanging over completed the claustrophobic illusion. I was adamantly aimless, destination unknown, determined only to escape the hill and find the light of civilization in whatever meager measure existed nearby.

    Once the terror passed and I was aware of my surroundings, I realized that I had stopped in a parking lot beneath a glowing sign for the Hidden Cove Motel. The beaming smile of a mermaid stared down at me. She perched on a rock, her hips and fish tail thrust out suggestively to one side to accentuate the curve of her hourglass form.

    The immediate fear fully wore off, leaving only the exhaustion which follows in the wake of adrenaline and a deep, aching sense of loneliness. Movement under the motel office’s overhang caught my eye. A figure shifted slightly in the green pool of light near the glass doors to the lobby. It must be Amy Connors, my new hire for assistant manager at the dollar store. I left the van and wandered over. She was smoking and looking at her phone. When she took notice of the shuffling sound of my feet, she jumped slightly and put a hand to her chest, relaxing only once I also had entered the ring of light.

    “Holy shit, Jake, you scared me.”

    “Sorry,” I mumbled, feeling like I could tumble over onto the pavement if the ocean breeze picked up too much.

    “Are you OK? What are you doing here?”

    “Can I get a room?” I asked. “At least for tonight, maybe longer. I’m not sure yet how long.”

    “Didn’t you say that you were living in the house up on the hill?”

    “Yeah. Construction issues. Can’t stay there right now.”

    She nodded and took a drag on the cigarette. The harshness of the light accentuated the lines on her face, showing her age. She seemed even more beat up by life than I had thought during the interview, but there was a small flicker of youth remaining, something in the eyes, not entirely obscured by too much mascara and eye shadow. She flicked the cigarette and turned to walk into the office, twisting her neck and upper torso to talk over her shoulder.

    “I’ll be back with a key. Don’t worry about signing in or paying now. You look like you’ve had a rough day.”

    “Thanks.”

    She returned momentarily with a key to room number four and pointed down the darkened sidewalk. “It’s down that way.”

    I walked to the door and wrestled through into the dim interior, pawing at the wall until I found a light switch. The room was simple. It had a microwave and television. My surroundings smeared across my vision, and then I slept.

    In the morning, I tried to carry on with my business as usual. I met with the contractors for a construction update on the Daily Dollar building. I ate breakfast at The Seahorse diner in town, offering wincing smiles to the locals who greeted me. Shame plagued me, the feeling that the house had won. Maybe it was misplaced, and I should be grateful for escaping. I was not certain.     

    

    . .    .

    

    It was at this time when Jake Peters was staying at the Hidden Cove that I received a call from Gene Campbell asking me to come by again for another visit. He seemed rather excited and said that he had been looking into the Order of Khepri. I stopped by his place the next morning and pulled into the driveway to find him in the garage with the overhead door open. After I parked and joined him, I could see that he was standing over a table with printed sheets of paper laid out in stacks with handwritten notes alongside them and a few old books piled nearby.

    “You’re certainly keeping busy,” I observed.

    Gene waved me over with an anxiously fluttering hand.

    “Yes. I once again leaned on the generosity of my friend in the Casper family to get some additional material. I asked if he could go back through the Ezekiel letters to find any more detailed discussion of the Hermetic Order of Khepri, and if so, then pass it along. Luckily, he is not careless and incurious like most of his generation, and he got back to me promptly.”

    Gene paused and leaned over the table, lost in the documents, and seeming to forget that I was there. I cleared my throat to remind him. 

    “Sorry, yes. There is nothing about the society in the letters aside from a brief mention or two, but my correspondent did recall that Ezekiel Casper visited his brother in Raston not long before the relocation to Texas and recorded the visit in his journals. He sent me scans of all the relevant pages, and I think we may have hit on a proverbial goldmine.”

    “So, you think this order of whatever you called it, might be something after all?”

    “The Hermetic Order of Khepri,” Gene corrected. He straightened and met my eyes with his own, offering a sober expression. “Now, I can’t speak for any paranormal current events, but Bartholomew Casper was certainly involved in something very strange.”

    “OK.”

    “Let me read you some portions of the journal,” Gene continued, taking up his reading glasses and perching them near the end of his nose. He scanned the table for a moment, identifying the correct stack of pages and taking them up in a wrinkled hand. “Let’s sit down. These old bones are tired.”

    We set up two folding chairs that were stowed against the wall of the garage. Once we were both comfortable, Gene adjusted his glasses and turned his renewed focus to the pages before losing it again.

    “Did you want anything to drink? Coffee? I just realized that I never offered.”

    “I’m fine, Gene, get on with the material. I’m intrigued.”

    “To set the stage, this is in early 1869. Bartholomew Casper has exhausted nearly all his resources in prospecting the Raston area. He asks his brother to come visit to discuss future partnerships and spend time together.”

    Gene turned to the pages and started reading.

    “‘August second. Arrived in Raston by stage. Met B at the post office. The town is quite small, although the air here is pleasant. B is in good spirits, despite lack of good fortune.’ Let me get to the more relevant bits.” Gene grumbled, thinking he might lose my interest.

    “‘The house and grounds are quite impressive. Mining operation has a bivouac set up with a surveyor’s cabin, carriage house and temporary living quarters for laborers. B had moved his foreman from the carriage house for my stay. He says the main house is too loud. He is up at all hours and does not wish to disturb me. B shows great energy in all things. He does not seem discouraged by lack of gold or coal in the area.

    “‘On the first night I am smoking at the window. The excitement of travel does not allow for easy sleep, although I am weary. At nearly midnight by reckoning of the clock in my quarters, there are men arriving by carriage who go into the house. They have not left by the time I sleep.’”

    Gene licked his thumb and flipped forward through the pages. “Ezekiel does not ask his brother about the men arriving late at night until a few days later when he sees it happen again. ‘B is not angry when I ask about the late-night visitors. He says that he will explain if I wish him to, although he knows that I am devout and asks that I withhold judgement if only for the sake of brotherly affection. B tells me that he has been chosen by an eastern god, a being of the desert signified by the scarab, to be its speaker. I asked him how he was certain, and he only told me that he was sure beyond any doubt and would say no more. I have always known B is not a man of strong Christian morals, but to resort to devilry is a shock. I ask him to speak of it no more. He says once more that he is not angry with me.’”

    Gene stopped reading and lowered the stack of paper.

    “Is that it?” I asked.

    “That is the only time Ezekiel spoke to his brother directly about those matters. But, in the days before his departure, he made the acquaintance of a surveyor in Bartholomew’s employ, another God-fearing man named Nathaniel Holland. He recorded their conversation about the cult. I’ll grab that portion and pick up there.”

    Gene traded the papers in his hand for another stack on the table, and returned to his folding chair with a strained sigh before finding the correct spot on the top page and reading once more. “‘I cannot vouch for the truth of this information, although I find it credible, and Mr. H is a man of God. I begged him to know if my brother was up to witchcraft or some other unholy practice.

    “‘Mr. H explained that there are many rumors among the men, some outlandish and others more believable. What is known for certain is that B has become very secretive and rarely allows anyone in the house anymore. Those who have been inside, report that in some back rooms there are symbols and strange pictographic language drawn on the walls. The door to the basement has been reinforced and is locked and chained shut.

    “‘Sometimes many men arrive late at night by carriage. One man claims to have spoken with the driver and learned that some come from as far away as San Francisco. There is belief that they come to hear messages that B has received from his god. There is an understanding among all that my brother will kill anyone who tries to enter the house without permission. He is always armed with a pistol.’”

    Gene finished reading and rested the pages on his knee.

    “That’s everything?”

    “All the relevant bits.”

    “What do you think it means?”

    Gene shrugged. “I have no earthly idea.”

    “Do you promise to keep it secret if I tell you what is happening at the Casper house currently?”

    He nodded.

    “Mr. Peters is hearing a voice, and not in his head. He says that he can block it out with enough ear protection. I had a drink with him and heard nothing, but he insists that it is real.”

    Gene shook his head in wonder. “Well, this information about the order of Khepri is all I found that could have supernatural implications. I hope it helps somehow.”

    I nodded and then raised a finger to tap against my chin for a moment. “Would it be the worst thing if this ended up driving Peters away? Nobody’s happy about the dollar store. I won’t lie to the man about what you’ve told me, but part of me, a big part really, hopes it spooks him enough to drive him off.”

    Gene chuckled. “I understand your feelings, but was anything about Raston ever any different? Casper came here for a quick dollar. This town was created to turn a dollar. It was the potential for money that drew people like a magnet. Maybe it’s fitting that the town dies the same way it started—made by vultures, and picked clean by them as well.”

    The perspective was surprising to me at first, yet coming from Gene it was not out of the blue. He had his head in books, a position that gave him the long view, one that could easily turn to fatalism. This new development was different than how the town started. No matter the morality of Casper’s desire for fast wealth, it had created something, sculpted the land and made our little microcosmic culture. The Daily Dollar would have no positive externalities.

    “Thanks for the information, Gene, I’ll catch you later.”

    After the meeting, I called Jake Peters and discovered then that he had been staying at the Hidden Cove for a few days. I told him that I had new information about the history of the house, and he agreed to meet me at the diner. When I joined him in a booth a few hours later, he looked in better spirits than the evening in the house when we had shared a drink. I explained everything Campbell had told me, making sure not to leave out any details, even embellishing the parts about the madman with a god in the basement a little here and there. When I finished, Peters’s face was a mixture of confusion and sudden realization.

    “I did find some of the writing and symbols on the wall, so that part at least is true. . . .” He trailed off.

    “But what?” I asked, sensing that something did not add up in his mind.

    “But there is no basement in the house as far as I know.”

    “I suppose it could have been filled in at some point,” I observed. “How odd.” Peters was staring off into space, so I continued, “Do you think you’ll be staying at the motel for the foreseeable future?”

    “I don’t know. I’m not sure about anything anymore.”

    . .    .

    

    It was never my intention to have sex with Amy Connors. To develop any kind of romantic relationship was against company policy, not to mention a massive inconvenience for my life in Raston in general. Maybe it was my loneliness that led to it, or my descent into frequent drunkenness, or the simple fact that she was always around in the evenings when I opened my door, standing in the green pool of light under the office overhang, smoking or just leaning there against the wall and looking off into the night. The house—that fucking house was ruining me. It had turned life into an infliction of events and made me feel powerless.

    I talked to her at least once every evening when I came or went from the motel room. One night everything went sideways. I had a buzz on and asked how her day was. Next thing I knew, my lips were on hers and I could taste cigarettes. Then my hands were under her shirt. We were in the room on the bed, and she was breathing against the side of my neck saying, “Get hard for me baby” over and over in a furtive, hoarse whisper as her hand rummaged around in the front of my jeans. She clearly needed it more than I did at that moment, although the booze probably didn’t help. When I did get hard and flip her roughly on her back, it was not only out of enthusiasm for her body. More than anything, as she gasped and I thrust into her, it was a frantic, vivid, throbbing vision that I had returned to the house with a sledgehammer and swung it forcefully against the walls and floor. The timbers splintered and cracked like bones as the alien voice that haunted the place begged me to stop. Pipes burst, elbows popping and pouring water, beams groaned, soaked drywall sloughed off like excised skin, wires sparked feebly like the final synaptic protestations of a dying brain.

    She turned the television on after sex. I was in a foul mood—the post-fuck gloom especially potent, considering my general circumstances. The bright colors and garish forms soaked in the freakish glow of marketing was particularly nauseating at that moment.

    “Can you turn that shit off?” I asked. “I don’t watch television.”

    “Jesus, fine. I need to go back to the desk anyway.”

    She dressed hastily and left the room without saying anything more. I slept fitfully, dreaming of bodily disassembly, human forms mangled, limbs severed, entrails torn out forcefully, brains segmented with scientific precision.

    When I woke in the morning, I knew that I had to return to the house. I was even more trapped in the motel than I had been in that haunted place, especially after what I had done with Amy. I sent Red a text that I would not be checking in with the contractors that morning. A new surge of manic confidence drove me uphill in the van with singular purpose. I stopped in the front yard of the house and marched straight through the door, scanning quickly to find the demolition hammer.

    “Hello? Have you come back to find me?” the voice asked, almost childlike in tone and cadence.

    “You won’t like it when I do,” I snarled, finding my instrument of destruction, and moving toward the spot I had predetermined to begin my assault.

    “Come where my love lies dreaming. . . .”

    I tightened my grip on the handle, squaring up at the wall with the scarab symbol and hieroglyphs. With a furious heave, I buried the head of the hammer in the plaster. A violent sense of purpose overwhelmed all fear of the unknown.

    “Dreaming the happy hours away. . . .”

    I swung the heavy implement a second and third time, unsure of my own intentions, whether I only planned to destroy the symbology or bring the entire building down collapsing around me.

    “In visions bright redeeming. . . .”

    Just as the image of the scarab was entirely pulverized, the bits of wall around it collapsed inward to reveal an open space beyond. The hole was completely dark—a blackness so absolute that it seemed impossible, or that I looked into a region of the universe that should not be seen by humans, one that repels our naked and primitive eyes. I was staring into the deepest crushing depths of the ocean or into the remotest regions of outer space, beyond the light of any stars.

    The voice had stopped singing, and the house was completely still. I concluded that the empty space behind the wall must have been the entrance to the cellar the old man had told me about. Casper must have had it sealed up at some point. I contemplated for a moment whether I should go down alone.

    “Hello?” I shouted down through the hole. There was no reply. I used the head of the hammer to push in bits of the wall, working frantically and casting long glances into the abyss as I expanded the opening until it was large enough for me to crouch through without much difficulty.

    Despite trembling hands, I prepared for the descent by buckling on a utility vest and snapping a battery powered light to the chest with a metal carabiner. I pulled on leather gloves, safety goggles and a respirator before taking up a smaller claw hammer. I doubted any of it would protect me from a supernatural being, but it was better than nothing. My heart pounded against my ribs and my breaths came short, but I needed to confront this alone, to face down whatever presence had taken over this house or been invited in by Bartholomew Casper. The house belonged to me now, and it was up to me alone to make it so.

    I gingerly stepped through the opening of the wall onto the top of an ancient set of stairs. The planks creaked and sank slightly under my weight, but held. The light on my chest swayed but offered a dim view all the way down to the floor of the cellar, which was paved with flat stones. A thick layer of dust covered everything, and masses of cobwebs hung from the ceiling and walls. I lowered myself down the steps one by one, adding my weight gradually to avoid a nasty fall into the unknown. Once at the bottom, I could see that one wall of the cellar had caved in, leaving a mountain of rocks and rubble in front of the far wall of the room.

    I turned a full circle. The space was mostly empty, save for some tall candle holders set around the center of the room and an old chair resting near the heap of rocks. I stepped toward the chair slowly to get a closer look. An odd device similar to an old phonograph machine speaker jutted out in front of it. The horn-like contraption was connected to a tube that ran into the wall near the rubble. Now that I was closer to the collapsed wall, I could see that the heap of material spilling out onto the floor looked strangely smooth and contoured under the dust. I returned upstairs to grab a corded work light and a broom, coiling an extension cord down the stairs on my trip back to the cellar. With the additional light, I could see that the collapsed wall was not just a heap of rubble, but some symmetrical shape, perhaps a sculpture dedicated to Casper’s god. As I brushed away the dust, the cleaning revealed the shape of a massive scarab beetle’s head built out of the wall. Was it an idol? How could Casper have made such a thing without skilled craftsmen? I was lost in thought for a moment when a sudden movement sent needles of terror down my spine. The great head of the beetle shifted ever so slightly. The broom fell from my hand. My stomach went numb.               

    Then the voice rang out again, resonating all around me now, all plaintiveness gone. It was a deep rumble that vibrated into the core of my body.

    “Casper? Is it you Casper, or has it been too long?”

    I stared at the black orb eyes the size of soccer balls. The creature’s insect mouth fluttered and clicked with horrifying alien motion as though it tasted the air. It spoke again, but not from the mouth, from everywhere around me. I had found the god.

    “Not Casper. Another. Perhaps you will prove a more honest man.”

    I nearly fainted and was only halfway aware of my desperate flight back up the stairs and out the front door of the house. I collapsed on the steps in the sunlight, and sat there in shock, hearing the birds and wind but not listening to them, lost utterly in the impossibility of being.           

    

    

    CHAPTER 2

    

    The air was the perfect temperature, and a slight breeze blew through the pines. Entering the house again was the most repulsive course of action I could imagine. An idea coursed through my mind like a golden thread of light, offering warmth and comfort to my troubled state. I could leave it all behind and take the van down the California coast, leave the house and everything in it for whoever happened by. It would become their curse and not mine. They could take on the evil weight of history, while I flitted birdlike on the wind, stopping at one coastal town and then the next, burning through my savings and becoming utterly lost to the world, purified like so many before me by the invigorating motion of travel.

    Then my mind turned back to the grotesque thing in the basement with its bottomless black eyes and inhuman voice that seemed to speak from every direction at once. Was it truly the manifestation of an ancient god? If so, then why had it taken up residence in this house? Clearly Bartholomew Casper had communed with it. Was I so much less a man than he that I could not face down the being to determine if it could hear my voice and see if we could reach an understanding? I wondered at the absurdity of my own thoughts. To think that I was already coming to terms with the existence of an insect the size of an automobile, and one that could speak no less.

    The golden thread of my escape fantasy faded. As realism crept in, the initial bliss elicited by my imaginings went cool and was dismantled and moved aside by the lifeless mechanisms of my practical mind. I slowly rose, savoring the outdoors for a moment before returning to the interior of the house. Every step I took toward the hole in the wall felt of great consequence. I poked my head through the opening slowly, staring down the stairs toward the glow of the work light below, looking for shifts in the shadows that could indicate movement. I jumped and bumped my head on the top edge of the hole when the voice spoke unexpectedly.

    “You can come down. I feel the vibrations of your movement. I know you are back in the house.”

    “How do I know that you won’t hurt me?” I called down. There was no response. I tried again. “How can I be certain that you won’t hurt me?”

    “I cannot hear you very well. There are only muffled murmurs. If you wish to speak to me, then you must come down.

    With a deep breath to calm my nerves, I slipped through the opening and carefully descended, rapidly moving my eyes from the steps to the direction of the giant beetle and back. I reached the bottom. Alarms of danger sounded all through my body. I doubted I could ever get used to it, no matter how many times I saw the head and portion of the creature’s thorax sticking through the wall. There was no way to tell whether the smooth, obsidian eyes were looking at me.

    “By the chair. Speak into that object. Casper had it made so I could hear from vibrations in the wall. Some words may be lost for me, as it has been very long since I have spoken to another.”

    I walked across the room, making no sudden movements. The chair looked unlikely to support my weight, so I bent my knees to crouch over the ancient microphone.

    “Can you hear me?”

    The beetle became very animated, its mouth parts articulating rapidly like mechanical fingers. I backed away slightly out of instinct.

    “I can hear you. Another clear voice at last.”

    After an uncomfortable silence, I leaned forward. “I have so many questions.”

    “I will answer.”

    “What are you?”

    “I am—I do not have a name such as you do, not in a sense you would understand. I am as I look. Casper called me ‘beetle’ and he called me ‘Khepri’, but both were foreign to me.”

    “Why are you here?” I asked.

    “Because I cannot move. If I could leave, then I would.”

    “You’re stuck?”

    “Yes.”

    “How did you get stuck here?”

    “What is the making of time by human measure?”

    I considered for a moment. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

    “How long has it been since Casper was here?”

    “Oh, you want to know what year it is?”

    “Yes, although your way of time is odd to me.”

    “Casper left the town in the 1870s I think, or late 1860s. It’s 2022 now, so that would make about one hundred and sixty years since you met him.”

    The great beetle was silent for a few seconds, working its mouth constantly as though in thought.

    “That time is only a brief moment in my existence. I have been burrowing for ages under the dirt, lower even, where there are caverns of rock to be found and the tunnels of creatures even older than I. When the earth shouts in agony, it can be very dangerous, and I can lose direction. So it was on the day that I became trapped here, dazed and bursting through this wall so that the weight of the house settled on me.”

    I tried to put together exactly what the creature was saying, mentally comparing notes with what you had told me about the history of the house and the area. Before too long, I realized the correlation.

    “You must be talking about the Hayward Earthquake. So, you became disoriented and crashed through the wall and Casper found you?”

    “Yes.”

    “But how is it that you speak English? I don’t understand.”

    “Casper taught me. He heard me make music through the walls one day. My body is trapped, but I can move my wings a little. He would play music upstairs on his instrument with a two-piece object and one on the shoulder.”

    “A violin?”

    “Yes, that is what it was called. I could feel the vibrations faintly through the walls and to pass the time I buzzed my wings against the wall to match the tones. This excited Casper greatly. At first, he was wary and almost never came down to the cellar, content to pretend that I did not exist, I think. Once I began to hum along with his music, I became a curiosity. He believed that if I could match the tones of his violin, then I could match the tones of his voice. He had the horn you are speaking into made and he would sit in that chair for hours on end speaking to me, reading to me from books, reading the newspaper.”

    “And you learned to speak that way?”

    “I learned more quickly than Casper even knew. This way of speaking, while not precisely natural to me, is understood, as we hear the earth speak to us always in the burrows and tunnels deep down. It is how we tell time, the age of the earth a never-ending song.”

    “Who is ‘we?’”

    “I am not the only one of my kind. There was a time when all the space under the earth was teeming with countless of us, entire regions the bustling hives of an unending mass. But of late the earth lies silent.”

    “I was told that Casper treated you like a god, or at least made himself your prophet. Was that all just a game to him?”

    “Casper.” The creature shifted as much as it could in its predicament, lowering the dark head and glossy eyes. “Casper was a dishonest man. We had an agreement that he broke. I was to make him rich, and he would set me free. I upheld my end of the bargain, but he . . . he did not.”

    I had found myself in the very strange predicament of curiosity overcoming the sheer absurdity of my situation. At moments the reality broke through, overwhelming me with a sudden anxiety and panic. I was crouched in the cellar, speaking to a giant insect, one I would have not believed existed only a few hours ago.

    “How were you going to make Casper wealthy?”

    The creature went still and silent for such a time that I thought that it had fallen asleep or died. Then, finally, it stirred again.

    “I know where things are under the earth, objects of value, oceans of earth’s blood, or ‘oil’ as he called it. I promised him information in exchange for my freedom.”

    “And he lied.”

    “The wiles of men are beyond me. I did not understand deceit. It was as new to me as your language. The earth cannot sing a lie. The rock cannot lie, nor the dirt. My mind changed in some ways as I learned to speak, but I was innocent of the fact that the things behind words do not always show the things within the words, or that the word is not merely a vibration, that there are invisible elements connected to it.”

    Despite my aversion, I felt rather sorry for the beetle. Casper using it, even as he knew it could not fully understand, was not unlike abusing the naive assumptions of a child for whom the complexities of the world and human scheming are entirely unknown. The mention of oil and precious metals was intriguing, however. A small part of me began to wonder if I could also bargain with this creature, but in a more honest fashion.       

    At that moment, I heard a faint knocking upstairs and straightened in alarm. I could not remember if I had locked or even closed the door.

    “Somebody is here. I will be back later,” I exclaimed, before realizing my mistake and leaning down to repeat my words into the horn so that the creature could hear. I quickly ascended the stairs and searched desperately for a construction cloth to hang over the hole in the wall. It only took half a minute to locate a spare and put a few nails through the top edge to hold it in place.

    I came to the front door and found you there. The door was open a crack, as I had left it, but you waited patiently outside knocking on the frame.

    “You’re back in the house,” you observed, a little surprised.

    I explained that I was trying to get back into working on the house. You asked if I had investigated the basement possibility and whether I was still hearing the voice. I lied and told you that I had not been hearing the voice, that I had removed the hieroglyphic marks on the wall and heard nothing since then. I explained that I was certain that the cellar had been filled in at some point. After some small talk, you left me. During the interaction, I had decided that the creature in the cellar would be my secret. Once alone again, I returned to speak with it more. When my mouth was at the speaking horn, I got straight to the point.

    “Would you consider a bargain with me?” I asked. “You will find that I am more trustworthy than Casper.”

    The beetle considered for a moment. “I know nothing of you. I have told you about myself, but who are you?”

    The question surprised me a little, in part because it was so human and evidenced a social curiosity, transactional though it was.

    “Me? Well, my name is Jake Peters. I work for a dollar store company.”

    “What is that?”

          Upon hearing the question, I realized that of course there was no way that this creature could understand what I was talking about. 

    “Do you know what a store is?”

    “I have heard this word, but I do not remember.”

    “Do you know about money?”

    “Yes.”

    “Well, a store is a place where you trade money for other goods. I work for a company that builds and operates these places for trading.”

    “Why are you in Casper’s house?”

    “It’s not his house anymore. It’s been bought and sold many times since he died. I just bought the place to fix it up and stay here while in Raston. It was just a way to make some extra money.”

    “What do you do?”

    “I manage people. I oversee projects.”

    “So, your work is invisible, just like Casper’s. All he ever did was oversee.”

    “There’s a lot of that in human society.”

    “Your human world is disturbing to me. I do not wish to be so close to it anymore. But I don’t know if I can trust you. In some ways you are not like Casper, but in other ways you are. I will think on this for a time. Come back to me later and I will have an answer for you on whether we can make an agreement.”

    I straightened and crossed the room toward the stairs but paused and returned after being struck by a realization.

    “Do you eat? You must eat something. How have you been alive this whole time?”

    “I eat, although I have not in some time. I sleep unless something disturbs me, in order to conserve energy. Casper would feed me on occasion but only small amounts to keep me weak.”

    “I can give you food if you want. I have no desire to torture you.”

    “I eat meat, vegetation, fruits, sweet things, anything I can get.”

    “Was he keeping you weak so that you couldn’t break free?”

    “That was his intent, no doubt, although even at my strongest I was trapped, so his cruelty was unnecessary.”

    I returned upstairs to the kitchen, taking what food seemed appealing: part of a cabbage, some deli meat, and the remaining half of a bag of grapes. I had bought a refrigerator, although there were a few final details left unfinished in the kitchen. The canned and processed food had wreaked havoc on my digestive system. I put all the items on a plate and carried it down to the cellar, setting it ten feet or so away from the beetle’s head and then sliding it under its mouth using the broom. An unexpected swell of embarrassment came over me at taking the precaution, along with the realization that I was concerned about hurting the feeling of a giant insect.

    No words were exchanged between us, and I departed quickly, hearing the faint sounds of the creature eating as I reached the top of the stairs. The noise consisted of a rasping sound and the faint slapping of its various mouth parts contacting one another. My skin crawled. I was no longer afraid of the unknown. The known was more horrifying in its own way. The motel would remain my residence for the time being, as I had no intention of sleeping in the same building as a giant beetle.

    It was late afternoon when I drove down to the Hidden Cove in a daze. Amy Connors was not outside the office, which was a relief. I had decided to stop drinking. As the days marched ever onward toward the opening of the Daily Dollar, keeping my wits about me was more and more essential.

    I opened the door to my room and found Amy asleep on my bed in only her underwear. I lunged backward, intending to step back outside and close the door behind me, but I had made too much noise and she wallowed among the blankets, murmuring to herself in a half-dreaming nonsense language. Of course, she had the key to my room. I should have expected this series of events.

    As I crossed the room to splash some water on my face, she woke fully, twisting her body around so that she lay ass up, shoulders propped up above elbows, calves vertical and ankles crossed in the air. It was a pin-up pose; no doubt calculated to rouse my interest.

    “You been busy all day?” she asked, as if I owed her an explanation.

    “Yeah.”

    “You never told me what the deal with that old house was. You just said there were construction issues.”

    “Gas line,” I lied. It was enough to put her off the subject.

    All she said was “wow” with raised eyebrows. She shifted her position on the bed slightly and said, “You wanna. . . .” trailing off and lowering her eyes before flicking them back up to meet mine pointedly, “Fuck?”

    The motion, the words, the entire presentation was so utterly cliché. She was behaving like a television character. We had sex for the second time. She did not turn the screen on afterwards like before, instead browsing her phone while nestled in the blankets beside me. It was even more annoying.

    “Can you not let yourself into my room when I’m not here?” I asked.

    “And what, give up one of the only perks I get for working at this dump?”

    “We shouldn’t even be doing this. I’m technically your superior. I hired you. You know how this looks?”

    She pressed her body against my side under the blankets, grasping my elbow and moving her face toward my shoulder. She spoke in a cartoonish sing-song voice that sent an unexpected tingle of dread down my spine. “What, you think we’re gonna get in trou-ble?”

    “Don’t even joke about it. It’s not funny.”

    A long pause followed. I tilted my head over to see if she was hypnotized by her phone again. She was staring off into space beyond the foot of the bed, which was even more disturbing because it meant that she was thinking.

    “What’s going to happen later on after the store is finished?” she asked. “You’re just going to leave and never come back?”

    “That’s the plan.”

    “So, I’m never going to see you again?”

    I stopped myself from letting out the words that danced on my tongue: “Of course I’m never going to see you again and it’s for the best. This never should have happened. It was a stupid mistake, and the sooner it’s over, the better. I can’t wait to get out of this trashy little town with its sad, ugly people and get back into the real world that actually matters.”

    Instead, I simply said, “Probably so.”

    I could feel her swallow hard beside me, clearly getting emotional at the thought of my departure. On the other hand, I felt nothing.

    “I barely know anything about you,” she stated softly.

    She was trying to get her hooks in me. Simple people do not understand the dangers of true authenticity. The true story of oneself is all currency to them, material for blackmail in their idiotic social games. Yet they are unaware of it when they ask. I knew that deep down she cared no more for me than I did for her. The difference was that for Amy I was worth keeping around. She probably even saw me as a lifeline to the outside world.

    I told her that my life was boring, that it was the most uninteresting and common middle-class American experience, that I went to college and then got a job and all I did now was work. It was true, although not the whole truth. The whole truth was mine alone, my secret history that was no less boring or common, yet it belonged to nobody else.

    I would never tell her or anyone about finishing college at the height of the Great Recession with around $30,000 in debt and no dreams and little hope. I would never tell her about living in a foreclosed house with no power and only a few cheap pieces of furniture left by the previous resident. The loneliness was mine, the desperation of moving from one soul-crushing gig economy job to another. The hot nights with no air conditioning and sleeping on the floor and even sometimes migrating outside to sleep in the cool dead grass of the backyard were also mine and nobody else’s, them and the long days sitting on the back patio in the sun where nobody could see me, listening to the cicadas drill urgent alarms of danger into my skull. The anxiety, dread and paranoia could not be put into proper words anyway.

    One day I saw a car pull up to another empty house on the street, and people who looked like money movers got out to look around and inspect inside. After that, I was gone, leaving behind everything I did not need, living out of my trunk. I had to stash everything else in a plastic bin hidden under a walking bridge in the park near the Walmart lot where I slept in the car. Then one day the bin was no longer there.

    On a lark, I applied for a job at the dollar store where I bought cheap toiletries. Business was good for them, even though everyone else was trying to keep head above water. I was manager of the store in two years and then headed to corporate. I never forgot about the summer of panic, even after paying off my debt. I had seen the thin veneer on civilization peeled back for a time and realized that it was the exact width of a dollar bill. I was one of the lucky ones, and only because I had willingly become part of the machine. Everything they had told my generation about saving the world was bullshit. The only people who talked about it had money, something that, when guys like me could get it, was worth less and less every year. All I ever wanted from that point on was to make it, to reach a point where I could retire by forty and never have to work again, and I could sit outside behind my own quiet house in the sun and listen to the same cicadas sing songs of no urgency whatsoever.         

    

    . .    .

    

    My routine turned to normalcy after meeting the insect. All the structural work on the Daily Dollar building was complete, which left fixtures, flooring and details. Unless something unexpected came up, we were on schedule to open on time with little left undone. I had finished the kitchen on the house, now that I was no longer dealing with the fear of the unknown. I had installed an island in the middle of the room. The blue tile backsplash above the counters and glossy solid wood cabinets and framing tied it all together nicely. I cheated a few times in the process, paying some of Red’s guys under the table to help with the more daunting phases of the project. Luckily the beetle kept silent whenever there were foreign voices in the house. The back bedroom was also complete, and I had moved on to the downstairs bath. There was no way I would finish in the weeks that I had left in Raston. The thought of staying longer than was necessary was dreadful.                 

    On a sunny afternoon after I had just finished removing the last of the fixture from the downstairs bath, the beetle spoke to me through the structure, asking that I come downstairs to talk. I had constructed a plywood door over the hole in the wall. When shut, nobody would have any reason to believe that it was anything more than a temporary wall.

    I descended into the cellar and crossed the room to the speaking horn.

    “What did you want?”

    “What are you doing up there?” the beetle asked. “You’ve started making much noise again.”

    “I thought I told you that I’m fixing the place up to sell it.”

    The great creature went silent for a time, deep in thought. I waited patiently until it was ready to continue.

    “How will you free me? If we come to a bargain?”

     “I figured I would just dig you out.”

    “The weight of the wall is on my back. If I move, this side of the house will surely collapse.”

    This was a disturbing development. “I had not thought of that,” I admitted. “What if I put in beams or something to prop up the floor on either side of you?”

    “You could do that?”

    “I don’t know, maybe. I would have to do some research.”

    “There is an alternative that would not involve any digging and would likely preserve the house.”

    “If you have a better option, I’m all ears.”

    “You’re what?”

    “It’s just an expression. It means I’m listening.”

    “I could crawl out of my shell and make a new one.”

    “You would molt?”

    “If that’s your word for it, yes.”

    “Why haven’t you done that already?”

    “In order to leave my shell, I need a great deal of food, meat to be precise.”

    “What would happen after you ate it?”

    “I would sleep as my insides form a soft new shell, and then after some time, I will burst through the back into the tunnel, leaving behind my armor, which would likely hold up the house long enough for you to repair it.”

    “And when would you tell me where I can find the gold or oil?”

    “This is the trouble,” the beetle buzzed. “I could tell you after I have eaten but before I sleep to shed my shell, but there is no trust. Who is to say I speak before I sleep? Who is to say you do not kill me in my slumber?”

    “You can trust me,” I insisted. “You think I would kill you while you hibernate? What could I possibly gain from that?”

    “I do not trust you humans. After dealing with Casper, I have no reason. The words, the vibrations are not everything. There are hidden things behind them. I do not trust words.”

    “What can I do to prove that I’m being honest?”

    The glossy black eyes showed no indication of thought or emotion. “You must bring me a human body to consume. Then we have understanding.”

    My legs almost gave out. “Are you serious? A human body? What kind of ultimatum is that?”

    “Riches beyond your understanding can all be yours. All you must do is guarantee my freedom and seal it with evidence of your commitment. If I must be in a state of vulnerability for a time, then you must be as well. This is how we communicate, not the shallow tones of your vibrations.”

    I was in a state of shock once again. “That’s not how people do business. It’s crazy! We make written agreements, not blood pacts!”

    “I am older than your language, and I have suffered at the hands of man. My mind has been made up.”

    “What about the support beam idea?”

    “That was my agreement with Casper. There is no trust in that arrangement.”

    “If you want me to kill someone, then you can stay down here forever or until you starve.”

    The creature was still for a very long time before it spoke again. “There is opal not far from here and not deep, enough to live on for many years, fire forged and bright.”

    I turned and stalked back upstairs. The voice made by the wings followed me up, singing eerily. The creature had honed its craft for over a century, able to mimic not only the human voice but the accompanying violin.

    

    “Listen brother, catch each whisper,

    “’Tis my wife I speak of now,

    “Tell, oh tell her how I missed her

    “When the fever burned my brow.

    “Tell her she must kiss my children

    “Like the kiss I last impressed;

    “Hold them, as when last I held them

    “Held them closely to my breast.

    “It was for them I crossed the ocean,

    “What my hopes were, I’ll not tell;

    “But they gained an orphan’s portion

    “Yet He doeth all things well;

    “Tell them I have reached the haven

    “Where I sought the precious dust,

    “But I gained a port called Heaven

    “Where the gold will never rust.”

    I started drinking again on the very day of the creature’s ultimatum. I sat out on the front porch taking pulls directly from the bottle of brandy. The temptation to simply walk away returned, along with the desire to burn the whole house down with the beetle inside. In that case, I would be left with nothing for all my work, time, and investment. I vacillated wildly between fantastical and realistic alternatives. I had to sell the house. It was my ticket to the first million. If the insect spoke the truth, there were potentially countless more dollars to be made. Casper had made his fortune in oil based on the creature’s word, so it must speak the truth. But I was no killer, so even if there were riches to be found, it did not matter. Could I kill the beetle in order the sell the house? It was an intelligent creature.

    I did not want to return to the Hidden Cove and find Amy Connors in my room, and I did not want to sleep in the house with that creature trapped in the basement. I moved the cot and began sleeping in the back of the van. Echoes of my past life crept in, threatening to extinguish the dream. The living cannot escape the dead. Bartholomew Casper, another rich and selfish old man was threatening to take everything from me, just as others had done before. I could hear a voice saying “Just work hard like your father and grandfather. No luck? Work harder.” All this was said as the American Dream turns to a mirage, moving ever backward and fleeing before me. I drank. I slept. I worked on the house while once more stopping up my ears like a sailor escaping the siren’s call. 

    After a few weeks, I finished the bottom floor bathroom and front parlor area and moved on to the upstairs where another bathroom and three bedrooms waited. I was dragging down a roll of nasty shag carpet I had removed from one of the bedrooms, when a movement in the corner of my eye startled me. I lost my grip and was pushed down the last few steps and into the wall. Amy was standing in the hallway just inside the front door. She looked some combination of distraught, angry, and sad all at once.

    I was annoyed at her latest intrusion and the fact that I could have broken my ankle on my unexpected stumble down the stairs. I pulled off the earmuffs and took out the plugs. The beetle was performing one of its old songs. A surge of alarm rushed through my body, creating countless hot pinpricks on my skin.

    “What is that music?” she asked, curiosity winning out over her other emotions.

    “I have a speaker upstairs,” I lied.

    “But you’re wearing earplugs.”

    “What do you want? What are you doing in my house?”

    “I was knocking and yelling for a few minutes. It’s not like I just snuck in through the front door. You’re such an asshole. You’ve been avoiding me.”

    I ran a sweaty forearm across my brow. The heat in the house and the moisture tickling at my neck only added to the frustration.

    “I told you before that us getting involved in any way was a mistake. I’m not avoiding you. I’m living out my plan, which doesn’t involve you.”

    She lunged forward, shoving me so that my back hit the wall at the bottom of the stairs.

    “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

    I straightened, determined not to let her antics rouse my anger. “There’s nothing wrong with me. The store opens next week. We’ll be working together all the time. We need to keep things professional. You should be thanking me. You’ll be making more money than most anyone in this town. I’m the one trying to keep this from getting screwed up for you.”

    “Money isn’t the most important thing. Pushing people away over money is crazy. Sometimes you have more money and sometimes less. There are more important things in life.”

    “All the people who told me money doesn’t matter when I was young had money. Nobody poor ever said money doesn’t matter, except maybe in movies or fairy tales. The only reason why you’re saying it right now is because you want me to stick around.”

    She shrugged and let her hands drop limply to either side. “And is that so bad?”

    I answered with a declaration. “I need to finish this house and sell it. I need to get you ready to take over the Daily Dollar. That’s the plan.”

    “Take me to the beach tomorrow.”

    “What?”

    “There’s a spot off the highway where you can get down to the beach. Almost nobody goes there. It can be our last hangout before everything becomes just business. Besides, I’ve never seen you do anything just for the fun of it.”

    “And then we’re good after?” I asked.

    “Sure, after that it will be ‘sir, yes, sir’ and ‘hello fellow work unit, how was your time of leisure,’ and all that.”

    “OK,” I relented.

    “Pick me up at the motel at eleven a.m. tomorrow.”

    “I’ll be there.”

    Although I knew I had to be rid of her affections to get out of this town clean, I was no monster. If she wanted one last afternoon to make believe, then I could afford it, so long as this entanglement actually ended.

    Once she left the house, the beetle started a new song. The tune had no words and was unfamiliar. It was an otherworldly sound and nothing like the traditional songs it had learned from Casper. The mournful soaring and then swooping tones were reminiscent of early electronic music. I went to the plywood over the hole in the wall and listened for a time. The composition repeated echoes of prior movements at intervals, although never identically. Curiosity got the better of me, and I slowly descended the stairs. Once I reached the bottom, the creature stopped.

    “Have you decided to starve me like Casper did?”

    I walked to the speaking horn. “I haven’t made up my mind. What is that music?”

    “It is my own song.”

    “You made it up?”

    

    “I cannot claim it fully. There is inspiration from the song of the earth.”

    I had other questions, things that had been bothering me since I had decided to ignore the creature for a time. “You’ve eaten men before?”

    “Yes.”

    “What are we, a delicacy?”

    “What do you mean?”

    “Do you enjoy eating people?”

    “I do not ‘enjoy.’”

    The creature seemed to be in a foul mood, if such a state were even possible. It restlessly articulated its mouth parts, and the tone of its buzzing voice was lower and sloppier than normal, as if it did not care to enunciate clearly through the walls.

    “You don’t enjoy anything?”

    “Music, but I had that before. I wish I had never learned to speak your language. Long ago I was simply a beast, but now I am a monster.”

    It was a surprisingly articulate thought for an insect.

    “And now you want me to become a monster,” I mused aloud.

    “A beast like a man or a man like a beast, both are abominations. I do not wish to speak like a man anymore. It is agony to think like one, to be outside my shell. It is unnatural.”

    “To be outside your shell?”

    “That me would be an object to me is impossible. Your entire existence is a lie, a false vibration. To be outside is an illusion. Your devil coaxed you out.”

    “I don’t understand. What do you know about our devil?”

    “Only what Casper said, although he did not believe in it.”

    “What about God?”

    “What about it?”

    “Do you think God exists?”

    “I never thought of it before I learned your language.”

    “That doesn’t answer the question.”

    “It does.”

    “You should go back to sleep and wait to make a deal with the next person who lives here,” I suggested. The beetle did not respond. I straightened from the speaking horn, tiring of the creature’s surly mood. As I reached the stairs, it rumbled softly.

    

    “The earth is saying strange things to me.”

    I finished pulling all the carpet out of the upstairs rooms and dragged it all down into the front yard.

    

    . .    .

    

    The next morning brought a sensation of renewal. I did not hear the creature in the basement after coming in from my sleeping spot in the back of the van and making coffee. After this farewell date at the beach with Amy, I would be on the home stretch. A few weeks of training and I could hand off the store. I had my weekly progress report with corporate at ten a.m. and reported only good news.

    Then I took the van down to the Hidden Cove to pick up Amy. She was in high spirits, wearing flip flops and cutoff shorts that showed the varicose veins on her legs and an idiotic tattoo of a dolphin on her ankle. A neon pink bikini top peeked through her oversized white T shirt.

    She insisted on turning on the radio as we tore down the coastal highway with the windows down. I felt like I was traveling back in time. Her blonde hair formed snaking bolts of electricity in the air that whirled in the windows and then tumbled about inside the vehicle. She had one foot up on the dash and was singing along with some pop song I had never heard. I was so glad to be putting this all behind me that I did not even mind.

    We pulled off where she directed onto a short gravel service road that ended in a larger area shaded from the highway and the muffled sounds of the sea. We got out of the van, and I followed her through a slight break in the wind-worn woody shrubs which screened us from the shore. I could not tell if they were bushes or small trees dwarfed by the elements. The way down to the beach was a somewhat precarious switchback over large rocks to where they became smaller and smoother before hitting the sand.

    She took a pill of some kind out of a bottle secreted in her purse and asked if I wanted one. I said ‘no’ without even asking what it was. She said, “I love the beach!” And ran ahead of me with her arms out and up, spinning slowly as she ran, so that one moment she faced me then away and then turned back again.

    I did not understand the fascination with the beach. It is the dumping ground for another world. The only two places I ever saw seagulls was at the beach and the landfill. The ocean buries its dead on the beach. I guess people throw parties in graveyards, so it should not be a surprise that they did the same here.

    We spent a good portion of the afternoon walking, looking for agates, wading out into the water, digging up mole crabs, and laying out on the hot sand to watch the clouds. Eventually, I said that I needed to call it a day. Her mood visibly shifted. I’m sure she wanted me to chase her down the beach and pick her up once I caught her, taking her laughing and fighting all the way into the waves for a dunk, or simply to strip off all my clothes and charge into the water stark naked. Women are television’s greatest victims, I thought to myself. They will begrudge you for not acting like a character in a romantic comedy. The next steps might require delicate maneuvering. All I needed was a clean break. We were walking back down the shore toward the van when she started.

    “Would it be so bad if we tried to make something work long term? You’re all serious and all business all the time, but I could live with it.”

    “We’ve been over this,” I came back in a weary voice. “This relationship never happened. If anyone knew it did, then it would be a problem for me, maybe even for you too. You got the job, and that’s the real prize.” I thought that maybe repeating this argument over and over would finally hammer it home but was losing hope.

    “Is it? I mean, I’m grateful, but I do kind of like you, even though you’re a no-fun asshole and all you care about is money.”

    My patience was rapidly running out. We reached the rocky switchback up to the clearing. She was still going. I was barely listening. When she finally finished her latest appeal, we were between the van and the screen of shrubs. I was going to have to get mean. I did not want to, but she left me little choice. I took a breath and let her have it.

    “You may like me, but I don’t care about you. When we first had sex at the motel, I don’t even remember how it started. I was drunk. I’m not even really attracted to you. I have plans for my future, and you are an unknown quantity, an undesirable. I don’t hate you or wish you ill, but I also have no desire for any continued association with you except for professionally, and then after that, none at all.”

    I barely got the words out and she was already lunging forward, shoving both palms against my chest. The violent movement only put me back one step.

    “You are such a piece of shit! Fuck you! You know, I should say something about you fucking me, just to screw things up for you. You have plans? Yeah? You think you’re the only one with dreams? Well guess what, I had dreams too, and they got all fucked up. That doesn’t give you the right—” Her voice caught in her throat, and her eyes blinked rapidly to push away gathering moisture. “That doesn’t give you the right to treat me like garbage and throw me away!” She paused, shaking her head convulsively and taking a deep sniff. “I ought to say something to the company just to fuck with you.”

    “Don’t say that,” I replied coldly. “Don’t be a stupid, crazy bitch.” I was finally getting angry. Things were starting to spin out of control. “You’re only angry at me because you fucked up your own life, and now you’re stuck in this shitty town with no options except for dipshit guys who will probably beat you and overdose and leave you with a stupid kid and maybe a shitty trailer. You know that’s all that’s left for you, so you lash out—”

    She slapped me across the face with an open hand. I felt her nails rake my skin with a stinging impact. I did not even think or process what was happening. I took one step forward, trembling with rage, and swung the back of my hand against her cheek with full force.

    She faltered backward, stepping on the back of one flip-flop with the front of the other and toppled through the shrubs, disappearing from sight. I stood quietly, taking in deep breaths to calm myself, waiting for her to come storming back through. The situation had gotten out of hand. A minute passed, and I heard nothing. Then I remembered the steep rocks, and a chill of dread came over me.

    I pushed my head through the bushes. She had gone down nearly to the bottom, her mostly bare legs sticking up on the higher rocks at odd angles. She did not move. Only the wind stirred the fabric of her T-shirt. I picked my way down with my breath rattling behind my ribs. When I reached her fallen form, I could see dark blood oozing through her hair, running down the matted strands onto the rocks where rivulets disappeared into the dark crevices below. I felt her neck. There may still have been a weak pulse, but I could not tell for sure. I took out my phone but then lowered it.

    If she dies, it’s murder. If she survives, it’s attempted murder. She was trying to ruin me, but that does not mean I can just let her die. Maybe she is already dead. Then the beetle’s ultimatum burst through the confusion of my frantic thoughts, burning sudden purpose into my troubled mind. I have a body. Nobody else knows we were coming out here. The dream is not dead.

    My awareness floated outside myself. I was dispelled from the unity of being by awful circumstance. I heaved her body up the rocks, looking up and down the shore repeatedly in the process, plagued by the imagined appearance of forms walking the beach. It took probably ten minutes to get her in the van and wrapped in an old tarp I had used to collect plaster and bits of wood while demolishing the bathroom. I emptied tools out of a bucket and took it down to the water, splashing in up to my knees, traveling back and forth from the waves to the rocks repeatedly and washing away any visible trace of blood.

    I just needed to get back to the house with no issues. Speeding was out of the question. I had to keep my cool. I drove the van back to Raston, taking a left at the main intersection to go up the hill. I was going to need a new manager to take over the Daily Dollar. Were there security cameras at the Hidden Cove’s parking lot? If so, I had picked her up at the curb and probably was not in any footage from the past few days. I was not even in the motel’s books as far as I knew. Nothing in the room could identify me. All I had left behind were some toiletries and probably a half empty bottle of brandy. So long as I kept my cool, I could get out of this situation without raising any suspicion.

    I was nearly at the house, when the van began to shake slightly. The rattling motion grew until I had a difficult time steering the vehicle. This cannot be happening. The last thing I needed was car trouble. I pulled off the road where there was a shoulder wide enough and jumped out to check the tires. I realized that I could still feel movement. It was an earthquake.

    “No, no, no, no,” I murmured to myself frantically, flinging myself back into the driver’s seat and spinning the wheels on the gravel as I pulled back onto the road. I made the last few turns while nearly blind with panic and stopped in the front yard of the old, white Victorian house. The entire back wall of the structure had collapsed.

    Despite the danger, I entered the house. I could hear the timbers groaning and creaking around me. The back room behind the kitchen that I had been sleeping in before moving to the van was demolished. The ceiling had caved in, and walls buckled into a great heap of debris. The opening in the wall and the stairs down to the basement appeared intact. I retrieved a flashlight and cautiously made my way into the darkness, my heart pounding in my chest and the pressure of my blood dampening all sound in my ears. The far wall of the basement was in ruins. The stones that made up the surface around the beetle had fallen inward beneath a heap of dirt and wood.

    I clawed at the loose material, desperately searching to see if the beetle was still there underneath the pile, but as I moved some of the chunks of stone and wood, the entire house gave a pained moan as though the whole thing would come crashing down on top of me. The creature was either dead or gone. There was nothing that could be done about it.

    I returned upstairs and stepped out into the yard in a daze and fell to my knees on the grass before losing all bodily rigidity and rolling over into a limp heap on the ground. As I lay in complete silence, a slight noise and vibration reached my ear from somewhere far underneath me. At first, I wondered whether I was feeling an aftershock of the earthquake. Then, as I listened, the vibration shifted in tone. I could hear faint, eerie music moving away from me and becoming quieter with every second. It was familiar, but I could not remember the words to the song, which had once been played on Casper’s violin.  There I was all alone with a dead body in my rented van. The great beetle had escaped back into its tunnels, and I had nothing, no house, and no future.

    

    . .    .

    

    Jake Peters knocked on my door after the earthquake was over. Luckily my house was intact, but he told me that the damage to the Casper house was catastrophic. I told him that it was a shame because it had been such a beautiful old house.  He asked me if he could stay for a bit and appeared very distraught, which was understandable considering the circumstances.

    Then he sat on my couch and told me the entire story. He told me about the beetle and about Amy Connors, and that her body was in the back of his van. I asked if he was going to turn himself in to the police, and he said no, that he was going to leave her body and take off. He said that I could call the police and tell them everything and that he did not care. He said that he was going to try to get away with it, but now that he had lost everything it did not matter anymore. 

    I asked, “What do you plan on doing? They’ll catch you. You can’t get away for long.”

    He replied, “I’m going to go down the coast and stop in whatever towns I feel like and get lost, maybe. I guess in a way I’m free now, free of the mirage.”

    I never asked him what he meant. 

    

  
    

    AMERICAN BASTARD

    

    

    CHAPTER 1

    

    I had been walking the Appalachian trail for an indeterminate period of time. The steady march of alternating light and darkness lost all meaning to me as I microdosed on the identifiable psychedelic mushrooms found along the way. I could recognize them flawlessly by sight and smell and stooped to collect them on the brief stops in the endless stamping onward. My movements approximated an extra in classical poetry, a doomed soul of the Inferno, or a driven slave of Near Eastern conquest, bare-chested and sweating with eyes locked forward and unmoving. In my more lucid moments, I categorized the flora as I passed by on the trail, noting the squat, asymmetrical American bonsai formations of the Table Mountain pines, the pitch pines, and the limbs of Carolina hemlock that reached out like the arms of some skeletal specter draped in the dangling sleeves of a loose robe. 

    I was not running from anything. Maybe this was a suicide attempt made in secret even to my own consciousness. I had always remembered the time when in a moment of frustration, my father had asked me, “Why don’t you just kill yourself? You’re obviously trying to anyway.”

    Some people who passed on the trail said hello, and others averted their eyes or simply nodded grimly. Nobody tried to strike up a conversation. I exuded carelessness, thoughtlessness, hopelessness. My lips cracked and skin burned. I stumbled in the afternoons when the heat reached a low simmer. I lost the trail once but felt no fear, despite the danger. I had stepped off the path to take a piss and found myself in a staring contest with a white-tailed deer. We stood there with eyes locked and my hand on my dick long after the stream had subsided. I felt perfectly at peace until, finally, the animal twisted its neck away and lightly stalked off through the trees. I had not spoken aloud for days, even to myself. My throat was dry, hands dirty, and hair wild.

    Eventually I stopped to make a proper camp near one of the shelters along the trail, stretching my hammock between two trees and starting a small fire nearby. I sat on a rock and stared into the flames. Where am I? I wondered. Appalachian trail, of course. But why am I here? I could not remember. A man passed by the far side of my fire, turning as he moved into the dark to give me a pointed look. His face was familiar or perhaps merely reminiscent of someone I had met or known long ago. He had piercing, green eyes and a narrow, long jaw. I must be getting paranoid from prolonged doses of mushrooms. The fire burned down to coals. I crawled into the hammock and slept.

    The morning noises of faltering movement nearby woke me. The early dull-gray light of a fresh day illuminated the forest world dimly. Birds sang out furtive greetings to one another. The man from the night before was sitting on a log on the other side of the cold ash from the night’s fire. He wore gray cargo pants, brown hiking boots, and a red and black checkered flannel over a black T-shirt. A baseball cap rested low over his deep-set and serious eyes. I had definitely seen him at some point before starting out on the trail. I swung my legs down so that I was sitting on the hammock.

    “Can I help you?” The words crackled in my throat. It was not a genuine question, and I gave no warmth to the words.

    “Andrew, I need you to come with me after you’ve packed up.”

    “How do I know you?” I asked. “You’re familiar, and obviously you know me.”

    “You don’t recognize me?”

    “Do you work for my father?”

    “Yes.”

    “Terry something.”

    “Terry Sykes.”

    “That’s right.” My lips stung as I smiled in recognition. “Terry ‘the hatchet man’ Sykes, or Terry ‘the scythe.’ How could I forget?”

    “It has been a long time, Andy.”

    “I have coffee. I can start a fire and brew some,” I offered.

    Terry cleared his throat and scratched at his neck. “I’m here to bring you in. We don’t really have time. I considered not even letting you sleep—”

    “But I never said that I was going anywhere with you,” I replied. The stinging intensified as I gave him an even wider view of my teeth. I took some paper and kindling out from the side pocket of my pack and lit a match, blowing cautiously and adding more twigs as the fire grew. It was just like my father to send one of his goons to get me after so many years of radio silence. I had refused the job he offered and the money. I owed him nothing. Once the fire was going in earnest, I set up the collapsible tripod for hanging the cooking pot.

    Terry was restless. He clearly had his marching orders. As bits of memories came into focus, I could not recall any specific reason to dislike him, although it had never been clear what his role was in my father’s business. Whether that meant he could be trusted or not was another issue. I did remember that when my mother was alive, she had been afraid of him. Although he was a corporate goon, she had been completely paranoid by the end.

    “How did you find me out here?” I asked, while pouring water from a bottle into a small pot.

    “The trick is to have a pretty good idea where everyone is always. Your father likes to know what you’re up to.”

    “Oh yeah?” I asked. “Give me the highlights.” I was curious what he had on me.

    “After being accepted at age seventeen, you dropped out of Harvard after just one year. The year after, you were involved in the WTO protests in Seattle, where you were arrested. Then you bummed around and wrote for anti-war blogs after Iraq and Afghanistan kicked off. You had a few long-term girlfriends in that time and one son who you’re estranged from completely.”

    “His mother is a psycho,” I interjected.

    “Well, when you only spend your time with misfits and malcontents, then that’s bound to be the case,” he replied with a smirk. “Anyway, you involved yourself in Occupy Wall Street last year and were arrested again on the Brooklyn Bridge on October first, which brings us to now.” He paused and pushed his cap up to scratch his head and show a flash of his still-thick salt and pepper hair. “You’ve gone aimless again, or perhaps just more than usual.”

    “Exactly,” I murmured. “I’m nobody. There’s no reason my father would want me, except maybe to become best friends while he’s still alive to satisfy his guilty conscience.”

    “Your father’s conscience was not guilty when it came to you.”

    I snorted and shook my head. “What about my mom? Any guilt there?”

    “That’s another matter. Your mother was sick. He tried to help her.”

    “She hated him.”

    “She was not well mentally. She was on drugs. It was a tragic situation.”

    The water reached a low boil. I took a scoop of coffee out of the tin in my pack and mixed it into the water until all the grounds submerged fully and the liquid turned a rich brown. After a moment of silence, I took out a metal cylinder and secured cheese cloth over the top with a rubber band, pouring the coffee through to separate out the grounds. I let Terry drink from my tin cup and kept the cylinder for myself.

    “I don’t really care what my father wants. I’m not going with you,” I stated defiantly after we both had a few cautious sips and regarded one another coolly.

    “Your father is dead.” His expression did not change, and his tone was blunt and devoid of any emotion.

    The words passed straight through me, having no effect at first. I burned my mouth on the coffee and spat. The reality started to sink in.

    “Will the financial markets ever recover?” I asked sardonically.

    “I’ll throw this coffee all over you if you keep that up,” Terry thrust back with a sharp and firm tone. “Have an ounce of fucking respect for something for once in your life.”

    “I’m guessing he’s not buried yet if you’re still licking his boots,” I replied.

    I could not feel the coffee right away. It took a few seconds after the liquid sprayed across my bare shoulders and chest before I felt the intense sting of the heat followed by a numb and throbbing sensation. I was off the hammock without even thinking, throwing myself over the fire and knocking over the tripod. Terry jumped up from the log, dancing away from my path of destruction before I even made it to reaching distance. I pivoted and lunged again, still blinded with fury. My knuckles just barely clipped some part of the older man before an impact just below my ribs sent me gasping to my knees. While I reclaimed my breath, Sykes tossed down the tree branch he had used to hit me and leaned his head back, pinching his thumb and forefinger around his nostrils to stop a trickle of blood running down his upper lip. At least I paid him back for the scalding coffee.

    “Real convincing case,” I growled once I could breathe properly.

    After a minute, Terry lowered his head. The blood coming from his nose had slowed to a congealed oozing. “You’re coming with me, whether you want to or not.”

    “If what you tell me is true, and he really is dead, then why does it matter if I come with you or not?”

    “You know full well that rich men don’t have to die. The smart ones never do. Your father was one of the smart ones. In some ways, he’s more alive than ever.”

    I struggled to my feet, raising an eyebrow. “What is he, like, a computer or something now?”

    Terry snorted and spat some blood. “Fuck off, Andy. You know what I mean.”

    “Yeah, well, we’re more than a few days walk from civilization, so neither of us is going anywhere in a hurry.”

    The older man took a handkerchief out of his pocket, wetted it with his tongue and started wiping the drying blood off his upper lip. “I’ll have you out of here in an hour. Just pack your things and follow me.”

    I gathered up the few items strewn around the smoldering coals, detached the hammock, and rolled it up as well. The idea of being sucked into my father’s world by the vacuum caused by his absence was not appealing at all. I was curious, however, to see where this strange turn of events might lead, so I decided to play along for the time being. Once I had everything, I swung the pack over my shoulder and gave Sykes my most withering look.

    “OK, you fucking robot puppet asshole, lead on.” We made it only a few minutes down the trail before I asked. “So, what killed him by the way? Was it the cancer? I thought cancer only killed us people who don’t have any money.”

    “Complications caused by it. I doubt the stress of the last few years helped. He’d been on a noticeable decline after things got bad.”

    He was talking about the financial crash, which had hurt my father’s company significantly. From what I had read, they limped their way through, narrowly avoiding becoming yet another casualty of the market chaos.

    “It was hard to see him get weaker,” Terry added. “But the old man said it was for the best, that he would have time to prepare if he saw it coming.”

    Sykes veered off the trail, taking a rocky and sloping jaunt down through a sparse collection of stunted pines and blackberry bushes.

    “I really hope you know where you’re going.” I let the words out in such a way that it was clear I did not believe it to be so. Terry gave no answer, so I continued, “So, what’s so urgent that I get pulled out of here anyway? He’s dead, sure, but do you need me at the funeral? Am I supposed to give the eulogy or something?”

    “You will understand soon,” he explained, throwing a dismissive hand over his shoulder as though physically waving away my question.   

    I followed him down until the ground began to level out. The trees grew taller there and closer together. A more diverse mix of deciduous and evergreen appeared in their ranks. Finally, we emerged into a clearing where, much to my surprise, a small helicopter waited.

    “Of course,” I remarked. “I forgot you were a pilot. I remember now that you used to fly my mom and I places sometimes.”

    “That’s what years of hard drugs will do to you,” he jabbed while unlocking and pulling open the clear side panel on the pilot’s side to ensure everything was in order.

    “I haven’t done smack in years,” I retorted. “That ended in 2007, when everything was supposed to change.”

    “Won’t be fooled again, huh?” Terry was making a slow and methodical circle around the aircraft, checking all the panels and along each rotor blade.

    “No, I won’t,” I said simply.

    Once he had made the full loop, the older man stopped and touched his nose gingerly before folding his arms and setting his hard green eyes on my face. “Your father never held your politics against you, although you were always at odds along those lines. What upset him was that you never did anything with that brain of yours. You gave up on everything you ever started.”

    I spat. “Is that what he told you?”

    “Not so directly as that, but I could tell. It was hard for me to see it too, since I was the one keeping tabs on you.”

    “He had other kids. I’m sure they’re doing fine for themselves.”

    “But you are his oldest son. Your mother was his first love. He never got over her death.”

    “Old men have regrets. The world turns,” I murmured with a shrug.

    Terry sighed. “Hop in. No use hanging around the woods and talking about things that can’t be changed.”

    I loaded my pack into the vacant seat in the middle, pulling on the headset and buckling myself into the harness. Terry clambered in and started flicking switches. I waited until the whine of the blades had risen to a roar and we pulled up into the air above the trees before asking the obvious question.

    “Where are we going?”

    “Broadlawn.”

    It was what my father called the house in Virginia. I had always found the name to be a moronic mix of pretention and stupefying simplicity. The place was named for the vast expanses of perfectly manicured and maintained grass that formed an emerald plane around the front and sides of the house. I had only been there a few times. It was an artifact of his second life, the one after my mother died and he remarried.

    Terry seemed to sense the direction my mind was traveling. “There’s nobody there right now. Estelle is in Florida, and the kids are in school.”

    The last time I had seen my half-siblings, they were toddlers, and I was in high school. I had no desire to get reacquainted. 

    “Anything else I should know about?” I asked.

    “About what?”

    “About the family, the current situation.”

    “Not really. Most of your questions will be answered soon.”

    We passed the remaining flight in silence. Terry focused entirely on his controls, and I leaned over with my head against the side of the helicopter, watching trees, rocks, hills, and valleys pass by, broken occasionally by a country road or a small pond or creek which pulled downward on the surrounding folds of terrain.  Then signs of civilization appeared, and we crossed over highways, clusters of houses, big box stores and strip malls. The pilot talked over the radio with a few different people, discussing the flight plan and angle of approach. Finally, I was roused as our movement shifted, and the helicopter began lowering onto a flat and open field of grass.

    I waited for Sykes to power down the aircraft and indicate that I could get out. The dislocated and abstract sense of experience faded. The world coalesced into a concrete architecture of immediate being. I was really there. Perhaps the mushrooms were fully out of my system. My feet hit the grass, and I stared over the planar expanse of grass at the large house a few hundred feet off. Some lawyers probably just needed my signature on a few documents.  I would probably be back on the road by noon.

    Terry gestured toward the house. “There’s a fresh set of clothes for you. Feel free to take a shower.”

    “House is unlocked?” I asked.

    “Yeah, security guy is around, and Isabella.”

    “Who?” I asked, swinging around and walking backwards so I could show Terry a quizzical face.

    “It’s a long story. I’ll fill you in later,” he shouted over his shoulder. The upper half of his body was stuck in the helicopter’s cabin as he fiddled with some mechanism.

    The house pulled me in closer, the gravity of its significance was foreign and not based in memory or desire. It was large and likely very expensive, and that was the extent of the attraction. The structure itself was unexpectedly modest considering the wealth of the owner, albeit sprawling with mid-century design, a collection of right-angled peaks set above and about one another at varying altitudes like a small mountain range. Large square bricks paved the area close around the outside among flower beds bursting with designer grasses and brightly-colored flowers. I could identify hydrangeas, lavender, marigolds, and daffodils. I looped around to the front and let myself in the door.

    A man about my age wearing a well-fitting suit sat on a leather sofa to the right of the front door in a sitting room. To the left was a coat rack and a wall of family portraits. I did not bother to look for my own face among them. I imagined that if it was there, then it must be of me as a child or adolescent: a window into a dead world. The man shifted and looked over at me as he uncrossed his legs.

    “Andrew Ashbury?”

    “Yes.”

    “Will Reed, security. There’s a change of clothes for you on the counter of the breakfast bar and a shower straight back at the end of the hall if you want.”

    “I smell that bad, huh?” I asked.

    He did not respond.

    The interior of the house did not appear as though it belonged to someone as immensely wealthy as my father, although I was not exactly sure what that would entail. Maybe I had expected more automated systems or wall-sized flat-screen readouts of financial analytics. The whole place looked rather middle-class, as though sustained on a decent pension and 401k.

    “Shoes?” I asked, tilting my head down toward my feet to punctuate the question.

    Will shrugged. “I’m not the maid. I don’t care.”

    I kept them on, marching down the hall past the pictures and into an open area with large windows that let in a wall of light. I found the set of clothes on the counter and left my pack on a chair. The heap consisted of a baby-blue-colored polo shirt and gray slacks. Of course. Maybe my father really was more alive than ever, and this was just the first step in his attempt to transform me into the son he always wanted. I took the clothes into the bathroom in the back and washed off the grime from the trail.

    When I emerged later, Terry was waiting in the kitchen and gulping down a glass of water. “You clean up alright,” he commented after finishing the drink with a satisfied sigh. “But you still need a haircut and a shave.”

    “I’m not doing shit until I hear more specifics about what’s going on and why I’m here.”

    “Your father left very specific instructions—”

    “And now he’s dead.”

    “That doesn’t matter. I still have a job to do.” He paused, looking annoyed, scratching the back of his head and scowling. “Just find something to do for ten minutes or so. I’ll come find you when I’m ready for the next bit. You’ll get your answers.”

    I left him for the front room and then remembered that Will was sitting in there looking bored, so I made my escape out a set of French doors onto the side patio. I met with warm, fresh morning air, the sight of flowers, and the emerald expanse beyond. I detected a slight scent of cigarette smoke. I turned to the left, following a subtle sound of movement to find a woman quickly stubbing out a smoldering butt in an ashtray. She was seated at a glass patio table only a few yards away. At first glance, I could make out that she was blonde and maybe a few years closer to forty than I. Once her initial panic ended, she shot me a placid smile.     

    “You are Andrew, yes? You look very much like your father.”

    She had gray eyes and an accent of some kind, maybe eastern European but it was hard to tell.

    “And you’re, uh, Isabella, I take it?”

    “Yes! How did you know?”

    “Terry told me you were here when we landed.

    “Oh.” She seemed disappointed that her name had not preceded her appearance in some more flattering way. “I’m very sorry for your loss,” she added.

    I shrugged. “I wasn’t close with the old man.” Then I asked the obvious question: “How did you know my father?”

    “Come and sit with me. I will tell you everything.” She gestured with a hand that scooped me toward her repeatedly. A collection of numerous bracelets and bangles clinked and clattered audibly with the motion. I approached cautiously and sat opposite her. She was rather attractive for being on the doorstep of middle age. She was probably my father’s mistress and had some convoluted cover story for the affair. Blonde, European, and proper certainly fell squarely in my father’s wheelhouse.

    “Do you want some tea?” she asked.

    “No, thank you.”

    She smiled and leaned in over her forearms. “I was your father’s spiritual advisor for the last few years.”

    I nearly laughed but stopped myself just in time. So that’s what she was going to call it. “You’re joking. My father didn’t have a spiritual bone in his body for as long as I knew him.”

    “Well, like all people he changed—developed over time.”

    “You mean he got sick and realized that he was afraid of dying.”

    Her smile faltered but hung on just barely at a slight angle. “Everyone is afraid of death. Everyone develops more concern for the soul when faced with mortality.”

    “And a certain kind of person is there to mollify that fear,” I replied, already tired after dipping just a toe into the new world of fake people and their games. “What, did you play spirit guide for him in exchange for a chunk of change after he went on the journey into the great beyond?”

    She lost the smile completely and put up a hand to touch her forehead. It was clearly a nervous tic of some kind. “Your father did tell me that you can be very difficult to get along with. I suppose I did not expect you to be so cynical.”

    “Well, you did earn it.” I took a moment to level out and correct from being too disagreeable. “Don’t get me wrong, I wouldn’t hold it against you if you got a few million out of the old man. Plenty of people tried. If anything, it means you’re one of the smart ones.”

    My qualifications did not seem to improve her mood any. Her mouth had repositioned itself as a grim line and did not look ready to change any time soon. “He understood that my gifts are real, that I can read a person’s soul.”

    Terry saved me before I could make the first impression any worse, sticking his head out through the door, baseball hat now gone, and hair combed. “Andy, I’m ready for you now. Follow me.”

    “Nice meeting you,” I told Isabella, trying not to smile too ironically. She merely nodded, saying nothing.

    “So, is this when I get in on the big mystery?” I asked Sykes.

    He did not answer but led me through the house to a set of stairs going down. Once in the basement, we entered a dim room with a huge television mounted on one wall and a U-shape of couches facing it. A frozen image of my father sitting behind a desk covered the screen.

    “I thought you told me that he didn’t have himself turned into a computer,” I joked. 

    Terry sighed. “Just sit down and pay attention. This is the message he left for you. I’m supposed to make sure you watch it.”

    He pressed a button on the remote and my father’s image came alive. His hair and voice were much thinner than I remembered, which was startling, despite my knowing that any recollection I had was probably ten years old by now.

    “Hello, Andrew, it’s good to see you again.”

    “Oh, brother,” I let out loudly. “Nobody is seeing anybody. It’s a fucking video!”

    Terry paused the recording. “Will you just watch this, OK? Can you shut up for a minute and try to be serious?”

    “It’s so corny, man, I can’t—”

    “I’m pressing play. Don’t make me knock the wind out of you again.”

    The recording resumed. “I wanted to make this video to explain some of my decisions and what will be happening in the future with Stonebrook. You know very well that I never agreed with you on politics. Such is the case usually with the children of wealthy fathers. Unlike nearly all revolutionary types with rich family, you were real. You never asked for money. You never wanted favors or a job.” The old man chuckled. “I could never decide if you were really that loyal to your ideology or just crazy. Of course, some of it probably had to do with your mother.”

    The words became even more strained and the voice thinner, as though the syllables were scratched out on the high strings of a violin. “She had her reasons to hate me. I made my mistakes, especially when I was younger. But she had problems too, and I tried to help her.” The old man paused and swallowed hard, his whole face twisting painfully with the motion. “But I was not present. I spent too much time with the company, and great damage was caused by my absence.”

    Some strength returned to Walter Ashbury’s voice. “Being able to see the approach of death so clearly has given me an opportunity to consider my life, my decisions, and how I might go about setting things right in whatever way I can. You are my first-born son. I hoped all along that you would come work for the company, and it would become yours. Because of our estrangement, I thought the opportunity was lost. But I have reconsidered. I am leaving you my majority stake of voting shares in Stonebrook, giving you effective control over company policy. Terry Sykes will work as your assistant or body man, your guide and even protector to a degree, as he did for me over many years. I have set up a trust in his name to be paid out monthly on the condition that he sees to these duties. I do love you, I always did in my own way, despite our differences. I will not end things as one of the bitter old men who leaves nothing to his children under some justification that they did not earn it. I wish the best for you and your future.”

    The screen went blue. I was frozen on the couch, unable to fully process what I had just heard. Terry remained silent somewhere behind me.

    “He did this just to fuck with me,” I murmured finally. “His last stab at me. What the hell am I going to do with majority stake in Stonebrook?”

    “Whatever you want to do,” Terry offered.

    “And what, I’m stuck with you now?”

    “How do you think I feel?”

    “He’s trying to drag me into his world.” I slapped at my chest. “These clothes, and you as my babysitter. He’s trying to turn me into him.”

    “Just take some time to think it all over,” Sykes entreated, sounding tired. “It’s been a busy day for both of us. Let’s take the rest of it off. I can fire up the grill and make us some burgers or something. Take any bed in the house. Just sleep on it. No need to have an existential crisis.”

    “He probably gave you secret marching orders.” I stood and turned to face my handler whose face was cast in an eerie blue by the light of the television. “For all I know, you’re in on whatever he has planned.”

    “Andy, I have no secret orders. Trust me, I’m just as in the dark as you are. I have no idea why he would leave his stake in his life’s work to a loser like you.”

    “Hey!”

    “He’s paying me to look out for you, not be nice to you.”

    “And what about that Isabella woman? How does she fit into all this?”

    “I don’t know her very well,” Terry admitted, seeming on his back foot for the first time. “When your father started on the steep decline, he spent most of his time here, while I was at the office working as his eyes and ears. Sometimes when I came to brief Walter, she was here and sometimes not. If you want to know why your father did all of this, then she would be the one to ask.”

    I grimaced and raked my fingers through my hair anxiously. “Well, I might have screwed things up a bit.”

    “What do you mean?”

    “I started off with her on the wrong foot.”

    “Well, you better start getting onto the right one then,” Terry exhorted with an expression somewhere between annoyance and mental exhaustion.

    After an uncomfortable silence, I asked, “You’re sure I can stay here tonight?”

    “Yes. Your father left the place to Estelle, since they raised Carl and Chelsea here, but she won’t be up here until the day before the memorial service.”

    I suddenly felt drained, overwhelmed by new obligations that I did not want. After fulfilling my minimum obligation of making an appearance at the memorial service, then maybe I could just sell the shares and get lost again. Perhaps I could just give them away. The cares that came with having money had never appealed to me anyway.

    “I’m going to find Isabella,” I said finally in a resigned tone, leaving Terry in the basement and retracing my steps back up and out to the patio. The woman was where I had left her, sitting in the sun and staring out over the expansive lawns. I took the same seat as before. She said nothing, likely waiting for me to eat crow now that I knew more of the truth.

    “I’m guessing you knew about the Stonebrook shares,” I said after a minute of fidgeting.

    “Yes.”

    “Do you know why he did it?”

    “Because I told him that he should.”

    My sinuses burned. I had so greatly underestimated the power that this woman had over my father that my body physically recoiled as though under attack, my muscles contracting, pulse quickening, and pupils narrowing as when in danger.

    “What, you just told him, and he did it?”

    “No.” Her tone was wistful now, attention only halfway on me. “He was considering it already but was conflicted. He had a powerful soul, although wounded and uncertain in matters of the heart.”

    “Why did you tell him to go through with it?” I asked.

    “Because I can see into people. He told me all about you as a child and what he knew of your life since he last saw you. Although I never met you, I felt that I understood who you are and the quality of your being. I knew very certainly that giving you control of the company was the best decision for both of you.”

    “But I don’t care about the company. Why did you think it would be good for me?”

    She smiled, showing that one of the teeth on the upper left part of her mouth was silver. “I do not know. To sense the currents of the world and the people living in it is one thing; to understand the meaning of these intermingling flows is another.”

    There is a certain kind of woman who becomes convinced of her own abilities to detect some underlying, indiscernible, and fundamental energy of the world. Ironically, those tend to be the kind with a third husband, a third father for her third child, or merely a third abortion and a substance abuse problem. I had met many such women in my time moving about in the world of radical politics and street activism, and knew that they should be avoided since they injected only chaos into an already unstable situation. I had learned that when the powers that be wanted to bring a spectacle to a close rather quickly, they shone the spotlight on those types. That’s how it had gone with Occupy Wall Street. After being arrested on the Brooklyn Bridge and seeing the whole movement come crashing down, I had a new clarity about reality. The balances had tipped in favor of cynicism, pushing out any last vestiges of wide-eyed ideology or hope to change the world. Yet I could not detect any of that unhealthy chaotic nature in the woman seated across from me.

    “I’ll admit that I’m pretty skeptical about such things,” I explained.

    She nodded with a faint smile and then asked, “Do you want to know what I asked from your father?”

    “What do you mean?”

    “In exchange for my counsel. You said before that you thought I was playing the mystic to get money from him, so what do you think I asked for in exchange?”

    “I don’t know, money?”

    She lifted her right forearm, rattling the bands of jewelry that ranged in style and width. She thumbed through them, looking for one in particular. Her fingers stopped at a thin, silver-colored adornment, intricate but without stones of any kind.

    “He gave me this bracelet of silver which he had bought for your mother many years ago. He never had an opportunity to give the gift because she left him and died soon after, but he kept it, along with other mementos.” She laid her forearms back on the table. “I did not ask for this item in particular, merely for something of great meaning to him. Being only silver, it is worth maybe a few hundred dollars.”

    I though it over for a bit, still very tired. Clearly it was very important for her to establish her credibility as a woman of the immaterial world. “What do you think I should do with my new control over the company?” The question was selected to gauge her response. It had occurred to me that perhaps I was the real mark.

    “You should do whatever you want to do. You have a good soul.”

    “Oh yeah? Tell me about it.”

    Her green eyes flicked over, latching onto my own. “Give me your hand.”

    “Why, are you going to read my palm?”

    She let an abrupt breath of amusement out through her nose. “No, but it helps to have physical contact with someone.”

    I complied a little hesitantly, stretching my arm across the table and leaning on my other elbow as if we were about to arm wrestle. Her fingers were strangely cold for the temperature of the outside air, and the skin was smooth but dry like paper.

    “You soul is very strong like your father’s, but also deeply troubled like your mother’s. It sees clearly the wrong in the word, but it is injured because it cannot set things right. It is a soul meant for eternity, and on earth it is left to aimless wandering. You have lost hope in a better world precisely because you are meant for eternity, and you will never find—”

    I pulled my hand away. “OK, that’s enough. Did anyone ever tell you that people only want to hear good things when they ask about their soul?”

    She laughed, and the sound was like strange music. “Well of course that’s what they want to hear, but I have no interest in telling people what they want to hear.”

    “Me neither.”

    A clattering noise at the back corner of the house diverted our attention. I could see that Terry was fiddling around with the gas grill.

    “I guess he wasn’t joking about firing up the grill,” I mused aloud.

    “Mr. Sykes has a good soul,” Isabella remarked, seeming for an instant as though she intended to say more before stopping herself.

    “I’m sorry about before,” I said finally. “I was rude when we first met. I assumed you were just one of those fake people who hangs around wealth and power, or like my father’s mistress or something.”

    I watched intently for any outward tells.

    She continued watching Terry for a moment before slowly turning her head in my direction with a faraway smile. She seemed to come back to herself and realize that I had been talking to her. “Oh, it’s quite alright. You had every right to be suspicious.” She reached down below the table and pulled up a large, black, leather purse, digging around inside until she took out a flip phone and checked the screen. “I really should be going, but I will be at the memorial service.”

    “When is that, by the way?” I asked.

    “After two days. I hope to see you there.”

    “Least I can do, I guess.”

    Isabella stood and swung the bag over her shoulder, shouting a goodbye to Terry and flapping an open hand of farewell at him as some women do. She patted me on the shoulder while passing by and stepped off the patio over a flower bed and onto the lawn.

    I watched her make a straight line across the expanse for a minute, before moving over to Terry who was rummaging around in the cabinet under the grill.

    “Where is she going?” I asked.

    He turned and straightened, shading his eyes with a hand to look at the slowly shrinking figure.

    “I have no idea.” He turned partway back to the grill but stopped. “What did she tell you? About your father’s choice?”

    “I’m not sure exactly. She said that she told him it was the best thing for both of us. She said that my soul is lost and injured.”

    “Well, that’s pretty obvious.”

    “Fuck off.”

    . .    .

    

    The shadows of the bushes and flowers around the house had stretched and shifted like legless beings that move by contraction and expansion. It was getting on to mid-afternoon by the time Terry had the grill in working order and brought out a plate of raw hamburger patties. I was sitting under the shade of a small dogwood tree nearby while drinking a beer I had found in the fridge and thinking over my whole situation with the advantage of some temporal distance from the initial flurry of activity.

    “What would happen if I sold the shares?” I asked Terry’s back.

    He shrugged. “You would get a boatload of money and could afford the boat to put it in, too.”

    I took a gulp of beer. “What does Stonebrook do nowadays?”

    “Property development now mostly. The company pivoted during the recession, dumping assets, and picking up property while prices were low.”

    “What, building condos and apartment buildings?”

    “Among other things, commercial property also. It’s holding onto a lot of land right now as the market stabilizes, but there are numerous projects in development.”

    “So, people were sold houses they couldn’t afford, got kicked out when they couldn’t pay, and now Stonebrook is making ready with the shoeboxes they’ll be living in for the rest of their lives.”

    “It was a smart business choice,” Terry replied.

    “I don’t like it when big companies own large amounts of land,” I insisted. “Nobody learned anything from the crisis or Occupy.”

    “And what should they have learned?”

    “That these corporations are evil.”

    Sykes turned around from the grill and rolled his eyes. “Andy, you’re being childish.”

    “I don’t mean they’re evil like some boardroom of guys who look and sound like Dracula. The structures and incentives created in these corporations pervert people’s incentives. They’re these great big monstrous beings that take people hostage and make them their mindless drones. Nobody knows why they’re doing anything except for cashing the next paycheck and to hit the quarterly growth goals. Growth, what even is it? It’s like a magic illusion that doesn’t really seem to help anyone.”

    “The last few years is what no growth looks like.” Terry was gesturing at me with a pair of tongs. “Everyone’s been worse off.”

    “But that’s not true. Only the average worker was worse off. The investor class made everyone else pay for their mistakes,” I retorted.

    “Well, you’re not wrong there.”

    I finished the beer and went inside for another. I had just twisted off the top and stepped through the French doors into the bright light of the afternoon sun when an idea crawled into the back of my mind. Terry was putting the first burgers onto the grill, and they sent out a sharp hissing noise.

    “What if I dissolved the company?” I asked. 

    He finished and set the empty plate on the grill’s shelf before turning to face me with a furrowed brow and folded arms. “What do you mean?”

    “Like, what if we sell off the assets and close shop? I have majority control of the company, right?”

    “You have majority voting shares, but that doesn’t mean you can just do anything you want,” Terry explained. “According to the company charter, any major decisions, including dissolving the company, must be made by a supermajority of voting shareholders. You have 52 percent, so no, you can’t just dissolve the company.”

    “But it’s possible.”

    “You would need enough other shareholders to side with you, which is extremely unlikely.”

    I returned to my chair, not deterred whatsoever. “Who are the biggest holders of voting shares?”

    “Andy, it’s not even worth discussing.” Terry’s voice sounded weary.

    “Hey, you’re supposed to be my handler now. Humor me.”

    “Alright, fine. Eli Rubin, the CFO and current interim CEO has 10 percent of voting shares. Estelle has five. Seawind has fifteen.”

    “Who is that?”

    “Chinese shipping company that invested during the crisis when we needed liquidity desperately. It’s purely an investment for them as far as I know. Your father used to have the supermajority all to himself, but he traded it away to keep the company alive.”

    “What about the rest?”

    “Your father’s friend Leonard Maxwell holds about 6 percent, but he’s not very involved with the company. There were also some shares in a trust for your half-siblings when they graduate from college. The rest is broken up between lots of people, nobody else holds over a percent or two at most.”

    “So, I have to get another 15 percent of shares to agree?”

    “Which means it’s impossible. Nobody is going to agree to help you dissolve the company.”

    Terry turned around and flipped the burger patties on the grill. They hissed angrily. “Why would you even want to do this? What’s the point? To stick it to the old man?”

    “It’s one less corporation,” I replied bluntly.   

    We were interrupted by the buzzing of Terry’s Blackberry on the table between us. He turned from the grill and peered down at the screen before shaking his head slightly and lifting the device to his ear.

    “Hello, Eli. Yes, I am at Broadlawn right now.” He paused and glanced over at me pointedly. “Yes, he is here. I’ll ask him. After the memorial? OK. Thanks.”

    “What was that about?” I asked as soon as the Blackberry was back on the table.

    “Eli Rubin. He wants to have a preliminary meeting before the board and major voting shareholders convene.”

    “He wants to take my pulse?”

    “Well, he is the big man on campus currently, and I imagine he wants to get sorted out whether he’s going to be CEO or CFO from now on. You’re an unknown factor, which no doubt makes him nervous, especially when you have so much control.”

    “How did I end up with so much control so quickly by the way?” I asked, adrift in a world I did not understand. “I thought it took a long time for wills to go through the legal process. I assume Estelle wants to contest my receiving all my father’s shares.”

    “Your father was too smart to leave this up to wills. He passed along a package of assets to you in a trust, including his New York penthouse, which is where we will be going tomorrow morning.”

    “What, so I can swan dive off the balcony?”

    “If you want. It’s your balcony.”

    “It really is as if he left me everything I don’t want.”

    “Well, what did you want?”

    “A father when I was young.”

    “I walked right into that one,” Terry replied with a smirk.

    “So, who should be CEO, then?” I asked.

    “Not Rubin, although I’m sure he’ll ask you for it.”

    “Why not?”

    “Your father gave him CFO in a time of crisis because he is shrewd and resourceful. When crisis time is over, such minds get a bit too creative in the new land of peaceful opportunity. It was his idea to bring in Seawind. Seawind gave us the cash we needed to keep afloat, but they demanded voting shares. From that point on, your father could only rule through compromise.” He started moving the finished patties from the grill to a clean plate. “He will ask you for the position. You can be sure of it.”

    “Well then who do you suggest?” I asked. “Who could be an ally in my destruction and dismantling of the company?”

    Sykes placed the last saucer of meat on the plate and turned to look at me with deadpan eyes and drooping lids. “Is that even a serious question?” He resumed in a mocking tone, “Oh, hello, I think you should be CEO of the company I’m planning on liquidating. Great pitch. You want my advice? Headhunt a boy scout with no Stonebrook history. It’s one less person in the room with sentimental reasons to hate you. If you want me to do some research, then just say the word.”

    “Sure. Sounds smart to me.”

    “I’ll get you a few candidates tomorrow, people Rubin can’t reasonably reject for their on-paper credentials.”

    Sykes tapped away at his blackberry for a moment before disappearing into the house and returning a few minutes later with an armload of buns, condiments, and other burger assembly materials.

    “It’s been a long time since I’ve done this,” I mused. “My dad wasn’t into the family dinner thing.”

    “Well, I’m not your new dad, so don’t start getting any ideas.”

    “I think he may have been some kind of sadist assigning you to me.” I looked down at the bottles of mustard and ketchup and the jars of mayonnaise and pickles. “I almost feel like a genuine red-blooded American. It’s my worst nightmare.”

    We ate and talked about nothing in particular as the shadows grew even longer and the yellow afternoon light turned the orange shade of early evening. When everything was finished and put away, the weariness of the day had taken hold of me fully, and I found a room upstairs where I could sleep.

    

    

    CHAPTER 2

    

    Despite being unfamiliar territory, my sleep at Broadlawn was long and quite refreshing. The bedroom I had selected overlooked the area behind the house where a tiered water feature of bountiful artificial springs and branching sluices poured over moss-covered rocks and caused a misty spray above a final plunge into the otherwise placid cyan expanse of a swimming pool. In the emerald plane beyond the calm waters, the fluctuating parabolas of the sprinklers fluidly altered their quadratic inputs while whispering strange and distant insect sounds. I fumbled in the half-light that glowed through the semi-opaque white drapes and put on the polo shirt and slacks from the day before.

    Even after sleeping on it, the thought of dissolving the company had lost none of its initial attraction. Despite my cynicism earned through years of being part of lost causes, a little giddiness crept into my thoughts about the future. This time was different. Perhaps coming from a position of real power would make it different this time. If anything, at least I could sow some chaos. I found Terry downstairs sitting on the couch with the television on.

    “What, no breakfast waiting?” I asked.

    “Of course not. I only grill.” He picked the remote up off the coffee table and powered down the screen. “Remember, we’re going to the penthouse this morning.”

    “Oh yeah? What if I don’t want to go? I hate New York City.”

    “Your father left me very specific instructions. Besides, where are you going to stay while you’re taking down the company? You just going to couch surf through Brooklyn like all the other revolutionaries?” Terry smirked at his own joke and then asked. “Do you have any possessions anywhere that you want brought to the place? What about that shithole apartment you were living in most recently in Denver?”

    “I don’t need anything from there.” As with any point in my life, I had nothing of sentimental and very little of monetary value. Everything could be abandoned at any time if need be. “When are we leaving?”

    “As soon as possible. It’s a four-hour drive.”

    “We’re not taking the helicopter?”

    “Not to New York City.”

    We ate a hasty breakfast of ‘old man cereal’ as Terry called it. I met him out front afterwards as he pulled a black Mercedes sedan out of the garage. Terry drove, and I sprawled out on the passenger seat, remarking sardonically on anything of note that we passed by, offering mock wonderment at the large iron automated gate at the end of the driveway. Once the entry to Broadlawn slid out of view behind the hedgerows, privacy fences and hulking residences of the wealthy Virginia suburbs, although the residents no doubt would recoil at it being labeled as such, Terry began fiddling with the radio. Every preset button was some new form of talk program, apart from a classical station.

    “Please just leave it off,” I insisted. “I would rather listen to nothing at all than the radio.”

    “I’m the one driving. It should be up to me.”

    “Just tell me about yourself, OK? That’s how much I hate listening to the radio. Besides, I’m stuck with you until the memorial at least, so you might as well fill me in.”

    “Are you serious?” Terry’s brow furrowed with suspicion, but his eyes were still on the road.

    “Yeah, sure, why not?”

    “OK, uh . . . what do you want to know?”

    “The Terry Sykes bio. Just tell me whatever you want.”

    “There’s not much to tell. I grew up in Michigan. My parents were working class Lutherans. I joined the Air Force out of high school and paid my ten years. I served in Operation Desert Storm right at the tail end. After that I went to college on Uncle Sam’s dime and met your father through a business social club. Stonebrook was smaller at the time, so it wasn’t such a big deal. In ’93 I was already interning alongside college and by ’95 I was your father’s Swiss army knife.”

    I nodded along, not disinterested but also not enthused by the lack of detail. After he was done with the rough outline, I asked the obvious question. “You’re not some kind of spook or something, are you?”

    He chuckled. “No.”

    I pressed him some more. “I got a pretty good feel for who was an operative after I got involved in protests and underground political groups. I gotta say that being ex-military and getting a fast track into the upper echelons of the business world is a resumé that will turn more than a few heads.”

    “I’d be lying if I told you I never got any offers. Besides, I could ask you the same questions. Rich kid turned political radical, multiple arrests but never serving time? This can go both ways.”

    “I guess you’re right,” I admitted.

    Terry shook his head and sighed. “I never wanted any of that cloak and dagger stuff. I served my country plenty and when I was out, I was out for good.” He paused. “You think that makes me some kind of sucker?”

    I had not expected the question.

    “What do you mean?” I had a good idea what he meant, but I wanted a few extra seconds to straighten my mind out.

    “For joining the Air Force and all. Do you think I’m a sucker? I know about your politics and your commentary on Iraq. I read some of it while keeping tabs.”

    I shrugged. “Yeah, you’re a sucker.” I waited until he was twisting in his seat to give me a retort before continuing. “But no more than any of us. We’re all suckers, us Americans. I’m even more of a sucker than you are. I thought things could get better, that this country was simply a mistaken dream and meant for better things. What I fell for was worse than any military recruitment poster because there was even less truth in it. At least you saw the bare bones, the real fuel for the machine and got paid to do it. I gave up any chance I had for a future in exchange for a total lie. That makes me the real sucker.”

    A contemplative silence passed between us for a few beats before Terry replied with a touch of wonderment, “You really mean that.” He frowned and shook his head. “But your life is not over. You have a chance for another future now. I won’t say it’s miraculous, but this series of events that led you here was pretty damn unlikely. The question is what you’re going to do with this opportunity.”

    I swallowed and replied grimly, “I used to think that America was a place that could be made into something good, but now I know this is a time for destruction. I’m more determined than ever to dissolve Stonebrook.”

    Terry sighed. “Stubborn to the end. It’s like I’m tied to a kamikaze pilot. Your father spent most of his life building the company. Does that not mean anything to you?”

    “And yet he gave his control of the company over to me. I was thinking about it last night in bed. He was a clever old fox. There’s no way he didn’t think this through. We may have been estranged for years, but he knew me. He knew this was a likely outcome, but he gave me the shares anyway. I’m not going to let worries about his ghostly desires direct my actions.”

    We spent the next portion of the drive making small talk. Sykes shared anecdotes of his time in the Air Force, and I filled in some of the gaps in his knowledge of my whereabouts in the years between the WTO protests and Occupy Wall Street. We were passing through the outskirts of north Philadelphia on the New Jersey Turnpike when he put the screws to me.

    “I don’t mean to pry if it makes you uncomfortable, Andy, but what’s the story with your kid?”

    The question caught me off guard, since he had just finished relaying the narrative of a series of mishaps he had experienced while visiting an Atlanta strip club on a business trip in the nineties. I felt heat creep up from my torso to the roots of my neck.

    “What, you don’t know all about it?” I asked sullenly.

    “I know very little,” he replied. “It was a tricky issue for your father. Believe it or not, he had nuance when it came to gathering information on you. Once he found out that he had a grandchild, his first instinct was to make contact, but he also wanted to respect your privacy. He decided to keep his distance, although it hurt him greatly. He brought it up to me often. I never saw him lose his composure except when it came to the child.”

    The interior of the car went silent, save for the muffled droning of the tires on the road. Something suddenly awakened within and squirmed and clawed at the inside of my belly. The air inside the car seemed suddenly stale and to have lost all its rejuvenating qualities. I struggled to regulate my breathing, only vaguely aware that my right hand gripped the door release with white knuckles. After what seemed like minutes I managed to speak.

    “What does it matter now that the old man is dead?”

    Terry seemed to be experiencing his own moment of emotional pressure cooking, although in his case it was vexation.

    “You better believe it fucking matters. Your father died without ever meeting his grandson. He had a whole plan ready to execute, one where he could get custody of the child. But he waited on you. He waited on you to be a man.”

    “Stop the car,” I demanded, fight or flight taking over my faculties entirely.

    “I’m not stopping.”

    “Fuck you. I need to get out.”

    “You are acting like a child, Andy.”

    I lunged for the steering wheel, unsure of my own intentions. Terry threw back an elbow, catching me in the ribs.

    “Are you trying to get us killed?” he growled through his teeth. He turned on the hazards and pulled off to the shoulder, turning to give me a look of unbridled distain as soon as the vehicle stopped moving.

    I wrenched at the door release with no result. “If you don’t turn off the lock, I will start ripping this car apart from the inside. What kind of car is this anyway, that you can lock the passenger door?”

    “It’s custom.”

    “Let me out, you creepy old faggot, or so help me. . . .”

    The latch released with a click, and I burst out into the late morning air, relieved to be lost in the mind-dampening sound of the traffic. I stalked down the shoulder away from the car in the direction we had come.

    I did not want to be here or go on to New York. Fuck the penthouse, fuck Terry Sykes, and fuck Walter Ashbury. I wanted to disappear, to be of even less significance. Then I remembered what that woman Isabella had said about me, and I felt a swell of indignation and determination that I would not willingly become a creature of fate cursed to wander, ruled by the mysterious feminine that had been like poisoned honey from my youth. My mother was lying in her bed in the back of my brain, vacant-eyed and strung out, makeup streaked by tears, fully mad yet so beautiful. Her skin was pale against the royally hued bedspread, and she was surrounded by the gilded ornamentation of my genesis years, the exquisite antique furniture and golden age feng shui of undead money. She looked like a pitiable creature of a tragic epoch, bled out, attended to by the brutal science of another time, a dead queen in an empty bedchamber with the candles out and no fire in the hearth.

    I returned to the car and slid into the passenger seat. Terry seemed to have calmed down. He was staring ahead with his hands resting on the bottom inside edge of the steering wheel.

    “Just keep driving,” I urged him. “It won’t happen again.”

    He nodded quietly and spun the wheel, waiting for an opening to pull back onto the turnpike. I did not speak again until we were in New Jersey, my time in the interim spent floating in a void of non-thought within my skull.

    I had made it an intentionally incorporated rule of my life’s system of thought to avoid thinking about my son and his mother. There was simply nothing that could be done about the situation. It was an unsolvable riddle, the sort that can only bring madness and no peace, no matter how many times the tangled mechanisms are manipulated and rearranged in search of a solution.

    “Jessica is an unstable person. I never meant to have a child with her,” I murmured finally.

    Terry remained quiet, not wanting to give me a reason to stop talking.

    “I met her in Seattle when I was hanging around for a bit after the protests. I was young and dumb, full of revolutionary energy, not even twenty years old yet. She was a few years older than me, more worldly, fully politically awakened—whatever that means. She was cool, had tattoos and did drugs. She seemed like a force of nature to me. What did I know? I was a spoiled rich kid, sheltered in my own way and ready to take on the world at face value. Back then I believed in love, that it’s like some entity floating out in the ether like an invisible cloud that moves in with purpose, taking hold of you and directing you for some higher cause, whether that be the good of your fellow man or the pussy that was meant to be now and forever.”

    Terry snorted, unable to keep his composure, and I smiled. The tension gave slightly. I relaxed a little in my seat.

    “We moved around the Pacific Northwest for a few years, staying in flophouses and trailers, even tents sometimes. I never worked during that time, except for writing a series about life on the street for some radical magazine. I don’t even remember what it was called anymore. I was never a full-on junkie, although I came close a few times. It was in those between years when Jessica got pregnant.” I paused, trying to remember the exact sequence of events. “I was surprised that she wanted to keep the kid, what with all the talk about abortion as a human right and us not having any money. I didn’t care either way, being barely past twenty at that point and having no clue what being a father even means or entails. She had some idealistic ‘it takes a village’ thinking about the whole thing, that our kid would be the ultimate revolutionary man, born and raised in the scene, hearing stories about strikes and sit-ins and riots from the cradle.”

    Terry made a strangled noise in his throat then let out a long breath.

    I kept going. “It was idiotic, foolish, naive. You don’t need to tell me. I know. Then after Aaron was born, shit got real, like urgently fucked up. ‘It takes a village’ went out the window. Maybe her maternal instincts kicked in, but there was clearly a threat to her child, and that threat was me. I tried; believe me I did. I got a shitty job at a warehouse and cleaned up my act, but then I was a sellout. I spent too much time trying to make her happy without realizing that nothing I did would make a difference. She wanted me gone, and nothing was going to change that. Everything I was doing wrong was just an opportunistic foray in her war on me. I could have been the perfect boyfriend and father and it wouldn’t have mattered. She threatened to hurt herself, told me that I would show up some day after work and she and Aaron would both be gone. She provoked me constantly. I only slapped her once or twice and only after I was already bleeding. I started using drugs again to cope with it all. There were so many evenings biking home from work that I almost changed course and went off into nowhere.         

    “Right when I was about to hit my breaking point, the whole thing came crashing down. She had been cheating on me with some bougie NGO and local politics lawyer asshole. I don’t know if they worked on it together or if it was just her, but the execution was flawless. She got full custody and a restraining order, the whole works. She told me I was lucky she didn’t press charges for domestic abuse. I couldn’t fight it. She gave them everything, photos of bruises I never gave her and evidence of drug paraphernalia in the house. I haven’t seen my son since then. I walked off my shitty warehouse job and never looked back.”

    Neither of us said anything for a while. Finally, Terry made an offering in an uncharacteristically muted voice. “I’m sorry, Andy. I didn’t know it was like that.”

    “I’m surprised. Restraining orders are public record.”

    “I knew the results, but not the story.” He paused, working his jaw and tilting his head first to one side and then the other, considering his next words and whether he should say them at all. “Your father could have helped you.”

    “Like he helped my mom?”

    Terry sighed. “Boy, I should have seen that coming.”

    I took a breath to calm down. “There was a point not long after Aaron was born when I broke down and told her that my father could probably help us out financially. Things were bad enough that I thought it might help. I was desperate.”

    “Why didn’t you ask him?”

    “She lost her fucking mind when I suggested it. You would have thought I threatened to kill her. She hated me all the more for even bringing it up. She said that I was living proof that a spoiled rich kid is always a spoiled rich kid. Thing is that I didn’t really want help from the old man, but I was willing to say anything.”

    “And you don’t know where they are now?”

    “No. I didn’t bother to check up. I try not to think about it.”

    “I could tell you,” Terry offered. “I know the basics.”

    “Fine. Why not? Doesn’t make a difference either way.”

    “She’s still with the asshole, Caleb Hansen. They have a daughter of their own now. They live in Seattle, the ritzy part of town. He’s working for what’s called an ‘ethical marketing firm.’ I have no earthly idea what it means, but it pays well. If it makes you feel any better, she’s the real sell-out, a true member of the latte sipping, Lexus driving bourgeoise.”

    I shrugged, feeling hollow inside. “So long as Aaron has a good home and is taken care of, then that’s all I care about.”

    “He is your son, taken by dishonest means and raised by a stranger.”

    “I’ve had enough for now.” I cut him off firmly and raised a hand to indicate that I meant it.

    We passed the rest of the ride discussing Terry Sykes’s own tragic story of love lost. He had gotten married in his early thirties after serving his time in the Air Force. She was a beautiful woman he met in the hospital during his first week in civilian clothes. He had taken a spill off his motorcycle and chatted up the nurse while getting stitches, making sure to not even wince through the process. They were walking down the aisle together within a year. Terry’s voice wavered a little when he explained that they were only married two years when they found out that she had terminal cancer. There was never anyone else after she died. Terry said that his capacity to love began and ended with her.

    I considered telling him that such pronouncements made him a romantic of a stripe nearly extinct from the world, but I decided against it, instead keeping silent through the whole recollection.

    The traffic into the city was not so bad, it being late morning on a weekday. As we neared the city proper, moving through the urban upper edge of New Jersey, I asked where exactly we were going.

    “The Brunanburh Building is in Manhattan, Central Park West. We aren’t far now.”

    I never liked New York. I had not been back since Occupy Wall Street. The whole place struck me as insincere. Too much old money and too many ancient and corrupt institutions had rendered any progressive and optimistic American ethos claimed by the place utterly disingenuous. The Pacific Northwest on the other hand felt genuine. It may be full of lunatics, but they were true believers, not cynics, or, even worse, financiers in activists’ clothing. New York was an old whore, reduced to a fossil, face plastered with fresh materials to hide the evidence of countless years. Yet it was not frail, being the original whore city of America.

    I paused in my thinking and took a step back, only vaguely aware of the monumental structures that approached and then passed by like titanic headstones. What even am I anymore? There’s nothing constructive about my distaste. It is no longer critique of the inconsistencies and injustices of the system, but total critique, endless and insatiable, a critique without limitations of scope or depth, without beginning or end. Have I become one of those types who hates life itself, doomed continually to misery and dissatisfaction?

    We were in the Holland Tunnel when I decided that I must avoid descending into these moments of morose and pointless self-analysis. Despite our disagreements, I had Terry as my stalwart companion. I could make my own destiny now and leave my mark on the world.

    “OK, we’re here,” he announced. “Grab your stuff. The valet is going to take the car.”

    “What?” I managed, blinking, suddenly aware of my surroundings. 

    “Brunanburh Building, penthouse, we’re here.”

    I half staggered and half fell out of the Mercedes into the dim and echoey space of the parking garage, dragging my pack behind me by one strap. Terry handed the keys to the attendant and walked around the trunk of the vehicle to grab me by the elbow.

    “Come on, let’s go to the lobby. Honestly, I’m surprised Mr. Carol isn’t accosting us yet.”

    “Mr. Carol?”

    “He’s one of the building attendants assigned to the high roller residents. He’ll want to show you the ropes, the secure penthouse elevator and all.”

      I followed Terry to the switchback of concrete stairs leading up into the lobby. After a short climb, we spilled out into the remarkable space beyond. The entry area of the Brunanburh building was about as excessive as I expected, although seeing such things in the flesh had a way of overloading the senses even for those prepared to encounter such decadence. The floor was made of pink marble, and it reflected the golden snowflake-shaped constellations of the intricate glass chandeliers hanging above. A white marble fountain bubbled away in the center of the room, sending glow-streaked curtains of water flowing down a series of stacked ornate bowls which narrowed in size toward the top, crowned with the figure of a rider on a horse, lunging upward as though bursting through the foaming and turbulent waters in an act of violent ascent.

    At the far end of the room, a wide staircase of the same marble seemed to pour down from above, widening at the bottom with flawless curvature. To the left a number of elevators lined the wall. Attendants milled about in uniform, one occasionally splitting off to assist residents with luggage or groceries. To the right, a long counter of glossy dark wood stretched along the wall. A security guard in a gray uniform sat behind it, leaning back with his arms folded atop his belly. Everything from the door handles to the panels of the elevators and handrails were made of glowing polished brass, leaving radiant rings where the light was cast off at various angles.

    This is it, the look of old money, I thought to myself, trying to take it all in and keep close behind Terry, who seemed very much in his element. I could feel myself getting dragged back into my childhood, seeing in the interior design of this place the patterns of other places and times: ballrooms, country clubs, art galleries, the similar geometry of the structures built for the rich and famous that had long since been forgotten as the storehouse for my youthful memories.

    A thin man with tanned skin, gray hair, and wearing a perfectly pressed and fitted suit was moving purposefully to intercept us from the corner of the room to the right of the marble staircase. He beckoned at my companion with his hands held out in a supplicating manner and shoulders slumped to indicate the great emotional weight which bore down on him.

    “Mr. Sykes, I heard that he is gone. I am so sorry. I only wish he had come back at least once. He was always so good to us.”

    Terry stopped and accepted the commiserating hand placed on his shoulder. “Thank you, Lewis. It wasn’t a surprise, but it’s still a sad time all the same.” He swung an arm over to indicate that I was with him. “This is Mr. Ashbury’s oldest son Andrew. Walter left the penthouse to him, although I’m sure you know that already.”

    Lewis Carol stepped forward and offered a slender hand, tilting his head forward slightly. I took hold and shook it.

    “You don’t have to be formal with me,” I explained. “I’m nobody.”

    Mr. Carol gave an uncomfortable smile and glanced over at Terry as though he were looking for help as he stepped back from the handshake.

    “He’s not like his father,” Terry explained. “You’ll get used to him, though. The lack of social skills is mostly for show.”

    “It’s nothing personal,” I replied with a sardonic smile. “I’m just not going to pretend to be something that I’m not.”

    “Namely polite,” Terry rebutted.

    Mr. Carol broke in urgently, wringing his hands from the discomfort. “Well, you know where the penthouse elevator is, Mr. Sykes. As usual, just give me call if you need anything.” He flapped an arm toward an elevator at the end of the row with particularly ornate patterns on the brass panels. As Terry and I neared, I could see that a textured relief covered the doors with silver inlay accenting the brass to form a picture. The image depicted a roiling mass of voluminous clouds like that of a Renaissance painting on the upper third of the panels, although bereft of streaming crowds of cherubs and other heavenly creatures. On rolling fields and hills below, two armies of men clashed against one another with axes, swords, shields, and polearms colliding, breaking, tangling, and tunneling through the armor and flesh of the enemy. The style was a strange mix of medieval and more modern, an old tale told through newer eyes and made eternal by newer hands.

    Terry did not give it a second glance, calling the elevator and gesturing that I enter once the door opened and the curious relief was split in two and slid away, as though both armies retreated from one another, stepping back rapidly before a new foray into violent conflict. My companion stopped the doors from closing once we were inside and shouted to Mr. Carol, who was standing not far off near the fountain.

    “Lewis, make sure you get Andrew an elevator key!”

    The thin man nodded exaggeratedly to indicate that it was his top priority, and the doors closed. Terry took out his own set of keys and reached up to the top of a column of key switches on the inside wall of the elevator. He turned his key and pressed the corresponding button beside it.

    “Does this elevator open directly into the penthouse?” I asked, a little taken aback by such a convenience offered by wealth.

    “Yes, there’s an entryway like in any house, but instead of the front door it’s the elevator.”

    After a short trip up, the doors slid open to reveal a room with dark hardwood floors, vast rugs of oriental design covering the lion’s share, antique freestanding coat racks, somber oil paintings against rectangular wooden paneling illuminated by wall-mounted lamps of brass more intricately adorned with texture and flourish than anything in the lobby.

    “I feel like I should be wearing a silk dressing gown and smoking an opium pipe,” I remarked.

    “The rest of the place isn’t quite so ostentatious,” Terry explained.

    We passed though double doors into a living room of an entirely different style. The carpet was beige and the furniture a latter-midcentury mix of light toned wood, geometric patterns, and jewel toned fabric. A large U-shaped couch in the middle of the room surrounded a massive orange tinted glass coffee table. The entire wall to the left was also glass, with a door opening out to a balcony which contained clusters of patio furniture populated throughout. An open counter space separated the living room from the kitchen, which felt very commercial with stainless steel in abundance on both appliances and working surfaces. The floor was covered in square, brick-colored tile.

    As we moved around, Terry explained what all was contained within the penthouse. “Three bedrooms, two bathrooms, kitchen, living room, laundry nook and an office. As far as penthouses go, it’s pretty modest. I’ve been living here a while since your father spent most of his time at Broadlawn, but I’ve kept myself contained to one bedroom and maintained the place as close as I could manage to how it was when he last stayed here. You can do whatever you want with it now, although any major changes have to go through building management.”

    I gave him a look of mingled incredulity and distain.

    “Of course, you don’t care. I know,” he added. 

    I moved through the living room and out onto the balcony, experiencing a sudden vertigo caused by the cool fresh air, the empty expanse of the sky above, and the dazzling view below. Although the Brunanburh Building was not very tall by New York standards, such synthetic altitudes had not been part of my life experience for some time. I leaned my elbows on the metal railing at the outermost edge and stared down at the streets below.   

    “That green up there between those buildings is Central Park,” Terry explained. He then gestured to the right. “Stonebrook offices are south in lower Manhattan on Liberty Street, in the JP Morgan Chase Building. The plan is to move into the One World Trade Center once it’s completed.”

    “Not if I have anything to do with it,” I said and spat off the balcony. “Liberty Street in the financial district. Now if that isn’t a fucking irony, then I don’t know what is.”

    Terry rolled his eyes but smiled. “Spitting off the balcony, huh? You’ll make the worst kind of New York elite yet. Which reminds me, we have business to discuss.”

    “We do?” I asked the question a little mournfully. I did not like the sound of this.

    “Yeah, let’s go inside.”

    We sat on the U-shaped couch. Terry took out his Blackberry and started tapping away. He glanced up after a moment, realizing that I was sitting in anxious silence.

    “Relax. Geeze, you look like you’re in an interrogation room. I just want to run the potential CEO candidates by you. I did some digging last night.”

    “Oh sure,” I relaxed.

    “I’ve got three of them for you, each appealing in their own way. With things still not fully stabilized from the financial crisis, there’s actually a lot of talent to pull from. People are still moving around quite a bit. It’s more a mercenary’s world than ever.”

    “Alright, let’s hear about them.”

    “The first is Rajesh Khatri. He’s a blank slate in our business because he comes from the tech world. He was in charge of data storage development for an online media company, so he has experience with commercial property projects. He’s not political at all, aside from basic self-preservation. He has management experience, but never as top dog, so you might be able to push him around more than the others. He probably won’t get in your way if you suggest liquidating, but he will fight to get a payday.”

    “Wait, wait,” I interrupted. “What if I tell my candidate what the plan is right off? What if I have them on board from the beginning?”

    Terry shook his head. “That’s just not realistic. These are all people steeped in the world of finance and the upper echelons of business. None of them will want to walk into a situation like this. It’s too unstable. Reputation and history stick with you in this world. Besides, anyone who is enough of an idealogue to go along with you will set off Rubin’s alarm bells. Estelle will listen to him over you, and Seawind trusts him financially. Your CEO candidate can’t be in on it. It’s not feasible. Besides, it raises questions the SEC might be interested in, since it could be construed as a payoff.”

    “Oh, fine,” I relented. “Give me the others.”

    “Second is David Morrison. His family is old American WASP like yours and he’s a progressive. He’s probably the least likely of the three for Rubin to accept. Most of his work is with NGOs and aid groups. He did property development for an organization that housed the poor and a foundation that built volunteer community centers for at risk youth. Eli won’t like his lack of hard-bitten private sector experience, but Morrison is the most likely to actually side with you when you make your move.”

    “OK, so who’s the third one?”

    “Omri Klein. He has a good mix of work on progressive causes and financial world credentials.”

    “Ah, a true liberal capitalist,” I remarked.

    “Well, Rubin will like him, but he’s hard to pin down. I watched some interviews of him during the Occupy protests, and he’s quite nuanced. He’s a New York guy, so he knows the game.”

    “Which means I don’t trust him,” I cut in. “I want Morrison.”

    “I figured as much,” Terry murmured. “It will be an uphill fight, but I’ll put out feelers. In the meantime, we need to get to Lindenwood.”

    “To what?” I asked, a bit irritated at being dragged around.

    “They’re one of the best suit makers in the city. We need to get you measured and armored up for the next few days. We want you to be presentable at the memorial service and the meeting with Rubin. First impressions are everything.”

    “This is all such a fucking headache,” I moaned.

    “Andy, you need to figure your shit out and get with your own program.”

    Terry was right. I thought back to my moment of grim determination in the Holland Tunnel. I needed to get over any squeamishness I felt over plunging into this dirty world of business and go full steam ahead.

    We took the elevator down to the bustling lobby and stepped out onto the street. Lindenwood was only a few blocks away, so we opted to walk. Once we arrived, I found myself in yet another bastion of old money culture, surrounded by burgundy-colored accent fabric, mirrors with gold-tinted filigree around the edges and an ever-moving staff of White men, experts in their trade, bustling around in button-down vests and cufflinks.

    I knew nothing about suits, so Terry gave the orders on cuts and patterns, planning out something muted but formal for the memorial service and another bolder and more modern accoutrement for the Stonebrook meetings. The tailor working with us wove around my awkwardly standing form in serpent-like coils, directing my stance with gentle taps on the elbow, shoulder, or knee to indicate that he desired motion from my limbs. 

    Once we were done, and Terry explained that it was a rush order, he put down a credit card in reply to an astronomical number that pushed up my eyebrows involuntarily.

    “Holy shit. How are you paying for all this?” I whispered.

    “Your father gave me an expense account as part of the trust.”

    “How does that work?” I asked.

    “I’ll explain later. Let’s finish up here.”

    Terry wanted to go to a steakhouse we had passed on the way from the penthouse to Lindenwood. Although the place looked expensive, he had no doubt that we would get a table. His confidence proved well founded, and we were waved into the dining room moments after entering by an elderly host who knew Terry by sight. After shaking hands and exchanging pleasantries, the host brought us to a table in the back of the restaurant.

    As we got comfortable, Terry gestured to me. “This is Walter’s son, Andrew.”

    The host’s eyes went wide, and he put a hand up to his mouth, seeming unsure of what to do with it. First, he tapped his forefinger against his upper lip and then brushed at a nonexistent lock of hair on his forehead.

    “Of course. I can see it now. You do look like him. It is so good to have you here. Your father came here often. He was a good man.”

    “Thanks,” I replied simply, trying to mask my discomfort with a forced but pleasant smile.

    I ordered a beer, and Terry the house special wine. The place was dim and busy, although the voices all around us were muted, and I could hear the piano music from the man playing on the small round stage in the center of the room. A painted mural of bullfighters, cowboys roping steers, Egyptian herders, and Mesopotamian-style renderings of the bull of heaven covered the walls. It all flowed together in a continuous scene of merging discordant time and place.

    “They sure got the cattle theme down,” I remarked. “Anyway, what’s up with the trust, the expense account? How does that even work?”

    “What I have is a conditional trust,” Terry explained. “Like I mentioned before, it means that I have to do certain things to get paid. It was your father’s way of making sure his desires were still properly implemented after his death.”

    “How does anyone know that you’re doing what you’re supposed to do?”

    “I give a report to the trustees once a month. Also, there are other people who keep tabs.”

    “What do you mean? Like private investigators?”

    “Like that.”

    “The whole thing seems absurd,” I insisted.

    “A man can never accomplish all he wants with one life.”

    “Yeah, well, he should have to be content with doing all he can before he checks out,” I retorted. “The rest of us only get one life.”

    “I wonder sometimes if people like your father are judged by their sins in absentia. You know? Are the machinations of a dead man’s trusts and foundations still putting sins in his ledger?”

    “A little too metaphysically heavy for me,” I replied. “Now explain what these steak cuts mean because I have no clue.”

    My sleep in the penthouse that night was much less restful than at Broadlawn. Although the walls and windows were insulated quite well, there was a detectable dull noise of the city. Perhaps it was inaudible and more of an atmosphere of urban energy that eked through the miniscule cracks which were too tiny even for the smallest insect, and it charged the whole interior of the place with the un-hearable sound and undetectable innate disquieting nature of the city.   

    

    

    CHAPTER 3

    

    Over coffee in the living room the next morning, Terry dropped a bomb on me. After the memorial reception, the family and close friends would be convening in this very penthouse for a get-together.

    “When was this decided?” I asked.

    “It was always the plan. Your father thought it would be good for you to get reacquainted with the family.”

    “Reacquainted?”  I asked. “I never was acquainted with most of them in the first place.”

    “You didn’t want to speak during the memorial service, did you?”

    “No, what would I even say?”

    “Just thought I should ask.”

    

    . .    .

    

    I passed the day before the memorial event scheming and bouncing ideas off Terry, who patiently served as my sounding board. He said that if he had to listen to my delusions all day then he would rather do it outdoors, so we went for a walk in Central Park. As we followed the paths, he asked me why it mattered making one less corporation when all the assets would just be bought up by other big companies in a liquidation.

    “It doesn’t have to be that way,” I insisted. “We can sell the property holdings to private citizens and small businesses. I don’t want any of it going to the fat cats.”

    “What you want and what’s possible are two entirely different things,” he remarked. “Even if you can get the shareholder votes to close up shop, everyone will want their payday. They will insist on bringing in a liquidator who will maximize sell value for all assets. You’ll lose any control over who sells what to whom.”

    “But with a supermajority I can find a liquidator to do it the way I want.”

    “Within reason. You have to show that you are paying out the shareholders the value of their holding, or they could file suit against you.”

    “What if I offer Estelle the penthouse in exchange for her voting shares?” I asked. I thought it was a rather clever idea.

    “That only gives you 5 more percent of the vote,” Sykes reminded me. “I’d have to run the numbers. I’m not sure how much the penthouse is worth on the current market.”

    “And if I get her share and my father’s friend Maxwell to vote with me, then that puts me around 63 percent?”

    “It’s close but not enough. You would have to rely on smaller shareholders breaking in your favor, which is a big gamble. You have one shot at this. Once you show your hand, everyone not interested in your plan will be firmly set against you.”

    We had been walking in the cool morning air for about an hour and found a bench beneath a big oak tree to sit and rest for a bit.

    “You know,” Sykes began with a tone of building realization. “Your half-siblings have 2 percent each in shares. They are being held in a trust that will be awarded after they graduate from college. The trustee is one of your father’s friends, I can’t remember which.”

    “Meaning what?”

    “There might be some way to get yourself made the trustee for those shares. You would probably have to convince Carl and Chelsea to request that they be put in your care instead. It would give you the votes temporarily.”

    “I don’t really know them.” It was an intriguing idea, but once again my status as black sheep of the family stood in the way.

    “You have the memorial service and the reunion to talk to them and become brother of the year.”

    “They’re probably spoiled little assholes.”

    “So were you at one point.”

    “I guess you’re right,” I admitted.

    Terry agreed to put together a multi-pronged plan of attack that would contain all possible avenues of achieving the supermajority. Such meticulous work required peace and tranquility, so he abandoned me in the park. I passed the rest of the day wandering around Manhattan, lost in thought, stopping in at any place that caught my eye.     

    . .    .

    

    I was extremely nervous the morning of the memorial, not because anything was expected of me, but due to my overwhelming aversion to being exposed to so many people who likely had assumptions and expectations about me. The suits had arrived by courier the evening before. I put on the one ordered for the service, fussing and fighting with its constricting structure. Terry was sitting on the couch and flipping through a newspaper in perfect serenity. He had a way of seamlessly flowing syrup-like and smooth into each new setting and costume as though he were perfectly born and bred to be at home in all circumstances of the physical world. I, on the other hand, paced, picked at my cuffs, and tugged at my collar.

    “Andy, if you keep fiddling with your neck, then you’ll screw up the tie.”

    I stopped. “What’s the plan again?”

    “The memorial is at the country club, along with a reception after. I gave Mr. Carol access to the penthouse to let in the caterers. We all convene here after for a light dinner and family reunion.” He checked his watch. “I guess I should go get the car. Meet me down in the garage in about ten minutes.”

    I took a drink of water, checked myself in the mirror one last time, made a few more anxious formations around the living room, and then took the elevator down. We spent the time on the way to the country club in silence, Terry murmuring to himself as he practiced his eulogy. I had not known that the honor was his until he told me when I first clambered into the car. After half an hour of driving to an area southwest of Brooklyn right against the coast of the upper bay, we arrived at the building, which looked like a monumental Swiss chalet with intricate woodwork on the painted eaves and the frames of the towering columns of windows lining the front.

    “It’s actually smaller than I thought it would be,” I observed.

    “It’s very exclusive,” Terry explained. “I’m not even a member. We’re all being allowed in out of respect for the deceased.”

    “What is this place called?”

    “Bark’s Bosom.”

    “Pretty weird. This some kind of masonic cult or something?”

    Terry turned his head and gave me a cold, hard stare. “A little respect, maybe?”

    “Alright, alright,” I relented.

    As we pulled up to the overhang, a valet approached to take the car. We entered the front of the building and, after being signed off on the guest list, followed signs directing us to the ballroom. The inside of the building was yet another reminder of my childhood experiences that I had suppressed for so long. The smell of old wood and the sight of the care and complexity of design that went into every interior detail of the place was familiar in a jarring way. I wondered if I had been here before and walked the marble floors with symmetrical mosaics of classically-themed geometry. Chairs to seat a few hundred filled the ballroom. Flowing cascades of immaculately arranged flowers poured down the front of a stage like a waterfall. Two pictures of my father burst from the colorful fray, one set on each side, both black and white. One depicted him as a youth and the other at the zenith of his power. A few people milled around among the sea of chairs making muted conversation. Others were at the back by an open bar.       

    “How early are we? There’s barely anyone here,” I observed.

    “Half an hour.”

    “What?” I demanded. “Well in that case—” I took a step toward the bar.

    “No,” Terry insisted authoritatively, “I brought you here early so that we could watch as people arrive. Don’t drink anything. You need to be sharp all day. Remember that you need to dazzle Estelle and make a strong impression on Chelsea and Carl.”

    I rolled my eyes, sighed, and let my head fall forward limply all at the same time. “Yeah, I guess. I think it might be a little much to expect any dazzling.”

    “You could honestly play up the whole fuck-up older brother thing with the twins. They might think you’re cool. She goes to Yale, and he goes to Princeton. I hear socialism is very popular among the young academics.” Terry’s lips curled back slightly as though the words were bitter to taste.

    “Well, I don’t know shit about socialist theory,” I explained. “I dropped out after one year.”

    “I think that’s what they call ‘praxis,’” Terry assured me.

    Then Estelle walked in and everything else was knocked out of my mind. My father’s significantly younger second wife was in her late forties at this point, but good genes and easy living had kept her looking at least a decade younger. Hell, she probably looked younger than me. She had been a model in the nineties before my father turned her into a socialite and philanthropist. Her hair was cut short in the style that was fashionable for middle-aged women. It was still very blonde, and whether it retained the color naturally or was dyed I could not tell at distance. She took no notice of us and diverted immediately to the bar to order a drink.

    “What about the twins? They aren’t with her?” I asked.

    “They traveled separately from school.”

    “Does Estelle hate me?”

    “She’s hard to read.”

    “I’m sure she probably wanted the shares my father left me,” I mused.

    “I don’t know if that’s true. Your father took good care of her. She likes being involved with the company, but I don’t think she really wants control of it. Anyway, you should go talk to her.”

    “Really?”

    “Why not?”

    “Aren’t you going to come over there with me?”

    “No.”

    “Fine.”

    I crossed the room, feeling very self-conscious despite there being only about two dozen people in the entire space. Estelle had a glass of red wine at this point and stood at the end of the bar with one arm horizontal just below her breasts and her hand cupping the elbow of the other, which held the glass aloft at neck level.  She was statuesque in a knee-length black skirt and blouse with lacy trim at the neck and forearms. She sent a few cursory glances in my direction, masked by a calculated nonchalance. When it was clear that I was moving purposefully in her direction, she made a few nearly imperceptible adjustments in posture, like a gazelle which has spied suspicious movements in the savannah and orients itself in the formation of caution but not yet alarm.

    As I reached conversational distance, I had a moment of panic. Should I shake her hand? Would it be better to address her as ‘Estelle’ or ‘Mrs. Ashbury?’ Had she even taken my father’s name? She was taking a sip from the glass of wine. Above the tilted curve of the glass, her eyes were aimed directly at me. She lowered the glass. I opened my mouth to speak, but she was faster, addressing me in a low but confident tone perfectly tailored to the somber occasion.

    “I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure.”

    She stretched her free arm out with her wrist limp and fingers dangling at a downward angle as though expecting me to take her hand in mine and kiss it like a commoner in the face of royalty or a chivalric suitor in the presence of his patron lady. I made a snap judgement and took hold of her hand, pulling it down gently to waist level and giving it a firm shake.

    “I’m Andrew. I don’t believe we’ve met in person.”

    If the handshake had been the incorrect gesture, it did not show on her face which morphed from placidity to realization and then curiosity. It was, however, a curiosity without vulnerability, a purely clinical analysis, empirical and without feeling, like a cat performing its rudimentary and violent forms of identification on a small animal.

    “Of course.” Her words flowed out with the cool viscosity of something designed to lubricate machinery. “I was not sure that you would be here, but I am pleased that you are.”

    The words did not match the tone which, while not hostile, was not welcoming either.

    “It seemed like the right thing to do,” I offered.

    She only nodded in response to the statement before asking, “Do you plan on staying around after? Or will you disappear into the wilderness again?”

    It was a roundabout way of asking if I intended on taking an active role in Stonebrook. I could not determine what sort of answer she was hoping to hear.

    “My plan is to stay involved in the short-term at least,” I replied. “This world is utterly foreign to me, but I’m trying to make sense of it.”

    She smiled a little more warmly than she had up until that moment. “Nothing is as complex as it seems. In our world, as in any other, it all comes down to who you know.”

    It took me a second to realize what she was saying. What I had heard as kindness in her voice was closer to pity. She was telling me in her own way that it did not matter if I had a penthouse or over half the voting shares at Stonebrook because, without the goodwill and friendship of the upper-class money movers around me, I was still nobody and was utterly powerless to make any changes in this world where I was seen as an interloper, viewed with suspicion at best and likely hostility. Her eyes had not moved from mine, and I faltered, struggling internally as though fighting desperately to keep from being sucked into an insatiable vortex. The room felt suddenly quite cold. I managed to change the subject before losing my composure.

    “How have you been holding up?”

    It was an idiotic cliché of a question, absent of any true gravity warranted in the case of someone who had lost a spouse. She took a larger drink—more of a gulp this time. 

    “When you lose someone slowly, your last memories are not of them as a living person. I was not at his bedside when he died. We spent most of our time separate in the last year.” She proceeded to empty the glass and set it gently on the counter. “Before you call me a monster, it was not fully my choice. Oftentimes those in pain seek solitude. He did not want me to see his process of dying, I think. For that reason, I spent most of my time in the Florida house while he was at Broadlawn.”

    “I’m in no position to judge,” I admitted, not sure of what else to say.

    As I watched her face, Estelle’s blue eyes suddenly became more severe and the lines around them more defined. Her whole body stiffened and straightened to full height. The gazelle had spotted a dangerous creature among the boulders and brown tufts of grass. I followed her eyes with my own, turning very slowly so as not to break her focus on the object.

    Isabella had just entered the room wearing a busily patterned dress of earthy tones with her heavy black bag slung over her shoulder. She looked like a gypsy who had wandered into a high society European garden party and moved fluidly, cautiously but jubilantly around the unfamiliar habitat to take in the foreign sights and sounds. I was very uncomfortable, fully aware of the awkwardness of the situation, still unsure if this mysterious woman had been my father’s mistress. Either way, she had been with him in the months leading up to his death while the woman standing beside me had not.

    I tried to think of something to say to break the tension, but my mind came up blank, so I remained silent and turned my gaze to the neutral space of the entry doors. A man was approaching. He was of average height, in good shape and probably in his mid-fifties with dark brown hair and severe features like an avian predator. He was balding above his temples, causing the middle of his hair to point forward and complete the illusion of an approaching javelin. His arrival broke Estelle’s hypnotized staring at Isabella.

    “Estelle, it is so good to see you. I am so sorry. It’s been a sad time for all of us.”

    She blinked, seeming almost startled before accepting his outstretched hand and then leaning in for a formal embrace and kiss on the cheek.

    “Thank you, Eli.” She turned to me, indicating with a subtle gesture. “This is Andrew, Walter’s oldest. We’ve only just now met. Andrew, this is Eli Rubin, the interim CEO of Stonebrook.”

    Our eyes met briefly. His were deep set and piercing and did not match the polite smile on his face. He offered a hand, and we shook.

    “Your father spoke of you fondly,” Rubin said. I wondered if it was a lie, and then he added, “Like a misplaced heirloom.”

    I laughed. “Terry Sykes tells me that you held the company together during the crisis.”

    Rubin’s smile faltered slightly. “I played my part, but let’s not discuss business here and now.”

    “Eli is very superstitious,” Estelle cut in mischievously.

    He shrugged. “It’s served me well so far in life. So, Andrew, how are you liking New York?”

    “Well, last time I was here I was arrested, so I’m enjoying it more than usual.”

    They both gave me bewildered looks, the gears turning madly in an effort to determine whether I was being serious or not. Then Rubin started laughing, and Estelle joined him after a second. I made note of the dynamic. Terry had not been wrong about where she stood.

    “Well, it’s early yet,” Rubin joked. “You never know.” His eyes did not share in the comedy.

    Estelle excused herself to talk to an older couple who had just entered the room. Once she was gone, Rubin became more serious.

    “Sykes told me we can meet tomorrow at Stonebrook to discuss business. The permanent CEO question is of utmost importance as things are still somewhat precarious. I do not want to bother you with it here.” He turned to move away into the steadily populating room and then paused to add, “My condolences, truly, Andrew.”

    I returned to Terry who was sitting in the front row of the seats and deep in thought. He became more alert when I sat down beside him.

    “How did it go?”

    “I did not dazzle her. Honestly, I have no idea. Like you said, she is hard to read. One thing that’s obvious is that she does not like Isabella.”

    “That’s not surprising at all,” Terry agreed. “Did you see Leonard Maxwell come in yet?”

    “Not that I know of. I have no clue what he even looks like.”

    Terry twisted in his chair and gave the room a quick scan. “He’s not here yet, but you should talk to him. His votes are key to your plan, and he’s the most neutral. Don’t talk business with him here though. He puts a lot of stock in character and manners, which puts you at a disadvantage. I’ll point him out after the service if I see him.”

    Before too much longer, the event began with some flavor of minister giving an opening prayer. I was unfamiliar with the denomination and, save for the opening, the service appeared to be nonreligious in structure. Thankfully there was no sermon, and Terry’s eulogy served as the centerpiece. When the time came, he murmured, “Wish me luck,” and walked confidently up the steps onto the stage. I did not fully understand until he started speaking, that Terry was probably the person who had been closest to my father, more so even than his second family. Out of everyone in the room, he was the one who had understood him best, unless Isabella’s spiritual connection and powers were to be believed.

    Terry showed no sign of nervousness, speaking with the utmost confidence. “Let us not forget the man.” He paused and let the words linger in the room, dissipate, and descend on everyone. “With someone like Walter Ashbury it is easy to get lost in his accomplishments. The awards, the money, the endowments, and philanthropy create a labyrinth where we can get lost in search of the man simply as he was. A man is what he does, but that it not all of him. Walter did not need all the trappings of his immense success to prop him up, because even without them he was good. He was not perfect by any means, but he strove always to do the right thing, even when it pained him to do so.”

    Terry was looking directly at me, and I could tell that he was speaking about my father and I specifically, referencing in his hidden way the great crime I had committed against my own blood by never letting him hold his grandchild. I did not look away from the speaker’s eyes, but I did feel my shoulders droop involuntarily.

    Following the moment of unexpected intensity, the speech moved to a more conventional structure and was quite well crafted, neatly coming full circle with impressive rhetorical flourishes that I had not expected from the seemingly very practical and direct Terry Sykes. When the ceremony ended, we did not speak of the moment during the speech. He was back to business, trying to track down Leonard Maxwell. After I wandered around alone and overwhelmed by the many unfamiliar faces for a few minutes, my handler passed by while gently taking hold of my elbow and steering me to the edge of the room. I found myself looking down at a thick-spectacled old man wearing a pinstripe suit and sitting in a wheelchair. Maxwell looked to be in his late seventies with white hair and hands that shook very slightly. 

    “Len, this is Andrew, Walter’s oldest son,” Terry explained, depositing me in the center of the man’s view.

    Maxwell lifted a wavering hand, and I shook it gently. “It’s nice to meet you, sir,” I greeted him, trying to match Terry’s volume so the man could hear me, and I would not embarrass him by shouting unnecessarily.

    Maxwell nodded, scooted forward in his chair, and cleared his throat before speaking. “So, the prodigal son returns.” His voice was not as thin as I had expected. “You did not get up to say anything about him, although I suppose that’s not surprising.”

    My skin burned around my neck. Maxwell had no doubt heard all my father’s disappointment over the years.

    “I did not feel that it was appropriate since I had not seen him in so long. We both had our own resentments.” I was willing to share the blame as long as it quelled this man’s animosity.

    “Well, I suppose that’s true. Seems more than ever that it’s the case with fathers and sons. I hear you’re the big man on campus at Stonebrook now. I was surprised that Walter gave you control over the company, although I’m sure he had his reasons.”

    “It was a shock to me as well,” I replied. “I certainly never did anything to deserve it.”

    Maxwell relaxed a little. “Some folks say that blood is thicker than water and I suppose some still believe it, although money tends to be thicker than either.”

    “That’s a good one, Mr. Maxwell. I’ve never heard it before.”

    Terry squirmed slightly in my periphery. I could not tell if he was uncomfortable at my groveling or just stir crazy from all the standing around.

    “Do you play chess, young Mr. Ashbury?”

    “No, I don’t.”

    “Well, that is a shame. Your father and I used to play chess every week. It’s a thinking man’s game. It teaches patience.”

    “If you want to play sometime, then I’m willing. I’m no good at it, but I can learn.”

    The old man peered up at me with a glint in his eyes. “Yes, we should play sometime. Are you staying at Walter’s penthouse in Manhattan?”

    “Yes.”

    “I’ll give you a call sometime, then.” He paused, looking tired. “Now I’ve had enough socializing for today.” He twisted slightly to look at Terry and stretched out his hand again. “A great speech, Sykes. Walter would be proud.”

    Terry inclined his head in thanks and clasped the wavering hand. “Thank you, Len. I’m glad you liked it.” He then turned and pulled me back into the crowd.

    “Where are the twins?” I asked.

    “Not sure. You’ll have to talk to them at the penthouse. We should head back and make sure everything is ready.”

    We left the ballroom and retrieved the car from the country club staff. As we headed northwest into Manhattan, I tried to get some context on the social situation.

    “I don’t know anything about Maxwell. How do you think that went?”

    “As well as could be expected,” Terry shrugged. “Family matters to him, although that’s getting rarer even with the older generation. That makes him a little resentful over your estrangement, but it also means you may be able to get him on your side of this thing for your father’s sake. It’s a double-edged sword. One thing is for certain. You will have to play chess with him.”

    “You really think so?”

    “Of course. You think he was joking? No way. And you’ll have to actually try, too. If he completely steamrolls you, then you’ll lose any resect he might develop in the meantime.”

    “I just wanted to blow up a company, man.”

    “Everything takes time, sometimes destruction especially. Controlled demolition is no small feat.”

    We arrived back at the penthouse and found Mr. Carol in the living room giving orders to the caterers who had taken over the kitchen and continued to bring rolling carts of food and other dining materials up from the lobby. When he turned to see us, his thin face had lost some of its healthy bronze glow and shifted to the pallor of anxiety.

    “Thank goodness you’re back, Mr. Sykes. The instructions you left were very vague. I’m not sure exactly where everything should be.” He reached out plaintively with both arms held limply at stomach level.

    “Take it easy, Lewis,” Terry reassured him. “It’s just a little get-together.” He turned to me. “Andrew, do you care how they set everything up in your penthouse?”

    “No,” I shrugged.

    “There, you see? No problem.”

    Mr. Carol looked only hesitantly appeased by my lackadaisical reply, as though I must surely possess some secretive displeasure that I was unwilling to show him outwardly. The man had clearly been damaged by many years of dealing with the subtle yet exorbitant expectations of the rich and famous.

    “When will the guests begin arriving?” he asked, glancing down at his watch.

    “Whenever they want,” Terry explained. “The reception at the club is open ended.”

    “In that case, I’ll make myself scarce.” Mr. Carol departed in the direction of the elevator with a polite nod.

    I sighed and loosened my tie.

    “Don’t get too comfortable,” Terry murmured.

    “I’m already exhausted. I don’t understand how you people endure this sort of thing every day.” I slumped down on the U-shaped couch. “Who all is coming do you think?”

    “Estelle, the twins, probably more of her family too. She has two siblings and then there’s her parents. I saw your uncle and his family at the club as well.”

    “Holy shit, I totally forgot about Uncle Westley. He’s still around?”

    “He lives out on the West Coast, so he and your father didn’t see each other very often, but they were always on good terms.”

    As Terry continued listing out names, I felt an expanding sickness in my midsection. I recognized nearly all of them, despite hearing from none of them in years. They had existed hidden within my own mind as the forgotten ghosts of dead futures, potential lives discarded by my singular mission to utterly disappear. Now it was all coming back to haunt me at once, yet any fears were unjustified, since I had also become an object of intangible memory, thought of perhaps with a slight smile and a shake of the head, if at all.

    I could hear the elevator doors opening in the adjoining room and the muffled sounds of voices. Terry shot me a purposeful look and then moved his eyes to the door in an unspoken instruction. I was dreading my unwanted duties as a responsible host. I rose, cinched up my tie, and plodded over to the entry.

    A middle-aged couple stood in the center of the room, rotating in wonder at the ostentatious space. They turned their attention to me as I came fully through the doors. The man was tall with graying brown hair. He possessed the familiar Ashbury facial dimensions, although I had no inkling of who he was.

    “Hello, I’m Andrew,” I offered, sticking out a hand.

    The man took it firmly. “Well, I’ll be damned. Andrew, it’s been an eternity. Do you remember me?” He took a step back and put his arms out to either side as though a complete view of his dimensions would jog my memory.

    Is this guy really going to make me guess who he is? I asked myself incredulously. The two of them shared a smile of amusement as though my predicament was the funniest thing they had ever seen. The woman looked a few years younger, with shoulder length chestnut hair and hazel eyes. She was not familiar at all. Finally, after half a minute of discomfort, the man relented.

    “I’m your cousin, Taylor. Last time you saw me was before you went to college when you came out to California to tour Berkely.”

    He was one of Westley’s children, a few years older than me if I could recall correctly. My newfound memory of him was brief and unremarkable.

    “Oh, of course. I remember now,” I replied. “And this is your wife I’m guessing?”

    “Yes, this is Laura.”

    “Hello,” she said politely and shook my hand.   

    “So, I’m guessing you still live in the Bay Area?”

    We passed a few minutes in mind-numbing conversation about Silicon Valley, the imminent rise of the new tech boom, and how Stonebrook should diversify assets and get involved in order to stay a few steps ahead in future markets. I did a whole lot of agreeing and nodding along, having very few of my own opinions. I could not tell if Taylor was angling for some position at Stonebrook or just trying to prove his own prowess at economic thinking for the sake of conversation.

    Then my Uncle Westley arrived with his wife whose name I forgot immediately. He was a taller and tanner version of my father. Estelle came through the elevator doors and the women converged and then moved into the living room. By the time I freed myself from Taylor, about a dozen people had passed by offering a smile or a wave. I beelined to Terry in the living room.

    “Tell me who these people are. I just humiliated myself with my cousin. Westley and his wife I know. They introduced themselves.”

    Terry gestured politely to each person in turn, moving subtly so as not to attract attention. “That’s Westley’s daughter, Tina. Next to her is Estelle’s brother and his wife, and then his son. Those two are Estelle’s parents. The elderly couple in the corner is your father’s cousin Charles and his wife Maureen. The awkward guy on his own is Estelle’s brother Steve.”

    Just as we were finishing the scan of the room, the twins entered. They were young and attractive. Both had inherited Estelle’s blonde hair. Carl was broad shouldered and athletic, was over six feet tall, wore a polo and slacks, and looked like he would be most at home in a frat house. Chelsea was nearly six feet herself, a waifish thin copy of her mother, and wore a black, knee-length dress and the terminally disinterested expression common among young women.

    Terry grasped my elbow as though I had not noticed.

    “I know,” I whispered. “I’m going to wait. I don’t want to swoop in right away like some kind of creep. Is there anyone else I should talk to in the meantime?”

    “Nobody who matters at Stonebrook.”

    I moved in and out of conversations. The muscles used to nod and smile politely exhausted themselves before I had met even half the people in the room. They were all very interested in what I had been up to for the last fifteen years. My default answer was simply to say ‘activism’ and not elaborate unless pressed. They responded with smiles and polite nods of their own. Finally, I made my way to the twins, who were standing in the corner and looking bored.

    “Hey, I’m Andrew,” I opened, trying to sound like I didn’t give a shit.

    Carl shook my hand and gave me a “Hey, man.” Chelsea put her hand to her neck a little defensively and just nodded.

    “I’m guessing you guys don’t really remember me. You were not even in kindergarten when I left for college.”

    “Yeah, not really,” Carl confirmed. “So, like, what have you been up to?”

    “Mostly grassroots politics type stuff,” I explained, trying deliberately to find the perfect words. “None of the corporate party politics, just street protests and movement stuff.”

    “Yeah, mom always said you were kind of a loser,” Chelsea said in an airy and disinterested voice. “No offense,” she added.

    Carl let out a short bark of a laugh. “That’s not exactly true. She’s just trying to stir up drama. What she said was that you got into ‘dumb politics’ and if you had taken the normal route then you probably would have been successful.”

    “In other words, a corporate shill,” Chelsea added. “I wouldn’t worry about it. She’s completely out of touch.” She looked a little less bored for a moment. “Anyway, she said that you lived on the street for a while, which is pretty cool.”

    “That was after I was arrested at the WTO protests in Seattle,” I explained.

    “What was that about?” Carl asked.

    “High-level trade negotiations. The sentiment was anti-globalization, but the specific reasons that people showed up were varied. For some the issue was environmentalism, and for others, income inequality.”

    “Yeah, but globalism is going to happen no matter what,” Carl replied.

    I gritted my teeth. Perhaps the old fire within me had not been extinguished fully. “That’s what the people who run everything want you to think. All your economics professors in college are on board. They’re all just pawns of the system.” I was getting worked up. They had moved back a little further against the wall. I adjusted my approach. “I’m going to be honest with you two because, despite my history with the family, you are my brother and sister. So don’t think I’m frustrated with you. I just get a little agitated about these topics.” They seemed to relax a little. “Anyway, if you want to see how globalization works, just look at what happened with the negotiations after Seattle. They moved them to somewhere in the Middle East so that Americans couldn’t intimidate them anymore. When the elites the whole world over are in cahoots, they just make the rules for people in places where they can’t do anything about it.”

    “Yeah, well, we’re the elites, whether you like it or not,” Carl joked. “We are the one percent.”

    “It doesn’t have to be like that,” I insisted. “I left and never took anything.”

    They thought about that for a moment. Then Chelsea raised an eyebrow. “What even happened anyway? Like with dad and your mom and you leaving? He never told us about it and mom refuses to mention her, like it’s bad luck or something.”

    A chill crawled along my arms and legs. Of course, my father, who was as secretive and emotionally stunted as I, had not wished to tell them the whole story. My half-siblings looked at me expectantly. I knew that, despite my body physically rejecting the notion like a viral infection, the best way to gain their trust was to give them what they wanted.

    “How much do you know?” I asked grimly, unable to mask my dread of the upcoming onslaught of unpleasant memories.

    “All I know is that she overdosed on drugs,” Chelsea offered. Carl nodded in agreement.

    “My mom was born and raised in the heartland by a conservative working-class family,” I began. “I believe it was Kansas where she came from originally. Her parents saved up money to help her go to college. She was the first one in her family to have a degree. She studied media or communications. I can’t remember which. She moved to the East Coast after she graduated and had a few jobs working for local news stations in her early twenties. Eventually she had the opportunity to fill in as the weather girl at a station in Virginia and ended up getting the job full-time for a few years.”

    “No shit? I didn’t know that,” Carl said.

    “That’s actually where dad first saw her. She was presenting a local weather report. He decided that he wanted to meet her. Stonebrook was growing pretty rapidly at the time, and he was a rising star in the New York and DC world, so getting in touch with her was easy. Their engagement was quick. I think they were married in less than three months after they met. With all of dad’s connections, the world really opened up for her. She had wanted to be a model, and at that point it was actually possible. They had given her the job at the news station in part because she was very attractive. Dad helped open doors, and she got some work. Then I was born, and she took a break before getting back into it.

    “It was the second foray when she started taking drugs. The world of modeling is absolutely drenched in them, and human trafficking. Dad should have been aware of that. If he had been paying attention to us, it would have been obvious, but Stonebrook was what he loved most. By the time he knew something was wrong, she was using cocaine and heroin heavily. She was mentally unstable and felt completely abandoned. She took me and got a separate apartment in New York. It didn’t help her paranoia that he had his spies creeping around, private investigators and the like. He was trying to get her into rehab, involuntarily committed, if necessary, but it was too little too late. She overdosed when I was at school, and I found her body when the driver brought me home. I was in seventh grade. That’s the short version. It’s not all that dramatic, just very sad.”

    “You were the one who found her? That’s fucked up.” Chelsea breathed out with wide eyes.

    “Yes. I was already distant from our father before then, but after that the relationship was dead. He knew that I blamed him, and I did. I was raised by staff for the rest of school and then sent off to college and dropped out after a year. That’s the whole story.”

    “Why did you drop out of college?” Carl asked.

    “Reaction. I don’t know. I was young and angry. His world chewed her up and spit her out. I rejected it completely.”

    Chelsea laughed. “Wow, you are not like how mom described you. We thought you were some kind of dumb, well—”

    Carl finished the thought. “Like just an angry dick or something.”

    I laughed. “Well, I am that, although I’d like to believe that I have my reasons.”

    “Were you really there at Occupy Wall Street?” Chelsea blurted out.

    “Yeah,” I confirmed, “I got arrested on the Brooklyn Bridge.”

    “All my friends would want to fuck you,” she replied, rolling her eyes. “I’m not even joking. They’re all like way into political activism, and they all have daddy issues. It’s hilarious. Have you been following Kony 2012?”

    I was trying to keep from blushing. “No, I don’t know what that is.”

    “Really? No way. Everyone’s heard about it. It’s this huge activism campaign to stop this African warlord guy who has like child soldiers and stuff.”

    “How?” I asked, confused by what I was hearing.

    “I think public awareness? Like, it’s a pressure campaign. People are trying to flood public discourse online and everywhere. It’s the biggest thing I’ve ever seen.”

    “But everyone’s just talking about it? They aren’t doing anything?” I asked.

    She laughed. “I think there’s some call to action for everyone to go put up flyers and murals all over the world so that politicians have no choice but to do something. You should check it out. It’s pretty cool.”

    It did not sound very cool to me. It reeked of corporate marketing and the low effort vague and intangible open-ended desires I had sensed taking shape as Occupy fell apart. I did not voice my thoughts. As far as I could tell, the fuckup older brother true believer bit was actually working. The twins had an admiration in their eyes that I had not expected. It was time to try to turn this goodwill into something tangible.

    “Do you guys know what happened with dad’s voting shares for the company?” I asked.

    “He gave them to you, right?” Carl asked. “That’s what I heard.”

    I nodded. “Yes, he did. I don’t know why because obviously we were not on good terms. Anyway, it hasn’t changed me, this penthouse, or the stock, I’m still the same as I’ve always been. You said earlier that we are the elites, Carl. Well, I still don’t want to be one, and now that I have a lot of control in the company, then maybe I can do something about it.”

    The twins looked at each other and then me. Carl glanced around conspiratorially before speaking. “Like what would you do?”

    “It’s sensitive,” I replied. “So, I can’t give you a lot of details yet. The problem is that dad’s position in the company was weakened during the crisis. They issued and sold voting shares in order to get funding, so now I only have a simple majority. That means I don’t have total control over major decisions. You two have voting shares in a trust that will be awarded after you graduate. This is a huge favor to ask, but if I can be made the trustee of those shares, then it gets me a little closer to being able to control the company.”

    The twins exchanged another longer look. “I mean, that sounds cool, but mom would probably not let us,” Chelsea explained. “I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t trust you.”

    “OK,” I backpedaled, “let’s just say this. If it were possible to transfer temporary ownership to me so that I could use them to vote on company policy, would you be in favor of that?”

    Carl nodded. “I would. You seem like a cool guy, and besides, the future belongs to us, the younger generation, right?”

    “Totally,” Chelsea agreed. “I wouldn’t have a problem with it either.”

    I raised an open hand to indicate discretion. “I’ll get back to you guys on this, but don’t tell anyone in the meantime. I have plans for the future of the company, and I need all the help I can get.”

    I made some small talk with the two of them after discussing the necessary topic at hand. They were clueless rich kids as I had assumed, although not as bad as some. It seemed that they had the intact childhood that I never experienced. A father satisfied with his financial empire had taken more time to raise his younger children, bringing them on family trips and attending school functions. I was jealous, although not overly much. There was nothing that could be done about it. This was simply how people develop. My mother and I had been road bumps in the path to the perfect life, but there was no use resenting dead men. Hearing the twins’ stories only deepened my confusion about my father’s actions in regard to my inheritance. There was a distinct possibility that I would never fully understand the mystery. 

    After I exchanged numbers with them, I returned to Terry who was standing by himself and eating some kind of appetizer off a plate and looking rather lost.

    “How did it go?” he asked before dabbing at his mouth with a napkin.

    “It went much better than with Estelle. I don’t want to get ahead of myself, but I think the twins are a lock.”

    “Really?”

    “I’m as surprised as you are, but they actually thought I was, well, cool.”

    “Did you talk about socialism?”

    “No, I didn’t.”

    “Huh.”

    “I asked them if they would be willing to have me hold their voting shares and use them to vote and they both agreed.”

    “Well, a verbal acknowledgement is only so much, but it’s a good start. I can start digging and find out how feasible it is. You talk to Estelle again?”

    “No. I have no idea what approach to take. According to the twins, she has a pretty low opinion of me. I don’t think appealing to goodwill will do me any good. I honestly think bartering the penthouse is the best move.”

    “I’ll look into that too.” Terry paused. “You see that woman over on the far side of the room by the hall?”

    I followed his directions and noticed a small woman with gray-streaked brunette hair. She wore a simple ankle-length black dress that looked inexpensive and simple in comparison to the outfits of the other people present. There was something familiar about her face, but I could not place her.

    “Do you not know who she is?” I asked.

    “I’m not certain, which is odd. I was sure that I would know everyone showing up today. My only guess is that she must be someone from your mom’s side.”

    Then I understood the feeling of recognition, and despite my hardened and cynical tendencies, I felt a constriction in my throat. She did look like my mother, not a copy but with enough similarities that I felt a strange and painful yearning in my chest. Why would someone from my mom’s side be here? They had made themselves scarce after her death, and I had not seen them often even before. I always had the impression that the wealth and high society surrounding my mother’s new life had been off-putting to them, that they were uncomfortable around it. They had said nothing to anyone unless approached at her funeral. Her father and mother had haunted the proceedings, simple thin folk in K-Mart clothing with expressions of twofold despair. I had wondered since then whether they had already considered her lost long before she died.

    “Are you going to talk to her?” Terry asked.

    “I don’t know. I haven’t decided.”

    “You probably should. It’s the right thing to do.”

    I knew it was, but a sudden paralysis held my feet in place. Although the thought pulsed powerfully in my mind presently, in all my years of running away from the past, it had not occurred to me that it was really the mournful eyes of her family that I was truly fleeing. I willed my feet to drag across the carpet. Suddenly the intrigue around Stonebrook seemed unimportant compared to the daunting task before me. I reached speaking vicinity and put out a hand awkwardly.

    “Hello, I’m Andrew.”

    The woman smiled shyly and shook it. “I know. I’m your Aunt Katy.” Her voice was meek, and I had a hard time hearing her over the lilting drone of other discussions surrounding us. She looked intimidated by all the strange faces and the unfamiliar setting.

    “Why don’t we go out on the balcony?” I asked. “There’s nobody out there right now.”

    She nodded gratefully and followed me to the glass door. Once we were outside, I understood why we were the only ones. The chilly air needled my skin through the thin material of the dress shirt.

    “I guess it’s cold out here. You want to go back inside?”

    “No, it’s fine.”

    I noticed an outdoor heater positioned above us under the overhang and looked through the utility panel by the door until I found the correct dial. When I turned back around, she was staring over the railing at the city below.

    “I didn’t expect to see anyone from mom’s side here,” I explained. “Not because you all aren’t welcome, it’s just that everything always seemed strange. I was just a kid, but even back then I could tell that there was a weird dynamic.” I was rambling. She was looking at me with a mixture of sadness and another emotion I could not easily identify, but it pulled up at the insides of her eyebrows and the corners of her lips.

    “I’m sorry about your father,” she offered once I was done.

    “Thanks. I’m sorry about your sister.”

    She shook her head. “Kimberly made her choice. We were just so different from the Ashburys. My parents never hated your family, even after what happened. They didn’t blame your father.”

    “Well, I did,” I murmured.

    “You disappeared,” she stated quietly.

    “Yes.”

    “You could have always come to us. You have another family. We were never close, but that could change.”

    I was feeling overwhelmed by the unexpected appeal. The heat from the coils above me added to the flushing of my skin. “Why did you come here? I’m not being confrontational, I’m just curious. You’re the only one here?”

    She nodded. “My husband didn’t want me to come. He thought it was foolish, but I wanted to talk to you, to tell you that your grandmother is still alive and that she would love to see you again. You matter to us, whether you know it or not.”

    I was starting to get more emotional than before, which in turn made me frustrated. “I understand. What do want me to do, fly out to Kansas?” I asked.

    “If it’s not too much trouble. You should meet everyone.” Her voice was soft but full of conviction.

    “I would like to eventually, but I have a lot that I’m dealing with here right now, unfinished business.”

    Neither of us said anything for a while. We both simply stared out at the view of the city.

    “Can I pray for you?” she asked timidly.

    Neither my father nor mother had been religious, although I understood that her family was. I did not see the point of prayer, aside from being a performative superstition designed to manipulate the mood and outlook of the ones praying and being prayed over. Despite this view, I was not as hostile to it as some are.

    “Sure,” I consented.

    She reached a hand up to touch my shoulder. I had not expected physical contact and could not keep from flinching instinctively. She bowed her head and closed her eyes. I did the same out of respect.

    “Dear Lord, please protect your son Andrew. Watch over him and guide his hands and feet to do what is right. Give him success in all his endeavors, if it be your will. Bless him with wisdom and discernment and protect him from temptation. In Jesus’s name. Amen.”

    It was short, thankfully, and to the point. I did not feel any surge of magical power flow over me or a sudden new wave of confidence.

    “I truly believe God was telling me to come out here and see you,” she added.

    I did not know what to say to that, so I replied with what I had been thinking of her. “It was brave of you to come out here and surround yourself with all these strange people in an unfamiliar place.”

    “Oh, well don’t worry about me. I’m not so much of a country mouse that this has been all too disturbing an experience, although I appreciate the concern. That being said, I am going to leave now. My flight back departs in a few hours.”

    “It was nice meeting you,” I said.

    “And you too. Here’s my number if you ever want to reach out.” She passed me a small slip of paper and with one final purposeful smile returned to the indoors. Through the glass wall I could see her move quickly between the groups of people in the living room, passing unnoticed to the entry room doors. It was as if she were completely invisible, as nobody gave her even a cursory glance.

    Terry came out seconds later. “What happened?” he asked.

    “That was my aunt. She wants me to come visit my mom’s family out in Kansas. She said God sent her.”

    “Really?”

    “Yeah, she even prayed for me.”

    “I guess it couldn’t hurt. You need all the help you can get.”

    As afternoon turned into evening, people began to say their goodbyes and depart. My head was spinning with anodyne tales of careerism, expensive hobbies, vacation properties, exorbitant international trips, golf, and business deals. I was exhausted. After the last guests took the elevator down, I flopped down on the couch by Terry as the caterers moved around us collecting plates and silverware.

    “Remember, we’re going to Stonebrook tomorrow,” he said.

    I groaned, “I forgot.”

    “Morrison’s people got back to me and said he could do a short meeting tomorrow afternoon, so we should drop that on Rubin as soon as possible. That way we’ll know how seriously to look at him as a candidate.”

    “OK, sure,” I mumbled. “I’m tired and going to bed.”

    “I’ll make sure they clear everything out,” he replied, tilting his head toward the kitchen where the clattering of culinary work emanated at times.

    I do not even remember going to bed, but I woke hours later with the apartment dark and still. A little of the silvery blue nocturnal city light glowed through the blinds. I was sitting up on the edge of the bed with my feet resting on the floor. A warm liquid of some kind was pouring into my mouth from a cup pressed to my lips. Had I been sleepwalking? Then I became aware that someone was standing over me with a hand on my head as a soft voice reassured me. The hair on my arms and the back of my neck stood on end.   

    “Drink it all. It’s good for you.”

    I spluttered and felt some of the hot liquid splash onto my T-shirt as I pulled my head back. A woman was in front of me, her back to the faint light and face obscured. I drew away onto the mattress. Who was it? Isabella? It certainly looked like her from what little I could see among the shadows. She was saying something in an unfamiliar language. I panicked and then felt the sudden sensation of falling.

    I woke in my bed, covered in sweat, pawing at my damp chest. Was it sweat? It had to be. I lunged out from under my blankets, crossing my room in bare feet and stepped out into the hall. The rest of the penthouse was dark and still. A thought entered my mind with startling alacrity. I moved past the U-shaped couch to the entry room. The elevator door was closed. I stuck my ear to the panels. For a moment, I thought that I could hear a distant mechanical hum of operation far below. Perhaps I was imagining it. Surely, I had just been dreaming. I checked the time. It was three a.m. I did not sleep the rest of the night.

    

    

    CHAPTER 4

    

    When Terry emerged from his quarters and found me sitting at the kitchen counter, I did not tell him about the dream. It was still too disturbingly vivid in my mind. I had ruminated on it periodically as the sun rose and sent pale yellow beams between the buildings and could make no more sense of it.

    “You want to eat before we leave?” Terry asked sleepily, wandering zombie-like toward the coffee machine.

    “I don’t know.”

    He yawned. “Some people like to eat first thing and some people don’t like to do high-level business on a full stomach.”

    “I don’t care.”

    “You’re especially out of sorts this morning. And what are you even doing up this early anyway?”

    “I didn’t sleep well.”

    “You think you’ll be able to handle the meetings alright?” he asked after pouring himself coffee. He came around to my side of the counter with a look of concern pulling down on his brows. I could see now that he was wearing flannel pajama bottoms and a T-shirt. I had only seen Terry in business or outdoor attire, so the sight was strange to me.

    “Yeah. I’ll be OK. What time is the meeting?”

    “Nine a.m.”

    We both drank coffee, and I felt a little better after an hour of light conversation about what to expect from the day. When it neared time to leave, I changed into the suit that we had selected for the meeting and splashed cool water on my face in the bathroom.

    As we traveled south to lower Manhattan in the morning rush of traffic, I noticed the new One World Trade Center under construction through the right side of the windshield. The lower half looked complete, with the various angled surfaces reflecting the morning light emanating from the east. The upper half was bare and black with encasing scaffolding. It was volcanic looking in brutal contrast to the diamond-like appearance of the base. At the very top, two cranes stuck out at an angle to either side, giving the impression of horns or the immense antennae of a titanic insect. I imagined that some people saw hope in the new construction, but I only felt dread and unease at the sight of it.

    “Were you in the city on 9/11?” I asked Terry. The question must have seemed to him to have come out of the clear blue sky.

    “Yeah, I was here, and so was your father.”

    “What was it like?”

    “It was pure chaos. It felt like the world was ending. Everyone was confused and terrified. You could feel a stillness and mass anxiety in the air. Other than that, there’s really not much to tell.” He paused and looked to be attempting to recall specific details. “You know what the spooky thing is?”

    “What?”

    “We had actually been talking about relocating Stonebrook’s offices to the South Tower the year before the attack. Your father ended up deciding against it, but we had the conversation more than once. It would have been on the south side. Everyone would have been vaporized on impact.”

    “I never knew that.”

    Terry focused on driving for a minute but picked up the topic again. “You one of those guys who thinks it was some kind of inside job? I know that some of you lefties were playing that tune for a bit afterwards. I never found it to be blasphemy like most people, more a curiosity than anything.”

    “It doesn’t matter the cause or what people thought or theorized,” I replied. “The results would have been the same either way. I’m of the mind that the inherent realness of things has no bearing on policy. History is not written by the victors but the survivors, the insects. The world’s story is told by cockroaches and we’re just living in it.”

    My driver laughed heartily at that. “Can’t say I fully understand your point, but it sounds convincing to me.”

    “That’s the difference between me now and how I used to be,” I explained. “If you asked me ten years ago, I would have said that all the world’s problems come down to brute force power, that the simple authoritarian is always the greatest source of oppression. But it’s not that simple. It’s not even inherently capitalism that’s the source of evil. It’s conductive for something else, distributive of something behind it.”

    “Evil, huh?” Terry asked with a grin. “That prayer must have stuck last night.”

    I sighed. “I’m all out of sorts. I had a strange dream that I can’t get out of my head.”

    “You want to talk about it?”

    “No.”

    We reached the parking garage on Liberty Street without much additional conversation and made the short walk to One Chase Manhattan Plaza, which was blocked off by a barrier fence. We entered through the immense glass front of the building’s lobby from the street side. The lower floors were used by JP Morgan Chase and the upper region was divided among a number of tenants, one of which was Stonebrook. We moved to the elevators, me a few steps behind my guide. After an uneventful ride up, the doors opened, and we stepped out onto the executive floor. A receptionist with perfectly straight dark brown hair and a wide, white smile bordered by bright red lipstick greeted us from behind a large glossy wood counter that had “Stonebrook” spelled across the front in steel-colored letters.   

    “Hello, Mr. Sykes. And I assume you are Mr. Ashbury?”

    “Yes,” I replied.

    There was a seating area in front of the counter populated by expensive-looking leather cushioned Bauhaus style couches and chairs. Behind the woman’s desk was a hall that ran through a valley of glass walls.

    “Mr. Rubin will be right out. He wanted to meet you and show you the offices right away.”

    She returned to her computer screen. We paced for a moment. I considered sitting down but thought better of it. After a few minutes, Eli Rubin came down the glass hall, javelin-like in his approach as he had been before. He wore a navy suit cut in the hyper-modern style with a peach shirt and matching pocket square. He shook hands with me and then Terry.

    “Hello, hello, welcome to Stonebrook, Andrew. Please follow me. We have kept your father’s office as it was before, and it will be your space going forward. Right this way.”

    He led us past reception and into a labyrinth of transparent barriers, some blocked by shades and others fully open to the outside viewer. He stopped at one entry and indicated to the space inside with a sweeping arm. It was a simple office with a wooden desk, matching rectangular low table and two chairs. The desk was facing the door and behind it was a set of shelves filled with books, pictures, and art, including a bronze cast of a bull’s head.

    “This is my office,” Rubin explained. “If you ever need anything or have questions while you are here, then feel free to stop by and pay me a visit.” He turned and kept moving down the hall with his arm outstretched. “And here in the corner is your father’s old office.”

    The room was impressive. A glass V-shaped desk jutted out at us from the corner, where the walls were windows from floor to ceiling. Symmetrically positioned on either side were two small round tables also made of glass with two chairs at each one. All the shelves and cabinets for storage were flanking the entry door so as not to block the view of the city below.

    “I could get used to this,” I said, sauntering in the door and crossing to the far side of the desk where I dropped into a gloriously comfortable padded leather rolling chair.

    Terry and Eli stood inside the doorway, the former looking exasperated by my behavior and the latter confused and slightly annoyed.

    “Let’s talk business,” I announced, feeling unaccountably bold and fearless. Perhaps it was the surplus of corporate architecture clichés around me that brought on an invincible mood, as though I had walked onto the set of a business management satire play and became untouchable as an agent of fiction. “This seems like the place to do it.”

    They each took hold of chairs and dragged them closer to sit facing me over the glossy surface of the desk. I reclined, leaning on one elbow against the padded armrest. I had no intention of speaking first and, after some uncomfortable glancing around by the other two parties, Eli started.

    “I think we should just get right down to the essentials. I’m sure you know who I am and what positions I hold at this company. First off, do you have any questions for me about structure or personnel or what to expect?”

    “What do you expect from me?” I asked.

    Rubin smiled. “I’m not exactly sure. There’s no point mincing words about it. You are the most powerful person in this company. I’m fully aware of that, and obviously I want to be on good terms.”

    “I’d like to be on good terms with everyone,” I replied. 

    “I walked him through the basics,” Terry broke in. “He knows what he needs to about the basics and where everyone stands.”

    Eli nodded and turned to me again. “Well, in that case, I’m sure Mr. Sykes has informed you that the priority right now is to find a replacement CEO for your father. We don’t really have a definite process for that, since Walter was the only CEO we ever had. He did not leave specific instructions on selecting a new chief executive, so it is left for us to decide on specifics. The only hurdle is that any candidates must be approved by two thirds majority of voting shareholders. If I may make a suggestion?”

    I glanced over at Terry who was expressionless and then back at Rubin and nodded.

    “If you do not wish me to continue in the role as CEO permanently and relinquish the CFO role to another candidate, then I recommend we use a headhunting firm to find the ideal candidate. The process can take a while, but we will be sure to find the best person for the job.”

    This time Terry did look at me and gave his head one gentle shake. He was expecting me to be the one to say it. My time to take Stonebrook by the horns had arrived. I straightened in the seat and placed my elbows on the glass. I was still feeling good, almost aloof in a sea of calm.

    “I already have a candidate in mind,” I replied.

    Rubin’s eyes narrowed and his brows sank for a split second. It happened so quickly that I wondered if I had imagined it.

    “Is it someone internal?” he asked.

    “No, it’s David Morrison. I have a meeting set up with him today. His history is good, and his values are in line what I think should be the future of the company.”

    Eli Rubin made a series of strange movements in his chair. He reached up to touch his face, tilting his head to one side quickly as though clearing out a visceral twinge, then he sniffed purposefully as he crossed one leg over the other. It all seemed very calculated, the outward sign of an internal flurry of mechanical operations. Things were rearranging in his brain. He had clearly not expected me to make such a bold first volley. Maybe it was delirium from lack of sleep that made me so confident.

    “Alright, Andrew. I’m not familiar with him, but I will arrange a meeting if he expresses interest to you.” He smiled as though amused. “Out of curiosity, what exactly are your thoughts on the future direction of the company?”

    The directness of the question took me a little by surprise. Rubin’s internal adjustments clearly had directed him to go on the offensive. I wanted to keep him on the back foot for a long as possible.

    “As the current CEO, why don’t you tell me what the point of Stonebrook is? What are the animating principles? To put it concisely, what is the company’s reason for existing?”

    Terry shifted in his seat. Maybe I had gone too far. Of course, my words could be interpreted as simple hard-ass posturing, but to Rubin I was potentially dangerous. As much as I was enjoying it, activating his suspicions too much was unwise.

    Rubin’s smile did not falter. “Our mission at Stonebrook is to use good ethics, responsible judgement, and cultivated expertise to improve people’s lives with solutions for where and how best to live. We aim to improve quality of life within and outside of the corporate structure while exercising fair business practices and rewarding hard work. At its heart, Stonebrook strives to not only help improve our communities but most importantly to be a good neighbor.”

    It was the first few lines of the corporate mission statement perfectly recited word for word. I only knew this because Terry had me read it a few times over the past days. Eli was smooth, a company man, or at least very good at presenting himself that way.

    “Solutions for where and how best to live.” I repeated the words in a thoughtful cadence. “Seems a little cheap when we just came out of a crisis where massive corporations were bailed out and many regular people didn’t have any place to live.” I had determined to present myself as a naive character who genuinely believed that the systems of corporate policy could be aimed toward doing the right thing. Rubin would buy it because it made sense. The former CEO’s wayward son now heir to a diminished throne, still caught up in the throes of activist goals with a war chest and renewed energy—it was a believable story. The hubris of the true believer ethical capitalist in thinking that he could control and harness the inconceivable forces of supply and demand was my camouflage. Hopefully it would blind him to my true intentions. I laid it on even thicker.

    “Nobody took the right lessons from the financial crisis. Every company turned inward and took a hard look at resiliency. The concern was entirely for self-preservation by reorganizing internal structure. I know a bit about this because I was writing a corporate watch newsletter during Occupy. To be blunt, it’s cowardly and looks self-serving to the public. Company innovation should be directed outward, not inward. I’m the best thing to happen to this company. I know exactly what people think about organizations like this. I’m sure you followed the Arab Spring and the movements here as well, hell, there’s a barricade fence outside this very building. If I can bring in David Morrison, give this company a popular and fresh young face, and we take a few public risks with genuinely ethical projects, then it will pay off better than you can imagine.”

    Terry looked like a stoic father whose young son had just hit a home run in little league. I could see his lips twitching subtly as he tried to iron out the creeping curvature of a smile.

    Eli uncrossed his legs and leaned back in his chair. The gears were grinding away in his skull. I almost expected to see a whisp of steam emerge from a seam in his skin. His deep suspicions sharpened by years of corporate combat were working to convince him that I was not the real deal, but the tiniest whisper of a sly grin told me that he wanted to buy that I was truly this simple.

    “I can see that the Ashbury drive and tenacity lives on,” he remarked. “It’s a risky move to shake things up so soon after we were on life support. I am, however, aware of my position compared to yours when it comes to voting power. The board and other shareholders will want guarantees that this won’t kill us. Your father was more conservative, and they are already somewhat wary of too much happening too quickly.” He thought quietly for a time, and I did not interrupt. “I’m not opposed. Keep me in the loop after you talk to Morrison.”

    For the rest of the time at Stonebrook’s offices, we discussed the general state of the company, the upcoming board meeting, and overall economic trends. I interjected as little as possible since my knowledge was limited.

    When we left, Terry did not talk about the meeting until we were in the car. “I don’t know where you got the inspiration for that, but it went about as well as I could have hoped.”

    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Once we stepped into that office, I was ready. Everything just fell into place.”

    “Rubin only agreed because he’s already working on a new angle,” Terry explained. “So don’t celebrate too hard. You may have him thinking that he’s dealing with a wide-eyed fool, but that doesn’t mean he won’t take concrete steps to protect his position and the company. Expect future demands if he signs off on Morrison. You won’t get that one for free. He’s got Seawind and Estelle locked down, so that’s 30 percent. It means he’s closer to blocking you by default than you are to overruling him.”

    “What do you think he’ll want?” I asked.

    “He may want more voting shares issued. The pretense would be to shift voting power in order to stabilize things as we move in a new direction.”

    “So, to weaken my position.”

    “Yes, as a sign of goodwill. Many of the others will see it that way as well.”

    “Which will put me even further away from a liquidation vote.”

    “Well, yes, they’re trying to protect the company from that sort of thing. Honestly, it’s a wonder that your father had control for so long. It’s very rare to be basically a monarch like he was. If he had not been so good at making money, then it never would have lasted long term.”

    My brief elation from the meeting at Stonebrook wore off quickly with the news that more setbacks were coming. We stopped by the penthouse so Terry could do more work on my various schemes. David Morrison had requested that we meet at a neutral location and given the name of a rooftop café and bistro in the West Village. Terry said this was a good sign but that his reasons were based off gut instinct.

    We arrived a little early and sat at the table reserved under Terry’s name. The place was pleasant, and the clear weather certainly added to the charm. Stone tables with curved bench seats were surrounded by planters of hedges and small decorative trees, giving the aesthetic reminiscence of a palace garden. Large parasol-shaped cloth coverings shaded the seating areas from the sun and rain. The time of our meeting came and went with no sign of Morrison.

    “He’s late. Bad sign,” Terry observed.

    “Or it could just mean something came up,” I replied sullenly.

    “It means he let something else get in the way. If he had been early, then we could rest easy.”

    “Can you try not to demoralize me before we even talk to him?” I asked.   

    Terry put his hands up. “Alright, fine. None of it means anything.”

    David Morrison arrived about ten minutes after the agreed upon time. I recognized him from some of the articles Terry had shown me in preparation for the meeting. He was wearing jeans, loafers, a pale blue dress shirt tucked into his pants, and a brown belt. His dirty-blond-colored hair reached down to the bottom of his neck in loose curls.

    “He certainly is your generation,” Terry murmured before the man was in earshot.

    We rose from our seats and took turns shaking his hand. He selected the seat across from me, and Terry sat to my left.

    “Sorry that I’m a little late. I had a meeting run long, and I couldn’t get away.”

    “No problem,” Terry assured him.

    David looked at us one after the other and smiled as though we were all in on a joke. “You two wanted to meet with me about an opportunity. Judging by who you are and recent events, I can make a pretty educated guess of what that opportunity is. My only question is, why?”

    “Why not?” I asked, giving my best grin.

    “I’m sure you Stonebrook guys gave my work history the whole deep dive, so you know that I haven’t done much outside the nonprofit world. You must either want me to be CEO or CFO, but neither makes a whole lot of sense to me.”

    “I’m very different from my father,” I explained. “You don’t know about my history, do you?”

    “No,” he replied.

    “Up until very recently, I was nobody. I dropped out of Harvard and joined up with political protest movements. I was in Seattle for the WTO protests. I marched against the Iraq war, and I was even involved in Occupy Wall Street. Then my father died. I had not spoken to him in over a decade. I found out that he left me his part of the company in a trust. Now I have the opportunity to try to push Stonebrook in a new direction, and I want a CEO who shares my values.”

    We were interrupted by the waiter and made our orders. I had not realized how hungry I was until then, having not eaten since the reunion the night before. Once conversation could start up again, David looked a little more circumspect.

    “What kind of new direction are you talking?” he asked.

    “That’s for you to help me figure out,” I explained.

    I went on to give him the whole speech that I had made to Eli Rubin, but with even more references to activist language. I told him that I wanted Stonebrook to operate more like an NGO, not to just talk about corporate responsibility but make it policy.

    He had questions for me about my days on the West Coast and looked genuinely curious about my experiences. Our food arrived but none of us ate much of anything. It took all my willpower to keep from chowing down and emptying my plate, but I followed Terry’s unspoken directions and paced my eating with David’s. Finally, he seemed ready to give his thoughts on the proposition.

    “It’s flattering that you thought of me, really it is, and I don’t want to appear ungrateful. This is a once in a lifetime opportunity, but the nonprofit world is where I belong. Getting involved with a company like Stonebrook, even for the right reasons, invites unfortunate associations. Most people don’t think much deeper than the most basic impressions. I’ve seen guys try to do the right thing with a big corporation, and they get chewed up. I think your heart is in the right place, but I can’t see it working. They’ll turn you into one of them before you can turn them into you.”

    There was no way I was going to let this opportunity slip through my fingers. From our conversation, I knew that David Morrison was the perfect CEO to help me end Stonebrook. He was right that what I presented him would never work, and for that reason he was the best option. It was time for desperate measures.

    I turned to Terry. “Hey, Mr. Sykes, remember that call?” I asked. “Isn’t it scheduled for right now? Remember, it’s important. Make sure you tell them I’m interested.”

    Terry gave me an expression of abject confusion, which quickly morphed into realization with an undercurrent of resentment.

    “Of course,” he replied, taking out his Blackberry and standing. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” He walked away from the table but paused to send me a furious look over his shoulder.

    David was beginning to stand too, but I stopped him. “There’s something very sensitive that I need to tell you. I have to make it quick. Please do not take anything I said before as dishonesty, but I have to be very careful about who knows what.”

    Morrison lowered back into his seat, his bluish gray eyes wide in a state of curiosity and wonderment. I had him interested. I only hoped Terry would forgive me for this.

    “I do want you to be the CEO of Stonebrook,” I explained. “But it’s not because I think that I can bring the company in some kind of ethical direction or use it as a force for good.”

    His brows lowered and he opened his mouth slightly as though about to speak but stopped.

    I pushed ahead. “You’re right. They will turn me into one of them before I could ever do the opposite. That’s why it’s my goal to shut down the company.”

    “Wait, wait, what?” he spluttered. “How would you shut it down?”

    “I have a little over half the voting shares. I might be able to get another 15 percent if I play my cards right. That gives me the supermajority needed to voluntarily liquidate the company. They can’t stop me. I’ll assign a liquidator who will compensate everyone fairly and dedicate my stake to selling off the assets and property to good people and organizations. You said that being the Stonebrook CEO wouldn’t look good on your resume in the nonprofit world. What about being the CEO who ended Stonebrook? You and I could make history together.”

    David appeared to be a state of shock, sitting back and then leaning forward, placing his hands on the table, and then resting them in his lap. “You’re really serious about this? Shutting down a big corporation like Stonebrook? They won’t just stand by and let you do it, supermajority, or no. They will throw everything they possibly can at you.”

    “Oh, I’m fully aware,” I explained. “I’ve been in court, and I’ve been in jail. I can take anything they throw at me.”

    “But that’s about breaking curfew or a few glass windows. This is about millions of dollars, hundreds of millions, maybe, I don’t even know.”

    “Are you going to consider this or not?” I asked. “I took a big risk telling you, and I only did it because I think we’re made of the same stuff. It won’t be easy, but if we succeed, then nobody will forget our names. We’ll be the biggest heroes of our generation.”

    He let a long breath out between his lips. “I can’t believe I’m even considering this. How sure are you that you can get the supermajority?”

    I shrugged. “It’s like a palace coup. You only get one shot, and you have to make it count. I like my odds, but I like them even better with you on board.

    David leaned in close across the table. “I need to think about it, but I like it. It’s crazy, but one hell of a beautiful thing to do.”

    “If it’s worth dying for, then it’s worth trying for,” I said with a smile.

    He laughed and then rose from his seat. “I’ll be in touch.”

    “Eli Rubin is going to reach out to you. Make sure you only talk to him about our first conversation. For all he needs to know, I’m a stupid simpleton who wants to make the company warm and fuzzy. Let him think I can have a nice CEO and a marketing campaign and be satisfied. He needs to think that’s all it is.”

    He winked and waved goodbye as he backed away from the table and then turned and left in earnest. Terry was on me in an instant, emerging from a behind a shrub or planter nearby without warning. He slid into the seat across from me. His brows were a storm cloud shading his eyes.

    “Did you just do what I think you did?” he asked gruffly.

    “What do you think I did?” I asked. I was feeling energized. Nothing could bring me down at this point.

    “Well, if I thought you were crazy and irresponsible and a self-sabotaging moron, then I would guess you told Morrison your little plan.”

    “You heard him. There was no other way,” I insisted. “He’s the real deal. I need someone like him.”

    “What you need is complete secrecy,” Terry replied. “Do you have any guarantee that Morrison won’t talk about this? He doesn’t even work for the company.”

    “It’s all just words at this point.”

    “And it’s only ever going to be words if you fuck this up.” He slapped his hand down on the table. “I told you not to tell the candidate yet.”

    “It was the right thing to do.”

    “Having a CEO who agrees with you on everything is window dressing. Votes matter and that’s it. You had better hope Morrison is half as honest and trustworthy as you think he is, or you are fucked my friend.”

    “It will work. I’m sure of it. You have to improvise in these situations. It’s uncharted territory.”

    “It’s a minefield of legal and financial hazard is what it is.”

    “Except when the people that matter decide that laws don’t,” I replied.

    “And you are not one of those people. Those are the people you’re going up against.”

    We made a truce and decided to take it easy the rest of the afternoon. At least for now, we had to wait for others to make their moves. 

    

    

    CHAPTER 5

    

    I struggled mightily over the following days to avoid becoming too accustomed to the charms and comforts of life in the New York City upper crust. Terry insisted that some measure of visible frivolity would be necessary to keep up my ruse. I asked him who would be watching, and he said something mysterious and cryptic about how we could never be certain who was watching and when. I looked through a window into what my life could have been if I had not voluntarily given it up. I went to restaurants offering the cutting edge of culinary science, toured art galleries that were invitation only, although based on what I saw displayed, I saw little reason why anyone would want to be invited. I even played golf with Terry and did not hate the experience.

    All through this I was hearing buzz from former acquaintances in direct action protest groups that some were headed to the Middle East to join the Free Syrian Army. The day of reckoning for Kony came and went with disappointing results for the youth. The world seemed to be losing its mind, especially for those who once used to be political radicals like myself. At least with the previous administration there was little nuance, and the villains announced themselves like comic book characters. This new world was all shell games of appearances and marketing covering the continued activity of those very same villains, or at least their associates and protégés. A great wave of sleepy indifference rolled over everything. The wide-eyed progressivism I had observed around me in my youth was truly gone, leaving behind only consumers of various stripes. Every day I looked over at the tower with the two cranes sticking out of the top. It seemed to pull my eyes toward it forcefully.

    Eli Rubin called and said that he liked Morrison and that we could push for a vote at the next board meeting. Terry reminded me that it meant something big was on its way to cut me off at the knees. He also said that the penthouse was worth about nine million dollars, which would be a lowball trade for Estelle’s shares.

    “Hey, but who knows?” he remarked. “Women care about status. Maybe she’ll go for it.”

    I was out on the balcony drinking coffee about a week after the meeting with Morrison, when Terry stepped out with the cordless phone and told me that Leonard Maxwell was on the line.

    “He wants to talk to you.”

    I took the receiver. “Hello?”

    “Young Mr. Ashbury, hello. I was thinking that this afternoon would be a good time to meet and play some chess. This was when your father and I would typically meet.”

    “Yes, of course,” I replied. “When and where exactly?”

    “My house at two in the afternoon?”

    “I will be there.”

    “Good.”

    The call ended abruptly. I stood by the railing turning the phone over compulsively in my hands. “What do you think are my chances?” I asked.

    “At winning the chess game? Zero.”

    “No, at getting him to promise to vote with me.”

    “This one is rather tricky,” he replied, lowering himself into a nearby patio chair with a sigh. “In the case of Estelle, you might be able to acquire her shares, and with the twins you would be holding them and voting yourself, but with Maxwell you need to rely on him not only agreeing but keeping his word when it comes time to vote.”

    “But does he care about Stonebrook?” I asked.

    “Well, he cared about your father. His direct involvement with the company ended long ago. I suppose it depends on how nostalgic he feels and about what exactly.”

    “What are his politics?”

    “I’m not sure. He’s not vocal about them. I would assume he’s a Rockefeller Republican type, but I have no evidence for that aside from milieu. I can’t offer a whole lot of insight here, as he was before my time at Stonebrook and isn’t high profile. There just isn’t a whole lot of available information.”

    “Do you know anything about chess?”

    “You didn’t read that book I gave you?” Terry demanded, looking rather aghast.

    “It was boring. I skimmed it. I know the basics.”

    “Just don’t completely throw the game. At least pretend like you’re thinking and taking your time. I can’t really give you much more advice than that.”

    After lunch we headed down to get the car, and Terry explained that Maxwell lived in Queens, which I found rather surprising. We drove east over the river and then angled south toward Forest Hills. When we arrived, I was even more perplexed. Terry had stopped the car in front of a modestly sized brick house that looked as though it should belong to an upper-middle-class family and not a man who had a significant voting stake in a large corporation. 

    “You sure this is the right place?” I asked.

    “Yes, this is it,” he replied. “Try not to take too long.”

    “You’re not coming with me?”

    “No. Did he ask for you to bring me along?”

    “Well, no, but I assumed that you would be there.”

    “You’ll be fine. He’s in his seventies.”

    I rolled my eyes. “That’s not what I’m worried about. I like having you around to give me cues and feed me information.”

    “You did fine with Rubin. Trust your instincts.”

    “What if my instincts tell me to reveal my plan to him?” I asked.

    “Maxwell is safer to tell than Morrison was, and you already opened that can of worms, so my objections are moot.”

    I got out of the car onto the grass next to the sidewalk and then leaned in to talk through the door. “What are you going to be doing?”

    “I’m going to reach out to Estelle’s people and initiate conversation about the penthouse trade if that’s alright with you.”

    “The sooner the better,” I said with an emphatic nod.

    I closed the door and followed the brick walk up to the cement front steps. The place was nondescript. The landscaping was comprised of simple hedges and expertly trimmed grass. Aside from some azalea bushes along the front edge of the house, there was no other horticultural adornment, no flag, and no outdoor furniture. The porch was small, a concrete slab with an overhang and maybe enough room to shelter two people comfortably. I rang the doorbell and waited. After about thirty seconds, the door swung open and I found myself looking only slightly downward at a standing Leonard Maxwell, who rested his weight on a cane.

    I had not expected him to be upright and said, “Oh.” Then I realized that the singular syllable was a strange first thing to say and added, “Hello, Mr. Maxwell.”

    The old man read my thoughts immediately. “Surprised to see me upright? I can get around the place well enough. It’s this damn hip that won’t let me get too far. Come in, come in.”

    The inside of the house was as unremarkable as the outside. The living room was furnished with the old style of solid wood tables and shelves, and the couch and matching easy chair were covered in the scratchy mid-century fabric that I could never identify. They bore the familiar rusty-colored floral patterns I had seen in many houses owned by the elderly. There were doilies laid out and draped over nearly every surface. We walked over soft, brown carpet onto linoleum with green octagonal patterns. The small kitchen looked as though it had been frozen in time during the seventies, even the appliances were various eras of antique.

    Maxwell led me to a door at the far side of the room and opened it. I could see a small backyard where a gazebo in the center sheltered a chess table and two chairs. He paused halfway out.

    “If you want anything, coffee or tea, then feel free to dig around in the kitchen.”

    I shook my head. “No, thank you, but I appreciate the offer.”

    I followed to the gazebo, and we took our seats facing one another.

    “You have a nice place here,” I remarked. “It’s very peaceful.”

    The backyard was encircled by thick foliage of various kinds. Two walnut trees shaded the back end of the space and dense hedges around the border muffled any sound from the outside world. Ivy had climbed up everything, adding texture and dimension.

    “I have lived here for many years,” the old man replied, bracing both hands atop the cane. “I raised a family here and now I remain alone. But do not feel sorry for me. Life moves in its intended cycles.”

    The chess pieces were arranged as they had been left after the previous game, the bodies of the slain set off to one side and the ones still on the board clustered in a small scrum of combat in one corner. The old man looked over the pieces with a sad smile and then his eyes traveled slowly upward to meet mine.

    “This is the result of the last game I played with your father. His hands were the last ones to touch the black pieces. It was a few months ago, when he still had the strength to come visit me.”

    “He lost,” I observed, noting that the black king was pinned along the edge of the board by the white rook and queen.

    “He gave a valiant effort,” Maxwell mused. “I won most of our games because I had more time to play. Your father was a busy man, and I’m grateful that he made time for me.”

    The question had been eating at me from the moment that I saw the modest state of the house both inside and out. “How exactly did you and my father know each other?” I asked. “No offense, but I don’t recall ever meeting you when I was a child.”

    He shook his head. “You wouldn’t have. I did accounting work for Stonebrook back in the early days. We knew each other from college, and I had offered to do it all as a favor, but then one day he said that he was going to give me a stake in the company once there was one to be had. He even told me that there was always a position open for me if I wanted.”

    “But you never took it. Why?” I asked.

    Maxwell shrugged. “I was happy with my work. A man must know his purpose in life and embrace it. It was not my destiny to be one of the New York City royalty. I tallied up the columns for and against and made my decision.” He went silent and turned his attention back to the chessboard for a time before asking, “Shall we play?”

    I reached my hand toward the nearest black piece, a knight a little way off from the others who had tried futilely to harass the enemy from the fringes of the skirmish as his king was overwhelmed. What was his fate now? Was he left to wander the kingdom in the service of no lord, the master of his own unwanted tragic tale? Or would he bend the knee and take up the standard of those who were once his enemies? My fingers fell short and rested on the smooth surface of the outside edge of the table. The significance was not lost on me. I was about to disassemble a monument to the dead and scatter a tactile memory to the unforgiving winds of fate and probability.

    Maxwell was unburdened by such considerations and moved his pieces back into the starting formation one by one with shaking but surprisingly dexterous fingers. Just as he was about to finish, I shook myself loose from my moment of rumination and began to do the same.

    “Well, you know where they go, so that’s a good sign,” the old man teased with a sly grin. 

    “Tell me about my father when you two were younger,” I urged while sliding the last few pawns into place.

    I had barely taken my fingers off the last piece when my opponent took hold of his king’s pawn and dragged it forward two spaces. It was the popular opening move. I had picked up a few things from the book that Terry gave me. My king’s pawn went forward to meet his.

    “Your father and I were children of the depression,” he replied. “We all had a certain drive, compulsive almost, to never be in such a state of need again. For us, the world moved most providentially. We were chased by the ghosts of poverty and fell into the arms of opportunity. After the Second World War, there was money to be made like never before.” Maxwell moved his king’s knight up to flank his pawn. “To move from one circumstance to another led to a sense of destiny for many.”

    I mirrored his move again. “Was it entirely materialistic for him? Did he ever think of anything else beyond the drive for accumulation?”

    “Young Mr. Ashbury,” Maxwell began in an amused tone. “Are you just copying my moves?”

    “Petrov’s defense,” I replied.

    His eyebrows raised. “At least you know the name for it.” He took my king’s pawn with his knight. “For your father and me as well, wealth was a way to get other things. He never flaunted his money for its own sake. Of course, having money did not have the negative connotation that it does today. It seems all you young people are communists these days.” He lowered one eyebrow but kept the other aloft.

    I threatened his knight with my queen’s pawn. “My generation saw their fathers as instruments of capitalism—when they did see them. I’m sure that he was buried in his work as a means to provide for me, but as a result I barely knew him, even when I was young.”

    “He probably thought that was better than potential alternatives,” Maxwell explained, retreating his knight. “Walter told me that he spent most of his childhood avoiding his own father, a violent man driven to the abuse of himself and others by financial misfortune and his haunting memories of the Great War.”

    I took his king’s pawn, and then his bishop came out to threaten me. “And so, the cycle continues, father against son and son against father. Do you think something about America agitates these conflicts?”

    “Maybe,” he replied. “I hadn’t really thought about it.” I retreated my knight back and he castled. “So why are you here, Mr. Ashbury?” he asked. “A young man like yourself surely has better things to do than play chess with an old fossil like me. I can only guess that you want something.”

    I played cautiously, focusing on moving my pawns to free up my bishops and rooks, reacting to distant threats from Maxwell’s pieces. He seemed to be corralling from far off, preparing for a decisive sweep at some unexpected moment.

    “You’re not wrong to suspect,” I explained. “I did come to talk to you about Stonebrook.”

    “You’ve come to buy me out?” he asked.

    “No. I don’t have the money for that,” I explained. “But I do need allies among the notable voting shareholders.”

    One of Maxwell’s bishops came forward, felling a pawn and threatening my knight and king. Things were starting to fall apart. From this point on I would have to focus on surviving as long as possible to preserve some dignity.

    “You’re playing too reactively,” he observed. “Take your time and plan out where the threats could be a few turns in advance.” There was no distain in his voice. He sounded patient and instructive. He let me mull over my deteriorating situation for a moment before asking, “So what do you have planned at Stonebrook?”

    I had no idea whether I should tell him the whole truth. After our conversation thus far, I was no closer to understanding his motivations or desires.

    “Do you know why he left me the shares?” I asked. “Was it guilt or a cruel joke of some kind? I suppose that if it was guilt, then he would have just left me money. He knew that I did not want to be like him, yet he left me what defined him, the power over his company.”

    “You are overanalyzing it,” Maxwell replied. “He chose you over the company. He put the destiny of his legacy in your hands. It is synthesis, and whatever you choose to do with it is the just fulfillment of that destiny.”

    “Even if I destroy it?” I asked, moving my king, and sacrificing the knight. I wondered if it was the lone survivor from before.

    “You cannot destroy it unless you destroy yourself.”

    I went for it, charging my rook across to threaten his king. “What if I were to dissolve Stonebrook? Would you vote with me to do so?”

    Maxwell’s eyes wandered over the pieces and then darted upward to search every part of my face. “Why would you do that?” he asked.

    “I do not believe in Stonebrook, in what it does and what it represents. It is part of a parasitic system that feeds off the people of this country. I don’t think my father intended it to be such an entity when he created it, but corporations like that have a way of becoming entities outside of one’s control. They develop their own appetites and projects. He started it, and I will finish it.”

    The old man smiled while moving his own rook to shield his own king from the adjacent square. “Have you considered what would happen to Stonebrook’s employees? The shareholders and executives will be compensated, but what of the others? They have families.”

    “I’ll give them some runway from my stake when it’s liquidated,” I replied. “I don’t want any of it. Besides, you are aware that this argument is commonly used to push back against any structural reforms. Nobody shouts from the rooftops about offshoring or the desolation of the industrial sector in America, but as soon as somebody has the temerity to levy threats against the financial sector, then that individual is personally guilty for every banker who jumps out an office window.”

    “So then, you seek only destruction?” Maxwell asked.

    I moved my bishop to put two threat angles on the rook. “Categorize it however you want. I intend to do this. If I put it to a vote, then can I count on you?”

    The old man’s queen swooped out from behind a screen of pawns to put me in check. I had trapped my king behind two pawns, which forced me to use another piece as a shield. I worked through what would inevitably follow. The queen would take my blocking piece and then, unless I could make a threat of my own, it was checkmate. I reached for my bishop to begin the inevitable death spiral.

    “You have my vote.”

    My hand stopped mid-reach, and I stared across the board at my opponent’s wrinkled features. I detected only earnestness without a touch of guile.

    “Why?” I asked.

    “You know what they say about gift horses,” Maxwell replied.

    “I’m sure it was not my persuasive abilities.”

    He laughed. “It surely was not.”

    “Then why?”

    “I gave your father my word that I would vote with you.”

    “He asked for that?”

    “Yes.” The old man sat back in his chair and nodded. “Over this very chess board during the last game we played he asked me to vote with you on whatever you wanted for Stonebrook.”

    “Did he explain why?” I spluttered.

    Of all the responses I had expected from Maxwell, this was not one of them. Despite the positive implications of the development, I had the creeping feeling that my father was somehow steps ahead of me in our own ghostly game. I had suspected from the beginning that I may be trapped within one of his plans that had been set up to operate after his death, and this revelation seemed to confirm my fear.

    “He said that you should be able to do what you wanted with what he gave you. That is all.”

      I considered it for a moment. “You know that you have won this game, right?” I asked finally.

    Maxwell smiled. “In two moves or three, yes.”

    “Do you mind if I forfeit, then?”

    “Not at all. You gave a good effort for a novice.”

    I stuck around with the old man for a while, despite getting my answer. To leave right after the game would have been unnecessarily utilitarian. I asked about his family, and he told me about his wife who was dead and whom he had met soon after college. He brought me inside to show pictures of his two sons. One was an accountant like his father and lived in Florida. The other had joined the army and then the police after. By the time I exited the house and slid into the passenger seat of the car, my mind was reeling in a chaotic mix of past, present and future. Terry looked up from his Blackberry with an expectant glance.

    “Maxwell will vote with me no matter what,” I said.

    “Well, goddamn,” he breathed.

    It was late afternoon when we returned to the penthouse. Upon entering the living room, I could already tell that something was different before noticing any particulars. My nose detected a familiar faint herbal smell, the kind that is everywhere in the lush, temperate forests of America and grows in intensity as the traveler steps through unbroken ground and the foot crushes the supple leaves and tender stems pestle-like into the mortar of the earth. It was the smell of primeval biology, the rudimentary sexuality of being. I expected the itch of nettle, the furtive songs of invisible birds, the whir of insects on approach and then retreat from the ear, the illiterate murmur of waters. Then I saw the source of the smell, a thick bouquet of wilderness plants bursting out from a large vase on the glass table in the center of the room. It looked like the snarled tangle of brush bundled carelessly by the body’s suffocating movement when one lies out in a clearing to look up at the sky in wonder, yet upon closer inspection it showed a mystic symmetry and order, surrounded by a cloud of minuscule yellow flowers, and framed by broad leaves bearing the subtle juvenile fuzz that marks youth, yet lasts forever in the cycling seasons of the world’s eternal adolescence.

    “What is this?” I asked, taking a few steps into the room, and turning to confirm that Terry was seeing the same thing.

    He shrugged. “It looks like a bouquet.” Clearly, he was not as alarmed by the invasive object.

    “Who put this here?” I demanded.

    “Could be any number of people,” he replied. “The building has access and there’s a cleaning service. Honestly, I don’t know who all your father gave a key to before he passed.”

    “What about Isabella?” I asked.

    “Maybe. Why her?”

    I told him about the dream, and he was perplexed. “Do you actually think it could have been real?”

    “I don’t know.”

    “I can ask to have the elevator key changed. The building can rush it same day if you want.”

    “Why not? I don’t need any more unexpected events, no matter how minor.” I picked up the bouquet and carried it out to the balcony before coming back inside. “Did you hear from Estelle’s people yet?”

    “Not yet.”

    

    

    CHAPTER 6

    

    A week had passed after I played chess with Leonard Maxwell when it was time to meet with the board and voting shareholders to confirm Dave Morrison as the new CEO. Rubin had no objections to his candidacy, nor had he said anything to suggest wanting changes to company structure. I invited Morrison over to the apartment to discuss the near future. We sat out on the balcony in the midmorning sun on the day prior to the vote. He was dressed casually again and appeared unaffected by the gravity of what we discussed. A paranoid part of me wondered if he was even more naive than I.

    “What’s probably going to happen is that Eli will suggest something that will undercut my voting power as part of bringing you on,” I explained to him. “I have no idea what it is, but I’m sure there’s something coming.”

    Terry lingered in the background under the shade of the overhang, tapping away at his Blackberry but listening to every word. Morrison cast a glance back at him occasionally, perplexed by our dynamic after the events of the first meeting. I let him linger in confusion.

    “So, I should accept then, no matter the contingencies?” he asked.

    “My hands are tied,” I explained. “Rubin’s coalition will probably make your offer dependent on issuing more voting shares, and I can’t override them with what I have currently. I can end the whole thing, but I don’t have the power to give you the offer on my own terms. Even with Maxwell’s 6 percent a lock, I’m short almost 10 percent. I was hoping to get word from Estelle’s people before the offer, but we still haven’t heard anything yet. We can’t ruffle feathers at this point. If I can get the 9 percent from her and the twins, then then that puts me just barely over two thirds. If my position is diluted further by adding shares, then it might be game over.”

    “But we won’t know until after the meeting?” Morrison’s mood, although light, was certainly less enthusiastic than before. I needed to get him reassurance.

    “I have other options, right Terry?” I asked over my shoulder.

    “Potentially,” he replied. “You can try chasing after small fish shareholders and building a coalition of a few additional percentage points, but it will be a lot of work.”

    “What about a social media pressure campaign? As much as I thought that Kony thing was bullshit, it made a splash.”

    “You’ll have the SEC all over you,” Terry replied. “You own half the company’s voting stock. If you do anything to try to manipulate the value or voting outcomes, then you better believe other shareholders will sue you if they suspect something, and that’s not the worst outcome.”

    “But we do have options if the others pressure to issue more voting shares, is what I’m saying,” I insisted, trying to mask my annoyance. Terry’s thoroughness was putting a grim cloud over my partnership with Morrison, which was the last thing I wanted.

    “Yes,” he confirmed.

    After Morrison left, we spent the rest of the day going over everything I needed to know and expect. Terry explained that aside from the two of us, there were six other board members. There would have been seven, but the CEO vacancy reduced the number by one. The internal directors consisted of Eli Rubin, Don Chase the head of legal, Yvonne Washington head of ethics and diversity, Jonelle Grant the director of operations, and Terry, who was the director of personnel, a title that had been created as a joke early on in the company’s history as he was typically the last person a former employee saw before exiting the building with a box full of office knick-knacks. The external board members were me, Estelle, and Seawind, who had been awarded a seat as part of their investment deal.

    Every one of the internal board members was aligned with Rubin, Yvonne Washington most of all because he had created her department with my father’s permission as part of the modernization effort coming out of the financial crisis.

    “We should try to talk to Estelle after the meeting,” he suggested. “Her people haven’t responded to me, but that doesn’t mean that we can’t talk to her directly.”

    “Is that risky?” I asked.

    “Everything is risky now.”

    I slept poorly the night before the meeting, haunted by ghost dreams of no consequence that woke me without a memory of their passing contents. I tossed and turned on the bed, wondering how long it had been since my father’s dying body had done the same. I stood out on the balcony and surveyed the lights of the city from above, feeling a growing emptiness and a deep desire to be rid of the capricious mission I had laid out for myself. Once Terry was up, we spent the morning mostly in silence. A strangling anxiety had taken hold of my internal organs. I had never feared anything as I did the approaching visit to Stonebrook’s hall of power, not even riot police or the doors of a prison.   

    We drove down to the Chase building and entered the glass walls of the lobby, retracing our steps from the first visit. A multitude of nameless men and women in business attire filed in around us. We were early, and the elevator deposited us onto a quiet executive floor.

    “Why do we always have to be everywhere before everyone else?” I asked, picking at the expensive suit that fit a little too perfectly to be comfortable.

    “Your father insisted on it,” Terry explained. “Not only is it good manners, but it gives the advantage of the opening argument.”

    “But he always played black,” I mused.

    “What do you mean?”

    “When he played chess with Leonard Maxwell, he played with the black pieces, and they go second.”

    “Well, I guess that’s a mystery,” he replied, sounding distracted.

    We waited in the conference room sitting at a massive glossy wood table across from one another for about five minutes before Eli showed up with a Stonebrook branded leather folder and a bottle of water. He was followed closely by a tall, blonde man with graying, wispy hair. He regarded me for a moment with pale blue eyes before closing the gap and putting out a hand.

    “Don Chase, legal director. Nice to finally meet, Mr. Ashbury.”

    “You too,” I managed around my squirming insides.

    Then a Black woman with a coil of braids set atop her head entered the room. She looked to be in her late thirties and wore trendy business clothes, a gray-colored pencil skirt and cream-colored blouse. She introduced herself as Yvonne Washington. She was followed by Jonelle Grant who wore a navy-blue pantsuit and had shoulder length hair which was clearly dyed a dark brown. The receptionist who had greeted us on our prior visit came in to set up the conference call system.

    “Seawind is phoning in,” Eli explained. “They never come in person,” he said, turning to me.

    Estelle entered last, looking even more bored than her daughter Chelsea had during the party at my apartment. She glanced around the room and did not look at me, although I could not tell if it was a purposeful snub or a consequence of her cool indifference toward everyone.

    Eli was at the head of the table, and after Estelle took her seat at the foot, he addressed us.

    “Looks like everyone is present. Esther, is Seawind on the line?”

    The executive assistant nodded from her position in the corner of the room where she sat taking notes on a laptop.

    “Yes, thank you. We can hear you.” A tinny voice with a Chinese accent emerged from the phone speaker at the center of the table.

    “Alright then, we can get started,” Eli continued. “This meeting is going to be a little fly-by-wire. We scheduled this a bit abruptly as you all probably know in order to decide if we have a new CEO. We have drafted an offer package, which I will be reviewing with all of you. After general discussion, if we have an offer we all agree on, then we will open the call up to all voting shareholders and take a vote. Are there any questions off the top?”

    There were none, but when the discussion of what David Morrison brought to the table came up, Yvonne had a few things to say.

    “As the only person of color on this board, I feel that I should ask if we want the new face of the company to be another White man. David Morrison’s work in the nonprofit world is impressive, but perception matters. We need to be able to show people tangibly that the company is moving in the right direction.”

    Eli turned to me. “Andrew, did you have anything to say? He is your candidate.”

    All the eyes in the room turned to me. I looked at Terry, and he had a bewildered look on his face. I had no idea what to say, so I went with the first question that entered my head.

    “Do you have a specific candidate of your own that you would like to present?”

    Yvonne’s eyelashes fluttered up and down rapidly as she blinked at me, perhaps trying to tamp down some internal frustration.

    “No, but I think we should hand this decision off to a headhunter with a focus on diverse candidates.”

    It took every ounce of my willpower to keep from asking if she was aware that I held half the votes and by nature of that fact it was more likely for me to get the candidate I wanted then her to get one she wanted.

    “So, your concern is that we are moving too quickly on this?” Eli asked.

    “My concern,” she replied, “is that we are not making enough effort to show that we are committed to important issues like diversity among executives. We all saw Occupy Wall Street and the other protests that happened the past few years. We need to show that we learned something from it.”

    I had been part of Occupy from early on, and it was most certainly not about ensuring the full rainbow of colors was present on every corporate board. It was about putting everyone on the boards in handcuffs.

    Yvonne was still speaking. “I just feel like I was given this position but there’s nothing concrete behind it. I have a seat here, but my words are all the power I’m afforded.”

    Everyone was glancing at each other uncomfortably. A guttural growling sound came out of the phone speaker on the table followed by a few barking noises. Then the English-speaking voice with the accent followed.

    “Hello, yes. Mr. Huang would like to know what is going on. I’m having difficulty explaining to him.”

    Eli raised a hand and waited for the voice from the phone to go silent. “How about this, Yvonne,” he said in a reassuring tone. “As part of the package we drafted for Mr. Morrison, I was going to propose issuing more voting shares to give him a stake in decision making. What if, as a part of that proposal to the shareholders, we also increase the voting shares to include an amount to be controlled by the board of ethics and diversity? That way we can put our money where our mouth is as it were.”

    There it was. Yvonne and Eli must have planned this out together beforehand. They had presented it organically. Of course, nobody would have any objections in this context. Although no percentages had been mentioned yet, I was sure that it would be enough to keep me short of a supermajority. After some explaining to the Chinese, everyone understood. After some debate, 3 percent for Morrison and 3 for the ethics and diversity board were voted into the items to be presented. I voted against, as did Seawind and Terry, but everyone else was in favor. The board also held a preliminary vote on Morrison as a candidate. Rubin, Terry, and I voted in favor, but everyone else was against. 

    Then the rest of the voting shareholders were brought onto the call and given a brief summary of the items up for a vote. The first was that there would be any voting shares issued at all, either to Morrison or Yvonne’s people. Eli voted in favor, then Estelle voted in favor. After some more growling noises over the phone, Seawind voted against. I was panicking. Terry had been right. As much as I wanted someone in my corner, David Morrison as CEO was not worth the loss of voting power. Soon I was the only person left to vote. Even all the smaller shareholders had made their votes over the phone. Everyone looked at me expectantly again.

    “I vote against,” I said.

    “So, the vote is no. We will not be issuing any additional voting stock,” Eli explained so that everyone listening was aware of the situation. “In that case the current offer is null and void and we will be drafting a new one.” He turned to me. “There is no reason to vote on Morrison without an agreed upon compensation. Unless there are any more questions, that will conclude our business for today.”

    I ventured a glance at Terry. His face was grim, but he gave me a subtle and determined nod. At the abrupt end of the meeting, everyone blinked as though just waking up from a dream state, except for Yvonne who stared daggers into me. Terry’s face had become inscrutable, but I could see an occasional very slight glance in Estelle’s direction. One thing that was abundantly clear from the meeting was that I was stuck. Eli had held me off for now. It certainly appeared by the voting that Morrison would not be approved without additional shares. It was looking like everything would end in stalemate unless I could get more votes. 

    Estelle was the first to get up, shouldering her designer purse which had been hanging from the back of her chair. Terry was on his feet in a blink, making a wide circle around the conference table to follow her out the door. After a moment of indecision, I followed him out into the hall. Once I reached the intersection that led to either the reception area or executive offices, I lost sight of them, but I could hear the sound of emphatic voices not far off. My pursuit led me to my father’s old office where the two of them were standing in the center of the room in heated discussion.

    When she saw me, Estelle disengaged from Terry and took a few steps toward me with flashing eyes. I had never seen her so aggravated before. Her voice was sharp and forceful, each salvo of words a deliberate attack.

    “Why am I getting calls from my lawyer telling me that my son is asking about transferring his trust to be held by you until it’s awarded? I can only assume this is some power grab scheme that you’re trying to thrust onto my children.”

    I looked at Terry over her shoulder. He was staring at the floor with wide and unfocused eyes. This development was a shock to him as well.

    I tried to explain. “I talked to Carl and Chelsea at the reunion and told them that I have plans for the future of Stonebrook that require voting control. They said that they were willing to let me use their votes in the meantime. There was no coercion.”

    “I am their mother,” she insisted. “You should consult with me first on anything that involves their trusts. I knew that you were bad news and that if you stuck around, it would only cause misery. First it was that bitch who swooped in and poisoned your father’s mind and now you trying to grab everything that’s left.”

    “So, I’m guessing you aren’t interested in the penthouse then?” I asked.

    I could see Terry sink into one of the chairs and let his head drop down to rest in his hand.

    “The penthouse that should have been mine?” she asked savagely. “You mean that one?” She let out a long breath of aggravation. “You were supposed to be gone, never to return. You should have stayed gone. You’re bad luck, an unfortunate creature. I could tell by what happened to your mother.” She took a few steps toward the door and then whirled around one last time, jabbing a finger at me. “Stay away from me and my children.”

    It was all coming apart. Without the voting power from her and the twins, the supermajority was out of reach. On top of that, I would have to deliver the bad news to David Morrison that the offer for CEO was not coming. I collapsed into the seat across from Terry.

    “Seems like it’s all crashing down,” I observed dismally.

    He sighed. “I told you from the start that it was crazy.”

    “Do you think that Eli and Yvonne planned out that whole bit about the additional voting shares beforehand?” I asked.

    He shrugged weakly. “Probably. Who knows? Maybe Eli just knows her so well that he expected her complaints and planned to use them as a pretense.”

    “I really wish Estelle hadn’t said that about my mom being a bad omen.”

    “She’s angry, obviously, and feels undermined. I’ve never seen her so out of sorts.”

    “Let’s head back. I need to take a nap.”

    We returned to the penthouse, both of us subdued and disappointed. Terry sat out on the balcony, and I joined him for a few minutes to get some fresh air. The vase of strange plants was wilted and pathetic looking. They no longer gave off any fragrance. I wandered to the bedroom and crawled under the blankets, still wearing the suit minus the jacket. After a few hours of fitful sleep, I groggily returned to find my companion where I had left him.     

    “I called Morrison,” he said. “He was disappointed but understanding. You really sold him on the heroics of the whole thing.”

    “Yeah, well fuck me, I guess,” I murmured.

    A slight breeze blew over the balcony, ruffling my hair and creating a slight whispering noise. A ridiculous idea crawled into my mind.

    “What about Seawind?”

    “What about them?”

    “Well, they voted against issuing more voting shares,” I explained. “Doesn’t that mean that they aren’t totally under Rubin’s control?”

    “Not necessarily,” he replied. “If Eli was expecting you to want Morrison as CEO, then it wouldn’t have made a difference which way Seawind voted.”

    I put a hand up to my forehead. “By backing out on the vote to issue shares, I showed him that Morrison wasn’t essential to my plans and that the voting power mattered more. I might as well have told him that I’m making a play for the supermajority.”

    “Likely,” he agreed, “but what were you saying about Seawind?”

    “I should talk to them. They’re the second largest voting shareholder. Even if the chances they vote with me are slim to none, I should at least give it a shot.”

    “I suppose it’s worth a try.” He did not sound convinced. “If you want, I can make some calls.” He paused. “You know, I’m not even sure how to get in touch with Seawind. I’d normally just ask Eli, but obviously we can’t do that in this situation. Let me check what we have in the Stonebrook files.”

    He went inside and then returned with his work laptop. We sat together at a patio table, him typing away and me asking for updates periodically.

    “The only contact for Seawind I can find has a number and office listed for some place in Chinatown.”

    He picked up his Blackberry and dialed. After putting the device up to his ear, his eyes narrowed, and he shook his head.

    “Listen to this.”

    He dialed the number again and handed the phone over to me. I could hear the phone ring three times and then a man’s recorded voice said a few words in what I assumed was Mandarin before the line went dead.

    “Strange,” I said. “What’s located at the address?”

    Terry typed and clicked for a few seconds. “Some kind of import and export company, but there is no website or any details.”

    “So, where does that leave us?”

    “That depends. Do you want to do a little detective work in the field?”

    I threw up my hands. “I have nothing better to do. I might feel a little better if I get out of here for a while.”

    

    

    CHAPTER 7

    

    We took the Mercedes southeast to lower Manhattan, found parking on Baxter, and wandered East on Canal Street. The buildings of the district were primarily brick with brightly painted accents. Vivid red, yellow, and green signs bearing Chinese characters hung from the facades at various heights. Vendors with tables out on the sidewalk sold produce. The mounds of various green shades piled up in miniature jungle topography.

    Terry seemed to know where he was going, and I followed closely trying not to get lost in the afternoon rush hour of foot traffic. He stopped in front of a yellow door, confirmed the address, which was hand painted on the wall above, and stepped inside.

    The bottom floor was a shop selling knick-knacks and trinkets, cheap ostensibly Chinese cultural signifiers. The wooden folding tables were covered in poorly glazed and painted cheap plaster models of Chinese architecture, plastic dragon figurines, and rolled parchment paper of calligraphy and traditional style painting likely mass produced and not rendered by hand. The elderly man behind the counter glanced over at us with sleepy eyes and said nothing. Terry pointed to a set of stairs in the corner of the room, and we went up to the next level.

    At the top of the steps, we entered a hallway. On either side were two wooden doors with placards indicating what businesses operated within. Mostly they were rendered in Chinese characters, but Terry stopped in front of one and turned to me.

    “I recognize this. I think it’s Golden Fortune Trading.”

    “Are we just going in?” I asked, very much out of my element. 

    He shrugged and knocked. From behind the door, a slightly muffled voice barked something in Mandarin.

    I looked at him questioningly. “What does that mean?”

    “Hell if I know,” my companion replied and tried the handle.

    The door opened, and we cautiously entered a room that looked like it had housed a small office at some point. The walls were bare and covered with faded rectangles of pigmentation of various sizes, indicating that fixtures had been removed. A low ceiling grid populated with tiles aged to a sickly jaundiced color hung over, showing darkened rings of water stain and grime around a few air ducts. The shields over the fluorescent lights had turned a chemical greenish yellow and gave the whole space an atmosphere of decay and neglect.

    In the center of the room, a Chinese man sat behind an old metal desk with at least a dozen phones arrayed in front of him in a fan pattern. All the cords met in the back and merged into a thick bundle which wandered snake-like down to the floor and through an open doorway at the back of the room. The man’s arms were folded atop a pot belly. Once we were both in the room and standing dumbly a few yards in front of him, he raised his arms out to the side.

    “Who you?”

    “Is this Golden Fortune Trading?” Terry asked.

    “Who you?” the man demanded in an angrier tone than before.

    Now that I could see his midsection more clearly, I determined that he was wearing a novelty shirt of some kind, the terminally unfunny variety that has what some person considers to be a joke printed on the front in a loony font. I had never understood why this baffling artifact of consumerism existed and found it to be one of the most overlooked indictments of free market capitalism. The person responsible for designing and creating these objects of evil should find themselves in front of a tribunal someday if there was any justice in the world.

    “I’m Terry Sykes.” He took a few steps forward. “This is Andrew Ashbury. We are looking for Roger Wu. This address was provided as his office. Is he here?”

    One of the phones on the desk rang. The man picked up the receiver and listened, nodding and grunted on occasion. When the call ended, he picked up another receiver, selecting a preset dialing option and loudly explaining something in his foreign tongue. The two calls seemed to last the same amount of time. After hanging up he stared at us quietly.

    “Roger Wu?” Terry tried again. “We are from Stonebrook. We need to talk to him.”

    “No Roga Wu here,” the man replied bluntly. “You leave now!”

    “We have business to discuss with Seawind. He works for Seawind.” Terry was not going to give up.

    “This not Seawind. This Golden Fortune,” the man stated and folded his arms atop his belly again.

    “So, this is Golden Fortune? Well, then how can we get in contact with Wu?”

    “No Roga Wu here.”

    “Where is Seawind?” I demanded while stepping forward. My annoyance won out over the confusion. “We can’t get in contact with anyone there.”

    The man behind the desk sighed and picked up a phone, dialed, and began talking loudly again. After some back and forth, he mentioned Stonebrook then pulled a notebook out of a desk drawer and began to write something. He hung up after a few minutes and held out the piece of paper.

    “Seawind for you. You go now.”

    Terry stepped forward and took the page, scanned it briefly, and then turned to me.

    “Let’s go.”

    Once we were back in the hallway, he showed me the writing. It provided an address and time in barely legible scrawl. At the bottom the man had drawn a Chinese character.

    “I believe this is near the port terminals west of Brooklyn on the Upper Bay. It says to stop by at ten p.m.”

    “What do you make of it?” I asked. “The whole thing seems very strange.”

    “I haven’t dealt very much personally with these Chinese companies,” he admitted. “This does all seem a bit off. Do you want to make the meeting at ten?”

    “Yes, even if it feels strange. I want to try this last avenue.”

    We decided against returning to the penthouse and found a café where we could relax and wile away some of the hours leading up to the meeting time. We ordered beers and an appetizer of fried calamari.

    “You hear all that stuff about the world ending this year?” Terry asked after sipping the foam at the top of his glass.

    “A little. I know of it,” I replied.

    “Supposedly the Mayans or some Mesoamerican civilization has a calendar that ends this year in December sometime. I read a little about it on the Internet and apparently there are a bunch of astronomical convergences that are supposed to happen around the same time. Seems kind of goofy, but it’s fun to read about.”

    “Deep down, everyone wants the world to end,” I said, feeling in the wake of my recent failures that perhaps there was some kind of great cosmic unraveling imminent. “Seems like the world ends every few years and nobody notices. They expect floods and fires but in the end they’re lucky if they even notice that one article in business section that would have let them know it happened.”

    “You’re certainly gloomy,” Terry observed. 

    “Well, in case you hadn’t noticed, things aren’t going well.”

    Terry shrugged. “I have a beer and some food. It’s a nice evening. Things certainly could be worse.”

    We sat drinking quietly for a few minutes. My mind wandered back to the strange game of chess I had played.

    “Leonard Maxwell had some interesting ideas about my father passing along the shares to me,” I said after mulling it over. “He said that no matter what happens, it’s the fulfillment of his legacy. What do you think about that?”

    Terry considered for a time, his head cocked to one side and eyes nearly closed. “I think it means that your father came to the realization that you always were what should have been most important to him. Have you heard the story of Abraham and the binding of Isaac from the bible?”

    “Yeah, but it’s been forever.”

    “I think it’s another version of that but inverted somehow.”

    “What do you mean?”

    “I’d have to think about it some more.”

    We hung around the bars near Chinatown for a bit afterward until it neared time for us to discover if there was an agreement to be made with Seawind. Terry had insisted on only drinking two beers over the course of the evening to keep his wits sharp. I on the other hand had drunk four, and was feeling a comfortable warm buoyancy and surge of confidence. When we stepped outside, the streets were illuminated brightly with a kaleidoscope of colors. Signs of various vibrant shades glowed down at us, and a bubble of energetic nightlife voices boiled all around.

    Traffic was light, and we made the trip east over the river quickly, finding street parking directly in front of the building designated by the address. It was a run-down cement industrial structure which had either been a factory or warehouse at some time many years ago. The rows of dark windows surrounded by peeling and discolored gray paint showed no light emanating from inside.

    “We’re probably going to get killed, aren’t we?” I half-joked.

    “Could very well be,” my companion replied without even a touch of humor.

    He reached over my lap and dug a flashlight out of the glove compartment. We wandered the dark sidewalk for a minute before Terry waved me over to a nondescript heavy door. He shone the light up to indicate a Chinese character printed in black on the wall above the frame. Unlike the other paint on the outside of the building, it was clean and not faded. It looked like the Greek letter pi as seen in mathematics, but with a curved swoosh ascending upward left to right through the right leg. The left leg jutted up slightly through the top perpendicular line, and a small apostrophe-like marking sat above the horizontal line’s right side, angling downward.

    “What does it mean?” I asked.

    “I have no idea. All I know is that it’s the same character drawn at the bottom of the address page.”

    He shone the flashlight on the piece of paper, and I could see that he was right. I reached past him and tried the door handle. It did not move. He swept the light around the area, revealing an intercom box not far to the right. He pushed the button.

    “Hello? This is Terry Sykes from Stonebrook.” We waited but there was no response. “I’m here to talk to Seawind. We were told to come to this address—”

    He was interrupted by a clicking sound. I tried the door again and this time it opened. The room that we entered was dark and full of stacks of wooden crates. A futile search along the wall for a light switch revealed nothing. We began moving through the massive, gloomy labyrinth. After turning many corners and hitting a few dead ends, Terry turned off the flashlight. In the complete blackness, we could see a flickering red glow emanating from the back of the warehouse over the stacks of crates. We used the glow as a guide, alternating between using the flashlight and not.

    Finally, we reached the source of the illumination, a metal door with a narrow vertical window. Red light poured out through the glass and the cracks around the edges. The two of us shared a nervous glance before he swung it open. We walked down a long corridor under the sweltering heat of lamps hanging above. Everything was awash in a suffocating atmosphere and the omnipresent crimson so intense that anything not white looked black under its gaze. 

    At the far end, we spilled gasping out into a room that was smaller than the first and fortunately cooler than the corridor connecting the two. This new space was dark, but a pool of light against the far wall revealed a man sitting at a desk. Another was positioned a few feet away behind a laptop on a small folding table. Terry and I reached the outside edge of the light and could see that they were both Chinese. The one at the desk was much older, bald, clean shaven, and smoking a cigarette. In front of him, a large ash tray the size of a dinner plate held a giant mound of ash and cigarette butts.

    Laptop man addressed us. I could recognize his voice from the board meeting. He was the Seawind representative who had been on the speaker phone.

    “You are from Stonebrook?” he asked.

    “Yes,” I replied.

    “Why didn’t you call?”

    “We tried the number on file, but we couldn’t reach you,” Terry explained. “The only person who we know can contact you is Mr. Rubin.”

    “You are not here for him?” the man asked, raising an eyebrow. Like the older man he was also clean shaven, but he had hair which was professionally styled. 

    He turned and said something to the older man in Mandarin. While listening, the wrinkled face remained placid for a moment, and then the skin bunched up toward the nose and the man leaned forward over the desk, releasing an impressive cloud of smoke from his nostrils. He lit another cigarette with the remnants of the one he held and took a few drags to confirm that it was burning. He then unleashed a string of snarling, barking noises that I could only assume were Mandarin words mangled by his obliterated lungs and throat. I felt a creeping feeling of danger whenever he opened his mouth, as though a wild animal was making warning sounds.

    The younger man rose from behind the laptop and crossed over to sit on the front corner of the smoking man’s desk. The surface of it was a field of ash and sheets of paper covered in columns of Chinese letters. Once comfortable, he replied in English.

    “Mr. Huang says that he does not have any business to discuss with Stonebrook currently.”

    “I’m not here on behalf of Stonebrook,” I explained. “I’m Andrew Ashbury. I hold half of the company’s voting shares. I’m here to talk votes.”

    The two men exchanged words and violent noises.

    “Mr. Huang is not interested in selling his shares.”

    “I don’t want to buy them,” I tried to push down my frustration. “I want to discuss whether we can arrange a voting coalition. Between the two of us we will completely control the company.”

    Smoke billowed around the desk, and the younger man almost disappeared into the great expanding cloud as he turned and leaned closer to Mr. Huang to discuss. The whole scene was Abrahamic as murmuring voices of an ancient tongue emanated from a column of smoke. A sudden realization about priests as translators, money as language, and markets as gods flitted through my head, but I lost the concrete meaning in my half-drunken confusion. The translator emerged from behind the veil and asked the only question that anyone would. 

    “What do you intend to do with this control over the company?”

    I looked at Terry who had stepped back into the darkness outside the pool of light. I could see only the glimmer of his eyes and no indication of what expression he made. This was it, the last opportunity.

    “I want to liquidate Stonebrook,” I stated clearly and emphatically. “The assets will be sold and everyone will be compensated fairly for their stake, you included.”

    Roger Wu explained what had been said to his colleague. The older man, after a good deal of growling and grunting, began to laugh so hard that his mouth dropped open wide, and I could see that he was missing nearly all his teeth. Wu did not laugh but smiled in a way that conveyed cruel amusement. Mr. Huang finished in a fit of coughing, raising the cigarette to inhale, even as his torso heaved up and down over the desk. Tiny fragments of ash blew up and outward in every direction. He spat emphatically on the floor. Once silence returned, the translator explained the situation.

    “Mr. Huang has no interest in money. Money is nothing to him. He finds you Americans very funny. You seem determined to destroy yourselves, yet you do not even know what you are destroying.”

    The older man started growling over the younger before he had even finished speaking, lighting up another cigarette in the same method as before, and then making sweeping gestures with his hands. Once he was done, he lowered himself down in his chair and went completely still while he stared at us. Only the rising tendril of smoke moved.

    Wu explained, “He says you Americans are very stupid. You are not a people in any true sense and have no understanding of common goals, at least not anymore. He says that if you wanted total control of the company then Stonebrook should not have given away voting shares during the crisis. To do so was very foolish.”

    I did not give a damn about his insulting America, but the implication from these smug and disagreeable men that my father was a fool angered me. I had not expected such a reaction, but he was my ghost to rage against and nobody else’s.

    “Stonebrook would have collapsed without investment,” I insisted. “He did not have a choice.”

    The old man listened as my words were conveyed and then laughed again and made his harsh noises.

    “The final offer was not our idea,” came the answer. “We asked for voting shares because your own Rubin told us to ask for it. We wanted to get into the company but for business to remain as usual, so voting shares did not matter to us.”

    “Wait, Rubin told you to ask for voting shares?”

    The translator nodded.

    This coup had been in the works for years. Of course. It all made sense. Terry was shaking his head and looking at the ceiling as he wandered the dark portions of the room. My own foolishness was the final piece of the takeover.

    “So, you won’t vote with me to dissolve the company?” I already knew the answer, but it was my last desperate plea. 

    The two men conferred for a moment and then both shook their heads. “This is not what we want. Our business is concluded,” Wu explained curtly.

    Terry and I left the way we had entered and did not say a word to one another until we were back in the Mercedes.

    “It really is over now,” I murmured, tired by the lateness of the hour and eventfulness of the day. “Why do you think they told us about Rubin?”

    Terry shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe to cause chaos. I’ve never really understood the Chinese.”

    “I have no interest in being Rubin’s sucker,” I said after a while. “I don’t want to preside over my father’s crumbling control of Stonebrook.”

    “Sleep on it,” he suggested, while pulling the car out into the dark and empty street. “Maybe you’ll feel better in the morning.

    

    . .    .

    

    I did not feel any different about it in the morning. I only felt like getting breakfast at a place where we could sit outside. As I lay awake in bed, I wondered why I felt so depressed about the series of events the last few weeks. It was not as if I was losing something I had ever desired or even expected to possess. Yet there seemed something very wrong about it that I could not place. I had always known that there was no justice in the world of money. Possibly the last vestige of idealism I had kept deep down inside had been snuffed out. No matter the cause, I felt very empty. 

    We dressed casually, and it was a rare occasion when I saw Terry in denim pants and sneakers. When we passed through the living room on the way to the entry, I noticed that the desiccated bouquet was missing from the balcony. I did not bother to ask where it had gone. I did not care anymore. We took the elevator down to the Brunanburh Building’s lobby. There was a good place to eat just a few blocks away, so we opted to walk and stepped out onto the street into the morning bustle.

    Just as we reached the sidewalk and turned right, two men in suits swooped over from where they had been waiting along the side of the building and matched our speed. They were about the same height, both physically fit with perfectly combed brown hair and clean-shaven faces. I knew what they were by appearance alone. The government’s field men all had a certain familiar look to them.

    The closest one reached out a hand. “Andrew Ashbury, I’m Ted Bennet with the Securities and Exchange Commission.”

    I ignored the hand, and Terry made a pained breathy noise in his throat.

    The other man noticed the lack of reciprocation and made no effort to shake hands. “And I’m Allen de Palma with the IRS.”

    “If you’ll excuse us, we were just going to get breakfast,” Terry replied coldly.

    “Oh, that’s perfect. So were we,” Ted said enthusiastically. “You mind if we join you?”

    “Yes, we mind,” Terry hissed.

    “I recommend being a little more amicable,” De Palma’s tone was less jolly than Bennet’s.

    “Do you guys have something on me?” I demanded, stopping in the middle of the sidewalk. “Or is this just a classic intimidation play?”

    “Don’t talk to them,” Terry insisted. He reached back and grabbed my elbow to pull me forward.

    Bennet moved up to walk beside me. “It’s just a conversation, Mr. Ashbury. You’re relatively new in town and you inherited a lot of control over your father’s company. We just like to sit down with high profile people we don’t know and make sure we have an understanding.”

    Terry swung his arm in front of my chest as we walked to jab a finger at the SEC man. “We have an understanding that we will not talk to either of you unless you have a good reason and paperwork to back it up.”

    “Paperwork takes a long time,” De Palma replied as though resentful that it had even been suggested. “It would be a whole lot easier if you fellows just told us what you’ve been up to lately, and what dealings you have with Seawind. Some of our acquaintances in other less friendly departments might have an interest in them, and you would much rather deal with us than those other guys.”

    We reached the restaurant, and before going in the door, Terry turned to the two men one last time.

    “Fuck off.”

    They did not follow us inside. When the hostess led us out a side door to the open-air seating, there was no sign of them lingering outside. I could see Terry’s fingers trembling as he held his menu. The sight unnerved me more than anything that had happened over the past few days.

    “What the fuck was that all about?” I demanded, once we had both calmed down a little.

    “Warning shot,” he replied grimly.

    We ordered coffee, and I continued the conversation after it arrived.

    “So, what, someone at Stonebrook set the dogs on me?”

    “Total scorched earth,” he nodded. “Someone is cozy with them. We’ve been talking to a lot of people about different offers and schemes since you arrived in the city. It doesn’t even matter if you did anything wrong or not. They’ll jam you up with endless legal bullshit if they want to. I never guessed it would come to this. Normal people have enough decency to keep these things in house.”

    “You think Rubin did this?” I asked.

    “Possible, likely after what we heard from the Chinese.”

    “What should I do then?”

    Terry shook his head sadly. “You want my advice? Dump everything and get out of the city. Sell everything and let them choke on it. They’re trying to flush you out like an invasive creature. It’s not worth trying to fight them anymore.”

    “My father’s company isn’t even mine to destroy,” I mused aloud and then laughed bitterly.

    “I’m sorry,” he said after a long silence.

    “You have nothing to be sorry about,” I assured him. “I dragged you through all this, and you helped me the whole way. You had to in order to get paid I guess, but I appreciate it.”

    “You did what you thought was right, Andrew. Nobody else in their right mind would have done what you have. In a way, I admire you, really. I think your father would have been very proud.”

    I opened my mouth to make a cynical reply, but it was not there. In its place was the most unexpected replacement, a wrenching sob that got partway out before I could stop it. I was no longer able to keep the grief at bay. It was not the simple grief of a son who has lost his beloved father, but a deep despair of one who has lost even the opportunity to have one. I put a hand up to shield my face and spare my companion the embarrassment of seeing me in such a state. The constrictions pulled convulsively at my throat, and I could not stop them by force of will. I felt Terry’s hand grasp my shoulder, but he said nothing. He knew that any utterance would cheapen the moment.

    I recovered after a few minutes and sat back in my seat taking deep breaths and swiping at my face with my cloth napkin. I finally understood what Maxwell meant over our game of chess, yet I wondered if this was how it was always going to end, if it was truly the inevitable cycle of the blood which waxes and wanes with time but never dies. Perhaps there had been a truth revealed through my father and then me that no one man could uncover or understand on his own. Despite having no new experiences of him as a living man, I realized that I had missed him all along as one feels the loss of squandered opportunity. It was possible that his life’s dream and my own were part of the same revelation, and I had been the fulfilment of it in its final stage.

    I understood that, as a son of America, I was born into a whirlwind, fatherless and without history because none of it was truly given. Everything had been passed down as transaction. There was some truth hidden in the blood yet made insignificant by commerce because, as one man once told me, water is thinner, but money is thicker than both. I had not been wrong to rage against it, but a fatherless son is lost, left always to wander. I did not know if my soul was destined for eternity as had been prophesied, but blood is the closest thing to it on this earth, and it was worth striving for.

    I turned to Terry, who was still looking a little morose from my emotional breakdown and our apparent defeat, wondering if he was still bound into my service, despite the loss of everything else.

    “Terry,” I said, “let’s go find my son.”

    He gave me a knowing smile, a look that said he had known all roads would lead here at some point and that he was finally released to his true calling.
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